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Chapter One

 


Callie Stevens sat in the doctor’s office reading an
issue of the only magazine in the waiting room. Some kind of
ranching and farming publication. There were over a dozen issues
laying around the waiting room. Didn’t the office staff think about
the women who came here?

This doctor obviously was an outdoor kind of guy. She
was seeing him for a slight fracture of her wrist and every time
she’d come in for an office visit, her wait was over an hour long.
Callie assumed that was the price to pay for going to the best hand
and wrist doctor in town.

She had paged through boring article after boring
article. Nothing had sparked her interest. She was mindlessly
looking at the ads in the back of the magazine when she came across
one that sounded interesting.

 


Housekeeper/Cook wanted: Small ranch needs
housekeeper and cook for five brothers. No heavy work required,
only general house cleaning and cooking. Room and board
included.

 


There was a mailing address and an email address.
Callie wrote both addresses down in the little notebook she always
carried in her purse. She wasn’t sure why, but she suddenly had
butterflies in her stomach. She felt like she was about to embark
on an adventure.

When she left the doctor’s office, after Dr. Reynolds
pronounced her wrist healed and good as new, she went straight home
and dug out her road atlas. She couldn’t find Pine Ridge, it wasn’t
even listed in the towns and cities of Arizona. Maybe it wasn’t a
real town.

She went to favorite search engine on her computer
and didn’t have any luck there. Was it a scam? An attempt to lure
some poor unsuspecting woman to the wilds of Arizona to do some
horrible, heinous things to her?

Don’t be stupid, she told herself. Just send them an
email and ask for more information.

And so she did. She emailed Jsullivan1 and asked for
details. She wanted to know the ages of the five brothers and what
sort of boarding arrangements were at the ranch for the
housekeeper. What was the salary? Would she have any days off?
Where exactly was Pine Ridge?

With her finger poised over the enter button, she
briefly hesitated before sending her email into cyberspace.

Arizona. That was desert country, right? There just
might be plenty of beautiful things for her to draw out in the
desert. Maybe, just maybe, she’d find a real man out there in the
Wild West. And it would put her far away from her ex-boyfriend,
Darrell.

She’d lived with Darrell for the last two years in an
artist colony. It had been a wonderful place, but Darrell had a
roving eye and she’d caught him one too many times with another
woman.

Callie had stayed longer than she should have. But
the opportunities to sell her pastel chalk drawings were good and
she didn’t want to give it up. Eventually though, having Darrell
repeatedly cheat on her drove her to find somewhere else to
live.

For now, that somewhere was with her friend, Bonnie.
It wasn’t a place she could stay forever and she needed to get
serious about finding a place of her own. Hoping she’d get a reply
to her email soon, she did a search for images of Arizona and was
wowed by the beauty to be found there.

Living in Arizona could work. She’d be away from
Darrell, who kept calling and asking her to come back with his
empty promises of turning over a new leaf. The Internet would make
sending pictures of her art to her agent a snap. FedEx and UPS
could be used to ship the actual art for any showings her agent
arranged.

Callie began planning how to arrange her days on a
ranch so she’d have time for her art. Surely cleaning a house and
cooking meals for a few cowboys couldn’t take up all her time.
There should be plenty of time for her to take her easel and chalks
outside and create some art. At the very least she ought to have
time to take her digital camera and shoot some images that would
inspire her art.

When she looked at the clock, she told herself her
mind was too occupied with planning her life on a western ranch.
She needed to start cooking dinner to keep herself busy until she
had a response from Jsullivan1.

Callie was checking her email every few hours, hoping
for a reply. Finally she told herself a cowboy can’t possibly sit
at his computer all day. Don’t they spend the majority of their
days out on the range? Aren’t they like farmers—early to bed and
early to rise?

Besides, Arizona was three hours behind Michigan. If
Jsullivan1 was ‘out on the range,’ he might not answer her email
until seven or eight o’clock that night. Maybe even later.

Callie would be in bed by ten so if he answered after
seven his time, she wouldn’t see it until morning. Then again, if
he answered in the morning at the crack of Arizona dawn, she’d
already be gone to work and wouldn’t get the email until she got
home that afternoon.

What she needed to do was to stop obsessing about his
reply and just wait. She needed to stop worrying if he’d get a
whole mess of applications. She needed to just get on with her life
and not count on this job actually happening. It was probably
nothing more than a pipe dream. For all she knew, the job was
already filled.

She would go to work the next morning and then take
her pastels up to the forest preserve and get some fall color onto
some art paper. Maybe her agent, Laura, would be able to get them
in a gallery and she’d make a few bucks.

But damn it, the whole idea of going out west;
meeting someone she didn’t know from Adam, cleaning house and
cooking for five cowboys — well, that just was plain old
exciting.

Callie stayed up until ten thirty and checked her
email one last time on her laptop before going to bed. Finding
nothing from the cowboys, she shut it down, put the laptop on her
nightstand and went to sleep thinking about life on a real
ranch.

In the morning, she had to rush to not be late at the
restaurant where she worked as a server. But she took a minute to
check her emails and was disappointed when there was nothing from
jsullivan1. Oh well, it gave her something to look forward to when
her shift was done and she came home.

The morning breakfast rush kept her mind off emails,
but once she was on her break, Callie checked her email on her
smart-phone. She checked it again when she left the restaurant at
three o’clock, finished with her shift.

No point in being disappointed, she told herself. A
cowboy surely isn’t at his computer during the day.

She got in her dependable Honda CRV, and drove to the
forest preserve. She set up at the edge of the road, using the hood
of her car as a table. Taking a soft pencil in hand, she drew the
outlines of the tree-lined road. Then she began filling in with her
pastels. Rubbing and blending with her fingers and an artist’s
stump, sometimes using a handmade cotton swab, she worked until the
light began to fail. Packing up her supplies, she realized she
hadn’t once thought of checking her email.

Digging her phone out of her pocket to check, she
stopped herself and decided to wait until she got home. If it was
five-thirty in Michigan, it was only 2:30 in Arizona. There was no
way there’d be an email from Jsullivan1.

Callie drove home, lugged her easel and other
supplies upstairs, and started making dinner. It was the least she
could do since Bonnie was letting her stay with her for virtually
no rent. Callie paid for groceries and cooked dinner almost every
night.

When Bonnie came home, Callie dished out the
spaghetti and garlic bread she had made and began telling Bonnie of
her Arizona plans.

“That’s nuts, Callie.” Bonnie was dead set against
Callie taking off to the middle of nowhere to keep house for a
family of five cowboy brothers she’d never met.

“You don’t even know these people. They could be
rapists, murderers, or who knows what. Don’t do anything so
stupid.”

“But Bonnie, ever since I saw that ad in the
magazine, I have butterflies in my belly and I feel like something
good is about to happen.”

Bonnie snorted. “You’re confused, Callie. Your gut is
telling you to keep your distance from such a stupid plan. I
understand you wanting to put Darrell behind you, but you can do
that without moving to Arizona. Five cowboys out there are probably
the desert version of ignorant hillbillies.”

“Oh, Bonnie, I think I’ve already got my hopes up too
high to let it go. I have to at least wait and see if I get an
answer to my email. Try to be more supportive, will you?”

Bonnie sighed and shook her head. “Look, Callie. This
is not a good idea. I know you think you’re imposing on me by
staying here, but you’re not. Hell, I haven’t eaten so well since I
moved out of my parents’ house. You can stay as long as you need
to. That guest room of mine never gets used.”

Callie got up and hugged her friend. Bonnie was
always willing to help, never asked more questions than Callie was
willing to answer. Her home was open to Callie for as long as
Callie might need it.

“Thank you, Bonnie. You’re the best friend I have and
I really do appreciate everything. But I can’t live here forever.
Sooner or later I have to move on with my life.”

Bonnie returned the hug. “Moving to some godforsaken
hick town in a state that’s nothing but desert is not the answer.
Let it go, Callie.”

“I did some research. Arizona is a lot more than just
desert. There’s mountains and lakes and cities. And the Grand
Canyon. My belly did flip flops as soon as I read that ad. I just
feel it, Bonnie. I feel like that ad was meant for me.”

“It was meant for you to ignore it.”

“Tell you what,” Callie said. “I’ll let you read
every email that passes between me and the cowboy and we’ll decide
together whether he sounds sincere.”

Somewhat mollified, Bonnie agreed. “Okay, but don’t
expect me to have too much of an open mind. Why did he need to put
an ad in a national magazine? Couldn’t he find someone in Arizona?
Doesn’t he have contacts there that could have referred him to a
dependable housekeeper? I think you should get questions to all
those answers before you blindly run off to the desert.”

“I will, Bonnie. I promise.”

 


* * *

 


“Whose turn was it to make dinner tonight?” Joseph
demanded.

The four younger brothers looked at each
other, each one challenging the others to admit it was their fault.
None of them had looked at the chart on the fridge so no one knew
whose turn it was.

Joe sighed and ran his hands through his
hair. He gave each of his brothers the steely look he’d honed to
perfection over the last eight years.

“It’s not my turn,” Jacob was the first to
finally answer. “I made dinner two nights ago.”

Jacob, or Jake, was the second oldest of the
five brothers. At twenty-three, he was two years younger than
Joseph. He almost as big as Joe, with the same rich dark brown hair
and eyes.

Joe turned his gaze on Joshua. “That means
it’s your night, Josh. Jeremy had dinner duty last night. Now, why
the hell is there no dinner?”

Nineteen year old Josh turned away from the
chart he was looking over and gave a sheepish grin. Always the
practical joker, never taking anything too seriously, he often got
the brunt of Joe’s disapproval. Josh pulled his weight with the
ranch work, he just didn’t see why life had to always be
serious.

“Sorry, Joe. I guess I forgot. I had to pick
up Jamie from school and get some supplies. How ‘bout I heat up a
couple of cans of beans and throw some hot dogs on the grill?”

“That’ll have to do for tonight. But let me
remind you if that old biddy from the state child welfare services
should hear about dinner being forgotten, Jamie could very well end
up back in foster care.”

Josh looked properly chastened and hustled to
get the beans on the stove and start up the grill.

Jeremy, twenty-one years old and studying
accounting when not doing his share of the work on the ranch
offered to help. He was starving and figured two people could put
food on the table quicker than one. Especially when that one was
Josh, who could easily get side-tracked.

Eleven year old Jamie looked up at his oldest
brother, who was more like a father to him, and asked, “Do you
really think she’d put me back in foster care? The old b…witch has
to know I’d just run off again.”

Joe tousled the young boy’s hair. He was most
lenient with Jamie, the youngest of the five. The kid had only been
three years old when their folks had died. Joe didn’t want to think
about the last time Jamie had been taken away from them. “Don’t
worry, kid. She’s not going to get her hands on you again. She’s
gotta know you’d take off, but she’s been a thorn in our sides ever
since Mom and Dad died. She’s still pissed off that she couldn’t
get us all in foster care right after it happened and you’re the
only one still under age so she’s gonna keep working it. Go get
washed up for dinner. I’m gonna take a shower.”

 


* * *

 


Standing under the pelting hot water of the
shower, Joseph thought about the last eight years. He’d only been
seventeen when the sheriff had driven up to the ranch house with
the bad news that their parents were dead. A long-haul trucker had
fallen asleep at the wheel and crossed the median, plowing right
into his father’s pick-up, killing their parents and the
trucker.

While aunts, uncles, and cousins came for the
double funeral services, no one could stay more than a few days.
Joe’s biggest concern, when his mind would let him think of
anything besides the horrific loss of his parents, was the baby of
the family. Little James, affectionately called Jamie, was only
three. He needed round the clock care and supervision. Not
something that was easy to provide for three teenage boys and one
pre-teen boy.

None of the relatives offered to take Jamie
and Joe wasn’t about to ask. While having Jamie live with a
relative would make it easier on him, he felt the brothers needed
to stay together. It would be rough looking after a three year old,
but he would find a way.

Joe was over nine months away from turning
eighteen when their parents died and four months short of
graduating high school. He would become eighteen in October of that
year. That still made him a minor until October.

Gladys Ornell showed up at the ranch one week
after the funeral. She was from the state Child Protective Services
and announced that foster homes would be found for all five
boys.

That very morning the five boys had sat in
the attorney’s office listening to him tell them a combination of
good and not so good news of what their parents had left them. The
good news was that the ranch had no mortgage on it; it was free and
clear. A trust had been set up and ranch was part of the trust.
Joe’s father had planned to build up a nice cash reserve in the
trust, but had not managed to accomplish much in that area. There
was about ten thousand dollars in a trust account, earning
interest.

The bad news was that since all the boys were
minors, they could not access that money. Until Joe became
eighteen, the attorney was the executor of the trust and he could
only release funds for the care of the boys, none for the running
of the ranch. Even after Joe was of legal age and became the
executor, he would have limited access. Percentages of available
money were designated to be released when Joe turned twenty-one,
twenty-five, and when he reached thirty he could have full access.
There were other stipulations regarding the younger brothers. It
was their father’s hope that the brothers would be all able to work
together to keep the ranch as a profitable enterprise.

There was a little mixed news as well. Their
father had a small life insurance policy of fifty thousand dollars.
That was good, and somewhat of a relief. The downside was that
those funds would be deposited into the trust, making them
unavailable for use.

Mr. Jeffers, the attorney, explained that
while he could use the trust for doling out money for their food,
clothes, utilities, and other necessities; he would not be able to
give them any trust money for the running of the ranch. It would be
up to them to turn a profit from the ranch. They would be able to
deposit all earnings into the ranch account and use those funds to
keep the ranch going. Mr. Jeffers was the executor on the ranch
accounts until Joe became of legal age.

Looking Joe in the eyes, Mr. Jeffers told
him, “It’ll be a little tough until you’re eighteen, but it can be
done. It’ll probably be a few months before we see the insurance
money, but we have enough cash to see you through until then. Our
biggest problem is that property taxes are due next month and
they’ll take most of the ten thousand in the trust. In the
meantime, as the executor of the ranch accounts, I can pay you and
your brothers a salary from the ranch earnings. I’ll work with you
and help see you through this until October, when you can take
over.”

When Gladys showed up that afternoon, Joe was
in no mood to hear her talk about foster homes.

“Unfortunately we will not be able to place
you all in the same home, it’ll probably have to be three or four
homes. I suggest you have your brothers pack their clothes and
basic necessities. We’ll be ready to transfer you all in just a few
days.”

Joe looked at her and worked very hard to
tamp down the hot flame of anger that was building in his gut. He
managed to keep his voice low and calm when he replied.

“We’re not going anywhere, Ms. Ornell. This
is home and this is where we’ll stay. Thanks for stopping by.”

He started to close the door but she put her
hand on it and pushed it back open.

“I understand this is a difficult time for
you, Joseph. But the state will not allow four teenage boys to live
alone on an isolated ranch with a three year old.”

Joe stretched his arm out and picked up the
shotgun that always stayed near the front door in case of trouble.
He lifted it up with the barrels facing the ceiling and jerked his
arm up, racking the shotgun, making it ready to fire.

“We’re staying right here. I’ll be eighteen
in October. I won’t be going to any foster home and neither will my
brothers.”

“Are you threatening me, young man?” Gladys
Ornell asked in disbelief. “Because if you are, I’ll see you in
jail. I’m here on behalf of the state trying to see to the safety
of five minor children.”

“No threats, Ms. Ornell. This is our land,
our home, left to us by our parents. We have no intention of going
anywhere. We don’t need the help of the state. You’re trespassing
and I’m asking you politely to please leave; get off our land.”

“You’ll be sorry about this, young man. I
will be back and I’ll have the sheriff with me.”

She turned and walked quickly to her car,
taking a couple of looks over her shoulder on the way to make sure
Joe wasn’t on the verge of shooting her.

 


* * *

 


The encounter with Gladys Ornell began
several months of a long battle with the courts. The family
attorney, Mr. Jeffers, argued hard for the boys to stay together on
the family ranch.

Joseph made arrangements with the high school
to get his weekly assignments and do them at home. Each week he
turned in his assignments and picked up his new ones. He went in to
take scheduled tests, making arrangements to have little Jamie
looked after. This allowed him to take care of the work on the
ranch during the day and he studied and completed his school
assignments at night.

The three other brothers; Jake, Jeremy, and
Josh, continued to go to school and helped with ranch chores after
school and on weekends.

Joseph graduated from high school and was
able to convince the family court judge that the five brothers
should be allowed to remain a family. Mr. Jeffers was a tremendous
help during this time with the courts.

Joe grew up very quickly, running the ranch,
seeing to his brothers, taking care of little Jamie. He had no time
for the playful pranks of Josh, or the good natured ribbing of the
other boys. His concerns were all about keeping the ranch
profitable and making sure that everyone was doing what they were
supposed to be doing. The only time Joe softened was when dealing
with little Jamie.

The little boy constantly asked when his
mommy would be home. He asked where his daddy was. Joe explained
things at a three year old’s understanding as best as he could, but
Jamie still asked.

“If Mommy doesn’t come home, can we go see
her in heaven?”

“No, kiddo, we can’t go there. But Mom’s
watching us from heaven and she loves you.”

Sometimes Jamie cried when Joe had to tell
him no about going to see his mom, tearing Joe’s heart into shreds.
It was the hardest part of the aftermath of losing their parents.
But slowly, Jamie asked less and less about his mommy, and then Joe
worried that the boy would forget their mother.

He kept photos displayed around the house,
and sometimes Jamie would point and exclaim, “Mommy!”

 


* * *

 


Unfortunately, Ms. Ornell managed to get the
judge to agree to monthly unscheduled checks on the family so she
could determine that all was well and the children were properly
taken care of.

Joseph took Jamie with him all over the
ranch. He settled the little boy in front of him on his saddle and
buckled a belt around them to hold him in place. He never rode
faster than a trot and always made sure Jamie was safe. The boy was
old enough to do what Joseph told him. If he had to hunt down
missing heifers or calves, Joe waited until the older boys were
home from school so he could have them keep an eye on Jamie.

Shortly before Joe turned eighteen, he had to
make a trip to Flagstaff. The city was more than two hours from the
ranch, meaning he’d be gone for the better part of the day. He
picked a Saturday for this trip so the other brothers could watch
Jamie.

Returning home in the late afternoon, he
passed a familiar car going in the opposite direction. He was
pretty sure it was the sedan Ms. Ornell drove.

Damn! That’s all he needed; for her to come
by on one of her unscheduled checks while he was gone. When he
pulled up in the front yard of the ranch house, Jake, Jeremy, and
Josh were standing on the front porch.

Assuming Jamie was down for a nap, Joe called
out to his brothers.

“Come on and help me unload the truck. I’ve
got groceries and some supplies to go in the barn.”

Jake, then fifteen years old, came down the
steps first.

“Uh, Joe…that woman was here and she took
Jamie.”

“What do you mean she took Jamie?”

“Just that. She said there was no adult
supervising us and she wasn’t going to stand for it. She picked him
up and left.”

“Shit!” Joe walked around, pacing the front
yard for a few minutes.

“All right, let’s get this truck unloaded.
I’m going after her. I think I passed her on the road, she can’t be
too far away.”

“But Joe, you don’t know where she’s taking
him.”

“Maybe not, but I’ll find her. I know where
she lives, and she’ll tell me where Jamie is or I’ll call the
police and accuse her of kidnapping. The judge said we could keep
Jamie here with us. She had no right to take him.”

The truck was quickly unloaded and Joe peeled
out of the yard, spinning his wheels and leaving a cloud of dust
behind him as he took off. Once he hit the paved road, he drove as
fast as he dared.

Ms. Ornell was at least a half hour ahead of
him at this point, and with no idea where she would be taking
Jamie, Joe decided to just go to her house and wait there for her.
She lived in the tiny town of Pine Ridge, about an hour from the
ranch.

He caught up to her about ten minutes from
her house. She must still have Jamie in her car, Joe thought. Not
enough time had passed for her to take him somewhere else.

Joe followed her and pulled right up behind
her in her driveway. He was out of his truck and at the back door
of her car before she even got out.

“Where’s my little brother?”

“He’s safe with me, Joseph. Please move out
of my way so I can get him out of the car.”

Jamie was calling out to him from inside the
vehicle. “Joe! Joe!”

“I’m right here, buddy. Don’t worry, you’re
coming home with me.”

“I don’t think so, Joseph. I found him alone
in the living room with no one watching him. That’s grounds for me
taking him out of your home.”

“My brothers were in the next room! You
kidnapped Jamie! Now hand him over or I’ll have the police
here.”

Ms. Ornell’s face flushed red as she
sputtered, “You can’t do that. It’s my job to make sure Jamie is
safe.”

“Jamie was safe. Now hand him over, or I’ll
have my attorney file a lawsuit on Monday morning.”

She narrowed her beady eyes at him and said,
“Very well, Joseph. You can take him. But mark my words, I will
find a way to have that boy in a proper, loving home.”

“He is in a proper, loving home. He’s with
his brothers, the only family he has left.”

Joe opened up the car door and leaned in to
unbuckle the crying boy from the car seat. Jamie stuck his tongue
out at Ms. Ornell and ran for Joe’s truck. He climbed up and got in
the truck through the still open driver’s door. His car seat was in
the back seat of the crew cab and he climbed over the front seats
and buckled himself in.

Right behind him, Joe double checked the
straps of the car seat and then started the truck and backed out of
the driveway. As he looked over his shoulder to check for traffic,
he saw Jamie had stopped crying but was still sniffling.

“It’s okay, kiddo. I got you, you’re
okay.”

“When is Mommy and Daddy coming home? I want
Mommy.”

Joe’s heart almost broke at the plaintiff
cries for the little boy’s mommy.

“I know you do, buddy. But remember what I
told you? Mom and Dad are up in heaven now. They’re watching over
you and us. Everything is gonna be okay. How ‘bout we pick up a
couple of pizzas while we’re in town and bring them home for
dinner?”

“Yeah! Okay!”

Relieved that it was that simple to take the
boy’s mind off missing his mommy, Joe headed for the pizza
parlour.

 


* * *

 


Stepping out of the shower, Joe pushed those
memories out of his head. The beans and hot dogs should be ready
now and he was hungry. He felt bad about being so hard on the boys
about not having supper ready. He knew he was often harder on his
brothers than he needed to be, but Jamie had been taken away by Ms.
Ornell three times over the last eight years and he didn’t want it
to happen again. He had to stay on them and make sure nothing could
give Ms. Ornell an excuse to take Jamie.

Downstairs, Joe’s four brothers were at the
table waiting for him before digging into the food. He wouldn’t
have minded if they didn’t wait for him, but Jamie said he wanted
to wait.

“You guys waited for me?” Joe asked as he
took his seat at the head of the table. “Nice, let’s dig in.”

The noise level increased as at least three
brothers talked at the same time. Jamie told Joe about his Little
League practice. Jeremy talked to Jacob about a pretty girl at the
community college where he was taking some accounting classes,
while Josh made silly kissing noises teasing Jeremy about having a
girlfriend.

After dinner, Jamie and Joe cleaned up the
kitchen and then sat down again at the table. Jamie would do his
homework and Joe would read or make notes about ranch business. He
always sat with Jamie just in case the kid needed help with
homework.

Joe looked over their finances and thought
they just might be able to afford a housekeeper/cook. While money
wasn’t a major issue for the five brothers, there wasn’t much
excess. There was a small college fund set up and it was used for
the classes Jeremy was taking and Joe worked hard trying to add to
it so it would grow in case Jamie wanted to go to college. A bigger
percentage of the trust funds had become available just recently
when Joe turned twenty-five, but he tried hard to leave the trust
money alone and make it on ranch profits.

What he really wanted, and needed more than
he would admit even to himself, was a woman. A wife. Someone with
whom he could share his concerns and worries about his younger
brothers. But he didn’t have time to look for a woman, to court a
prospective wife. And what young woman would want to take him on
with his four brothers? The few women he’d become involved with
hadn’t lasted long. They complained he didn’t have time for them
and claimed he was too bossy, too controlling, always ordering
everyone around. He disagreed, he was just making sure he and his
brothers could stay together and keep the ranch running. No, his
best bet would be to just keep on going as they were. A
housekeeper/cook was all he’d get. There’d be time to find a wife
once Jamie was grown. Joe himself would still be a fairly young man
then.

The older boys, all done with school except
for the classes Jeremy was taking, were watching a movie and
wouldn’t appreciate Joe interrupting them. He’d bring up the
subject of a housekeeper in the morning at breakfast.

“I’m done with my book report. Wanna read
it?” Jamie pulled Joe out of his thoughts of a housekeeper.

“Sure, let me have it.”

Joe spent the next ten minutes reading the
book report. Other than a few misspelled words, Jamie’s work made
it obvious that he’d read the book and understood it. Joe circled
the misspellings so Jamie could correct them.

“Good job.” He gave his standard praise for
Jamie completing his homework. “Let’s go see what the others are
watching on TV. It’ll be time for bed soon.”

 


* * *

 


Breakfast was Joe’s job every day. He made
breakfast and then put ten sandwiches together for lunch. Each
lunch bag got two sandwiches, a small bag of chips, and a piece of
fruit. Taking care of all the breakfast and lunch meals earned him
a pass on making dinner. That job was rotated between the other
four brothers.

He had four different breakfasts that he
rotated. One was a breakfast casserole made with hash browns,
sausage, eggs, and cheese. He’d found the recipe on the back of the
bag of frozen hash browns. What he liked about it was that he could
assemble it the night before and then just stick it in the oven to
cook while he went out to the barn to do the morning chores.
Sometimes he made a double batch and they had it for two mornings
in a row, saving him the trouble of cooking the next day. It was a
favorite of the boys and they enjoyed having it for two days.

While they scarfed their food down on this
morning, Joe made sandwiches for lunch and started talking about
his housekeeper idea.

“I looked over the finances last night, and
we’re not doing too badly. I’m thinking about a housekeeper, maybe
one that cooks too.”

“Seriously?” Jake asked. Joe was usually a
tightwad and his response to earlier suggestions of hiring a maid
or any kind of help around the house had been to remind them they
weren’t rich.

“Yeah, seriously. At first I was just
thinking about someone from town to come in a few times a week. But
now I’m wondering what if we got us a live-in
housekeeper/cook?”

“Nah, you’re too cheap for that.” This
observation came from Josh.

Joe gave him a look that clearly meant don’t
speak unless you have something constructive to say.

“Someone from town could start talking to
friends and who knows what would get back to Ms. Ornell. I’m
thinking if we hire a live-in, we could find someone who’s not from
around here. We wouldn’t have to pay them as much if they got room
and board. It can’t cost a hell of a lot more to feed six people
than it does to feed five guys.”

Jeremy was all for it. “Hell, yeah. Maybe
we’d get some decent dinners around here for a change.”

“My dinners are decent,” Josh objected to his
meals being put down as not good enough.

“We all make passable meals,” Jeremy
retracted his previous remark. “But I’d like some chicken and
dumplings, or a good pot roast, maybe some fried chicken.”

“I made fried chicken once,” Jake said. “You
guys didn’t like it.”

“That’s because it was raw on the inside and
the chicken skin was burnt black.” Josh reminded him of the results
of Jake’s one attempt to make fried chicken.

“Oh, yeah. I forgot.”

“All right, enough.” Joe didn’t want this
discussion to turn into an argument over their lack of cooking
skills.

“We’ve got work to do. Josh, you take Jamie
to school. Jake and Jeremy, you’re with me today. We’ve got fences
to repair. I’ll go online tonight and do some research on what a
live-in housekeeper might cost. In the meantime, Jamie has dinner
duty tonight so it means mac and cheese and more hot dogs.”

 


 






Chapter Two

 


 


“Hell,” Joe muttered to himself after logging
on to his email.

“What?” Josh asked. “Something wrong?”

“No, not really. There’s a reply to our ad in
the magazine and it’s four days old.”

“Really? Someone wants to be our
housekeeper?”

“She doesn’t really say. Mostly she’s asking
questions. I should have been checking my email more often.”

“Yeah, but we’ve been busy and there hasn’t
been a reply in nearly three weeks. I sorta figured no one was
interested.”

“I forgot about it,” Joe admitted. “I was
checking two or three times a day at first, but after a couple of
weeks, I just let it slide.”

Jeremy walked in and suggested, “So are you
gonna answer her?”

“Yeah, of course.” Joe hit the reply button
on his email.

Hello Callie, Thank you for your inquiry. I
must apologize for my late reply. We’ve been a little busy and I
haven’t had a chance to check my email.

Joe went on to answer her questions, giving
her an approximate figure for a salary. He gave her the ages of his
brothers and a brief explanation of the death of their parents and
how they were working the ranch that now belonged to them. He told
her about the size of the ranch house and how she’d have her own
bedroom with her own bath. Her time would be her own after the
housecleaning and cooking was completed. She could have weekends
off as long as there was something in the fridge or freezer he and
the boys could heat up to eat. Other than cooking meals, her duties
would include dusting, vacuuming, washing floors, cleaning
bathrooms, and laundry.

 


* * *

 


Joe finished his response by encouraging
Callie to let him know if there was anything else he could answer
for her.

Just before Joe hit the send button, Jeremy
said, “Sign it with your name to make it more personal.”

Jake walked in and wanted to know if Callie
had sent a picture of herself and suggested that Joe ask her for
one.

“Let’s wait and see if we get an answer to
this first. We don’t want to scare her off, making her think we’re
more interested in her looks than what we need in a housekeeper and
cook.”

“Good idea,” Jake said. “How about we send
her a picture of the five of us?”

“Too late, I already hit the send button.
We’ll send one on our next e-mail, if we get an answer to this
one.”

Joe looked at his two brothers that were in
the room with him, shrugged and said, “Now we wait. Hopefully she
hasn’t found another job since we were so slow to respond.”

“Don’t include all of us in that we;
you’re the one that was supposed to keep up with inquiries on the
ad.”

“Okay, okay. Since I was so slow to
respond.”

Joe got up from the desk and headed for the
living room to send Jamie to bed since it was a school night.
Seeing that the kid had a movie on, Joe knew he was going to get
more resistance than usual on enforcing Jamie’s ten o’clock
bedtime.

“I hope that movie is going to be over before
your bedtime. I’d hate for us to have to take a trip out to the
woodshed to tan your hide.”

Jamie smirked at his older brother. “You
know, if I told that Ornell lady about your woodshed comments,
she’d snatch me from here and put me in a foster home quicker than
you could blink.”

“Then I suggest you don’t tell her. And just
because I haven’t taken you out to the woodshed yet, don’t get to
thinking that I won’t if I decide you need a good hiding.”

Jamie wasn’t worried. Joe had threatened the
other three brothers with trips to the woodshed as well, but to
Jamie’s knowledge, none of the threats had ever been carried out.
Sometimes, like this evening, it was obvious that Joe’s threats
were done more in jest than anything else.

But Jamie vaguely remembered one time when
Jeremy and Josh had gotten into some trouble at school in him for
fighting. Jamie had been very young, he hadn’t started school yet.
The principal had called Joe on his cell phone and told him to come
pick up his brothers. They’d been suspended for three days over
there fighting with a couple of other boys.

Jamie had never seen Joe so angry before, or
since then. Joe had been working in the barn and now had to go into
the house and get cleaned up before he could load Jamie into the
truck and drive to the school. It was a major interruption in his
work day. The school was over a half hour away, and including the
time it took Joe to make himself presentable for a trip to the
principal’s office, he lost nearly 2 hours out of his day.

The three middle boys; Jake, Jeremy, and
Josh, went to school together every day, with Jake driving the old
ranch truck. It was rare for Joe to have to drive in to the
school.

The ride home from the school, after picking
up Jeremy and Josh, was scary for Jamie. Joe lectured them
something fierce about how he needed to be able to depend on them
to behave themselves because he didn’t have time to be running in
to town for every little disagreement they found themselves in. And
then, he threatened them with a very serious sounding promise of a
trip to the woodshed where he would thrash their asses to where
they would not be able to sit down for at least a week.

That threat had been said with such
conviction that Jeremy and Joshua both looked scared. They had
stopped all attempts to defend themselves and began profusely
apologizing to Joe. Upon arriving back to the ranch house, the two
perpetrators threw themselves into their chores in an effort to
prove to Joe they did not need a thrashing.

When Joe had made that threat, he fully
intended to follow through on it. Their father had taken all four
of the older boys out to the woodshed on the rare occasion he felt
it necessary. But when Joe looked at his brothers and saw the fear
in their eyes, he couldn’t do it. At that point, their parents had
been dead for only about a year and a half, and the last thing Joe
wanted was to have his younger brothers afraid of him.

They’d never been afraid of their father, not
even when the woodshed was visited. Their father had been a fair
man and never spanked or strapped them in anger. It happened very
rarely and only for the most serious infractions.

Jamie never knew whether Joe had taken Josh
and Jeremy out to the woodshed that long ago time. The two boys had
been suspended for three days and Joe put them to working hard on
the ranch and made them do the homework they were missing by being
out of school for the next three days. The boys were on their best
behavior for some time after that incident. Jamie could never
figure out if they were behaving because they had their hides
tanned or if they were doing everything they could to keep from
getting their hides tanned. He was afraid to ask for fear of what
the answer might be and the end result was that little Jamie was
also on his best behavior.

Now, at the ripe old age of eleven, Jamie
still didn’t know if Joe had ever taken any of his other brothers
out to the woodshed. The others were all too old for anything like
that now, but Jamie figured if he stepped too far over the line,
the woodshed could be a very real possibility. Keeping the tone of
their little exchange on the light side, Jamie grinned up at his
older brother.

“Sorry Joe, there won’t be any woodshed for
me tonight. The movie is over at ten and I plan to get ready for
bed during the commercials. I’ll be all tucked in on time.”

“Glad to hear it, kid.” Joe ruffled the boy’s
hair.

 


* * *

 


Callie checked her e-mail five or six times a
day for the first two days. On the third day she checked three
times. On the fourth day she checked when she got home from work
and once before she went to bed. She could only assume the five
Cowboys had already hired a housekeeper/cook.

Feeling disappointed, and even a little
discouraged, Callie drove to work the following day trying to think
of ways to make her life better. She was going to have to find a
small apartment of her own. She would keep her job at the
restaurant and focus more on her art. It was time to give up the
hopeful idea of moving out West, Jsullivan1 wasn’t going to answer
her e-mail.

Callie tried to stay cheerful throughout the
day, bantering with her regular customers, doing her best to not
let the disappointment get to her. She told herself it was stupid
to have gotten all excited over the ad. For all she knew, the ad
had been running in that magazine, and possibly other magazines for
months. The e-mail address might be one that was set up just for
responses to the ad and if they had already filled the position,
the e-mail most likely wasn’t being checked anymore.

When her shift was over at three o’clock
Callie drove to the forest preserve again and found another scene
to render with her pastels. By the time she set up her easel, she
found she was not in the mood to create anything. She packed
everything up again and slowly drove down the forest preserve road,
stopping frequently to snap pictures with her digital camera. She
could do her pastels at home using the pictures as a guide.

On the drive back to Bonnie’s apartment,
Callie told herself to get her shit together and get out of the
depressive mood that seemed to be taking over. It certainly wasn’t
the end of the world, there were plenty of other jobs out there,
and she should just take this as a sign that she needed to focus
more on her art.

Bonnie was going out with her boyfriend, so
there was no point in making dinner. Callie just threw a sandwich
together and heated up a can of soup. Then she downloaded the
pictures from her camera and looked them over, deciding which ones
to delete and which ones had possibilities she could use.

She watched a movie that was over at ten, and
then went to get ready for bed. Picking up her laptop, she climbed
into bed and sat with her back up against the headboard. While
looking at her pictures one more time, her laptop beeped, letting
her know she had new e-mail.

Opening her e-mail, her eye was immediately
drawn to the one that had JSullivan1 in the ‘from’ column. They
answered! She sat up straight and clicked to open the e-mail with a
slightly shaking finger.

She skimmed through the e-mail quickly, and
then went back over it again more slowly, reading every word. He
sounded friendly, he apologized for not answering her sooner, and
then answered all her questions. The pay wasn’t great, but it did
include room and board. There were no set hours, all she had to do
was keep the house clean and make their meals. Beyond that her time
was her own and she could have weekends off. All in all, to her way
of thinking, it was a pretty sweet deal. He’d signed the e-mail
with his name, Joe.

The sound of a key in the front door lock
made Callie jump out of bed and run to meet Bonnie.

“I got an e-mail! They answered and it sounds
like they’re interested!”

“Really? It sure took them long enough. I
wonder if that says anything about how reliable and trustworthy
they are.”

“Here,” Callie said as she thrust her laptop
towards Bonnie. “You read it, they sound real friendly to me. His
name is Joe.”

“I’m sure they sound friendly, they’re trying
to lure you out to their remote ranch.”

Callie put the laptop on the table and pulled
her friend down into a chair. “Just read it and see what you
think.”

“All right, let me get my coat off. I thought
you’d be sleeping by now, aren’t you working in the morning?”

“Yeah, but I watched a movie and then I was
just looking at some pictures I took today when the e-mail beeped
so I had to open it up and see who sent it. I just finished reading
their response when I heard you come in.”

Bonnie read the e-mail twice and then said,
“Too bad they didn’t send a picture. The oldest brother is just a
couple of years older than you are. And the second oldest one is
your age. Then there’s the eleven year old; I hope they’re not
looking for a babysitter for that kid.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. The ad said
housekeeping and cook and they confirmed that in the e-mail. The
e-mail also says once I’m done with cleaning and cooking, my time
is mine to do as I please. And I’ll have weekends off. That doesn’t
sound like they’re looking for a babysitter.”

“I don’t know, Callie. I just have concerns
about you going off way out to Arizona to a ranch with five
brothers that you don’t know. For all you know they could be
crazy…or…or I don’t know what. I just don’t want you to rush into
something that might not be as good as it sounds.

“I know, and I really do have to go to bed
now so I can’t even answer them yet. I think I’ll wait until
tomorrow, after work. That’ll give me a chance to think about any
other questions I have for them and it will keep them from thinking
I’m too eager.”

“That sounds like a good plan. I’ll try and
think up some questions too and I’ll shoot you an e-mail from work
that you can take a look at when you get home from the
restaurant.”

“Sounds good. I’m going to bed now. Thanks,
Bonnie.”

 


* * *

 


Joe checked his email the morning after he
replied to Callie, but there was no answering email. Hoping he
hadn’t blown it by taking so long to answer her inquiry, he got on
with his day of work around the ranch.

That night, after a dinner that consisted of
a tuna casserole made from the recipe on the inside of a tuna can
label, Joe fired up the laptop at the kitchen table while Jamie did
his homework. There was Callie’s answer and it looked like she was
still interested.

He read through it quickly and then called
the other three in to the kitchen to help him formulate their next
reply. Jamie complained they were too noisy for him to study and
Joe told him to go up to his room. But Jamie stayed, not wanting to
be left out of the possible hiring of a housekeeper/cook.

“I think she’s worried she’s going to have to
provide child care for Jamie.”

“I don’t need no child care,” Jamie protested
in a voice that clearly showed how insulted he was that someone
would even think he might need a sitter.

“I don’t need any child care,” Joe corrected.
“We know you don’t, but she may not know what a self-sufficient
eleven year old you are.”

“All right, let’s start answering her
questions. She thinks we might be a pack of wild guys out to harm
her.” Jacob said after reading through the email again.

Joe began typing in his four fingered method.
He didn’t really know how to type, but he had learned where all the
keys were and managed to type fairly fast using four fingers. Each
of the boys had some sort of input or suggestion on how to word
their reply. Joe had to backspace several times and rewrite
sentences. In the end, they all agreed they had a good e-mail and
just before Joe hit the send button, Josh told him to attach last
year’s Christmas picture of the five of them.

 


Dear Ms. Stevens,

Thank you for your response. We are very
happy to hear from you again and will attempt to answer all your
questions.

Our youngest brother, Jamie, does not need a
babysitter or any other child care. He is eleven years old and
quite able to take care of himself. After school, he has ranch
chores to complete and he does his homework after dinner.

We would be very happy with your meals as
you describe your cooking abilities. We don’t need anything fancy,
just regular old family meals are fine. We do have a garden,
however it has not been taken care of for a number of years and
would require some work before it could be used to grow vegetables
again.

There is an emergency clinic about a half
hour from the ranch and a full hospital two hours away in
Flagstaff. We do have cell phone service on the ranch, though it
can be spotty, and in a dire emergency a helicopter would be
dispatched and an injured person could get to the hospital in less
time. All of us have basic first aid training and know CPR.

As far as your concerns about your safety
with the five of us, I have listed below the sheriff’s name and
number, our attorney’s name and contact info, and the principal of
the local school. She is familiar with all of us. Any of these
people will, I’m sure, ease your mind as to our character.

If you agree to come work for us, we would
be happy to have you arrive as soon as you can. There’s no rush,
but we’re all looking forward to better home cooked meals and not
running out of clean socks.

Lastly, I’ve attached a photo of the five of
us that was taken last year for Christmas. We look forward to your
next reply.

 


Joe signed it with the names of all five
brothers. Jeremy had wanted him to ask for a picture of Callie, but
Joe felt it was inappropriate to ask. They weren’t hiring her for
her looks, so it didn’t matter what she looked like.

 


* * *

 


Still in bed, Callie was on her laptop first
thing the next morning to check for a response and when she saw it,
she let out a yelp and hollered for Bonnie.

“Bonnie! I think they want me! Come
here!”

Bonnie came into the room and said, “Jeez,
it’s too early in the morning for all this excitement. What’s going
on?”

“The cowboys! They already answered, and they
attached a picture.”

“Let me see.”

Callie moved the laptop over as Bonnie sat
beside her against the headboard. “They’re nice looking guys.”

“Nice looking?” Bonnie scoffed. “These boys
are hot, H-O-T, hot! Even that little one, the eleven year old,
he’s got the makings of being one hot dude in a few years.”

“Okay, stop it now, Bonnie. Read their
answers to all the questions and tell me what you think.”

Bonnie read it over, nodding her head and
making little noises of approval.

“Well? What do you think?”

“I have to admit it sounds good. I like that
they gave you references and I think you really should call at
least a couple of them. I think the principal at the school might
be a good place to start because she probably knows all five of
them. And I would definitely call the Sheriff.”

“Oh, my god. Is this really going to work? Am
I really going to move to Arizona?”

“I hate to see you go, Callie. But I think
you’ve got the bug and you’ve just been so excited about this, I
guess you’re gonna do it. If the references check out, when do you
think you’ll be going?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I guess. I don’t have to
give the restaurant much more than a few days notice so they can
get my shift covered. I’d like to take my car in and get it
serviced. It’s running good and I think it’s in good shape, but I’d
like to get it checked out before I drive cross-country with it. I
could be ready to go in about two weeks, maybe even sooner.”

“Are you really sure you want to do
this?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. After the breakup with
Darrell, I think it would do me good to be far away from here.
It’ll be like an adventure.”

“I think you should make the few calls to
check on their references, and then answer their e-mail tonight.
Maybe you should send a picture since they sent one.”

“Good idea. I’m going to e-mail the Sheriff
and the principal at the school since they’re three hours behind
us. Hopefully they’ll answer before the end of the day. I better
get ready for work now.”

“Yeah, me too. I’ll see you later tonight,
okay?”

Callie quickly wrote an e-mail to both the
principal and the Sheriff asking for references on the Sullivans.
She briefly explained that she was thinking of taking a position
with them as their live-in housekeeper/cook and just wanted to be
sure that they were a reputable family. Then she closed her laptop
and had to rush to get ready for work. She would give her notice
the following day, after she received replies from the sheriff and
the principal.

 


* * *

 


At eleven o’clock she slipped into the
restroom to check her e-mail on her smart-phone before the lunch
rush started. Callie was thrilled to see she had a response from
both references. Both gave glowing reports on the character of the
five brothers. The sheriff stated he had known the Sullivan’s
father and knew the boys. There had never been any trouble from
them in town, nor had he ever had occasion to go to the ranch for
any trouble.

The school principal’s report was very
similar, saying none of the brothers had been any trouble in school
at all outside of the ordinary scrapes that boys will get in. She
went on to say that the oldest, Joseph, had been doing a remarkable
job with his brothers since the terrible tragedy of losing their
parents some years ago.

Relief and excitement washed over Callie as
she realized that she was going to go to Arizona. She had a lot to
do to get ready, but first she needed to get through the lunch rush
and finish her shift.

It was a good thing, she thought to herself,
that she didn’t have very many personal belongings. Living in the
artist colony with Darrell had meant she didn’t need any furniture.
Her mother still stored a lot of Callie’s personal items for her.
All she had with her were her clothes, art supplies, laptop, and a
few other items. Everything would easily fit in her Honda CRV.

At home, she called the repair shop and made
an appointment to have her vehicle serviced. Then she got on her
laptop, opened up her e-mail, and replied to Joe Sullivan’s last
e-mail.

 


Hi Joe,

I am ready to accept the position of
housekeeper/cook for you and your brothers. I am giving notice at
my current job tomorrow morning and taking my car in for servicing
the following day.

I plan to leave Michigan in about 7 to 10
days and will let you know when I have a more concrete date. I will
be driving and I expect the trip to take me three days.

I’m very excited and look forward to meeting
you and your four brothers. I’ve attached a photo of myself in this
e-mail and included my cell phone number.

Thank you for the opportunity and I’ll be in
touch soon.

 


As soon as she sent the e-mail, Callie
wondered why she had to wait seven to ten days to leave. The
restaurant only needed a few days to get her shifts covered and
unless her vehicle had some unforeseen problems, she could probably
head out in more like three or four days. That would put her in
Arizona in about a week.

She was making lists of things to do and
things to buy when Bonnie came home.

“Oh, Bonnie, I’m so sorry. I completely
forgot about dinner and I haven’t made anything. Let me take a look
in the fridge, we probably have some kind of leftovers that we can
make do with.”

“Oh, don’t even worry about it, why don’t we
just order pizza or some Chinese? Did you hear from the sheriff and
the school principal?”

“Yes, I did. And Chinese sounds fine. Let me
get the menu out and order it and then I’ll tell you about the
references.”

They decided what they wanted to eat and
Callie made the call to put in the order and then she sat down at
the table, across from Bonnie and told her about the nice
references both the sheriff and the school principal had given the
Sullivan brothers.

“I already sent them an e-mail telling them
that I accept the position. I said I was giving my notice at my job
tomorrow and then taking my car in for servicing. I kind of left it
that I would probably be leaving here in seven to ten days and the
drive would be about three days. But I think I could be out of here
in more like three or four days, five at the most.”

“That quick? Geez, I’m going to miss
you.”

Callie reached out, took her friend’s hand
and said, “I’m going to miss you too. You’ve been the best friend,
letting me stay here after I broke up with Darrell. But it’s time
for me to do something else now, it’s time for me to move on.”

“I know, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going
to miss you. Are you going to stop and see your mom? I’m sure
Chicago is on the way to Arizona.”

“Of course, I have to. I haven’t even talked
to her about this crazy plan. I’m going to give her a call and
maybe I’ll stay with her for a day or two. Once I’m in Arizona,
it’s probably going to be quite a while before I see her
again.”

The Chinese food arrived, and the two girls
ate their dinner while companionably talking about all the possible
adventures that awaited Callie in her near future. They opened up a
bottle of wine and talked until it was time for bed.

 


* * *

 


Four days later, Callie was ready to hit the
road at six o’clock in the morning. She’d been packed and ready
since the day before. Her mechanic had given her car a clean bill
of health, and all that was left was her last load of clothes in
the dryer. Her Honda was packed, except for the last suitcase and
her laptop. Bonnie had brought home a bucket of fried chicken with
all the fixings for dinner and they had a glass of wine while
waiting for the dryer.

Bonnie had poured herself a second glass, but
Callie declined.

“I need to be up and out of here early. No
more wine for me.”

Now she was on the way to her mother’s condo
in Chicago and expected to be there by ten, giving her most of the
day to spend with her mom. She was hoping she could be back on the
road the following day.

Parking in the visitor’s lot behind the condo
building, Callie locked up her car and went into the vestibule of
the secured building. She dialed her mom’s apartment number on the
intercom system and shook her head when the door buzzed to let her
in.

“Mom, what’s the point of a secure building
if you don’t check who it is before buzzing someone in?” She
scolded her mother as she walked down the hallway to where her
mother was standing, waiting for her.

“And a nice hello to you too, Callie.” Doris
hugged her daughter and pulled her inside the small two bedroom
condo. “I wasn’t expecting anyone else, so there was no reason not
to buzz you in.”

“Burglars, thieves, and rapists are rarely
expected, Mom.”

“Okay, okay. Stop nagging me and I promise
I’ll be more careful in the future.”

“I’m not nagging you, Mom. But you do realize
that you live in Chicago, right? This city has one of the highest
murder rates in the country. I just want you to be safe.”

“All right, come sit down and tell me about
your break-up with Darrell. How are you dealing with it? You’re not
depressed or anything, are you? And why did you break up with
him?”

Doris had a habit of asking a lot of
questions all at once without waiting for an answer before she shot
off the next question.

“There’s not much to tell, Mom. I’m not
depressed at all, I just wish I had dumped him sooner. He had the
same roving eye that you always complain Dad had.”

“A lot of men seem to have that affliction.
They try and tell you it doesn’t mean anything; that they still
love you and only you, but they’d never go for it if it was the
woman with the roving eye.”

“Well, at least I had the experience of
living in the artist colony. I met my agent there, and she’s done
really well with getting my work in different galleries. She even
managed to get me in a couple of art shows.”

“That’s wonderful, Callie. I know how much
you love doing your art. It must be a wonderful feeling getting
paid for the things you create. Now I want to hear all about this
crazy plan with the cowboys.”

Callie opened up her laptop and showed her
mom the e-mails that had been exchanged between Joe Sullivan and
herself. She opened up the picture of the five brothers that Joe
had attached.

“I talked to the oldest brother, Joe, last
night to tell him that I would be leaving Michigan this morning. I
told him I was stopping off for a visit with you, and then I’d be
on my way.”

“It’s probably a good thing you were able to
talk to him on the phone. Did you get any sort of vibe from him by
the sound of his voice?”

“We only talked about when I was leaving and
how long it would take me to get there. He sounded real nice, but I
could tell he’s one of those ‘in charge’ kind of guys.”

“Hmm, maybe he’ll take charge of you. He
certainly is a handsome man. All of them are, you could take your
pick.”

“Mom! Stop it, I don’t need anyone taking
charge of me and I’m not going to take my pick of any of them.”

“So how long is your visit going to be? I
have lunch tomorrow with my bridge group so I’ll be gone most of
the afternoon.”

Callie thanked her lucky stars that her mom
was a bit of a social butterfly. She belonged to several little
clubs, not just her bridge group. There was also the book club, a
craft group, and dancing at the senior citizen center.

“Well, I do want to get to Arizona as soon as
possible, but I would like a nice visit with you.”

“Honey, I know you want to get to Arizona.
You don’t have to spend a lot of time with me. I love you and I’m
always happy to see you, but I know you have your own life. Why
don’t we go out for lunch and then go shopping this afternoon?
Maybe we can even go to a movie tonight.”

“Lunch sounds good, and I’d love to go
shopping. But let’s skip the movie and just stay in tonight. Would
you be terribly upset if I left in the morning? I’m happy to stay
another day, but it sounds like you’re busy.”

“I won’t be upset at all, sweetheart. I’m
happy to see you for any amount of time and I like your idea of
staying in tonight. When we’re done shopping, we’ll pick up some
takeout for dinner.”

 


* * *

 


The following day Callie left her mom at nine
in the morning, after a breakfast of apple pancakes and sausage.
She took I-55 to St. Louis and was there by two in the afternoon.
Figuring she was good for at least three or four more hours of
driving, she pulled over at a rest stop and took out her road
atlas. It looked like the town of Lebanon was about a hundred and
fifty miles away. It was a small town with a population of over
fourteen thousand. She thought there’d be no problem finding a
hotel for the night. Otherwise, she could try and go another fifty
miles to hit Springfield.

Back on the road, she took the turnoff that
would put her on I-44. Stopping frequently to take pictures of
anything that she might be able to re-create with her pastels, she
made it to Lebanon at about six o’clock. She stopped at the first
clean looking motel and called it a day.

When she was checked in, Callie went out one
more time to grab a hamburger at the fast food place she had seen
across the street. In her room once again, with her dinner, she
hauled out the road atlas again and tried to figure out how she
could get to the ranch with just two more days of driving.

According to Google, Flagstaff was about
seventeen hours away. Joe had told her the ranch was a little more
than two hours from Flagstaff. That left her with nearly twenty
hours of driving, or roughly ten hours each day. Callie thought
that would be hard to pull off. To that ten hours she would have to
add at least an hour and a half to two hours of stopping time for
breaks, lunch, and gas fill ups. That meant she’d be driving the
last stretch, which was a dirt road, in the dark.

A solid eight hours of driving for each of
the next two days would put her in Winslow, Arizona. She could
spend the night there, leave at seven or eight the next morning,
and arrive at the ranch no later than noon. She thought that was a
good plan; much better than trying to get to the ranch in the dark
on the dirt road with nothing but her headlights for lighting.

She sent Joe an e-mail telling him where she
was and when she expected to be at the ranch. She would keep them
informed of her progress along the way.

 


* * *

 


The dirt road was not bad, Callie thought as
she drove the last stretch of her trip. She was glad she’d had the
foresight not to attempt it at night. There was nothing out here. A
flat tire or other car trouble would not be good at night. On each
side of the road was a vast expanse of nothing but scrub brush.
Occasionally she’d see the remnants of an old shack or a ranch
house in the distance. She wondered if one of the brothers would
come looking for her if she didn’t make it to the ranch on time.
Cell phone coverage was spotty; sometimes her phone had a few bars
and sometimes it had no bars.

She saw a pick-up truck driving down a side
road perpendicular to the road she was on. It was the first vehicle
she’d seen since getting on the dirt road. She watched as it turned
onto the same road she was on and came towards her, leaving a huge
cloud of dust in its wake.

Callie steered her Honda as far to the right
as she could and slowed down. The road was just wide enough for two
vehicles and this truck was moving pretty fast. She could tell it
was slowing as it got closer and she briefly wondered if she was
safe. Making sure her doors were locked, she kept driving.

The driver of the pick-up stuck his arm out
of the window and motioned her to stop. Not sure what to do, Callie
stopped, but kept her windows closed.

As he pulled even with her window, she
lowered her window a scant two inches.

“Hey, you lost?” The driver looked about
twelve years old, and Callie lowered her window further down.

“I don’t think so, I’m headed to the Sullivan
ranch. It’s at the end of this road, isn’t it?”

“Yep, you’re on the right road, just keep
going, you have about another twenty or thirty minutes to get
there. You must be the new housekeeper Jamie told me about.”

“Yes, I am. I guess I better get going, thank
you for stopping.”

“Sure thing, ma’am. I’ll be seeing Jamie at
school and I’ll tell him you’re here.”

“Um, are you old enough to drive?” Callie had
to ask.

“Nope, but my pa lets me take this old truck
to school — otherwise I’d have no way to get there.”

“I see,” Callie said, thinking how different
life was going to be out here. “I guess I better get going. Thanks
again, and have a good day.”

“You too, ma’am,” The boy called out as he
drove away.

Callie drove on, thankful that the dust had
settled while she’d stopped to chat with the young boy. It wasn’t
long before she could make out the shape of a two story house, a
barn, and a couple of smaller structures that she thought looked
like outhouses.

Good grief, she thought, please tell me they
have indoor plumbing. Callie didn’t think she could handle it if
she had to use an outhouse. She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake by
accepting this job. She remembered one of the emails said she’d
have her own bath. Surely that included a complete bath: sink,
toilet, tub and/or shower.

The closer she got, she decided the small
buildings were too big to be outhouses. She drove in under the big
cross bar stretched between two thick, vertical posts. She didn’t
know what it was called, but it was the standard entry to a ranch
in all western movies.

Callie drove to the house and saw three or
four wood logs lined up in what looked like a parking area. Pulling
up to one of the logs, she parked her car and turned off the
engine.

The quiet was overwhelming; there was no
sound at all. Taking the keys out of the ignition, she opened her
door and got out.

“Callie? Callie Stevens?”

She turned toward the deep voice coming from
the barn and saw a tall, wide-shouldered man standing in the
entrance. His face was completely in shadow, but she was sure this
must be Joe.

“Yes, I’m Callie. Joe?”

He strode towards her in long, ground eating
steps. He reached out to give her a welcoming shake with his big
hand.

Callie’s stomach did a flip and her heart
started beating faster. When she touched his hand, a thrill ran up
her arm and through her body.

“Pleased to meet you, Callie. Did you have
any trouble finding the place?”

“No, I didn’t. A young boy stopped me on the
road to ask if I was lost. He said I was on the right road when I
told him this is where I was headed. You gave me very good
directions.”

“That would have been Billy Johnson. His pa
lets him drive to school and everyone overlooks the fact that he’s
too young for a license. It’s the only way he’d get to school since
his ma died.”

“Oh. That’s sad.” Then Callie remembered that
the five brothers had lost both their parents and she didn’t know
what else to say.

“Well, let’s get your car unloaded and I’ll
show you to your room.” Joe filled the sudden silence.

He walked over to her back hatch, opened it
up and started pulling out her three suitcases and two boxes.
Carrying everything to the porch, he had the car empty in no time.
Callie got her easel and art supplies from the back seat, then she
grabbed her purse and laptop which were both on the passenger seat
in front. Locking the car, she went to help Joe drag everything in
to her room.

“You might want to keep your windows open to
keep the car cooler. It still gets pretty warm inside the vehicles
when they’re sitting in the sun.”

“Uh…thanks, but I’d rather not have bugs and
things getting into it.”

Joe chuckled and said, “Okay, let’s go
inside.”

He opened the front door and moved all her
things into the house. She followed him in and looked around. The
door had opened into a short entryway with a living room on one
side and a formal dining room on the other side. But instead of a
dining room set, there was a pool table in the room with a rack of
pool cues on the wall.

“We never used the dining room for dining so
a few years ago, when Jake found this used pool table for next to
nothing, we got rid of the old dining furniture.”

“That’s nice,” Callie said. “Do you use it
much?”

“I don’t, but the three youngest boys like
it.”

Callie looked in the living room and saw that
it was dusty, but not a mess. So far, nothing she’d seen scared
her.

“We don’t use the living room much either. My
mother never let us use it much, she always wanted to keep it clean
for company. We stick mostly to the family room and kitchen.”

They came to the stairway and Joe picked up
two suitcases and told her to follow him up the stairs. He led her
down the long hallway to the last room on the right.

“This will be your room. It’s a guest room
with its own bath so you’ll have complete privacy here.”

Callie looked around and was glad to see a
big window giving her plenty of light for her art. There was a
queen size bed, a dresser with an attached mirror, chest of
drawers, and a small desk. In one corner was a beautiful antique
cheval mirror. The bed had a white dotted chenille bedspread with
fringe, and the windows had shades with white lace-trimmed
curtains. It looked as though someone had vacuumed and dusted very
recently.

“It’s very nice, thank you.” She said as she
set down her laptop and purse on the dresser.

“I’ll bring the rest of your stuff up and
then give you the grand tour. Unless you’re tired and want to rest
after four days of driving.”

“No, I’m not tired. Stopping in Winslow last
night worked out well, I only had to drive a little over three
hours today. I’ll come down with you and help bring my things
up.”

“No, you stay here. I’ll get everything.”

“Thanks, but I’d like to carry my easel and
art supplies myself. I’m a little protective of them.”

“Suit yourself,” Joe said as he shrugged and
left the bedroom.

They went downstairs and Callie picked up her
easel and the box of art supplies while Joe took everything else.
He quickly showed her the rest of the bedrooms upstairs. Each
brother had his own room. Joe was using the master bedroom and had
a corner set up with a desk for his computer. He told her he took
care of the ranch paperwork there and Jeremy often worked on
bookkeeping here. There was another computer downstairs, a laptop
that Jamie used for school.

“I was afraid there wouldn’t be any Internet
access out here and wondered if you had to go to the library to
answer emails.”

“There’s normally not, and it’s beyond my
understanding, but we have something called a Remote Area Internet
set-up. Some geek Jeremy knows from school fixed us up with it. We
have cell service and Internet about eighty percent of the
time.”

Relieved that she’d be able to email her
mother and Bonnie, Callie was beginning to think she’d made the
right decision accepting this job.

All the bedrooms could use a thorough
cleaning. There were dirty clothes scattered around, some food
wrappers, and lots of dust bunnies under the beds and along the
baseboards. Callie could see she’d be busy for several days. The
bathrooms all needed attention as well.

Joe seemed a little embarrassed by the
condition of these rooms. “These are the worst of it. We work at
keeping the kitchen in fairly decent shape. Dishes are done after
every meal and the counters and table are wiped clean. It’s not
spotless, but not a pigsty.”

Callie smiled at his embarrassment and Joe’s
groin twitched. She was quite pretty, he thought to himself.

“I’m sure I’ll get everything in order in no
time at all, Joe. Isn’t it nearly lunch time? I can fix you
something.”

“You must be hungry.” Joe suddenly realized
she probably hadn’t eaten since breakfast and it was now pushing
one o’clock. He knew he was hungry.

“A little bit, yeah. Why don’t you show me
the kitchen and I’m sure I can put something together for us.”

“We usually just eat sandwiches for lunch.
There’s usually not much time for more than that. And the cleanup
is easy.”

The kitchen was exactly what Callie had
expected. She imagined this was what the home magazines meant when
they talked about a farmhouse kitchen. Big, roomy, and bright.
Butter yellow walls and pale yellow cafe curtains on the windows
made the room feel like sunshine. A big table sat in close to one
wall but still with enough room for people to sit on all sides. Two
full walls were lined with counter-tops and cabinets. The final
wall led out to a screened back porch that looked out over the
endless landscape. Callie saw mountain peaks in a distant haze.

“This is a marvelous kitchen, I’m
impressed.”

“Mom was a serious cook and she insisted on
remodeling the kitchen. It’s a comfortable room for us. Jamie does
his homework in here and I sit with him and read in case he needs
help or needs me to read his book reports.”

“You take care of your brothers, don’t
you?”

Joe looked a little uncomfortable. “They’re
all grown now except for Jamie. We all look out for him. Hell, we
all look out for each other.”

“Yes, but you’re the one in charge, aren’t
you?” Callie asked.

“It worked out that way. I’m the oldest and
we were really all still kids when my folks died.”

Callie had been opening cabinet doors, trying
to get a feel for where things were in this kitchen. There were
plenty of dishes, pots and pans, bowls and other items. The
cabinets dedicated to storing food items had plenty of open space
in them. Lots of peanut butter and jelly was available. There was
canned meat, canned fruit and vegetables, soup, cereal, and plenty
of chips and cookies.

Opening the fridge, she saw milk, condiments,
a package of bacon, lunch meat and cheese. The freezer held chicken
wings, pre-made hamburgers, and some steaks. Shaking her head, she
turned around to face Joe.

“You guys don’t go in much for fresh foods,
do you?”

“We’d like to, but everyone is always busy
and we just don’t have the time to deal with fresh food. We take
turns making dinner and we have less than a dozen meals we can cook
between us. When it’s Jamie’s turn to cook we have beans and hot
dogs or mac and cheese with hot dogs. The rest of us do a little
better than that, but it’s not easy. No one feels much like cooking
after working all day.”

“Lunch will be soup and sandwiches today.
Where are your brothers? Will they be here for lunch?”

“Uh, no. They’re out mending fences. They
took sandwiches with them this morning. Jamie won’t be home until
after school. We’re usually not here for lunch, we just take
sandwiches with us and eat ’em when we can.”

“All right, then it’s just us. Give me ten
minutes and lunch will be ready. Then I’ll see what I can come up
with for dinner. Tomorrow I’d like to drive into town and get some
fresh vegetables, fruit, and a few other things.”

Joe didn’t like the way she was taking charge
of things, almost giving out orders, but these were the things
they’d hired her for. He hoped she wasn’t going to turn into a
bossy kind of housekeeper. He was the boss around here, he ran
things. He decided to let it go. As long as she kept her bossiness
to the kitchen and house cleaning, he wouldn’t say anything.

 


 





 Chapter Three

 


 


The rest of the afternoon, once Joe went back out to
work, was spent first on figuring out what to make for dinner.
She’d discovered a small chest freezer that was covered with a
tablecloth. Inside were several cuts of meat that included beef,
chicken, and pork. There were also several packages of frozen
vegetables. She took inventory and figured she’d use up these items
before spending their money on more.

Inside the freezer was a package of stew meat. She
took it out, sealed it in a plastic zip bag, and soaked it in cold
water to start defrosting it. When it was thawed out enough to pull
the pieces of meat apart, she put the meat in a large pot, covered
it with water, and put it on the stove to start cooking. She’d add
some frozen vegetables a little later.

After working out a weekly menu using what was
already there, Callie found she would be able to wait several days
before having to do serious shopping. She could go to the store in
Seligman, which was just about a half hour away where the dirt road
met the interstate highway. She would get milk, eggs, onions, and a
few other things that weren’t on hand.

Once her menu was done, she checked what was on in
the way of staples. The boys weren’t big on spices. Other than
salt, pepper, garlic and onion powder, spices were scarce in the
Sullivan kitchen. Callie made two shopping lists. One was for the
more immediate items needed that she would get in Seligman, and the
second was for the big shopping trip in Kingman.

Laundry was going to pose a problem. With four of
the men being roughly the same size, give or take a few inches, it
was hard for her to know which clothes belonged to which guy.
Sorting out Jamie’s things was easy, he was the only kid. But the
others would be a challenge. Callie decided to buy each brother a
large laundry basket and she would write their names on the edge.
She would do only one brother’s laundry at a time. Each one would
have clean clothes at least once a week. Including her own laundry,
it meant she’d be doing the wash six days of every week, but at
least she’d know which clothes went to which guy’s room.

 


* * *

 


Jamie came home at about three-thirty and Callie
thought he was just adorable; a smaller version of Joe. He was
well-mannered, calling her ma’am and saying please and thank
you.

“You’re gonna make me feel old if you call me ma’am.
Just call me Callie.”

“Okay, thanks,” He answered her. Then, grabbing a
handful of cookies, he said, “I gotta go do my chores.”

“Wait a minute, are you supposed to be eating that
many cookies? I mean, is it okay with Joe?”

Jamie shrugged and said, “He never said I couldn’t
and I do it every day. I gotta have some kind of snack after
school.”

“All right, then. But maybe we can work on finding a
little bit of a healthier snack for you.”

He shrugged again and ran out the door.

The three other brothers came in together and
introduced themselves. Callie wondered how one family could produce
such handsome men. Her mother would say one was more handsome than
the next. They were all tall and well-muscled from working on the
ranch. And each one of them was just as polite as Jamie had been.
She had to tell them to stop making her feel like an old lady with
that ma’am nonsense.

“My name’s Callie, no need to call me anything else.
You’re going to have to give me a little time to get your names
straight. I’ve got Joe and Jamie figured out, but I might get you
three mixed up for a bit.”

“No problem, we’ll answer to just about anything,”
Jake said as he sniffed the aroma coming from the pot on the stove.
“Is that our dinner cooking?”

“Yes, it is. Beef stew with vegetables. I found a
loaf of frozen French bread and defrosted it, but it looks like it
might have some freezer burn on it.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll eat just about anything and I
know we’ve eaten a lot worse,” Jeremy assured her.

While they all went to their rooms to wash up and
change, Callie set the table for five, opened a jar of pickled
beets and put them in little salad bowls. She found a tureen in a
cabinet and poured the stew into it, then put the sliced bread on a
small platter.

When everyone came down and was seated, Joe looked
at her and asked, “Where’s your plate? Aren’t you eating?”

“I’ll eat later, when you fellows are done.”

“No you won’t. You’ll eat right now, with us.”

“But…uh…I don’t want to…you know, intrude on your
family time.”

Joe stood up, got a bowl, a plate, some silverware,
and brought them to the table. “Sit down, you’re eating with
us.”

“Um…but…”

“I said, sit down. You’re eating with us. This isn’t
going to be some arrangement where you’re treated like a servant.
Now sit.”

“You better do what he says,” Jamie warned. “Else
he’ll threaten to take you out to the woodshed and tan your
hide.”

Callie’s eyes widened and her eyes darted to Joe as
if to ask him for confirmation on such a ridiculous thing.

She was sure Joe’s face turned slightly pink. He
told Jamie to shush. Realizing he might have been a little brusque
in ordering her to sit with them he said, “Don’t pay any attention
to Jamie. Please, sit down and have your dinner with us.”

“Yes, sir,” Callie said. She was still trying to get
the image of being taken out to the woodshed and getting her hide
tanned out of her mind. Surprisingly, the thought of having her
hide tanned was slightly thrilling. Especially when the thought
included Joe doing the tanning.

The rest of the meal went smoothly, with no more
talk of hides getting tanned. They told Callie about some of their
struggles to hang onto the ranch after their parents had died. How
Ms. Ornell had some kind of obsession to take Jamie away from them
and put him in foster care.

“How can she do that? You’re his family, he belongs
here with you.”

“That’s what we say,” Jake replied. “But when it all
happened, Joe wasn’t even eighteen yet. She’s actually taken Jamie
from us three or four different times.”

“I don’t understand how the law allows that.” Callie
was astounded that things like that could happen.

“The first time was shortly after our folks died.”
Josh told Callie of how Ms. Ornell had taken the then three year
old boy because the others had been in another room, not keeping
their eyes on Jamie non-stop.

“Joe went straight to her house; got there just as
she was getting Jamie out of her car. He took Jamie and told her
he’d see her in court if she ever tried it again.”

“That’s incredible. And she did this three or four
times?”

“We’ll tell those stories another time.” Joe cut
short the rest of the history. “I’m sure you must be getting tired
and Jamie has homework to do.”

Everyone was done eating and made comments on how
delicious the stew was considering she had just arrived and had to
make do with what they had available.

“I’m sorry I didn’t make dessert,” Callie said. “I
wanted to, but I couldn’t find all the ingredients for anything I
could think of. Once I stock up on things, you will be getting
desserts.”

“Dessert?” Jamie asked with hope and disbelief. “We
never have dessert. Just cookies or sometimes Joe buys brownies
from the bakery. We eat chips while watching TV.”

“Well, give me a few days to get things in order,
and you’ll have dessert every night after dinner.”

“Cool!” Jamie pronounced.

Callie began clearing the table and cleaning up
while Jamie got out his homework and Joe sat down with a book. The
three others went to the family room and turned on the
television.

Feeling suddenly exhausted, Callie excused herself
after doing the dishes and went up to her room. She came back
downstairs a few minutes later.

“Excuse me, Joe. But what time is breakfast?”

“About six, but you don’t have to worry about it for
tomorrow. I think you need some rest.”

She smiled at him and said, “No problem, I’ll be
fine. Breakfast will be ready at six.”

Upstairs in her room, Callie ran a hot bath and then
sank into the tub, resting her head on a rolled up towel. Closing
her eyes, she thought of everything she’d learned about the
Sullivans. They were a close-knit family and Joe was firmly in
charge of everything. She liked that about him. Not too many
seventeen year old boys would take on running a ranch and finishing
raising his four younger brothers.

About to fall asleep, and with the water cooling,
Callie pulled the plug and rinsed off with the shower. Putting on a
nightgown, she slipped into bed. Opening her laptop, she logged
onto the Internet and sent a quick email to her mother and to
Bonnie, letting them know she’d arrived and all was well.

But she couldn’t fall asleep. Thinking about the
entire conversation at the kitchen table, about Ms. Ornell and how
she still wanted to take Jamie from his brothers; Callie couldn’t
believe people like that existed.

She thought about Jamie telling her she better do
what Joe said or she might find herself getting her hide tanned in
the woodshed. Tanned with what? What does a man use to tan
someone’s hide? A stick found in the pile of wood in the shed? His
hand? Maybe his belt. Maybe there was a strap of some kind in the
woodshed he used. Did Joe actually tan Jamie’s hide? Would he tan
hers?

Don’t be silly, she told herself. Of course he
wouldn’t. Jamie was only joking around.

Really? She asked herself. Then why did she catch
that hint of Joe blushing?

Callie drifted off,
confused about why she was thinking so much of tanned hides and why
she found it slightly exciting and even…thrilling.

 


* * *

 


The next few days were non-stop for Callie.
She got her first look at the family room the day after she
arrived. Beer cans, soda cans, empty chip bags, dirty socks, and
all sorts of other debris were scattered about the room. She
decided to make that the first room she’d clean before they had an
invasion of ants, or some other undesirable insects. Dusting,
vacuuming, and washing the windows in that room would take a good
chunk of the day.

First, she went back upstairs, and gathered
all of the used towels in the bathrooms. She tossed them in the
washing machine and let it run while she tackled the family room.
Once she cleared out all the stuff that didn’t belong in the room
she vacuumed. After emptying the vacuum canister, she vacuumed
again and the canister had to be emptied again. She thought she
better run the vacuum one more time to be sure she got as much of
the dirt out of the carpet as possible. This time, very little dirt
was in the canister and she moved on to dusting and window
washing.

It was now mid-afternoon and she was
surprised how tired she was. This wasn’t as easy a job as she had
anticipated. But she knew once she had everything cleaned and was
down to just daily maintenance, things would be much easier.

The five bedrooms were a mess. She wasn’t
sure when these men had last washed their bed linens, but from the
stale and musty smell of them, it had been a while. A long while.
She went to the linen closet and found clean sheets for all the
beds. After flinging open the windows to air out the rooms, she
changed the sheets. The towels went in the dryer, and Callie
started in on washing the sheets. Thankfully the Sullivans had an
extra-large, heavy-duty washer and dryer, and she kept running
loads of wash while she cleaned the family room.

Satisfied that the family room was as clean
as she could get it, she ran upstairs once more to hang the towels
back up in the bathrooms. By the end of the day, Callie had managed
to get about half of the dirty sheets washed. She’d finish them up
in the morning. For now, it was time to start dinner.

 


* * *

 


 


The following morning Callie decided to let
the rest of the sheets wait a day or so. The men’s clothes should
be the next washing project. None of the men seemed to realize
closets were for hanging up your clothes. It looked like dirty
clothes were simply tossed into a corner, and clean clothes were
dumped on a chair, or on top of the dresser. Callie wasn’t sure
what was clean and what was dirty. Shirts hung from doorknobs,
pants were draped over the back of a chair or across the corner of
the bed. Starting with Joe’s room, she grabbed all clothes that
were not in drawers or hanging in the closet, and took them
downstairs to wash everything.

It seemed that the washer and dryer were
always running. Five cowboys make a lot of dirty clothes. Add in
the towels, washcloths, bed sheets, and her own laundry, Callie
could see there would be no such thing as being caught up with the
wash.

While the clothes were washing, Callie
dusted, vacuumed, and washed the windows in each of the bedrooms.
Then she tackled the bathrooms.

Joe had his own bathroom in the master
bedroom and his was the cleanest. Not that anyone would actually
call it clean. However, it was obvious he made a half-hearted
attempt to keep it reasonably clean.

Jake and Jeremy shared a bath, and Josh and
Jamie shared another one. Both required some major clean-up and it
took an entire day for Callie to get all three of them to what she
would say was an acceptable state. Once that big job was done, she
could easily go in and wipe up behind the boys every day. Cleaning
tubs and washing floors could be done weekly.

As she cleaned the bedrooms, she found a few
more dirty towels that had been kicked under a bed or a dresser.
Six people generated a lot of dirty towels and washcloths. Callie
didn’t know how often they washed their towels, but they were all
well used and she made a new rule to change everyone’s towels every
two days. The boys never knew about her new rule, but they noticed
that their towels were now soft and fluffy and smelled fresh.

 


* * *

 


By her third day on the Sullivan ranch,
Callie needed to go shopping. She spoke to Joe that night about
where he did his shopping. She needed to know the best place to go
for what she needed.

“Well, I just drive to Seligman for stuff I
need every week like milk and bread. The big grocery shopping I do
in Kingman about once a month or so.”

“Seligman is that small town where I turned
onto the dirt road that brought me here?”

“Yeah, it’s the closest, only about thirty
miles away. Kingman is about an hour and a half each way so you’re
gonna blow at least half a day going there.”

Callie nodded and then asked, “I would assume
the selection is better in Kingman? Bigger stores, better
prices?”

“Yep, you can find most anything in Kingman
as far groceries and ranch necessities. Anything out of the
ordinary though, you’ll have to go to Flagstaff or maybe even
Phoenix.”

“I don’t think I’ll need to do that, we’re
not after gourmet meals or anything fancy. I think I can get what I
need for the next few days in Seligman, but I better go to Kingman
in about three or four days.”

“Okay, I’ll leave you the ranch credit card
in the morning. The managers at the stores know me, know the ranch,
they’ll take the credit card. They can call me if they have any
questions.”

“Great. Then I think I’ll go to Seligman
tomorrow right after I get the breakfast dishes done.”

 


* * *

 


The small grocery store in Seligman was
perfect for perishable foods that couldn’t be frozen or freezer
items that could thaw out on the drive home from Kingman. Callie
bought ice cream and the makings for a couple of different
desserts. She bought the spices she needed, milk, and butter.

“You must be the Sullivan brothers’ new
housekeeper. I’m Annabelle.” The proprietor said when Callie handed
her the ranch credit card.

“Yes, I’m Callie Stevens. Nice to meet you.”
Callie extended her had to shake Annabelle’s.

Annabelle looked to be in her sixties, a
little overweight, and very cheerful. She was the third generation
running the Seligman grocery store and knew everyone and their
business.

“I’m glad to hear those boys finally got
someone to help them out in that big old house. How messy was
it?”

Callie wasn’t about to say anything negative
about the condition of the Sullivan house. For all she knew,
Annabelle could be best friends with that horrible Ornell
woman.

“Oh, not nearly as bad I expected from five
single guys. I’ve got it all under control.”

“Are they treating you all right? They’re so
young and haven’t had any adult supervision for a long time.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Callie wasn’t sure
if Annabelle was just being nosy or if she really cared about the
brothers. “But legally, they’re all adults now except for Jamie.
They seem to do very well for themselves. And from what I’ve seen,
the older brothers all work very hard every day.”

Annabelle made a disapproving face and said,
“I’d hardly call a nineteen year old and a couple of guys in their
early twenties adults.”

Not wanting to get into an argument the first
day she came to the local grocery, Callie shrugged. “I guess they
had to grow up fast after their parents died.”

Annabelle bagged Callie’s items and handed
her the receipt saying, “You tell those boys I asked about them. I
didn’t mean to come off so nosy, I just wonder how they’re doing
all alone out there.”

Callie smiled and said, “I think they’re
fine; I’ll let them know you asked about them.”

At dinner that night, Callie told the
brothers about her trip to Seligman and her conversation with
Annabelle.

“She doesn’t mean any harm,” Joe said. “But
she’s nosy and tells everyone’s business to anyone who comes in her
store. Thanks for keeping things vague. We’re always careful with
anything that might get back to Ms. Ornell.”

“She used to give me free candy when I was
little.” Jamie said. “She’d say, ‘oh, you poor little orphan,’ and
then hand over a candy bar. Now that I’m older, she doesn’t do that
anymore.”

Callie could just picture Annabelle calling
Jamie a poor little orphan. “Well, at least we know she has a heart
then, even she is a gossip.”

 


* * *

 


Done with the day’s work, Callie went to bed
with her laptop and checked out the route to Kingman. It would be
only a few more days before she had to make the trip. She noted the
address to the big box store and would enter it in her Honda’s GPS
navigational system to be sure she wouldn’t have any trouble
finding it.

Settling in under the covers, Callie did what
she’d been doing every night since arriving at the Sullivan ranch.
She stared at the ceiling and began thinking about the five
Sullivan brothers and her interactions with each of them. And just
like the previous three nights, she drifted off to sleep while
thinking of Joe and the feelings he seemed to invoke in her. Not
just in her, but on her. On her body, on her skin,
deep inside her.

A casual touch as she passed him a coffee cup
warmed her hands. If he laid his hand on her arm as he remembered
to tell her something, she felt a tingle run up her arm. Sometimes,
when she looked out the window and happened to see him coming from
the barn, something coiled inside her that made her want him. Pure
and simple, she was attracted to him.

Did he feel the same? Did a little zinger run
through him when they touched? Did he wonder what it be like to tan
her hide in the woodshed as much as she wondered what it be like to
have her hide tanned? Why was she always moist between her legs
when she thought of Joe and the woodshed?

 


* * *

 


The next day, Callie found a stepladder and
started washing the exterior of the downstairs windows. The weather
was warm and sunny with just enough of a breeze to keep from
getting too warm. It was the perfect day for some outdoor work.
Wearing an old close fitting t-shirt and a pair of denim shorts,
Callie set up the stepladder and went to work on the windows.

She was standing on the top step of the
ladder, using one arm for support on the window frame while leaning
to the side and stretching her arm up high to reach the top of the
window pane, when she was startled by Joe’s deep voice directly
behind her.

“What the hell do you think you’re
doing?”

Callie lost her balance and suddenly was
teetering on the stepladder trying to regain her equilibrium. Wind
milling her arms in a frantic attempt to keep from falling, she
lost her balance and fell backwards.

Right into Joe’s arms. Instinctively, her
arms wrapped around his neck and she held on. “I was washing the
windows until you came along and scared the crap out of me.”

“That’s not your job, Callie. It’s too
dangerous for you to be up on a ladder when no one else is around.”
His voice was stern as he put her down.

“It’s a little stepladder, Joe. Three little
steps. It’s not like I was ten feet above the ground. And yes, it
is too my job.”

“If I hadn’t been here to catch you, you
might have hurt yourself.”

“If you hadn’t scared me half to death, I
wouldn’t have lost my balance and fallen.”

Joe gave her the same stern look he usually
reserved to let Jamie know he meant business. “No stepladders when
no one is here with you, Callie.”

“Oh, come on. That’s absurd. Everything was
going along just fine until you scared me. And these windows are
filthy; I bet they haven’t been cleaned in years.”

“You’re right. Now that I think about it, I
know we’ve never cleaned them. I also know you’re not going to
clean them unless someone else is around.”

Picking up the stepladder, Callie moved it to
the next window and said, “You might be my boss, Joe, but I’m an
adult and I can decide for myself what’s safe or not.”

She saw his jaw clench and he glanced over to
the little wooden building not far from the barn. He wasn’t used to
anyone talking back and arguing with him.

His mouth puckered slightly in thought and
then he said, “I said no, Callie. It’s not safe and it’s not up for
debate. Any more arguing from you and I’ll give you a personalized
tour of the woodshed.”

Callie opened her mouth, but nothing came
out. She tried again. “You…you…you can’t be serious.”

“I’m as serious as serious can be. I’d advise
you not to test me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, unsure of how
far she could push him. He was just being silly and overprotective.
She’d let him think he won. The windows could be done anytime and
he’d never know the difference. It wasn’t the sort of thing men
noticed.

“Fine.” She said sharply, then folded up the
stepladder and went inside to find something else to do.

 

Satisfied that he had Callie under control,
Joe went to the barn and started shoveling out the horse stalls in
the hopes of getting his rigid manhood back to a more comfortable
state. He hoped Jamie would appreciate some of his chores being
done for him.

 


* * *

 


The next morning, after Jamie had left for
school and the four older brothers had gone off to do their thing
with the cattle, Callie took the stepladder and her window washing
supplies and went outside to finish up the job Joe had interrupted.
What Joe didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

Or her, for that matter. She giggled to
herself as she thought about his threat of taking her on a
personalized tour of the woodshed.

She made good progress, finishing the side
she was working on the day before. The back of the house had the
screened in porch so she moved along to the third side and
continued her work. She was about halfway through with that side of
the house when she heard Joe clearing his throat behind her.

At least he didn’t startle her this time. She
kept working, pretending she hadn’t heard him. Butterflies were
doing some kind of jig in her belly as she wondered what he was
going to do.

“I thought you understood me when I said no
stepladder when you’re here alone.”

“Well, it’s too beautiful a day to spend
inside and the windows need cleaning. I’m almost done and I haven’t
had an accident, so all your worrying was for nothing.”

“That’s not the point, Callie. The point is I
said no stepladder. I also remember telling you what would happen
and not to test me.”

“Yep, you did,” Callie pretended not to be
concerned. “But I can’t wait till someone is around to do my work.
All is well, so no need for you to get your underwear in a
bundle.”

She could see his reflection in the window.
It wasn’t crystal clear, but she could make out enough to tell he
was fuming. What would he do?

Joe put his hands at her waist, picked her up
and set her on the ground. Holding her arm with his right hand, he
put his left foot on the second step of the short ladder and then
pulled her quickly over his hard thigh and began spanking her
bottom.

“What are you doing!? Let me up!” Callie
yelled, kicked, and cursed.

“Unless you want me to carry you to the
woodshed, I suggest you hold still and quit yelling.”

He spanked her denim clad bottom with his
hand about fifteen times while Callie tried to hold still. She
suddenly was pretty sure he’d follow through on his threat to take
her to the woodshed. This spanking was painful enough that she had
no desire to see what might await her in the woodshed.

He finally let her up, and gripped her arms
with his hands, making her face him. “I hope you understand I mean
business. We’re out here far from medical help and we all need to
do things as safely as possible. You will listen to me and do what
I tell you when it comes to your safety. Next time I have to spank
you, it won’t be over your clothes. Do you understand?”

Callie was stunned into silence. She nodded
her head in reply as she tried to figure out what had just
happened. He had spanked her! Like she was a naughty, disobeying,
little girl!

“I need to hear it out loud, Callie. Do you
understand?”

“Y…ye…yes, sir.” She finally stammered.

Joe turned and walked away, leaving her
standing there. Confused, not quite able to believe he’d actually
bent her over his knee and spanked her, Callie slowly dumped her
bucket of vinegar water onto the ground, picked up the stepladder,
and went inside. Had anyone seen what had happened? Where were the
other brothers? Jamie was still in school, but where the other
three?

Most important of all, why were her panties
wet and her thighs trembling?

 


* * *

 


Spanking Callie’s bottom had given him a
raging hard-on that was about ten times harder to deal with than
what their encounter the day before had left him with. It took him
completely by surprise. What happened the day before he’d written
off to the intense attraction he had for Callie. But this, this was
clearly the result of bending her over his thigh and spanking her.
His cock had twitched as soon he had her in position and seemed to
grow with each smack he delivered to her delectable rear. What the
hell was that about?

He’d come home because he’d forgotten his
lunch in the fridge. He was going to just wait till dinner, but the
boys had things under control with the cattle, so he thought he’d
get his lunch and then work on the barn. There were some old boards
on the siding that needed to be replaced, and the wood was just
sitting there waiting for someone to nail it in place. It was one
of those chores that was important, but not important enough to
take priority over the attention their animals and other ranch work
required.

Joe couldn’t believe he was looking at Callie
standing on the top of the stepladder after he’d made it perfectly
clear she was not to do that. He’d turned his horse loose in the
small corral at the back side of the barn and walked over to
confront her. Not wanting to startle her into falling again, even
though he would have caught her in his arms again, he gently
cleared his throat to get her attention.

Prying off a few rotted planks of siding, he
thought about her reaction to being caught on the stepladder. Her
casual, almost flippant dismissal of his concerns, had him steaming
mad in no time. Damn it, if his brothers could take orders from
him, then little Miss City Girl could do the same. She had no idea
of the possible dangers that lurked around a working ranch. If she
fell and hit her head on a rock she could be bleeding on the ground
for a long time before Jamie came home from school.

 


* * *

 


After putting her window washing supplies
away, Callie started a load of wash. Afraid Joe might come into the
house, she went up to her room to think about what just happened
outside.

Sitting on her bed, she went over the entire
incident in her mind, and wondered why she hadn’t curbed her sassy
attitude. Not only did she disobey him about the stepladder, she
sassed him when he caught her, telling him not to get his underwear
in a bundle. Disobey? Was that the right word? She supposed it was,
after all, he was her boss.

Joe was right when he said he’d warned her
what would happen. But somehow she just didn’t think he’d take her
to the woodshed.

And he hadn’t. Instead, he simply pulled her
over his big, firm thigh and walloped her butt with his hand. She
didn’t know how many times he smacked her ass, counting the whacks
was the furthest thing from her mind at the time. She did know it
hurt. His hand was big and covered a good portion of her bottom.
Even through her jeans, she felt the power behind each smack.

Remembering his threat of her next spanking
not being over clothes, her thighs squeezed together and she was
made aware again of her damp panties. Going over to the cheval
mirror, she unzipped her denim shorts, and pulled them down along
with her panties. Turning her head, she looked over her shoulder to
check for damages.

There wasn’t any. Maybe a tiny bit of pink.
Her denim shorts had definitely provided some protection. Callie
was sure the slight pinkness would be gone shortly. Rubbing her
bottom, she thought she felt a little warmth but didn’t know if it
was from the spanking.

So now what? It was getting time to start
dinner and she should go downstairs. What if Joe was in the house?
How would he act? How should she act? Should she be pissed off and
let him know it?

She felt like she should be pissed off, but
she wasn’t. What she felt was more like curiosity. What would
happen next? Would he apologize? Callie thought that was unlikely.
She couldn’t hide in her room forever, dinner had to be made and it
was her job to make it. After changing out of her dirty window
washing clothes, Callie went down to the kitchen.

Jamie was sitting at the table stuffing his
mouth with oatmeal cookies and drinking a glass of milk. “Hey
Callie, I saw Joe’s horse in the corral, is he in here?”

“Uh, I don’t think so. I was just in my room.
Maybe he’s in the barn.”

“Okay, I’ll find him,” Jamie talked around
the cookie that was in his mouth, then took off out the back door,
leaving the empty glass and a pile of cookie crumbs on the
table.

Callie shook her head, and cleaned up behind
him. She really should remind him to put his glass in the sink and
wipe up his mess after having a snack, but he was such an energetic
kid — always running off to do his chores or go to Billy’s house —
she didn’t mind cleaning up after him.

Relieved that she was alone in the kitchen,
she began getting dinner ready. Not in the mood for anything
complicated, she decided on spaghetti and meatballs with garlic
bread. Ice cream sundaes would do for dessert. She put the sauce on
to simmer and while the water was boiling, she put the clothes in
the dryer, grabbed a dust cloth and went into the seldom used front
living room to dust.

The living room had been the easiest of all
to clean. She had to vacuum the carpet several times, dust and
polish all the wood surfaces, and clean the windows. That was it.
There was no collection of empty cans or food wrappers. Once the
overall cleaning was completed, she went in about every ten days or
so for a quick vacuuming and dusting.

She heard two or three of the brothers go
upstairs. That meant Jake, Jeremy, and Josh were home. Joe and
Jamie would be in shortly. Not wanting to run into Joe, Callie sat
in the front room and waited until she heard them enter and go
upstairs to get cleaned up before she went back in the kitchen to
put the pasta in the boiling water.

She buttered the French bread, sprinkled
garlic salt on it, wrapped it in foil, and put it in the oven. In
between stirring the sauce and the pasta, she set the table. One by
one, the men came downstairs and went to the family room. The
routine had developed that they watched television and waited for
her to let them know dinner was ready.

Joe was the last to come down and he paused
at the kitchen doorway. Callie ignored him; busying herself with
stirring, tasting, adding a pinch of this or that.

“Callie,” Joe tried to start a
conversation.

“I’m busy right now, Joe. Dinner will be
ready in just a few minutes.” Her voice was a tad cold. She clearly
didn’t want to talk.

“We need to talk, Callie.”

“Maybe later, when I’m not busy.”

“All right, Callie. But we are going to talk
and it’s going to be tonight.”

When she didn’t respond, Joe went to join his
brothers in the family room. They all sensed something was wrong
and Jeremy asked, “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” Joe sat down and kept his gaze on
the television.

“Can you help me with math tonight?” Jamie
asked.

“Jeremy is the math whiz, maybe you should
ask him.”

Jamie shrugged and looked at Jeremy for his
answer. “Yeah kid, I can help you. Fifth grade math is a
breeze.”

Callie called out from the kitchen, “All set.
Come and get it!”

Everyone sat down and Joe grabbed the large
bowl of pasta, helped himself, and passed it to Jake. Next came the
meatballs and sauce, then the garlic bread. Jake talked about a cow
that was almost ready to deliver her calf. Joe said they’d pull
some night watches if Jake thought the cow was going to have a bad
time.

Callie was fourth in line to be passed the
bowls of food and she took very little. She didn’t have much of an
appetite. She listened to the boys talk about ranch business, but
kept quiet.

Jeremy was explaining certain math principals
to Jamie, who was bored with the whole idea of math. Josh asked
Callie how her day was, pulling her out of her own thoughts.

“Um…it was…fine.” She finally said, then
added, “I got the outside of all the windows washed.”

Jake put his fork down and looked at her.
“You did what?”

“Washed the outside of the windows. You’ll
see tomorrow morning how clean they all are. Of course, I only did
the downstairs.”

Jake looked at Joe, who was busy looking at
his plate, then back at Callie. “How exactly did you reach the
windows?”

“Why, I used the stepladder, of course. I’m
not terribly tall, you know.”

Jamie laughed and said, “Man, you’re lucky
Joe didn’t catch you! That would have been a for sure trip to the
woodshed!”

“Enough,” Joe demanded. “Eat your
dinner.”

Jamie looked at him as if to ask what bug had
crawled up his ass, but kept quiet.

“As a matter of fact,” Callie said, ignoring
Joe’s order. “Joe did catch me.”

Jamie looked up, eyes wide, and asked, “What
did he do?”

“We had a discussion about safety.” Joe
answered before Callie could say anything. “And now we’re done
discussing this subject.”

Callie couldn’t leave well enough alone. “A
discussion? Is that what we had?”

Joe raised one eyebrow and gave her a look
that sent shivers down her spine. “Yes, that’s exactly what we
had.”

“I wouldn’t call it a discussion,” Callie
said, knowing she was pushing Joe’s buttons. “But Joe did manage to
make it clear that he didn’t want to catch me on the stepladder
again.”

All four of the brothers looked back and
forth between Joe and Callie, wanting more details. The tension was
heavy in the room, and Callie could feel Joe’s dark gaze on her.
She finished her spaghetti, and got up to get the sundaes from the
freezer. She had dished out the ice cream into some stemmed dessert
bowls she’d found in a cupboard, and all they needed now was a
sprinkle of nuts, hot fudge, and whip cream.

The special treat wowed the brothers and all
talk about stepladders and window washing was forgotten while they
raved about how long it’d been since they’d had hot fudge
sundaes.

Immediately after dessert, Joe got up and
mumbled something about going to his room where he was going to see
to some ranch paperwork. Jake and Josh went to the family room and
Jamie got his schoolbooks so Jeremy could help him with his
math.

“Was Joe real mad when he caught you on the
stepladder?” Jamie asked.

“I guess so.” She answered. “I just don’t get
what the big deal is. It’s not like I was on an eight foot ladder,
I have enough sense not to do that without someone else being
around.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. But Jake was
ready to let you have it before Joe told us all to quit talking
about it. They’re real big on safety around here.”

“We have to be,” Jeremy said. “It’s just us
out here. We don’t have a lot of rules, everyone just does their
job. But it’s gotta be done safely. You’ve probably noticed that we
rarely go out on the ranch alone. When we do, we let the others
know where we’ll be. Just stay off the stepladder, Callie.
Okay?”

“Okay.” Callie agreed. Jeez, what was it with
these guys? Did all of them have the ability to interject that
stern, no nonsense tone when they wanted you to take them
seriously?

She’d had enough of the domineering Sullivans
for one day. Once the dishwasher was loaded and the last load of
laundry put in the dryer, Callie went up to the peaceful quiet of
her room.

Hearing her walk down the hall, Joe came out
of his room. When she tried to ignore him and slip into her room,
he reached out and took her arm.

“Callie, we need to talk. Come into my room,
please.”

“Your room? I don’t think so. What will your
brothers think?”

“They won’t be up here for at least another
hour. I only want a few minutes of your time. Please.”

She couldn’t say no. He probably wanted to
apologize. Maybe she should apologize to him for disobeying
him.

Damn it, there was that word again. Disobey.
She didn’t like it. She didn’t like the idea of having to obey a
man. Yeah, he was her boss, but as long as she did what she was
hired for, then she wasn’t really disobeying. Was she? Callie
didn’t know what to make of her feelings or thoughts.

“Okay, just a few minutes.” She answered.

Joe held the door open for her to enter. She
looked around his room and saw that it was neat. He was doing as
she’d asked all of them. Keeping their dirty clothes in one pile
until she was able to go to Kingman and get laundry baskets. His
big bed loomed and her mind went to how damp her panties had been
after the spanking.

“I’m sorry I had to spank you this
afternoon,” Joe began. “It was necessary to get it across to you
that safety is of paramount importance on the ranch. Everything we
do has to be done with safety in mind.”

“You had to spank me?” Callie couldn’t
believe he just said that.

“Yeah, I did. I’d already made it clear that
you were not to use the stepladder when no one else was around. You
disobeyed, forcing me to punish you.”

“Punish me? You don’t get to punish
me, Joe. I’m not your child.”

Joe sighed and ran his hand through his hair.
“Maybe I’m not explaining it well enough. I’ll try to be clearer.
You will do what I say when it involves your safety or that of my
brothers. If you don’t, there will be a price to pay. Is that clear
enough for you, Callie?”

Callie was angry. She didn’t know what to
say. There was no choice for her. He was her boss. She had to — it
irked her to even think it — she had to obey him. And yet,
she couldn’t help herself, she had to push him further.

“A price to pay? What, you’ll fire me?”

“No, I won’t fire you. My brothers would
probably kill me if I fired you. I’ll just spank you again; I’ll
have no choice.”

That was a relief — the part about not firing
her — not the part about spanking her again. The last thing she
wanted was to have to leave the ranch, to go back to Michigan or to
Chicago. In the short time she’d been on the ranch, she had come to
love Arizona, at least what she’d seen of it so far. She liked all
the Sullivan brothers and she thought they all liked her. But she
did not want to get spanked again. Even if her wet panties
contradicted that.

“Fine. I won’t use the stepladder when I’m
alone. Are there any other safety rules I need to know about?”

“Off the top of my head I’d say don’t go
wandering around the ranch without telling one of us where you’re
going. On second thought, until you’re better acquainted with the
ranch, don’t go wandering alone. Take one of us, even if it’s just
Jamie. He knows this ranch as well as the rest of us.”

That actually sounded like a smart thing to
do, as much as she hated to admit it.

“Okay, I’d better get back to my room.”

“Callie, wait.” Joe stepped closer towards
her and took her arm.

She looked up at him and was sure she saw
desire in his eyes. When he leaned down to kiss her, she knew she
should turn away. But she couldn’t. She wanted his kiss, she wanted
to feel his lips on hers.

It started out as a gentle, almost tentative
kiss. His lips were firm, but there was a softness about the kiss.
Then his tongue moved between her lips and she opened her mouth
slightly so he could explore. She brushed his tongue with hers and
the kiss deepened, became more passionate. Her panties were getting
damp again, her thighs trembled, and she wanted more.

Pulling away, Callie said, “No, don’t. We
shouldn’t be doing this.”

Joe let her go. He wanted her, but he’d have
to take it slow.

Callie rushed to her room and leaned against
the door after she shut it. Her heart was beating fast and she felt
like she was all out of breath.

 


 






Chapter Four

 


 


The town of Kingman was the most western town
Callie had ever been in. There were billboards for dude ranches,
some of them even offering experiences designed for women. Callie
thought it sounded like fun. There was a touristy section full of
small shops luring in visitors to buy all kinds of souvenirs. She
made a mental note to have more time when she came back for her
next trip so she could explore more.

List in hand, Callie entered the big super
store and her first stop was in household goods so she could put
the laundry baskets in the bottom of her cart and pile her
groceries in the baskets. Being unfamiliar with the store, it took
Callie some time to find everything on her list. The check-out
clerk didn’t bat an eye at the credit card Callie handed her. The
swipe machine approved it, and that was all the clerk cared about.
Wheeling her overloaded cart to the Honda, Callie hoped she hadn’t
forgotten anything. She had spent nearly four hundred dollars of
the Sullivans’ money—more money than Callie had ever spent on
groceries. But she was hoping this would feed everyone for the
better part of a month with an occasional trip to Seligman for
fresh fruits and veggies. It also included non-food items like
laundry and cleaning supplies, soap, and the individual laundry
baskets.

The trip to Kingman had shoved her recent
spanking to the back of her mind. Now, as Callie backed her Honda
as close as she could to the back door of the ranch house, she
again thought about how easily and quickly Joe had tossed her over
his thigh.

Things had been a little awkward since their
talk in his room and that kiss. Callie was afraid to be alone in
the same room with Joe. Every time she caught him looking at her
she felt a smoldering heat in her belly and she thought of how
she’d melted from that kiss. It wouldn’t take much for her to jump
his bones.

She began the job of unloading her vehicle
and then putting everything away. While she was busy doing that,
she heard what sounded like three or four horses ride up. Going to
the screened porch, she saw the four older brothers had apparently
come home for lunch. They usually took lunch with them out on the
range, but she’d left right after breakfast and hadn’t made them
sandwiches like she usually did.

Oh shit, she thought. She had nothing ready
to feed them. Putting away the mountain of groceries had taken
quite a while and she was now running late.

“I hope sandwiches will be okay,” Callie said
as they came up the few steps to the porch. “I’m just finishing
putting everything away.”

“I’ll take two of your sandwiches any day
over what used to pass for sandwiches when we made them,” Josh
said.

“I’ll make some meatloaf sandwiches with last
night’s leftovers. I still have some potato salad left from the
other day. That should hold you men until supper.”

Joe was leaning against the door jamb, just
watching Callie start pulling things out of the fridge, setting up
to make eight sandwiches. She caught him looking at her and blushed
slightly. She was noticing him doing that more and more. Ever since
the spanking and the kiss, he’d just pause whatever he was doing
and watch her.

“Is something wrong? Do you need
something?”

“Nope, just thinking how glad I am that you
answered that ad. We’re eating better meals, the house is getting
cleaner every day, and I have less things to worry about.”

He thought it would be best to leave out the
part about his dick getting hard every time he looked at her. Or
how he thought about laying her across the kitchen table and having
his way with her. Most especially, he knew he should not mention
how Jamie’s innocent remark on her first night with them had made
him wonder what it would like to redden her backside. That thought
had been in his mind even more since he’d spanked her about using
the stepladder while alone. She’d had her shorts on, so he had no
idea if her cute ass had turned red. Probably not since it was a
short spanking. His dick got harder as he thought how he’d like to
give her a good long spanking just before driving himself deep
inside her.

She smiled at him, having no idea of his
thoughts, then turned back to the row of bread slices and continued
making their lunch. “I’m glad I answered the ad too. This is
beautiful country, nothing like the image of Arizona I had in my
mind. I never realized there were mountains and the gorgeous red
rocks. I’m going to have to do some exploring on my days off.”

Pulling his eyes away from her shapely ass,
he said, “Yep, we’ve got some beautiful things in this state. Don’t
forget about the Grand Canyon; you’ll have to be sure to see that.
Just be sure not to go out of sight of the ranch house alone if you
wander around here.” He left the kitchen and went to his room to
wash up for lunch, leaving her slightly irritated that he’d given
her that reminder of not going too far alone.

Callie went upstairs while the men ate and
put the laundry baskets in each of the bedrooms. She would eat
after they left. Beginning in Joe’s room, she gathered up all the
clothes lying about the room and dumped them in his basket.
Carrying it downstairs, she started his laundry and once the men
were out of the kitchen, she cleaned up the lunch dishes and
tackled the next project.

In the morning, Jeremy came running down the
stairs bare-chested and said, “I don’t have any shirts in my room.
Are some clean ones in the dryer?”

“Your shirts are hanging in your closet,
where they belong.”

“Oh, the closet. Um…okay, thanks.”

Callie had the distinct feeling he’d
completely forgotten that there was a closet in his room.

A little while later, Jamie came down and
said, “Thanks for cleaning my room. I never can find socks and now
I have a whole drawer full of them.”

“You’re very welcome,” She said with a smile.
“I’m not sure I’m putting things exactly where you want them so
just let me know if you want things changed.”

“Okay, but as long as I can find stuff, I
don’t care where you put it.” Jamie sat down to start working on a
plate of pancakes.

When she put a bowl of oatmeal in front of
him, he informed her he didn’t like oatmeal and didn’t want it.

“Well, I make sort of a special oatmeal and
I’d appreciate it if you would at least give it a try before you
say you don’t like it.”

Joe had come down and was standing in the
doorway behind Jamie. He was watching and listening to the exchange
between Callie and Jamie, wondering if she could get the kid to eat
something Joe had given up on even making.

Jamie sighed and said, “Okay, I’ll try one
spoonful. But I’ve never liked it and Joe never made me eat
it.”

He dipped just the tip of his spoon into the
bowl and sniffed at it. Then he blew on it to cool it down a little
bit. Looking at up Callie, Jamie put the spoon in his mouth and his
eyes lit up. Callie grinned.

“Are you sure this is oatmeal? Joe’s oatmeal
never tasted like this.”

“Yup, I’m sure. I put a few little things in
it to make it taste better. So do you think you can eat at least
half the bowl?”

“Hell, I’ll eat the whole bowl!”

“Jamie!” Joe admonished the boy. “We don’t
talk like that at the table or in front of ladies.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I forgot. Joe, you gotta
try this oatmeal. It tastes nothing like yours.”

“Yeah, I kinda gathered that,” Joe replied
ruefully.

Callie gave him a bowl of oatmeal and a plate
of pancakes. He thanked her, touching her arm briefly. She pulled
back and turned away to fix the other men their breakfasts.

Things were beginning to get a little
uncomfortable for Callie. The tension that filled the air whenever
she and Joe were in the same room was getting thicker with each
passing day. The night before, she could have sworn he was going to
kiss her again. But then he’d turned around and went up to his
room.

Everyone else had already gone up and Callie
had just picked up the empty cans in the family room and put them
in the trash. She was putting the last of the things in the
dishwasher when Joe came down from his room with a coffee cup.

“Here, I’ll take that,” Callie had reached
out to take the cup and they both felt a little shock when their
fingers touched. She laughed it off and said, “There must be some
static electricity in the air tonight.”

“Static electricity, huh?” Joe had looked her
in the eyes and she was sure he leaned forward. Her lips parted and
the tip of her tongue touched her lower lip in anticipation. But it
wasn’t to be. He didn’t even say goodnight when he turned and left
her alone in the kitchen.

Now, Joe ate his oatmeal and had to agree
with Jamie. “Yep, you’re right, kid. This tastes nothing like any
oatmeal I ever made.”

“I know,” Jamie confirmed again. “Nothin’
Callie makes tastes like anything we ever made. I’m glad you hired
her.”

“Why, thank you, Jamie.” Callie said. “I’m
very happy to be here.”

Jake had come down and heard the last of the
conversation. “I think we’re all glad you answered that ad, Callie.
I’m ready to try some of that oatmeal these brothers of mine are
raving about.”

“Coming right up, Jake.” She passed him a cup
of coffee and went to the stove to fill another bowl with
oatmeal.

 


* * *

 


Little by little, Callie noticed the Sullivan
brothers were actually working at being somewhat tidy. Their dirty
clothes were always in their laundry baskets, they began to bring
their empty cans and bags of chips out of the family room when
turning in for the night, and she never had to clear the table
after dinner. They each brought their own plates and utensils to
the sink for her. Often, the last one from the table would take the
dishcloth and wipe the table clean. It got a little easier every
week for her to keep things running smoothly in the Sullivan
household.

Time went on and before she knew it, Callie
had been on the Sullivan ranch for more than a month and it was
time to drive to Kingman again and stock up on groceries. She told
them at dinner a few days ahead of time and asked if there was
anything special anyone would like her to cook for them. Joe wanted
to go with her.

“I need to stop in at the leather shop and
pick up a saddle they repaired. It’ll save a trip if we go
together. If you don’t mind.”

“No, I don’t mind.” Callie figured she could
wait till the following month to explore the souvenir shops. It’d
be nice to have company during the three hours of driving time back
and forth. And it would be three hours spent alone with Joe. Three
safe hours since they would be driving.

“Good, we’ll take the ranch truck. I’ll have
to do the morning chores first, so we’ll probably leave a little
after nine. We’ll have lunch in Kingman before coming home.”

“All right,” Callie said. Then she had
another thought.

“Will it be all right to leave the groceries,
the perishable items in the truck while we eat?”

“Yeah, I think so. It’s not too hot anymore.
We can bring the big ice chest and put the meat in there. It won’t
be a long lunch; we’ll be fine.”

The night before shopping day, Callie
assembled a breakfast casserole of eggs, hash browns, ham, and
cheese. It was the same recipe Joe used to make when he was in
charge of breakfast, though when it was made by Callie, it tasted
completely different. In the morning all she had to do was pop it
in the oven to cook. While it was cooking, she made box lunches for
Jake, Jeremy, and Josh to take with them to whatever corner of the
ranch they would be working in. Jamie would get his lunch at the
school cafeteria. She threw a load of clothes in the washer and
then went upstairs to get ready.

Joe came in just after nine, washed up and
changed his clothes, and they were ready to go. He held the
passenger door open for Callie and helped her step into the truck.
Catching a whiff of the subtle scent she wore, he cursed his dick
for its quick reaction every time she was near. Maybe combining
their two trips like this hadn’t been such a good idea. Too late
now, he told himself as he went around to get in behind the
wheel.

Shifting in the seat, trying to get
comfortable without drawing her attention to the growing bulge in
his pants, Joe fastened his seat belt and put some country music on
the CD player before putting the truck in gear and heading for the
dirt road that would take them to Seligman and I-40 to Kingman.

“I like country music,” Callie said after
several minutes. “I don’t know why I don’t listen to it more often.
I guess I just get caught up in the latest popular music.”

“It’s pretty much the only music we listen to
out here. But if you want something else, feel free to change it.
We don’t get great radio reception, so I listen mostly to CDs.”

“This is fine,” Callie assured him. “I like
it.”

Once they reached I-40 and were on a smoother
road, Joe reached his hand out and touched her arm.

“I may be out of line here, Callie, and if I
am just tell me. More than anything I want you to stay here on the
ranch. The boys love having you around, we all enjoy your cooking,
and the house is cleaner than it’s ever been since our parents
died.”

Joe paused for a minute, trying to put his
words together. It wasn’t every day he asked a pretty girl to go
out. He’d been too busy with the ranch, his brothers, and keeping
Ms. Ornell away from Jamie to think too much about female
companionship. The few relationships he’d had always ended when the
woman thought he cared more about the ranch and his brothers than
he did about her. But damn if he didn’t want to get to know Callie
better. He wanted to spend some alone time with her.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is that if
you agree, I’d like to spend some time with you. Just you and me. I
know we got off to a bit of a rough start there with the
stepladder, but I’m hoping we can get to know each other a little
better. We could maybe go to a movie in Seligman, or just go riding
on a weekend. Whatever you’d like.”

Callie blushed at the reference to the
spanking he’d given her, but in spite of that incident, she wanted
to get to know Joe better. She wanted to explore if there was
something more than the chemistry between them. She turned to him
with a big smile on her face.

“I’d like that very much, Joe. It sounds like
fun. Just one thing, I don’t know how to ride so we might have to
stick with a movie.”

He grinned back at her and said, “Riding’s
easy. I can teach you to ride in less than an hour.”

See there, he told himself, that wasn’t so
hard. And she said yes!

“You could?” Her tone was one of disbelief.
“I’ve never even touched a horse; I’m a city girl.”

“Then it’s time you touched one. If you don’t
already have any plans for your weekend off, let’s have a riding
lesson on Sunday afternoon.”

“I’m game, Joe. I just hope you have a lot of
patience. I’m afraid I’ll be a little intimidated by a horse.”

“Nah, you won’t be. You just gotta let the
horse know who the boss is. You’ll be fine. It’s a date for Sunday,
right after lunch.”

“Okay, a date it is.”

She sat back, more comfortable now than when
they’d first started out on this trip. Now she knew for sure he was
attracted to her. But was it as much as she was attracted to him?
Thoughts of him were always in her head. She had a feeling she knew
exactly what she’d be dreaming of for the three nights before
Sunday.

Joe started telling her more about everything
he and his brothers had been through the past eight years. It was a
sad tale, but at the same time, a very inspiring one.

“When Ms. Ornell took Jamie about four years
ago it was because of the condition of the house. She claimed it
was unfit to raise a child in. I think she was exaggerating, but we
had a hell of a time getting him back.”

“That’s awful! Why is she so determined to
separate him from his brothers?”

“She thinks all we do is sit around and get
drunk on beer. She’s never seen any of us drunk, but she did see a
couple of empty beer cans in the living room. I’ll admit the house
was in pretty bad shape, but it was because of roundup time. We’re
real busy during roundup and none of us had time to clean up.
Things just got real messy around the house.”

He went on to tell her that when Ms. Ornell
showed up and saw the condition of the house, she took Jamie—who
was only seven then—by the hand and dragged him out to her car. Joe
had been out working the cattle, leaving then fifteen year old Josh
to keep an eye on Jamie. Josh didn’t know what to do to stop
her.

When Joe got back home he immediately called
their lawyer, but it was after five and nothing could be done until
the following day. Even then, hearings had to be scheduled, court
appointments were made a month or more in the future. Jamie had
been placed with a foster family for nearly four months.

“Fortunately, with our lawyer’s help, we were
able to convince the judge that Jamie belonged with us. The judge
grew up on a ranch so he was sympathetic to the craziness that goes
on during roundup. I can tell you, Ms. Ornell was pissed off. Once
we were outside on the street, she promised me she would get Jamie
away from his drunken brothers. Somehow, the fact that we’re
running a profitable ranch escapes her.”

“So the house was in worse shape than when I
got here?” Callie had to ask, thinking if it was worse, it must
have been really bad.

“Yeah, I think it was. Because since then,
we’ve tried harder. Of course, after she took Jamie again last
year, we’ve kind of slacked off again because now she can’t do a
child welfare check without making an appointment.”

“What? She took him again last year? Why?
What happened?”

They were pulling into the parking lot of the
leather shop now and Joe said, “I’ll tell you that story on the
ride home. Come on in with me. While they call this a leather shop,
it’s a real saddlery. They don’t just repair saddles, they make
them from scratch.”

Callie climbed out of the truck, stretching
her arms and legs. It smelled wonderful inside the shop. The rich
odor of leather and saddle soap filled the air. The old dark planks
of flooring were well polished and shiny with wear. Aside from a
huge collection of saddles, she saw leather bridles, reins, chaps,
spur ties, wrist protectors, and saddle bags. They even had several
ladies purses.

“Hey, Armando, how’re you doing?” Joe greeted
the small Mexican man who was the proprietor of the shop.

“I am well, Senor Joe. How about you?”
Armando was looking over Callie while he spoke to Joe.

“Doing good, Mando. And how is your lovely
wife?” Joe purposely asked about the man’s wife to divert his
attention away from Callie.

“Rosita is well. She is taking care of the
grandchildren today.”

“This is Callie, our new housekeeper and cook
out at the ranch.”

“Ah, that is good, Senor Joe. Maybe now you
and your brothers will be eating better.”

“Yep, we already are. You got my saddle
ready? We’ve got to get going and do the grocery shopping.”

“Yes, it’s ready. Come in the back with me.
You won’t make an old man lift a heavy saddle by himself, will
you?”

“No, Mando,” Joe chuckled. “I’ll lift the
saddle, even though I’d bet you’d have no problem with it.”

“I don’t know, Senor Joe. I’m getting old and
don’t have the strength I used to. My worthless son hardly ever
comes in. He says he wants the shop to stay in the family, but he
doesn’t want to do this kind work. Perhaps my grandson will take
over for me one day.”

“We won’t have to worry about that just yet,
you’ve got lots of years left.”

Callie poked around, looking at the purses
and wallets while the men bantered back and forth and Joe paid
Armando for the repairs.

“He seems like a real character,” Callie said
when they were back in the car.

“Yeah, he is. His grandfather started that
shop about sixty or seventy years ago. His father took it over and
passed it down to Armando. Mando’s son is not exactly worthless
like he claims, he just has other interests. He makes a damn good
living as a stock broker. Mando’s been teaching his grandson
everything he knows, so it’s a safe bet the shop will stay in the
family.”

“That’s good. It’s not too often you see a
small business passed down through so many generations.”

With the saddle safely covered up in the back
seat of the crew cab, they locked up the truck and went into the
store. Callie was able to get everything she needed quicker than
her last trip now that she knew her away around the store somewhat.
They were out of there in less than an hour and on the way to a
little diner Joe liked.

Lunch was quick. Even with the perishable
items packed in the cooler with ice, Callie was worried about food
spoiling. With an hour and a half drive to get home, she didn’t
think they should tarry too long. Joe thought she was overly
concerned, but he went along. The lecture she gave him on how
bacteria multiplied when food wasn’t kept at a proper temperature
convinced him to eat fast and get them back on the road.

It wasn’t long before Callie dozed off, her
head at an uncomfortable angle. Joe put his arm around her shoulder
and pulled her closer so she could lean her head on him. She
briefly woke, but once she felt his firm shoulder under her head,
she was asleep again and didn’t wake up until they turned off I-40
and were on the rough dirt road.

“Oh! I didn’t mean to sleep the whole way. I
wanted to hear about that bitch taking Jamie last year.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll hear the story soon. You
must have been tired. Are we working you too hard? I’ve noticed you
aren’t really taking weekends off.”

“No, of course not. I don’t think I was all
that tired. I just tend to fall asleep in a car when I’m not doing
the driving. And I don’t do that much on the weekends. Only laundry
and light stuff, no cooking.”

“You know, you don’t have to be the perfect
housekeeper. I think you’ve been going at it pretty hard since you
got here.”

“Maybe, but the house was icky. Now that most
of the major cleaning is done, I think it’ll be a lot less trouble
to just maintain it. I plan on getting my work done by early
afternoon and then taking my easel and pastels out in the
afternoons.”

“Icky, huh?” Joe teased. “I guess it was. But
you’ve cleaned it up real nice, Callie. We appreciate it.”

“Just doing my job.”

Joe helped unload the groceries when they got
home and offered to help her put everything away, but she shooed
him out the door.

“I’d rather do it myself so I know where
everything is. Besides, I know you have work to do.”

 


 






Chapter Five

 


 


Sunday dawned bright and clear and Callie was
excited to be getting her first riding lesson. Although Sunday was
technically her day off, Callie cooked up a big batch of scrambled
eggs, bacon, and cinnamon rolls. She knew the older boys would just
make do with toast and coffee if she didn’t cook. And Jamie would
probably eat cookies and milk for breakfast.

The rest of the morning she spent up in her
room, working on a pastel from a digital picture she had taken.
Callie understood ranch work was a seven days a week enterprise,
and the men had work to do no matter what day it was. She hadn’t
taken off on any of the weekends since arriving at the ranch. There
had just been too much work to do to get the house cleaned up. The
work she did on weekends was light as far as cleaning went. Mostly
she did laundry and a little straightening up. Things were now
finally getting to the point where she would be able to grab a few
hours during the week and spend most of her weekends working on her
art.

Callie had set her easel up near the window
in her room. She had found a small old table that wasn’t being used
on the screened porch. After cleaning it up and giving it a coat of
paste wax, she had gotten Jamie to help her take it to her room so
she could put her pastels on it and not have to worry about always
putting them away. She just covered them with a large piece of
construction paper to keep them dust free.

The men were supposed to be on their own for
lunch, but since Callie had to make herself lunch and something for
Joe before her riding lesson, she went ahead and made sandwiches
for everyone. The bowl of coleslaw she had made the day before made
their lunch complete.

“Ready for your riding lesson?” Joe asked as
he came in for lunch.

“Yes, I’m ready. A little nervous, but still
excited.”

“Nothing to be nervous about, I’m going to
put you on old Suzy Q. She was my mother’s horse, and then was
Jamie’s first horse. She’s gentle as a lamb and perfect for your
first lesson.”

Callie was relieved that she would have a
gentle horse. She’d been having visions of being on the back of a
runaway horse, clinging to its mane in desperation while Joe chased
after her on his big gelding.

“I already ate a sandwich, why don’t you eat
yours while I run upstairs and change into my boots?”

“What kind of boots?”

“Cowboy boots. I bought a pair at the mall
back home as soon as I knew I was coming out here.”

“What about a hat?”

“I don’t have a cowboy hat, but I do have a
straw sun hat.”

“That won’t work, you need something with a
string under your chin so the wind can’t blow your hat away. I’m
sure we can find an old cowboy hat around here. Go ahead and get
those boots on.”

With her new boots on, a beat up cowboy hat
on her head, Callie walked with Joe to the barn where he had the
horses already saddled.

“You’re going to mount the horse from the
left side. Don’t approach her directly from the rear. Talk gently
to her and pet her, give her a chance to get to know you.”

Callie did as Joe told her, she scratched the
horse behind its ears, all the while talking soothingly to the
horse. Joe slipped her a few sugar cubes and told her to put them
in the palm of her hand and hold them out so Suzy Q could eat them.
The horse’s wet muzzle was warm and Callie giggled at the tickle
she felt on her palm.

Joe gave a low laugh and said, “Let’s get you
mounted. Grab onto the horn, put your left foot in the stirrup, and
then swing your right leg over and sit in the saddle. Make sure you
lift your right leg high enough so you don’t end up kicking her and
startling her.”

“I did it!” Callie exclaimed once she was in
the saddle.

“See, I told you it was easy.”

Joe handed her the reins, showing her how to
hold them. “Keep your feet in the stirrups and try to keep your
heels lower than your toes. It’ll be less strain on your ankles.
Now just sit there, nice and steady, while I get on Buster.”

Joe mounted his horse and then maneuvered so
he was in the lead position. “Suzie Q will probably just follow
Buster on her own, but you can guide her by just giving a tug on
the rein, telling her which way you want her to go.”

Callie tugged, but Suzy Q didn’t budge. She
tried again with the same results.

“She’s not following and nothing happens when
I tug the rein.”

“Tug the rein again, and give her a little
squeeze with your knees. She should move.”

Callie did, and Suzy Q moved forward,
following Buster. Joe led them down a small trail, away from the
ranch house and barn. He slowed Buster until Suzy Q was beside him
instead of behind him.

“You’re doing real good, Callie. Just relax,
Suzy Q can feel when your tense.”

“I’m okay, I think I am relaxed. Or at least
not as nervous as I was.”

“Give her a little nudge with your heels,
we’re going to walk a little bit faster now.”

“How fast?” Callie asked nervously.

“Don’t worry, just a little faster walk.
We’re not gonna run or trot, just a little faster walk.”

Callie gripped the horn with her right hand a
little tighter and dug her heels into the sides of the horse. Suzy
Q picked up the pace.

“It worked!”

“Yep, it sure did. You’re doing just
fine.”

Callie began to relax and she loosened her
grip on the saddle horn. She looked around at the landscape. It was
dry terrain, mostly scrub brush. It all had a certain beauty, and
the mountains in the distance made Callie’s fingers itch to reach
for her pastels.

“It’s so quiet out here,” Callie said. “No
sound of traffic, none of the usual city noises. It’s just so
still.”

“I’ve heard the quiet can get to a city
person. It almost drives them crazy.”

“I like it, the stillness is beautiful.
Though I guess it could feel a little bit eerie at night.”

“Really? Have you felt that at night since
you’ve been here?” Joe wondered if the almost absolute silence of
the night out in the country bothered her.

But Callie shook her head. “No, not at all. I
think partly because there’s five guys in the house. But also, it’s
really not dead quiet. I always hear something in the distance.
Maybe an owl, or a coyote. I don’t really know what kind of animals
are awake at night. But I think I would be scared if I were alone
outside in the dark. It is really, really dark out here.”

“It just looks that way from the windows.”
Joe said. “You’d be surprised how much light the moon and stars
give off.”

The barn appeared not far ahead of them and
Callie was surprised.

“That’s your barn, isn’t it? When did we turn
around?”

“We just made sort of a big loop.”

He guided them into the barn, dismounted, and
came to Suzy Q’s left side to help Callie down. Taking the reins
from her hand, he said, “Just take your feet out of the stirrups,
then hold on to the horn, swing your right leg over behind you, and
slide to the ground.”

“That was easy,” Callie said. When she turned
around she found herself right smack up against his chest. His big,
hard chest.

Her heart started racing as she looked him in
the eyes and saw something there. Desire?

His hands came to rest at her hips and he
leaned down. Is he going to kiss me this time, she asked herself.
She leaned towards him, her lips slightly parted, and their lips
touched. His tongue slid right into the slight opening she gave him
and she met it with her tongue.

Joe deepened the kiss, causing Callie to grip
his shirt in her fists as she felt her knees turn to spaghetti. His
arms encircled her, one hand cupping her ass, pulling her closer to
his body until she could feel his hard shaft pressing against her.
His other hand cupped a breast and gently squeezed.

She moaned and Joe took it as an
encouragement and started unbuttoning her blouse. He wanted to
touch her skin to skin. He wanted to feel her taut nipple against
his fingers.

There was a sound outside the barn, someone
was walking towards it.

“Joe! Are you in there?”

It was Jamie shouting out and he might as
well have poured a bucket of ice water over the two would be
lovers. They leapt apart, Callie turning her back so she could
button up her blouse.

“Yeah, Jamie,” Joe called out. “We’re in
here. I was just showing Callie how to get the saddle off and brush
down Suzy Q.”

Before Jamie came in, Joe whispered to
Callie, “This isn’t over. We’re not done.”

A thrill of excitement went through her. He
wanted her!

Jamie ran into the barn, all out of breath,
and asked, “Did you have fun on your ride? Were you scared?”

“Yes, I had a wonderful time. Your brother is
a good teacher, he took it nice and slow so I wasn’t afraid at
all.”

“Cool! Joe, can I go over to Billy’s? We’re
going to work on our science project and then his mom said I could
stay for dinner.”

“I suppose it would be all right,” Joe said
after thinking about it for a minute. “I just don’t know if I like
you riding home alone in the dark.”

“Aw, come on Joe. I’m not a baby, I’m almost
12 years old.”

“I know how old you are, but if Ms. Ornell
got wind of you riding that far alone in the dark, she’d be here
and ready to put your butt in a foster home in no time at all.”

“She’s not ever going to know. I’ll take the
shortcut instead of the road.”

“I like that idea even less. It’s not safe
for you to be riding off the road in the dark. What would happen if
your horse went lame? If Billy can come and pick you up, I’ll get
you after supper and bring you home.”

“Okay, I’ll call Billy. I know he’ll come and
get me. Thanks, Joe.” Jamie ran back to the house to call his
friend with the new arrangements.

 


* * *

 


Joe turned back to Callie and wished they
hadn’t been interrupted. The moment was gone. Callie was already
working on loosening the cinch under Suzy Q’s belly.

“Here, let me help you. Saddles are heavy.”
He reached up to pull the saddle off the horse, but she stopped
him.

“I want to try. If I’m going to learn to
ride, I might as well learn all of it.”

Joe stood beside her in case it was more than
she could handle, but she got it off, and put it on the nearby
saddle rack. He handed her the brush and showed her how to brush
the horse down and then how to clean her hooves.

“Just keep talking to her in a quiet,
soothing way and she’ll stay calm. When we’re all done, put her in
her stall and give her a couple of carrots or an apple.”

It took Callie quite a while to finish with
the horse, but when she was done, she was proud of herself for
doing it all by herself with only Joe’s supervision and
guidance.

“Next time we go for a ride, will you show me
how to saddle her? And how to put the bridle on and get the bit in
her mouth?”

“Sure. We’ll get you to the point where you
can just saddle Suzy Q up and go for a ride whenever you want.
Though I want you to stick close to the ranch house until you get
the lay of the land. And never go anywhere without letting one of
us know.”

“I never realized how much there was to do
both before and after you ride a horse.”

“They need a lot of care. But if you take
care of them, they’ll always be ready to take you wherever you want
to go.”

Callie brushed the dirt and dust from her
hands and said, “I guess I’ll go in and get cleaned up. I think I
smell a little horsey.”

He touched her arm and asked, “When can we
spend some time together, Callie?”

“I don’t know, Joe.” She stammered. “I mean,
you work all week and everyone goes to bed pretty early around
here. Maybe next weekend again?”

She really did want to spend time with him.
But it wouldn’t be easy with the other four brothers. And she was
concerned about how it could affect her job if things didn’t work
out between them. Callie liked working on the Sullivan ranch and
she was afraid things could get awkward.

Joe saw the worry in her eyes.

“Callie, we’re gonna take things slow and
easy. I like having you here, my brothers like having you here too.
I don’t want to mess that up.”

She smiled up at him. “Good. I like being
here too.”

 


* * *

 


The following week was one of stolen kisses
and private looks. Jake, Jeremy, and Josh all knew something was
up. The private looks were not as private as Joe and Callie
thought. Joe touched Callie whenever he got the chance. If she
handed him a cup of coffee, he made sure their fingers brushed
against each other. He liked the way her eyes would dart to his as
if to check if he felt that little thrumming running between them.
Yeah, he felt it all right.

Jamie was oblivious to the whole thing, but
the three other older brothers watched what was going on and gave
each other knowing looks and it wasn’t long before some
good-natured teasing occurred.

Running a ranch required mostly a morning to
bedtime schedule. Sometimes more. That didn’t leave much time for
Joe to work at wooing Callie. Most days they only saw each other at
breakfast and dinner. There were usually evening chores and then
Joe sat in the kitchen while Jamie did his homework.

Bedtime came no later than ten, and often
earlier. Callie normally went up to her room shortly after she had
the kitchen cleaned up. It gave her a little time for sketching or
just some private time. The guys often invited her to watch TV with
them and made her feel more than welcome. Sometimes she did, if
something interesting was on the television. But mostly she took
that free time for her art.

Callie went out to the barn one night on the
pretext of bringing old Suzie Q a treat, when she really was
looking for a few moments alone with Joe. He saw her silhouette as
she stood in the doorway watching him.

“Something you need, Callie?”

“Um…yeah. I’ve got a couple of apples I
thought I’d give the horses”

“Do you now?” Joe suspected this was just an
excuse. “Well, come on in. They all like apples.”

The ranch had about a dozen horses. Each of
the brothers had his own mount and those were housed in the shelter
of the barn. The rest of the horses stayed outside in the corral
which had a cover for shade at one end.

Callie came forward, a plastic grocery bag
holding a half dozen small apples in one hand. She stopped at Suzie
Q’s stall first and offered her an apple. The horse gently took the
apple, tickling Callie’s palm. Callie rubbed Suzie Q’s head and
said a few nonsensical words.

Joe watched her for a few minutes, but then
went back to work. She made her way down the row of stalls, giving
each horse an apple. The last horse was Jake’s stallion. Callie
figured this was what was meant by a spirited horse.

Jake’s horse, Blue, was huge. His head had
been hanging over the gate of his stall, watching Callie give the
other horses apples. He neighed as she came closer and lifted his
head up and down as if to tell her to hurry up and bring him his
treat. Callie smiled, reaching her hand out to pet him before she
gave him an apple. Blue jerked his head toward Callie and was about
to take a bite of her hand when Joe grabbed her and pulled her
away.

“Hey, watch out! You have to be careful with
Blue.” Joe spoke sharply. “He’ll will take your hand off.”

“Why? I only wanted to pet him and give him
an apple.”

“He was abused before Jake got him. You have
to come at him slow and easy, with no sudden movements. Here, let
me show you.”

Callie, not willing to risk her hand, gave
Joe the apple.

Speaking low and soothingly, Joe moved his
hand slowly towards Blue and rubbed his neck. Holding the apple out
in his other hand, he let Blue take it at his own pace.

“Poor thing,” Callie murmured as she
carefully petted him. “Who would want to hurt a gorgeous thing like
you?”

She spoke to the horse for a few minutes in
the same voice Joe imagined she would use to speak to a baby.

“I didn’t mean to yell at you,” Joe said. “I
was afraid you’d get bitten.”

“For a second there, I was afraid you were
getting ready to spank me again.” Callie blurted it out without
even thinking. She was blushing now and hoped Joe wouldn’t notice
in the dim light of the barn.

Joe chuckled and asked, “Do you need a
spanking, Callie? Have you been naughty?”

Her pussy clenched tightly as she looked up
at him. “I don’t think so…I mean…I don’t think I’ve been
naughty.”

Joe put his arms around her, and whispered in
her ear, “You were a little careless there with Blue. He could have
given your hand a bad bite.”

With her heart beating faster, she said, “But
I didn’t know I had to be careful with him.”

“You should always be careful with any
animal, Callie. Maybe I need to give you a spanking to drive that
home.”

Joe spoke softly, in a low voice that was
more arousing than threatening. It turned her on and made her want
him to spank her, though she couldn’t for the life of her
understand why. She pulled back so she could see his face.

“Are you going to? Spank me, I mean?”

He was sure he saw desire in her eyes. Desire
for him? For lovemaking? For a spanking? Maybe for all of the
above.

“Mmmm hmmm, I think so, Callie.”

He led her to the tack room in the corner. It
was a small room with a door and Joe closed and locked it. Then he
sat down on the bench and unbuttoned Callie’s jeans. She was
trembling, but not protesting. He slipped his hands under her
waistband and worked the jeans down to her knees. Then he tugged
her panties down and ran his hands up her outer thighs, back to her
hips.

“Over my knee, Callie.”

She obeyed wordlessly, surprised that she
wanted this. Bending forward, she stretched her hands out to the
floor for support. Joe’s big hand rubbed her naked bottom and he
groaned. His hand splayed across her creamy flesh and he squeezed
the perfect mounds of her ass.

He tapped her bottom lightly.

Tap, tap, tap.

Rub.

Squeeze.

He tapped again, a little harder. And again.
Each time, it was a little harder.

Callie moaned and squirmed. She was wet and
could feel the hard bulge of Joe’s cock against her side as he held
her tightly tucked into him.

The taps had become crisp slaps. Three or
four in row, alternating on her ass cheeks, and then rubbing and
squeezing before beginning the cycle again.

Joe watched her ass as it turned from cream
to a pretty blush, to a light pink, to a lovely rose, and finally
to a deep mauve.

“Mmm…” Callie murmured.

“Oh!” She gasped as a firm smack landed on
her right cheek.

Joe rubbed the sting away, squeezed and
landed another one, equally firm, on her left cheek.

“Oh! Joe…” She muttered.

“What, Callie? What do you want?”

He spanked her more.

“You…I want you…”

Joe didn’t want to leave any marks on her
bottom, he didn’t want her to bruise. He stopped spanking and
rubbed, kneaded, and squeezed. His hand skimmed down the back of
her thighs and pushed her jeans and panties all the way down. He
parted her legs a bit and ran his hand up the inside of her
thighs—all the way up until he could feel the hot wetness at their
juncture.

“Ahh…oh…Joe…please…” Callie begged as she
moved her hips and struggled to kick off her jeans so she could
open her legs even wider.

His finger slid over the length of her slit
and she cried out.

“Joe, please…let me up. I can’t breathe.”

He immediately helped her up and settled her
on his lap.

With a short laugh he said, “Sorry, I was
distracted by the lovely view on my knee. Now where were we?”

His hand went back between her legs and his
fingers found her moist heat. He slid one finger inside her, then
added a second one while his thumb found her clit. Callie was busy
trying to unzip his jeans and free his straining cock.

She wanted to touch it, to wrap her hand
around it and make him feel what he was making her feel.

“Get undressed, Joe. Please. I want more, I
want you.”

Joe stood up while holding her in his arms.
“Come on, let’s go up in the hayloft.” Grabbing a saddle blanket,
he took her hand and led her out of the tack room and over to the
ladder that went up to the loft.

She climbed up, naked from the waist down,
and looked around. Hay stacks were neatly stacked over much of the
loft, but there was a pile of loose hay near the big hayloft
window. Joe was right behind her, and he spread the saddle blanket
on the loose hay.

Taking her in his arms, he kissed her and
then asked, “Are you sure about this, Callie? Really sure?”

She took his face in her hands, “I’m sure,
really sure. I want you…now.”

“Finish undressing,” Joe said in as he
removed his shirt and then slid out of his jeans. His voice was
raspy.

The way he ordered her to undress made Callie
want him even more. He was so Alpha and for the first time in her
life she realized that a strong, commanding male really turned her
on. Or was it just this strong, commanding male that turned
her on?

In comparison, Darrell had been a pushover.
She pretty much controlled everything in their relationship—well,
except for his constant cheating and lies.

Callie took off her blouse and as she was
reaching behind her back to unhook her bra strap, Joe spun her
around, saying, “Let me do that.”

He ran his hands over the soft skin of her
shoulders and down her arms before skimming his fingers along her
spine, making her shiver. Slipping the straps off her shoulders
after he unhooked the bra, his hands circled around to cup both her
breasts.

Kissing the back of her neck, he trailed
light kisses across her shoulder as his calloused thumbs brushed
over her nipples. She turned around in the circle of his arms and
pulled his face down to hers for a soul searing kiss.

Capturing her moan, he growled low in his
throat and pulled her down on the saddle blanket and took her left
nipple in his mouth, sucking on it while his fingers tweaked her
other nipple, sending spikes of heat downward to her core.

She reached for his throbbing cock and
wrapped her hand around it. She stroked it up and down, and reached
further to cup his sac and gently roll his balls in her hand.

With another growl, Joe moved his hand
between her legs and stroked her wet pussy. She was ready. He
grabbed her hand and said, “Enough.”

Rolling over her, he slowly entered her,
filling her with his length and then paused for a few seconds to
savor the heat that surrounded his shaft. He began to move slowly,
pumping in and out of her while she raised her hips to meet his
strokes. His head bent down to suckle on her nipple and her hands
wrapped around and grabbed his ass, pulling him in deeper with
every forward thrust.

Soon, the thrusts had grown harder and
faster, with her legs wrapped tightly around his waist. He looked
down at her face.

“Open your eyes, Callie. Look at me.”

She did and they saw the desire in each
other’s eyes. Her lips parted as her breathing became faster and
Joe lowered his head to kiss her while he slammed his cock into her
and emptied himself. When she felt him stiffen with his release,
she tightened the grip her legs had on him, and let herself go,
clamping her mouth over his shoulder to stifle her scream as she
came.

Joe collapsed on her briefly before rolling
halfway off.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, very fine.” She answered with a
smile. “How ‘bout you?”

“I’m doing good, real good.”

Callie was curled up against him and she
kissed his chest before asking, “Do you think your brothers are
wondering where we are? Or what we’re doing?”

“I’d guess the three older ones might have an
idea; they’ve been ribbing me pretty good lately about making moon
eyes at you. Jamie probably doesn’t have a clue.”

“Moon eyes, huh?”

Joe gave her side a little tickle and said,
“Yeah, and they haven’t been shy about telling me how you’ve been
looking at me.”

“I don’t look at you in any way!” She
protested.

“According to them you do.” He stood up and
held his hand out to help her up. “Come on, we better get
inside.”

As they approached the house, Callie became
nervous about the possibility of having Joe’s brothers tease them
about how long they’d been in the barn. Her hair was messy even
though Joe said he got all the straw out of it. She stopped at the
steps and just looked at Joe.

He could see it in her eyes; how unsure she
was of what his brothers might say.

“You stay on the porch,” He told her. “I’ll
go in and make sure the coast is clear and you can just slip
upstairs. No one will know how long ago you came in. Then I’ll just
look at a little television with them for a while. ”

She nodded and waited by the door while he
went in. There apparently was no one in the kitchen and she saw him
walk to the doorway that led to the family room. Then he waved his
arm, signaling her she could come in without encountering any of
the brothers.

She quietly ran up the stairs and into her
bedroom. A little out of breath, feeling like they just got away
with doing something they shouldn’t have been doing, Callie leaned
against the door and wondered where things would go now between her
and Joe.

 


* * *

 


Coming down the stairs with a load of laundry
the next morning, Callie nearly bumped into Jake on the stairs.

“Good morning,” Jake said, taking the laundry
basket from her. “Did you get a good night’s sleep after your walk
last night?”

She blushed a bright red and said, “Yes, I
did. That cool night air seems to be just what I need before going
to bed.”

“Yep, I know what you mean. Joe seems to have
slept well too.”

Callie didn’t know if he was teasing her or
just making conversation. She’d go with the latter and not say too
much. After Jake dropped the basket of clothes near the washer and
dryer, he went into the kitchen and helped himself to a plate of
pancakes.

“I’m going to Seligman this morning. I’ll be
back in a couple of hours. I can stop at Annabelle’s if you need
anything.”

“Yeah, I’ll need milk in a few days so that
would save me a trip. Thanks, Jake.”

Callie made a short list of what she needed
for Jake. Joe came in with a basket of eggs from the chicken coop,
then sat down to eat his breakfast. Jeremy and Josh had already
eaten and gone together to move the cattle from one section to
another. Callie had no idea what that meant. All she knew was that
it fell under the category of ranch work. Jamie finished eating and
he left with Jake, who would drop him off at school.

Joe and Callie were alone in the house. They
looked at each other, both of them realizing at the same moment
that there were no prying eyes. Joe tilted his head toward the
staircase and lifted an eyebrow.

“Upstairs, my room. Now.”

Biting her lower lip, she hid a small smile,
nodded her head, and went up the stairs with Joe right behind her.
At the top of the stairs, Joe took her hand and led her to his
bedroom. Locking the door, just in case someone came home
unexpectedly, he turned and took her in his arms. He kissed her.
Gently at first, and then with more passion.

“Get undressed,” Joe ordered her.

“Just like that? No please or other sweet
words?” She teased him.

“Jake will be back before you know it. Now
get naked.” He started unbuttoning his shirt, following his own
orders.

Callie stood there and watched as his chest
was slowly exposed. She licked her lips, thinking how she was going
to flick her tongue over his nipples.

Joe stopped and looked at her. “What are you
waiting for? I said get undressed.”

“Or what? You’ll spank me again?”

Last night had proved she enjoyed a good
spanking. He would have thought her bottom would still be tender
this morning, but if she wanted her ass warmed again, he was more
than up to the task.

“Do you need a spanking, Callie?”

She became suddenly shy and looked at the
floor to hide her blush.

“That would be up to you, you’re the boss
around here.”

“Get undressed, Callie. Now.”

She obeyed and Joe finished stripping down to
his close-fitting knit boxers. Then he took a couple of pillows and
stacked them at the foot of the bed. When Callie was done removing
her clothes, he turned her around so he could take a look at her
bottom.

It was still pink from the previous night’s
spanking. He rubbed it gently with his hand and found she was cool
to the touch.

“Is your bottom sore from last night?”

She shook her head, “No, it feels fine.
Why?”

“I love spanking you, but I don’t want to if
you’re sore. You might bruise.”

“I don’t care, Joe. If I’ve been naughty and
you think I need to be spanked, then that’s what you should
do.”

His cock, already hard, stiffened even
more.

“Have you been naughty?” He asked in raspy
voice full of desire.

“I think so, Joe. I think I need to be
spanked.”

“I’ll say when you need to be spanked; is
that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” She answered him, amazed at how
easily they both slipped into this game. If it was a game. She
wasn’t really sure it was a game. Joe was definitely the classic
Alpha male, giving orders and expecting them to be carried out.

He had spanked her as punishment for using
the stepladder, but last night’s spanking had been purely erotic.
Now, they were pretending she had been naughty and needed another
spanking. This was all new to Callie, but she found it incredibly
exciting and her pussy was quivering with anticipation. He guided
her to the pillows.

“Bend over and stand on your toes. I want
your gorgeous ass turned up.”

Getting in position, Callie lifted up on her
toes. She spread her legs a little bit so she’d be more
comfortable. Knowing all of her sex was exposed in this stance, she
was glad Joe couldn’t see her blushing face. She stood there,
waiting for his hand to come smacking down on her bottom.

Joe put his left hand at the small of her
back and began caressing her bottom. He let his hand trail down to
where her cheeks met the tops of her thighs. His fingers skirted
the soft skin of her inner thighs and skimmed her already damp
pussy. She shivered at his light touch.

“Just how naughty have you been, Callie?” He
asked in that raspy voice. “Just a tad naughty? Or very, very
naughty?”

She wasn’t sure how to respond. Was he asking
how much or how hard of a spanking he should give her? She knew she
didn’t want love taps.

She wanted to feel the sharp sting of his
hand coming down on her ass.

She wanted to feel the heat as it spread over
her bottom.

She wanted to feel her pussy clench as it
became more and more wet.

“Answer me, Callie. How naughty have you
been?”

“I’m afraid I’ve been pretty naughty, Joe.
More than just a little bit.”

“Mmm…then I’d think you need more than just a
little spanking. I think we should work on spanking that
naughtiness right out of you.”

“Yes, sir.” She whispered. Her thighs were
trembling. “I’m sure you’re right.”

He rubbed her cheeks and she felt his hand
lift off her bottom and then it came down in a solid, firm smack;
causing her to suck in her breath through her teeth. She lifted her
ass just a bit to let him know she was ready for another.

Joe paused, watching the pink imprint of his
hand bloom on her smooth skin. Giving a brief thought to how lucky
he was that it was Callie who answered their ad, he peppered her
bottom with several more strikes.

Callie gasped and muttered, “Mmfft!”

“Ahh…oh! Yes, spank my naughty bottom.”

Joe rubbed her now well-heated butt. His
belt, still looped in his pants that were thrown in the chair on
the other side of Callie, caught his eye.

Would it be too much for her? He didn’t want
to scare her, but the thought of spanking her with his leather belt
had his dick almost ready to explode.

“Stay here.” He commanded.

“Where are you going?” She asked.

“Just stay there,” Joe was walking to the
chair and then he picked up his pants.

Callie heard the sound of his belt buckle
jingling as he pulled it out of the loops. Her legs squeezed
tightly together in a confusing mixture of fear, excitement, and
thrilling anticipation.

“Are you…are you going to use your belt on
me?” She thought her voice sounded almost hopeful.

“Do you think you’ve been naughty enough for
me to use the belt?” He asked as came back around to her left
side.

He’d given her an out if this was more than
she was ready for or more than she’d ever want. All she had to do
is tell him it was too much.

“You’re in charge, Sir. It’s your
decision.”

He growled his approval and said. “I think a
taste of the belt is exactly what you need.”

“If you say so, sir.” She was back on her
toes, with her reddened ass poised and ready for the belt.

Joe put the buckled end of the belt in the
palm of his hand and wrapped the belt several times around his
hand, leaving enough length for a good swing. Resting his hand
again on the small of her back, Joe raised his arm and brought the
belt down across both cheeks.

Callie screamed into the pillow when she felt
the first bite of the belt. Her feet did a little tap dance while
Joe rubbed the welt his belt had produced, and then she aimed her
ass back in the air, once again on her toes and ready for the next
one.

The belt bit into her ass cheeks five more
times. Each time Callie screamed into the pillow and did her little
dance. Each time Joe rubbed the new welt. He didn’t think he’d last
much longer. Her glistening pussy, peeking out between her spread
legs, seemed to be begging him to plow into her.

Dropping the belt, he moved behind her and
gripped her hips in his hands. His cock found her opening easily
and he slid in, feeling her heat clamp around his shaft. He entered
her completely, burying himself deep within her. The heated skin of
her well-spanked bottom met with his groin and just about undid
him.

Joe stroked in and out, slowly at first and
then speeding up until he was pounding her hard and fast. Callie
met every forward thrust of his with a backward one of her own.
When his hand came around her hip and his fingers found her clit,
she came apart.

Lifting her head up and arching her back, she
tried to contain the involuntary scream that came from her throat
as the orgasm ripped through her. Shuddering violently as the
intense waves washed over her as she drove her hips backwards into
Joe, she finally collapsed on the bed, completely spent.

Joe had driven hard into her and was having
his own undoing at the same time. The contractions of her pussy
during her intense orgasm coincided with the throbbing of his cock.
When she finally collapsed limply on the bed, Joe slowly withdrew
and lifted her up onto the bed. He lay down beside her so they were
side by side with his hand draped over her hip and gently caressing
her still warm bottom.

“I had no idea I would like that sort of
thing.” Callie was a little embarrassed by her reaction to being
struck with the belt; how she had stuck her ass back up in the air,
practically begging for more.

“It does seem to…uh…enhance the sex.” He
replied. “But it’s very different when it’s a spanking for
punishment.”

She looked up at him in surprise, “What do
mean, for punishment?”

He gave a low chuckle and said, “You know,
when you do something dangerous, like with the stepladder when you
were washing windows. You got off easy that day.”

Callie pushed away from him so she could
better look him in the eyes.

“Okay, we need to talk. That was just a few
quick whacks over my jeans to get your point across. You’re not
saying you’d really give me a spanking for punishment, are
you?”

“Yep, if you do something that could be
dangerous to you or the family, you’ll be over my knee in no time
flat.”

After thinking about it for a few minutes,
she said, “I don’t know if I like that. I mean, what we did last
night in the barn and just now is one thing. It was erotic, sexy,
and mind blowing. But a for real spanking? I don’t think
that’s my cup of tea.”

Joe shrugged. “That’s the way it is. Once
we’re married, you’ll get a real spanking when you need one.”

“Married! Who said anything about getting
married?”

Joe grabbed her and pulled her close to him
so he could tickle her. Growling in her ear, he said, “I did. Just
now. I said, once we’re married…”

“I know what you said!” She interrupted him.
“But you haven’t even asked me!”

“Sweetheart, I have a lot of
responsibilities. I don’t have time to do the hearts and flowers
routine. I know you’re the one for me. If you feel the same, and I
think you do, we’re getting married.”

She did feel the same, but it was too soon.
“We’ve only known each other for a short time, we shouldn’t be
talking marriage this soon.”

“Why wait? I love you, Callie. I know we
haven’t said the words, but we both know it’s there.”

Callie supposed he was right. From the first
day she arrived on the ranch and shook his hand, she had felt the
electric spark between them. Ignoring it hadn’t made it go
away.

Joe saw her hesitation and wondered if he was
wrong about how she felt. Was he the only one in love? Had he
misread the signs?

“I’m not talking about getting married
tomorrow. But I want you for my wife. And we can’t be sneaking off
to the barn whenever we want. My brothers will figure things out.
Hell, they already have.”

“It wasn’t that long ago that I broke up with
my old boyfriend. I was with him for two years. What if this is
just a rebound thing?”

He kissed her again, turning the kiss into
something more passionate.

“I don’t care about your old boyfriend. I
care about you, about us. Say you love me, Callie.”

Her eyes bright, she looked at him and
nodded. “I do. I love you.”

“I knew it. You’re mine. When do want to get
married?”

Laughing now, she said, “Whoa, cowboy. Slow
down. We’ll talk about it. But I think we better get dressed now.
Jake should be back anytime.”

“Shit! I forgot! See what you do to me?” Joe
jumped up and got ready to go.

When he came out of the bathroom, Callie was
dressed and ready to leave his room. He kissed her quickly and
dashed out the door.

“See you tonight!” He called out as he took
the stairs two at a time.

 


* * *

 


Callie didn’t get much work done the rest of
the day. She put a load of wash in and then sat at the kitchen
table thinking about Joe and marriage and spankings. And punishment
spankings. They were going to have to talk more about that.

Wandering through the house, she dusted a
little here and there, sitting down to think, wondering how she
could ever come to terms with the punishment aspect of spanking,
Callie just couldn’t keep her mind on housework. She ended up in
her bedroom, at her easel, where she often did her most serious
thinking.

Now she knew what had kept her from getting
too serious with her old boyfriend, Darrell. He was nothing like
Joe. Sex with Darrell had been okay, it was nice. But Darrell was
not sexually adventurous. For Callie, there were no rockets
exploding, no tingling zingers running through her body when they
touched. Sex was always the same. In fact, everything was always
the same with Darrell.

When she stopped to think about it, the most
adventurous thing about Darrell was that he was always cheating on
her. There was always some woman he wanted to get into bed. He
didn’t have a commanding presence or a ‘take charge’ attitude. He
never took charge of anything. That was it, she thought. She just
nailed it — Darrell was a follower — not a leader. The complete
opposite of Joe.

From their first meeting when she got out of
her car after parking in front of the ranch house, Joe had taken
charge. He’d handled getting her settled, showing her around the
house and telling her what they needed her to do.

Joe oversaw the running of the ranch and the
care of his family; from giving orders to his brothers every
morning on what needed to be done that day, to doing more than his
share of the work, to helping eleven year old Jamie with his
homework in the evenings. When Joe gave orders he expected them to
be carried out.

It wasn’t the first time she reflected on how
many seventeen year old boys would have stepped in after losing
their parents the way Joe did. Few would have been able to pull it
off the way Joe had.

Callie summed it all up—Joe was a man. A real
man. The kind of man she needed and wanted. They were going to have
to talk. Soon. Tonight if at all possible.

 


* * *

 


Joe and Jeremy were the last to come in for
dinner and they went immediately upstairs to wash up for dinner,
giving Callie no chance to tell Joe she needed to talk to him.
Dinner was a Mexican lasagna. Instead of pasta there were layers of
tortillas. The filling was a mixture of ground beef cooked with
tomatoes, peppers, and green chilies; a layer of refried beans and
cheese. All it needed was a mixed salad. Dessert was a lemon
meringue pie.

She pulled out the two large casseroles—it
took a lot to feed five cowboys—and put them on the table. She
passed out bowls of mixed salad and then sat down to join them for
dinner.

As usual, there were at least two
conversations going on. Callie caught Joe’s eye and tilted her head
toward the back door, hoping he’d get the message that she wanted
to talk. He gave her a slight nod.

While they were eating dessert Joe said,
“Jeremy, can you check Jamie’s homework tonight? I have a few
things to do outside.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“You need help with anything?” Jake
asked.

“No, I’m good. Thanks.”

Jake looked at Callie and saw the slight
flush on her cheeks. He’d bet that the few things Joe had to do
involved her. Sure enough, right after Callie finished cleaning up,
she went outside for a walk.

Joe was leaning on the side of the barn not
visible from the house.

“Something on your mind, Callie?”

“Yeah, we need to talk.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“What we did in the barn last night, and this
morning in your room…” She hesitated, not sure how to bring it
up.

“Are you talking about the sex or the
spankings?”

In Callie’s mind they weren’t two separate
things. The sex led to spanking and the spanking led to sex.

“I guess both,” She finally answered. “I
thought the spankings were part of sex and it threw me a bit when
you talked about punishment spankings.”

Ah, so it was the possibility of being
punished that worried her.

“Didn’t you think the spanking I gave you
over the stepladder was punishment?”

“Well, yes…no, I don’t know. I guess I
thought it was more a warning not to go against your orders
again.”

“It was that, but it was also punishment for
doing what I told you not to.”

“Why do you want to punish me?”

“I don’t want to. But I will when I
think you need it. I have to know that you’ll keep yourself safe
when you’re home alone. Spanking you when you don’t stay safe will
help you remember to think before you do something that could be
dangerous.”

Joe put his arms around her and held her to
his chest, running his hands up and down her back. Callie tried to
absorb everything he was telling her.

“Why spanking? I mean, have you always
spanked women you’ve had relationships with?”

“I haven’t had that many relationships, but
yes, out here on the ranch, safety is our main concern. If a woman
is too headstrong to follow directions that will keep her out of
trouble, I’ve found warming her behind tends to take care of
it.”

“I don’t think I do dangerous things. I don’t
think I want punishment spankings.”

He gave a low laugh. “I don’t suppose too
many people want to be spanked for punishment. Unless it’s the kind
of play we did this morning. I love spanking you for the eroticism
of it and I’m very glad you like it too.”

Thankful the night hid her deep blush, Callie
said, “I did like it. And that surprised me. But the whole
punishment thing kind of scares me.”

He held her tighter. “You don’t ever have to
be scared of me, Callie. I will always protect you and never hurt
you. But I will take you over my knee when I need to and you will
have to submit.”

Callie looked up sharply and asked, “What do
you mean, I’ll have to submit? What if I refuse?”

“Then I can’t marry you. No matter how much I
love you, I’m in charge here and I have to do what I think is right
to keep things running smoothly. You’re a good girl, Callie. I
can’t imagine I’d have to spank you very often.”

“So before you marry me, I have to agree to
submit to punishment spankings whenever you think I need them?”

“That’s about right. But you’ve been here for
roughly two months, and I’ve only had to spank you once. It’s not
that big a deal, Callie.”

He leaned down to kiss her and her knees
turned to butter as she kissed him back. When he released her, he
held her away from him and looked into her eyes.

“Well, Callie, what’s it going to be? Will
you be my wife?”

“Do you spank Jamie, did you spank your other
brothers when they were younger?”

“No, of course not. The woodshed is just a
threat. Jamie’s not sure I didn’t lay into Josh and Jeremy once
when he was very little and they were suspended from school for
fighting. He’s afraid to ask them and it helps keep him in
line.”

“That’s mean, Joe.”

He shook his head. “Our father took all of us
older boys to the woodshed for four or five well placed whacks when
he felt it was necessary and Jamie knows that. It’s never happened
with Jamie, but keeping him unsure helps keep him in line. It’s not
mean.”

She was glad to hear that Joe had never taken
any of his brothers to the woodshed. Still, she wasn’t sure she
could agree to submit to punishment spankings.

“You haven’t answered me yet. Will you be my
wife?”

“What else will get me punished? Just
dangerous things?”

“Pretty much. If anything else comes up,
we’ll talk about it before it’s made into a hard and fast
rule.”

“We’ll still have the sexy spankings?”

“Yes, but if you don’t tell me you’ll be my
wife in the next ten seconds I’m going to declare it’s dangerous
for you not to answer me and then I’ll be forced to spank you.”

“Ten seconds, huh?”

“You’re down to five, four, three, two…”

“Yes! Yes, I’ll be your wife!”

 


 





The End
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