
        
            
                
            
        

    



USA TODAY bestselling author B.J. Daniels welcomes you to the town of Beartooth, Montana, for a new series set under Montana’s big sky…
Since teenager Bethany Gates was a girl, Clete Reynolds had been hers—in her heart, at least. She was devastated when he left their small ranching town of Beartooth, Montana, on a football scholarship, but then an injury brought him back. Now she’s determined to get him to notice her…if her rival Ginny West doesn’t get in the way. But Bethany doesn’t know Ginny has a secret of her own—one that could turn out to be deadly….
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THE LAST BREATH OF summer blew out of the high timber. It swept down from the Crazy Mountains to turn into a howling gust that blew into the near ghost town of Beartooth, Montana. Picking up a tumbleweed, the wind sent it cartwheeling past the Branding Iron Café.
From inside the café, Bethany Gates saw it blow by as she refilled coffee cups at the local ranchers’ regular front table. She was counting the days until she wouldn’t have to waitress. Her senior year of high school was about to begin and she’d promised herself that this year she was going to change her life.
As the tumbleweed rolled past, a pickup pulled up in front of the Beartooth General Store across the street. Bethany watched Ginny West climb out and start up the steps to the two-story, old-fashioned storefront.
Bethany hated the familiar taste of jealousy, bitter and strong, in her mouth. Often she wondered what it must be like to be Ginny, blond and beautiful, popular and rich. Well, maybe not rich like movie stars and athletes, but rich by Beartooth standards since her daddy owned a nice ranch south of town.
Ginny West wasn’t spending her summer before college in a greasy-spoon café slinging plates of food and pouring coffee until her arm ached.
“I’d take a little more of the decaf,” one of the ranchers said behind her.
Bethany turned away from the window and admitted to herself the real reason she resented Ginny so much. His name was Clete Reynolds. She’d seen the two of them laughing and talking. The memory still bit into her like a rabid dog. Since Bethany was a girl, Clete had been hers. At least in her mind and heart.
She filled the rancher’s cup, tuning out the same talk she’d heard every morning all summer. The men came in about the same time every day, took the same table and talked about the same things: the price of cattle, the weather, how the crops had done this year and the upcoming hunting season.
The only way she’d been able to survive the summer was to spend it daydreaming about Clete. She’d been devastated when he’d gone off to the University of Montana on a football scholarship. Everyone said he would make pro and that the next time they all saw him would be on ESPN. She’d known that he’d never come back to Beartooth if that happened.
As if she’d put a curse on him, Clete had gotten hurt his sophomore year, quit college and come home. He’d taken a job bartending just down the street at the Range Rider — just until he got better and could go back to playing football for U of M, he told everyone.
Bethany knew that was never going to happen and figured most people in town did as well. But since everyone liked Clete, no one was about to tell him to his face.
From the back of the café, Lou, the cook, called through the pass-thru that her orders were up. Bethany had learned to stack the plates along her arms and was now able to carry six to eight of them without any trouble. Her arms had muscled up over the summer. She was in the best shape she’d been in since when she used to barrel race competitively.
Not that Clete had noticed, she thought, as she carried the food to the ranchers’ table. She distributed the plates, pulling ketchup and Tabasco sauce out of her deep-pocketed apron, and asking if anyone needed anything else.
No one answered so she wandered back to the front window. She could see Ginny West in the store visiting with the owner Nettie Benton. She wondered what the two of them were talking about. Nettie was the worst gossip in the county. Seeing them with their heads together and looking in this direction sent an arrow of dread through her.
She and Ginny had never gotten along. But then there’d been that incident last year... Surely that wasn’t what Ginny and old Nosey Nettie were talking about. Bethany felt herself flush and hurriedly shoved the painful memory away.
Instead she wondered why Ginny hadn’t already gone back to college yet. Ginny was two years older than her, but had been held back a year from when she broke her leg barrel racing. Ginny should have been back at Montana State University in Bozeman by now. So what was the hold up? Bethany couldn’t shake the bad feeling that for some reason Ginny West had changed her plans to leave town. It had better not have anything to do with Clete.
* * *
STANDING AT THE CHECKOUT counter in the general store, Ginny West nodded, barely listening to Nettie as the older woman went on about the owner of the Branding Iron Café. Ginny had more to worry about than Claude Durham’s health, she thought, touching the note in her pocket. She’d put it there after finding it on her pickup seat this morning.
It wasn’t the first note like it that she’d received. She’d hoped the person who’d left them would get tired of harassing her. The notes felt...threatening. She could no longer pretend that no one knew the truth.
“Claude’s already had at least one heart attack. Doesn’t take care of himself. Won’t take anyone’s advice.” Nettie sniffed as she looked across the narrow road to the cafe. “He was downright rude when I suggested he quit eating off his own menu.”
“Uh-huh,” Ginny said, watching Bethany serve a large table full of local ranchers. The girl had been a thorn in her side from as far back as Ginny could remember. Had she left the threatening notes for her?
Doubtful, since the notes appeared to be quotes from the Bible. She’d never seen Bethany Gates in the small community church at the end of the street. Not once.
She wished it had been Bethany Gates who’d left them. That girl she could deal with. But she feared the person leaving the notes was someone else entirely and that had her running scared.
Which is why she’d called him and told him they had to meet.
The moment he’d answered the phone, she’d known it had been a mistake. He’d been upset with her for calling him at home.
“I wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t urgent,” she’d said, hating that he made her feel like a child.
“I’m not sure I can get away,” he’d said lowering his voice.
“This can’t wait. Someone knows.”
Silence, then, “Give me an hour.” He’d hung up, sounding as upset as she was. But she doubted their reasons were the same.
Across the street, Bethany paused in front of the large plate glass window and looked directly at her. Ginny could feel the girl’s loathing for her. Before last year, she’d never done anything to Bethany. She’d pretty much ignored her since they had nothing in common even though Bethany had begun dressing like her, even had her hair cut like her. Ginny had finally had to put a stop to it.
Bethany was one of those true western girls who’d barrel raced at all the rodeos, would jump off the cliffs into the creek with the boys and didn’t squeal at the sight of snakes and frogs and spiders. She’d always spent more time hanging out with the boys than any of the other girls in the ranch community. Bethany had more in common with Destry Grant.
The thought of Destry reminded her that she wasn’t the only one with a secret. Destry and Ginny’s brother Rylan had been dating behind their fathers’ backs. There had always been bad blood between Taylor West and Waylon “WT” Grant. Apparently the two had been boyhood friends until something happened that made them lifelong enemies.
Which was why when she’d started dating Destry’s older brother Carson last year, her father had hit the roof. It hadn’t helped that she and Carson had an off-and-on-again relationship that often sent her home in tears. Off because Carson hadn’t been ready to commit.
“Why do you keep going out with him?” her father had demanded on one of those nights when she’d come home obviously upset.
She hadn’t been able to explain it. Carson was the most infuriating man she’d ever known. But there was something about him...
So it was no wonder when her brother started dating Destry Grant, he and Destry had decided to keep it a secret. Ginny had thought Rylan would tire of Destry. He always had before long of all the other girls he’d gone out with. But it appeared the two were crazy about each other, which was fine with Ginny. She liked Destry.
“So are you still dating that Grant boy?” Nettie asked now, as if reading her thoughts.
“Carson?” Ginny shook her head but didn’t dare look in Nettie’s eyes as she did. Nettie had a way of getting at the truth that was unnerving. “I broke up with him.”
“So who are you seeing now?”
As if it was any of her business. Want to know what’s going on in this county? Just ask Nettie. She’ll give you an earful, Ginny thought.
“No one,” she said, turning away from Nettie’s sharp gaze. The whole town would know soon enough.
“Really?” Nettie said. “You’re such a pretty girl. I would think all the young men in town would be after you and half the old ones as well.”
Ginny felt a jolt at her words, but busied herself selecting a pack of gum. She laid it on the counter and made a production of digging in her purse for money. She could feel the older woman’s keen eyes on her. Nettie didn’t miss a thing.
“Shouldn’t you be heading back to Missoula by now?” Nettie asked.
“Bozeman. I go to MSU. But I’ve decided to wait until next semester to return to school.”
“Oh?”
Clearly stopping in here to kill time had been a mistake.
“I’m undecided on what I want to major in,” Ginny said, another lie. It shocked her how lying had become second nature since living with the big lie for months.
Nettie seemed to study her even more closely as Ginny put the exact change on the counter. She felt self-conscious and nervous under Nettie’s sharp gaze. Glancing at her watch, she was disappointed to see that she still had way too much time before she would meet him at their secret place. But she wasn’t spending it here.
He’d always made her wait. Always had an excuse for being late. She’d been determined that today would be different. That’s why she’d planned to let him get to their meeting spot first. Let him wait for a change.
But she was too anxious, had been all morning. She had to get this over with. Tears burned her eyes. What did it matter if she was early and had to wait on him again? This had to be settled today. She’d put it off long enough.
When she looked up, she saw that Nettie’s gaze was on her stomach. Instinctively, she sucked it in as best she could. Ginny felt her eyes burn again with hot tears. No, it wouldn’t be long and the whole town would know. That thought sent a cold chill through her.
“Glad to see you’ve put on a little weight this summer,” Nettie said as she scooped up the coins from the counter. “It looks good on you. Fills you out more. I hate these skinny girls and their skimpy clothes. They look like street walkers.”
Ginny felt faint, her heart pounding, as she turned away and started for the door. Her right hand went to her stomach protectively. She wasn’t showing yet, was she? But she couldn’t deny that her body was changing. Her breasts were tender and fuller than they’d ever been.
She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Nettie said something she didn’t catch as she pushed out the door, the full weight of her situation bearing down on her.
Hurrying across the porch that ran the width of the store, she rushed down the steps to the ranch pickup. She’d borrowed the truck this morning rather than drive the car her father had given her for high school graduation last year. If someone saw her car parked up in by the old mine, they’d be more suspicious than if they saw one of the ranch trucks.
The day was clear and cool, Montana’s big sky stretching from the Yellowstone River to the peaks of the Crazy Mountains in an iridescent blue. A flock of geese came into view, a perfect dark arrow of flight overhead. She’d heard their honking as she crossed the porch, the sound so familiar she seldom noticed it. Just as she seldom noticed the deep silence that followed.
Few people lived in a place where there wasn’t the sound of traffic or police sirens or close-by neighbors. Ginny had lived on a ranch under the shadow of the Crazies, as the locals called the mountain range, all her life. She had loved the solitude. But until this moment she’d never felt so isolated and alone.
* * *
NETTIE WATCHED GINNY CLIMB into the West Ranch pickup. Taylor West had bought his only daughter a pretty yellow compact for high school graduation last year. Nettie wondered why she wasn’t driving it. The car had caused quite a stir. Everyone in the county had known Ginny was spoiled, but the car proved it.
Taylor West normally didn’t throw his money around. This was a conservative, close-knit community. Except for Waylon “WT” Grant who acted like some of the out-of-staters moving in down by Big Timber. Like them, WT seemed to think he had to out-do everyone else.
Nettie shook her head as she glanced across the narrow street at the café again. She could see the owner Claude Durham sitting on a stool, his back to the counter, his fingers laced across his belly. He looked pale even from here. Locals had been commenting on his health for some time now.
The big fear was that he’d fall over dead and then what would happen to the café? It wasn’t like he had kids to take it over. There’d been a rumor circulating years ago that he’d once been married during the short period of time he’d spent away from Beartooth. But he’d never admitted to it. Who’d marry the cranky old bastard anyway?
If Claude keeled over, Nettie feared the café would die with him and Beartooth couldn’t survive without a café. The town was struggling as it was. Maybe she’d have to buy the place. The thought had its appeal, although she’d have to hire someone to run it.
The wind sent a tumbleweed rolling down the street. Some would have said it was a lonely sight, a lone tumbleweed making its way down a near deserted street in an almost ghost town.
But Nettie found contentment in the sight—just as she had in this town for forty-two years. Beartooth had once been a good-sized mining town but now most of the old buildings along what had been Main Street were boarded up. The sign out front of the Whispering Pines Motel had faded, weeds growing tall in front of the six units.
The wind picked up some trash at the side of the road in front of the old Royale theater, sending a plastic grocery bag floating up into the air by the marquee. The marquee still had a few letters hanging from it. Nettie couldn’t remember the last movie that had played there, but she had to smile, thinking of the small hidden room under the stage where she’d lost her virginity. Most girls in these parts lost theirs in the flatbed of a pickup or out in the woods at a kegger. Few people even knew about the room under the stage.
From her storefront window, she had watched the town slowly dwindle down to what it was today. There were few secrets kept in a community this small, especially from her. With a smile, she wished she could see Taylor West’s face when he heard that his precious daughter had a bun in the oven. Nettie speculated on who’d put it there and figured it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew. Taylor West would be gunning for the man responsible soon enough.
* * *
BETHANY LOOKED UP AS the café door opened letting in a gust of cold pine-scented mountain air. She expected to see another rancher coming in. The day was blustery with the promise of another season. It was time to take stock before buckling down for what was always a hard winter this close to the mountains.
To her surprise, the man of her dreams came walking through the door. It always knocked her a little off balance to see him.
Clete Reynolds wasn’t much to look at this morning though. Obviously hung over, he looked like the dogs had dragged him in. His thick, curly, blond hair was sticking out from under his straw western hat. He wore clothes that appeared to have been slept in, a worn-out implement dealer T-shirt, a pair of jeans that had seen better days and scuffed cowboy boots.
She watched Clete wrestle the door closed against the wind as a half dozen dried aspen leaves blew in and whirled around on the worn linoleum floor.
As the door closed behind him, he hesitated, glancing over the café with bloodshot eyes. She could see that he had no desire to sit with the ranchers around the large table at the front. Most of the ranchers were his father’s age. They’d all looked up as Clete had come in, but quickly went back to their ranch talk.
Clete stood as if weighing his options, which from his expression, weren’t many. Before he could turn tail and run, Bethany grabbed a menu and took it over to him.
“You could sit back here,” she suggested, pointing to an out of the way booth near the swinging doors to the kitchen. “How do you want your coffee?”
“Black.” He looked grateful as he stumbled to the booth and dropped his long, lanky frame into it.
Bethany hurriedly got him a cup of coffee and placed it and the menu on the table in front of him. “I’ve heard Rocky Mountain Oysters are a cure for what might ail you,” she said.
He looked up, blinked and let out a curse. “You couldn’t get me to eat bull balls no matter how you cooked them. Just coffee.”
She’d never seen him like this. Word around town was that Pike Dunbar had offered to sell Clete the Range Rider bar, which would end any more talk of Clete going back to college—or playing football again.
Did this hangover have something to do with that, she wondered.
“Rough night?”
He groaned in answer, leaned forward cupping the mug of coffee with both hands and lifted it to his lips.
Bethany stood for a moment trying to think of something else to say, but nothing came to mind.
One of the ranchers called for his check. “I’ll come back and see if you want something else,” she told Clete and left.
By the time she got the ranchers all taken care of, Clete was gone.
Disappointed, Bethany feared he would never notice her. Unless she did something drastic.
The paved part of the road into Beartooth ended in gravel just past the abandoned two-pump gas station. Ginny drove the pickup down to where the road turned, winding back east toward Highway 191. She slowed and turned west onto a two-track that led up in the rugged mountains. Dried grass and weeds growing between the tracks, scraped the undercarriage of the truck. She shifted down as the road worsened and glanced nervously in her rearview mirror.
Had she really expected someone to follow her? Had someone been watching her while she was at the store this morning? Someone other than Bethany Gates?
A ripple of worry tore through her at the thought that she might get up to the mine and someone else might be waiting for her besides her secret lover. What if it was the person who’d been writing the threatening notes?
“That’s why this has to stop,” she said aloud as she continued up into the Crazies. “No more secrets.” Facing the town would be hard. Worse would be facing Carson and her family. But eventually the shock and anger would blow over. Everyone would have to accept the way things were.
She thought about the man she’d fallen in love with. Once she told him everything, he would have to agree it was time they quit hiding and went public. She placed a hand over her stomach. He would have no choice once he knew about the pregnancy.
Ginny shifted into four-wheel drive as the old mining road narrowed and became little more than a Jeep trail. Another quarter mile, the trees opened and she could see a jagged peak in the distance along with the skeletal remain of an abandoned mining building. Faded No Trespassing signs were tacked to the remaining boards.
As kids they’d always been warned not to go near the old buildings let alone tromp around anywhere near the abandoned mines. Of course, kids had. But not Ginny. She’d never done anything she was told not to do. She’d been the perfect daughter.
Until recently.
She parked on the other side of one of the buildings partially out of sight, backing in so she had a view of the road and could see who was coming up it. Shutting off the engine, she settled in to wait. Of course he hadn’t arrived yet.
The latest note was on the seat beside her. She picked it up and read the words again.
 
 
A promiscuous woman is as dangerous as falling into a narrow well.

She hides and waits like a robber,

Eager to make more men unfaithful.

 
 
Guilt gnawed at her. She knew what she’d done was wrong. Of course everyone was going to blame her. She was the promiscuous woman, the robber who had made a man unfaithful.
At the sound of a vehicle engine grinding up the road, Ginny tensed. What if it wasn’t him? And even if it was him, what would he say when she told him the news?
* * *
NETTIE BENTON HAD MADE only one mistake that she’d lived to regret. She’d married Bob Benton. It wasn’t that she hadn’t had other options. There was one very enticing option actually that had resulted in this twenty-year regret.
“Bob was the safe choice,” she’d told herself. This from a woman who’d until that moment had prided herself on never taking the easy way out. She’d been a wild thing, riding the greenest of horses, jumping off the highest point on the cliffs at Saddlestring Lake, hanging off the bumpers of roaring pickups as she skidded on her boot soles on the ice that glazed the main drag of Beartooth every winter.
She had wanted to experience it all. One man in particular had offered her that opportunity the day he’d come roaring up on an old Harley motorcycle and asked her if she wanted a ride. He was the only man who’d ever called her by her real name: Loretta.
“He doesn’t have much promise, Nettie,” her mama had said as she eyed the man standing next to the motorcycle waiting for her. He’d been wearing a bandana around his long dark hair, his skin was tanned, his arms sinewy and strong like his broad back.
Nettie couldn’t argue that. He hadn’t had a plan for the future and he hadn’t cared.
“Best give this thought long and hard,” her mama had said. “You like eating and having a roof over your head too much to tie yourself to a man without a future.”
Bob Benton had had a future. After she had gone on a few dates with him, his parents had offered to give him the local general store if Nettie would have him. They’d liked her, thought she had a head on her shoulders and would be good for their son.
At least that’s what they’d told her. Truth was they’d known she would end up running the store and taking care of Bob.
But she’d been young and thought the mature, responsible choice was obvious. Marry Bob and the store. She’d learned quickly enough that Bob was worthless and had no interest in the store and very little in her. Bob had little interest in anything. He didn’t hunt, fish, drink or cuss. He was an anomaly in this part of Montana.
Even though she’d realized Bob had only married her to appease his folks, Nettie had taken to the store right off. She had a natural curiosity about people and the Beartooth General Store offered her the ideal spot to watch the goings-on since the front window overlooked the town. When she didn’t have someone to wait on—which was often—she would stand at the front window and watch the changing seasons and the changing stories of the people who trailed past.
She was fond of saying she knew more about the people in this community than they knew about themselves.
This morning, not long after Ginny and the West Ranch pickup disappeared up the road, another truck pulled up out front.
Her old heart banged recklessly against her ribcage as Sheriff Frank Curry eased his big frame out from behind the wheel. He glanced up as if he’d known she’d be standing there watching him. She quickly ducked back into the dim light of the store. The man thought he knew her so well!
Frank started up the steps to the store. It was an old-fashioned two-story stone building that had been standing since the mountains behind it were rich with gold and more miners than ranchers. Those days were long gone, but the store had survived with its wide front porch and its great view of the sharp single mountain peak in the distance that had given the town its name.
Nettie busied herself in the back of the store at the sound of the sheriff’s heavy tread on the wooden porch. A moment later, the bell clanged over the door as he stepped in. She braced herself as she always did when the sheriff showed up.
Beartooth seldom needed the law, which was good since the sheriff’s department was twenty miles away in Big Timber. Residents mostly handled any trouble they had themselves—just as they’d done since the time this really was the wild west.
“Beautiful day, isn’t it,” Frank said as he spotted her and headed down one of the narrow aisles. Nettie liked to stock just about anything the locals needed from food and videos to muck boots, shotgun shells, baby formula, fishing lures and thread.
She straightened from where she’d been pretending to tidy up some canned goods and watched him saunter toward her. He was a large solid man, broad in the shoulders, narrow in the hips with long legs. He wore his uniform shirt, jeans, boots and a Stetson. Because he had a small ranch he worked when he wasn’t acting on behalf of the law, he was tanned and rugged looking.
Frank was solid to the core. He’d die protecting anyone to his last breath. But he was also the kind of man who never forgave you if you were the woman who’d broken his heart.
“What brings you up this way, Frank?” she asked, hating the way her heart reacted at the mere sight of him. It was as if it remembered what it had felt like being in his arms.
“Grizzly broke into McCreary’s place last night,” he said as he followed her around the end of the aisle toward the checkout counter. He scooped up a couple of chocolate bars from the candy section and placed them on the counter in front of her. “Came right through the back screen door into the kitchen.” He walked over to the cooler and got himself an orange soda like he always did when he stopped by. “Mabel heard the racket from in the living room, grabbed the broom and chased him out, but she discovered he’d gotten some of her chickens before breaking into her kitchen. I told her I’d write up a complaint for her. She’s going to try to get reimbursed from some wildlife defense fund.”
Nettie shook her head. “That Mabel is half crazy.”
Frank chuckled as his gaze locked with hers. A lava flow of heat filled her veins, making her flush. She hurriedly began to total up what he owed her as he took a long drink of his orange soda.
“Heard the Farmers’ Almanac is calling for another bad winter this year,” Nettie said. Talking about the weather was as Montanan as it got and usually always warranted a response.
Frank though didn’t comment. “How are you doing, Loretta?”
“Fine.”
“Are you happy?” he asked, taking her by surprise.
“Happy?” she repeated it as if she’d never heard the word before, bristling as she remembered what he’d said when she told him she was going to marry Bob Benton.
He leaned toward her now, his gaze softening with compassion and what she recognized as sympathy. “I know things ended badly between us all those years ago, but I want you to be happy.”
Nettie tried to speak around the lump in her throat. Her eyes burned and she feared she might burst into tears. All that saved her was the tinkling of the bell over the front door.
Frank brushed her hand as she moved past him and hurried to greet Alex Matthews, a forty-something biologist with Fish, Wildlife and Parks who lived in an old farmhouse not far out of town.
“Just need some batteries, double A’s,” he said after Nettie asked how she could help him.
She asked how many, got him a package from the shelf by the counter and rang him up.
“Sheriff Curry,” Alex said as he spotted Frank. The two spoke for a few minutes about the trap he was taking up to the McCreary place in hopes of catching the rogue grizzly.
Nettie paid little attention. Her thoughts swirled around her like angry bees. It wasn’t so much what Frank had said to her, although that had come as a surprise, that’s for sure. It had been the way he’d looked at her. Her pulse still throbbed just under her skin—just as it had all those years ago.
Her husband Bob came in the back door then, waved to all of them in a general way before going into his office and closing the door. Alex paid for his batteries and the two law enforcement officers walked out together.
At the door, Frank turned to look back at her, sadness in his gaze before he smiled. “See you soon, Loretta.”
* * *
THE RANCHERS BEGAN TO leave the Branding Iron Café, laughing and joking. The door opened and closed. Cold gusts of wind swept in as each left. Bethany saw with a groan that Hitch McCray had come in on one of the gusts.
Hitch ranched with his mother to the east. He came in with a scowl on his face but checked it when he saw her. He gave her a smile as he walked over to the old-fashioned cash register at the end of the counter.
“Just picking up an order to go,” he said, then glancing around asked, “Claude here?”
“He wasn’t feeling well. He’s gone upstairs. If you need to see him—”
“No,” Hitch said quickly and glanced up at the ceiling as the muted sound of a television news program could be heard in the apartment upstairs where Claude lived alone. His gaze moved to the kitchen in the back, which was now empty. The cook, a solitary middle-aged man named Lou, must have stepped out to have a cigarette behind the building.
Bethany saw the change in Hitch the moment he realized they were alone. Although nearly twice her age, that had never kept him from flirting with her every chance he got.
“You’re looking fine today,” he said, letting his gaze run the length of her. He grinned and she couldn’t help but laugh. If only Clete was this interested in her. Hitch wasn’t bad looking. But when he flirted with her, Bethany didn’t feel that zing that thrummed through her veins like she did around Clete. Nor did her heart pound and her mouth go dry.
“I’ll get your order.” Back in the kitchen, Lou had bagged it already. She brought it out and rang it up.
“Step outside with me. I want to ask you something,” Hitch said after he’d paid and had given her a fairly decent tip.
The café was empty. So was the street. She shrugged and, taking off her apron, stepped out into the sunshine. It felt good on her face and she reminded herself that she only had a few more days at the café. For the first time ever, she couldn’t wait for school to start.
Hitch stepped to the curb, turned his head and spat into the gutter. “So tell me,” he said, turning back to her and reaching into his hip pocket for his can of chew. He opened the tin, grabbed a pinch, tucked it between his lower lip and gum, then replaced the lid.
Most of the men in these parts chewed. Hardly any of the cowboys she’d dated didn’t have a telltale worn spot on one of their jean pockets where they carried their tobacco. Clete had quit when he was playing ball for the Grizzlies at U of M and as far as she knew, hadn’t started up again. She liked that about him.
“What do you think of my new truck?” Hitch always drove a nice rig because his mother had come from money. But the rumor was that the woman kept him tied to her apron strings. No woman he’d ever brought home to meet her ever measured up.
“Maybe you’d like to go for a ride sometime,” he suggested.
Bethany was no longer listening. She’d glanced down the street in time to see Clete come out of the Range Rider and drive out of town as if in a hurry.
“What are you doing this Friday night? How about we go over to Bozeman together and catch a show at that fancy big theater they’ve got over there?” Hitch asked.
She hadn’t had many dates this summer. What would it hurt to stop thinking about Clete just for a little while? If it hadn’t been Hitch, she might have been tempted. That and the fact that he was too old for her. Her mama would tan her hide if she heard her sixteen-year-old was going out with a man almost thirty.
“Sorry, but I’m involved,” she said.
He shoved back the western straw hat. “Is that right? I hadn’t heard.”
And he wasn’t about to hear since her involvement was only in her own mind.
“Thanks for asking though,” she said and glanced over at the store in time to see Nettie at her favorite spot—the front window. Now everyone in town would be talking about her and Hitch. All she needed was Hitch’s mother to hear about it. There would be hell to pay.
Bethany groaned inwardly as she went back into the café to find Pastor Tom Armstrong sitting at the counter. “Sorry, Pastor,” she said, realizing he must have come in through the back. Had he been upstairs talking to Claude? It wouldn’t be the first time she’d seen the two of them together. It seemed odd. Claude was anything but religious.
“It’s fine, Bethany. If I needed you, I would have given you a holler. I saw you out there with Hitch.” He glanced up from the menu he’d been studying and she felt her face heat at the reproach she saw in his gaze. He looked down at the menu again. Hardly anyone needed one. Everyone had the menu memorized since the only thing that had changed on it in years was the prices.
“I’ll take the special, scrambled, whole wheat and links,” he said. The special was two eggs anyway you liked them, toast, hash browns and sausage, either patty or link.
Bethany stepped out the back door to find Lou on his cell phone, smoking and speaking quietly to whoever was on the other end of the line. “Customer,” she said behind him and went back inside.
Pastor Tom had his Bible open on the counter and a notebook and pen beside it. “Sermon time,” he said. “Anything special I should talk about this Sunday?”
She shook her head, but she had no doubt her ears would be burning come Sunday. Good thing she had no intention of going to church.
* * *
GINNY HELD HER BREATH at the sound of the vehicle churning up the narrow, steep Jeep trail. She released it on a sigh of relief as she recognized the SUV that pulled in.
As he hurriedly got out, she could see that he wasn’t happy as he came around the pickup to open the passenger-side door and climb in.
“So what makes you think someone knows about us?” he demanded as he slammed the pickup door.
She’d practiced what she was going to say, but words failed her in light of his obvious impatience and anger. She picked up the note from the seat between them and handed it to him.
He looked from her to the note before reluctantly taking it. “What is this?”
“Someone has been leaving me these kinds of notes,” she said, thinking this wasn’t the way she’d planned to tell him.
“There have been others?”
“Two.”
He sat forward. “When?”
“Over the past few weeks.”
With a curse, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about them?”
“I didn’t think—”
“You didn’t think that these notes might be connected to us?”
She swallowed as tears flooded her eyes. “I...I’d hoped whoever it was would stop. But when they didn’t....We can’t keep doing this.”
“You’re right, we can’t keep doing this,” he said and reached for the door handle.
“What are you saying?” She sounded breathless, her chest aching, each drawn breath a labor.
He looked at her then and must have seen her stricken face because he didn’t open the pickup door. Nor did he leave. He settled back in the seat with a sigh. “I’m sorry.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I’ll figure something out.”
“Figure something out?” she croaked.
“You know what I mean.”
Ginny shook her head, needing to hear him say the words.
He turned to her, taking her hands in his. “You know how I feel about you.” When she said nothing, he touched the silver locket at her throat. She’d worn it just for him. “I love you.”
The tears that had welled in her eyes released and spilled down her cheeks, the dam breaking at her relief. She squeezed his hands. He loved her.
Of course he loved her. How could she question that? She hadn’t meant to blurt it out, but in her relief, she said, “I’m pregnant. We’re pregnant,” she quickly added.
He stared at her, his handsome face freezing in a mask of granite. His hands tightened on hers until she let out a small cry. He instantly released his grip. “Pregnant? How?”
Her laugh sounded hollow. “You know how.”
“But I thought we were protected.”
“I did, too.” She didn’t tell him that she’d missed a few pills, wasn’t able to get out of town to have the prescription refilled as quickly as she should have. “I guess the pills don’t always work.”
He looked skeptical. “You wouldn’t have done this on purpose to force the issue, would you?”
“No, of course not.” She hated that she’d put him in this position, but at least now they wouldn’t have to hide their love any longer. Her father had been upset when she’d told him she was taking this semester off from college. She hadn’t been able to tell him that if things went the way she hoped, she would never be going back to school. It wasn’t as if she’d ever wanted a career. Her dream had always been to get married, be a wife, a mother, raise a family with a loving husband.
“Tell me you’re happy about the baby,” she said as he leaned back against the seat and scrubbed a hand over his face again.
“It’s just the timing,” he mumbled.
“I know it’s not ideal...”
He laughed and looked over at her. “That’s putting it mildly, don’t you think? Ginny, you’ve known about my situation from the beginning.”
“But if you love me...”
His gaze softened. “You know I love you.” He reached for her and she fell into his arms. “Can you do me one favor?” he asked, stroking her hair as she cried.
She drew back to look into his face. Worry lines ran deep between his brows. He looked older.
She nodded. She would give him anything.
“Don’t tell anyone about us or the baby, not your family or friends, no one. Not even your diary, okay?”
She was so sick of hiding. Not to mention lying. “But the baby is going to start showing soon.”
He nodded and looked down at her stomach, frowning. “I know. Just give me a little time to take care of things on my end without me having to worry about your father coming after me with a shotgun.”
She laughed. “My father wouldn’t do that.”
“You might be surprised what he’ll do when he finds out about us.”
Ginny shook her head. Sure, at first there would be resistance because of the difference in their ages, but once she told her father about the baby, he’d have no choice but to accept it. Just as everyone in town would have to accept that this man was going to be her husband.
“I can’t wait to be your wife,” she said throwing her arms around him.
* * *
THE FALL HARVEST FESTIVAL was a huge event in the community. It had been held for almost a hundred years at the rodeo grounds south of town next to the community center. The original purpose of the event was to celebrate the end of the farming and ranching season and look to a new one.
Bethany had never missed a festival and certainly didn’t plan to this year. Everyone turned out so she knew Clete would be there. There was always a local band or two, lots of food and drink, and a rodeo as well. Pickups would be parked up and down the county gravel road and in all the pastures around the rodeo arena.
In preparation, Bethany had bought a pair of new Wrangler jeans and a new western shirt. That morning she’d fixed her hair, leaving it to hang half way down her back and applied more makeup than she usually wore. She was determined that Clete Reynolds was going to notice her, one way or another. Before she walked out of the house, she’d studied herself in the mirror, convinced he wouldn’t be able to resist her.
At the fairgrounds, she hadn’t gone far when she spotted Carson Grant talking to Ginny West. Even from this distance she could tell they were arguing. Carson was probably trying to get her back. Everyone knew she’d been the one to break it off with him.
Bethany started to look away when she spotted Clete over by the beer garden bar. Like her, he’d been watching the two argue, but clearly he appeared more interested in the outcome than she was. It galled her that Ginny had two men vying for her attention. Worse, one of them was Clete.
What did that woman have that she didn’t, she wanted to demand of Clete. The more she thought about it, the madder she got. Maybe she would just ask Clete to his face, she thought. Carson and Ginny had stopped fighting. Carson had his arm around her and was leading her toward his pickup parked nearby. It appeared the two were patching things up. For the moment anyway.
No wonder Clete was looking so miserable. Bethany couldn’t help taking satisfaction in it. Determined not to let another day go by without making her feelings known to Clete, she stomped over to the beer garden.
Clete had just turned back to the bar and ordered another beer as she approached. He looked as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.
“Hey, cowboy,” she said. “Buy me a beer, will ya?” She leaned into the bar beside him and did her best to look twenty-one.
Clete glanced over at her and drained his beer. “You’re too young for a beer,” he said and burped.
She swallowed and amped up her resolve. “Wanna bet?”
He eyed her for a long moment before letting out a snort. “Yeah, that’s one bet I’d take and win, too.”
“You have a better offer?” she demanded, hands on her hips.
He chuckled. “You got me there.” He studied her a few moments longer, then shook his head. “What the hell.” He ordered two beers and, after paying for them, stood up holding one in each hand as he motioned to his pickup.
She walked with him, feeling better than she had in months. Hadn’t she said this year was going to be her year?
“How old are you anyway?” he asked as he handed her the beers to hold while he fished his keys out of his jeans pocket.
“Twenty-one.”
He cocked a brow at her.
“Eighteen.”
He laughed. “More like jailbait,” he said, but motioned for her to hop in as he took one of the beers from her.
She could tell that he’d already had a few. As he slid behind the wheel and closed the door, he stopped for a moment to watch Ginny and Carson over by Carson’s W Bar G Ranch pickup talking. They had their heads together, Carson’s arm around her. Even from here, Bethany could see that Ginny was crying and Carson was comforting her.
Clete took a long sip of his beer before he glanced in Bethany’s direction. For a moment she thought he was going to change his mind and throw her out of his truck.
“What are you doing?” he asked wearily. “You should be at the rodeo sitting with your friends giggling and acting silly. You’re not ready for this.”
“You’re wrong. I haven’t giggled and acted silly in years.” She stuck out her chest so the fabric of her western shirt stretched taut across her full breasts. Then she took a long drink of her beer and met his gaze with a challenging one of her own.
“Oh, hell,” he said and started the truck. “Maybe you can help me forget my problems.”
Bethany relaxed back against the seat, the beer churning in her belly. She took another drink. She felt lightheaded by the time Clete had driven away from Beartooth and turned down a side road.
* * *
GINNY WAITED EXPECTANTLY FOR her lover’s call. She couldn’t help feeling as if the clock was ticking. Every day she felt more pregnant. She feared she couldn’t keep her secret much longer.
Add to that, Carson Grant. He kept calling her, pleading with her to see him.
“It’s over,” she’d say. “I’m sorry.” She’d be even more sorry when he found out about the baby and the man she was going to marry. She hated hurting Carson. A part of her still loved him, would always love him. But she knew he was right. He wasn’t ready for marriage, let alone a baby. That was why he must never know that he might be the father.
It was a secret she had to keep from everyone, especially the man she intended to marry. She was almost nineteen and in love. Yes, her husband would be much older, but she liked that he was mature, that people in the community looked up to him.
She was at the point where she was ready to call his house, even though he’d told her not to. Carson had been following her. Earlier, she’d broken down at Fall Harvest and told him that there was someone else.
“He’s married, isn’t he?”
She’d denied it, but Carson knew her too well.
“What are you doing, Ginny? This isn’t like you. Do you want to get married so badly that you’d break up someone else’s marriage to do it?”
She’d been furious. They’d fought. “Stop following me.”
But he hadn’t. “I’m going to find out who he is,” Carson had threatened.
She’d hated to think what he would do.
Ginny checked her phone. Still no word. She’d almost dialed his number a dozen times. She started when the phone rang. It was him. She breathed a sigh of relief and couldn’t help her excitement as she answered.
“Meet me at the old theater tonight,” her lover said. She could tell he was at home and was keeping his voice down. “We need to talk about what happens now. There’s a room under the stage.” He named a time and warned her again not to say a word to anyone.
“We’re finally doing this, right?” she asked. “No more lying and sneaking around?”
“No more, I promise. All that ends tonight.”
* * *
THE SUN HAD CRESTED and was now making its way down the backside of the Crazies. The fall day was hot and dry, but as Clete drove into the shade of a stand of big, old cottonwoods along the edge of Big Timber Creek, a cool breeze brushed over her heated skin. She shivered as goosebumps dimpled her flesh.
He came to a stop under one of the largest trees. She had a feeling this wasn’t the first time he’d brought a girl to this particular spot. It was far enough off the road that they couldn’t be seen from the county road and not far from town.
Clete killed the engine, drained his beer, crumpling the can in his large fist as if it was paper. He tossed it onto the floorboard at her feet and leaned toward her.
“So you’re all grown up, huh?” She still had a little beer left, but he took it from her and drained it as well. He dropped the can on the floor and slid a little closer across the bench seat. “So what do you have in mind?”
She felt her throat tighten. From the time she could remember she’d known she would lose her virginity to Clete Reynolds. It was as if it had been written in the stars.
“I want you to make love to me,” she said, amazed she’d actually said the words.
He drew back to level his gaze at her. He smelled of beer and some kind of woodsy aftershave. She breathed it in, trying not to squirm under his gaze.
“Make love to you?” He chuckled. “You sure about that?”
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Her whole body trembled with apprehension. She’d saved herself for Clete. She’d never even gone to second base with anyone else while a lot of her friends had done the deed before they were even fifteen.
For the past couple of years, she’d dreamed of how it was going to be and while this wasn’t exactly how she’d pictured it, she told herself she couldn’t wait.Once they made love, he would be hers forever.
“I’m sure I want to do this.” Her voice broke but he didn’t seem to notice.
“Then, hell yes, let’s do it.” With a curse, he grabbed her and pulled to him. The kiss was hard and punishing. She felt his hand cup her breast. Desire shot through her with equal parts fear. He squeezed her breast, then fished around for the nipple and pinched it, making her jump. She banged her head on the side window behind her head.
He drew back. “Okay, kid. If we’re really going to do this, we’re going to need more room.” He reached around her and opened her door. “You don’t want your first time to be in the front of a pickup anyway.”
“It’s not my first time,” she lied.
“Right. I have a blanket behind the seat. Hop out and let me get it.”
She slid out, stood in the soft earth, her freshly polished cowboy boots now covered with dust. Several of the snaps had come undone on her western shirt. She looked down and saw that the lacey bra she’d bought and kept hidden in her bottom drawer was showing. She didn’t know if she should snap her shirt closed or just stand there like that waiting, shaking with expectation as she thought of the two of them soon to be naked on a blanket in the tall grass.
Clete started to reach behind the seat, then looked at her standing there. His eyes appeared darker inside the cab of the truck. He seemed almost...sad. He said something she didn’t catch, then he grabbed her door handle and slammed it.
The next thing she heard was the truck engine turning over.
She watched in confusion as he turned the pickup around. Maybe he’d said they could do it in the back of the truck. She wished she’d caught what he’d said. As he pulled alongside her, he whirred down his side window.
“Sorry kid, but if you want to make love with me you’re going to have to grow up some more.” He swore. “I’m going to hate myself for this tomorrow,” he added, more to himself than her. Then his window went up and he drove away.
Bethany stood in the spot watching in disbelief as he left. She looked down at her open shirt and the bra she’d bought just for Clete, and began to cry. At first the tears had been broken hearted ones, then angry ones, then possibly a little relief.
She snapped her shirt closed and walked the short distance to the county road. She’d just reached it when she heard a vehicle coming. For a moment, she’d thought about hiding at the edge of the trees until it passed. But the day was hot and she felt spent. She’d take a ride from just about anyone.
Her eyes widened in surprise when she recognized the pickup. Clete slowed, pulling to a stop beside her. The passenger side window came down. He leaned across the seat.
“Hey,” he said a little sheepishly.
She hadn’t moved, hadn’t even taken a breath. “Hey.”
He sighed. “Sorry. I hope you didn’t think I’d left you.”
She nodded, pretty sure he’d seen that she’d been crying. Also pretty sure he had left her. “I wasn’t worried.”
He smiled at that. “Good. I thought you might like to go back to the festival. Maybe we could...dance.”
She swallowed, and unable to trust her voice, merely nodded.
“Hop in.” He swung open the passenger side door.
They drove back to town in silence. Clete parked and before she could get out of the pickup, he thumbed away a dirty spot on her cheek. “Come on,” he said, taking her hand and dragging her out of the pickup with him. “I like this band that’s playing. You do know how to dance, don’t you?”
“Of course.” She’d been going to dances at the community center since she could walk. While she’d mostly danced with other girls, she’d learned to square dance as well as polka and two-step.
A slow song was playing as they reached the makeshift dance floor constructed at the edge of the pines. A cool breeze blew down out of the mountains as Clete took her in his arms.
The sun had long dipped behind the Crazies, the shadows silvery and cool. A string of colored lights strung along the edge of the dance floor glittered like twinkling stars.
“You’re not a bad dancer,” Bethany said.
“You sound surprised.” His brown eyes gleamed with amusement for a moment, then he sobered. “Why me, kid?” he asked.
She’d looked up into his face. “I’ve been in love with you since before I can remember.”
He laughed, then seemed to realize she was serious. “Well, you’re too young for me, you know that, don’t you?”
“I won’t always be.”
He shook his head. “No, I guess not.”
As the song ended, she leaned up on tiptoes and whispered in his ear, “Wait for me to grow up.”
He drew back to meet her gaze. “Girl, when that day comes you won’t want nothing to do with me.”
“You’re wrong.”
His gaze held hers and he smiled as he bent down and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Will that hold you in the meantime?”
She burst into a grin. “You wait, Clete Reynolds. Someday you’re going to marry me. You wait and see.”
He laughed, but she could tell he was thinking she might be right about that.
* * *
SHERIFF FRANK CURRY ARRIVED just before the ambulance and coroner. He stopped at the edge of the narrow dirt road just a few miles out of Beartooth. The two women who found the body were sitting in their car.
Neither moved as he got out and, with flashlight in hand, walked toward the crumpled figure lying at the side of the road. The breeze moaned softly in the pines that walled in this seldom-used road. Something rustled in the tall weeds growing in the barrow pit. He quickly shone his light in that direction to see it was only what was left of a piece of cardboard box. A ragged edge lifted in the breeze, then fell back among the weeds.
He bit down on the spooked feeling that had set his nerves on end. He should be used to this. But there was something about this place and the young dead woman lying in the ditch. His flashlight beam flicked over her. He could see that she was dead and yet he still knelt down to check her pulse. Blood had dried thick and dark down the side of her face. He felt his heart drop at the sight of her like this. Such a beautiful young woman. Such a terrible shame.
When the women in the car had called it into 911, they’d said they thought she’d been struck by a car. He shook his head, anger tearing a painful path through him as he saw where she’d been struck in the head with something narrow and blunt that had left a dent in her skull.
With a start, he saw in his flashlight beam where her body had hit at the edge of the road, then crashed down through the weeds and debris after being apparently thrown from a moving vehicle.
His flashlight beam froze on a spot in the barrow pit. He felt his stomach turn and thought for a moment he might be sick.
When her attacker had dumped beside the road, she hadn’t been dead.
In the soft dirt, he saw where she had clawed her way up out of the barrow pit. She hadn’t gotten far because of the head wound and her badly broken leg, the bone protruding out at a horrible angle. Frank had to look away for a moment as he imagined the kind of pain she must have been in.
In the distance, he heard the sound of sirens. He glanced toward the two women who’d found the body. Their faces looked ghastly white in the glow of the car’s dashlights. Like him, they had to be shocked. They would have been even more horrified if they knew that someone had bludgeoned this young woman, then thrown her from a moving vehicle, leaving her in this desolate spot to die alone and in pain. But why in God’s name would anyone want to murder Ginny West?
* * * * *
What happened to Ginny West? Return to Beartooth, Montana—and the mystery—in Unforgiven by B.J. Daniels, available from Harlequin HQN.
Keep reading to learn more…


Return to Beartooth in
Unforgiven
by B.J. Daniels:
Under Montana’s big sky, two lovers will find their way back to one another…if an unsolved murder doesn’t pull them apart forever….
In Beartooth, Montana, land and family is everything. So when Destry Grant’s brother is accused of killing Rylan West’s sister, high school sweethearts Destry and Rylan leave their relationship behind in order to help their families recover from tragedy.
Years later, Destry is dedicated to her ranch and making plans for the future. Plans that just might include reuniting with the love of her life…until her brother returns to clear his name and the secrets of the past threaten her one chance at happiness.
Rylan is done denying his feelings for Destry. But when clues begin to link her brush with death to his sister’s murder, will discovering the truth finally grant them their chance at love or turn them against one another for good?
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