






A CALDER CHRISTMAS



“Maybe you should ask him next whether he’s married, Cat,” Chase suggested, his head cocked in her direction.

“Dad—” she uttered his name in a breathless protest and shot a self-conscious and embarrassed glance at Wade. He avoided eye contact, directing his attention to the food on his plate.

“Well, the way you’ve been bombarding him with questions,” Chase began in defense of his comment, “I thought you might be checking him to see if he was good husband material.”

“Dad.” Cat glared at him to shut up.

Before Chase could respond, Wade spoke. “As it happens, I’m a widower. I lost my wife to cancer a few years back.” Nothing in his expression or tone of voice revealed any awareness that this topic might be awkward.

Unnoticed, young Jake slipped off his chair and trotted around to Chase’s side, laying a hand on his arm to claim his attention. “Greypa, is he the guy you’re going to get Aunt Cat to be her new husband? You know, for Christmas.”
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Chapter 1



A chinook wind, long known as the snow-eater by native tribes, swept across the vast Montana plains. Its breath was warm, melting the wintry white blanket that covered the land’s rich grasses.

Over the undulating land of the high prairie it raced and soon invaded the headquarters of the famed Triple C ranch, swirling around the many buildings that gave the place the semblance of a small town. Inevitably the chinook swung up the hillock and tunneled through the tall columns lining the porch of the big white house that held a commanding view of the ranch yard. Its next target was the smoke curling from the chimney, flattening it off and carrying it along on its race over the land. The source of the smoke was the fire that blazed in the den’s massive stone fireplace. Its heat was a concession to the Triple C’s aging patriarch, Chase Calder. He sat in his usual chair behind the room’s big oak desk, his cane hooked on the edge of it. The years had taken much of his vigor, just as it had shrunken his big frame and carved a network of deep lines in his rawboned face. But nothing had dulled the sharp gleam in his deep set eyes. Old, Chase Calder might be, but only a fool would think that age had diminished his awareness of the things happening around him.

His glance wandered to his widowed daughter-in-law. Jessy Calder sat in one of the wingbacked chairs facing the desk. Dressed in typical ranch garb of cowboy boots, jeans, and a shirt, she still possessed the boy-slim figure of her youth. Only the attractive age lines around the eyes and the slight silvering of her nut-brown hair revealed that Jessy, too, had grown older. Currently the reins of the Triple C were in her hands. That she held them with ease spoke both to Chase’s quiet tutelage and to her own innate ability.

Like many other ranch hands, her roots were sunk deep in the land. She’d been born on the ranch, and her early years spent as an ordinary cowhand before marrying Chase’s only son. Her solid knowledge of the cattle business and her abiding respect for the land that supported it, coupled with her own quiet strength, provided the basis for a sound leader.

Of late, Jessy had turned more of the responsibility for the ranch’s daily operations over to her son Trey, preparing him for the day when he would take control just as Chase had prepared her. It was this freedom from the day-to-day minutiae that allowed Jessy to relax in the den and enjoy a mid-morning cup of coffee with her father-in-law.

A particular strong wind gust briefly rattled one of the window panes. Automatically Jessy glanced in its direction, pausing in the act of raising the coffee cup to her lips.

“I like the sound of that,” she remarked idly. “It means we won’t have to hay the cattle. The longer they have good Calder grass to graze, the better off our bottom line will be.”

Even as the glimmer of a confirming smile deepened the corners of Chase’s mouth, the tall lanky cowboy standing by the fireplace sent a sideways smile in Jessy’s direction. “Spoken like a true cattleman.” The observation came from Laredo Smith, a suggestion of a drawl in his voice that pegged him as coming from someplace well south of Montana. “Now, me, I was thinking about how muddy the ground would be at the Boar’s Nest. When this ground thaws, it turns to gumbo.”

The Boar’s Nest was the name given to an old-line shack on the Triple C that Laredo called home—and where he and Jessy had stolen many pleasurable moments.

An amused chuckle slipped from her, its warmth matching the gleam of love that was in the look she gave him. “After all this time, we still haven’t made a real cowhand out of you, have we, Laredo?”

“Not for the want of trying.” His blues held an answering twinkle.

It was the kind of look that was exchanged between lovers. Just for a moment, Chase had the feeling he was intruding. At the same time it reminded him of the way his late wife Maggie used to look at him. She’d been gone from this world for half a lifetime, but the love he felt for her was as deep and strong as ever. It was something Chase never talked about, abiding instead by the unwritten code of the Old West that insisted a man’s grief was a private thing.

Outside the telltale rumble of a vehicle’s engine made itself heard in the den. Chase lifted his head in mild curiosity. “Sounds like someone just drove up.”

Turning, Laredo glanced out the front window. “It’s a state patrol car.”

“Really. I wonder why they’re here.” It was curiosity rather than concern that prompted Jessy to stand and absently set her cup down.

“I’m guessing you’ll soon find out,” Laredo replied as the muffled thud of a car door closing penetrated the den. “I’ll go make sure there’s a fresh pot of coffee brewing in the kitchen.”

Chase watched the long-legged cowboy make his exit from the room. “He’s never broke the habit of playing it safe, has he?” he remarked to Jessy.

“I doubt he ever will.” She made the matter-of-fact response with a shrug of her shoulder and exited the room to greet the arriving officer at the front door.

The exchange was a rare acknowledgment of their mutual awareness that the man they knew as Laredo Smith had a past that didn’t bear close scrutiny. Their lack of concern was another example of the old western codes in play, specifically the one that insisted a man be judged as he stood before them and not for what he might—or might not have done—before they knew him.

From the front entry came modulated voices exchanging pleasantries. It was soon followed by the sound of two sets of footsteps approaching the den. Jessy walked through the doorway accompanied by a uniformed trooper, his heavy jacket unzipped but not abandoned, a sure sign his visit would likely be a short one.

“This is Trooper Van Fleet,” Jessy told Chase by way of an introduction, then addressed the patrolman. “I believe you know my father-in-law, Chase Calder.”

“Of course. Good to see you again.” Gloveless, the trooper reached across the desk to briefly shake hands.

Chase came straight to the point. “Is this a business or social cause?”

“A bit of both,” the man acknowledged, then added wryly, “At least, it’s business of a sort. I know we’re still a couple days away from Thanksgiving, but we’re trying to get an early jump on Christmas. You see, this year we’re joining with the Marines in their Toys for Tots campaign. Naturally we’d like to enlist the support of the Triple C if we can.”

“It’s a worthy cause,” Chase stated. “Especially now when so many people are having hard times.”

Sidetracked by his own comment, Chase thought about all the economic down-turns—some more severe than others—that the Triple C had survived in its nearly century and a half existence. He had no doubt it would weather this one as well, thanks to the careful management of the woman in charge, but that didn’t make him indifferent to the hardships of others.

He nodded ever so slightly at his daughter-in-law. As always, Chase delegated any final decision to Jessy, confident she would readily agree to have the Triple C participate in the toy drive.

After taking a seat in the second wingback chair, the trooper proceeded to explain everything from the ultimate goal to the timetable and logistics of the campaigning. Such mundane yet essential details failed to hold Chase’s attention, even less so when he recognized the light footfalls outside the door. Mere seconds later his daughter Cat entered the den, an insulated coffee carafe and extra cups balanced on the tray she carried.

Petite in frame, Cat was the image of her late mother, possessing the same green eyes and midnight dark hair. She wore her hair shorter than Maggie had. When Chase had once commented on the haircut Cat had been quick to assert it was easy to care for and chic. Privately Chase acknowledged it was flattering and made her appear much younger than she was.

Chase watched with a father’s pride as the trooper promptly stood upon Cat’s entrance. “Mrs. Echohawk.” He spoke her name with open respect. “It’s a pleasure to see you today.”

For a short moment, Cat’s gaze made an examination of his face. Then a faint smile of recognition touched her lips. “We met at the sheriff’s office,” she recalled. “Trooper Van Fleet, isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He looked pleased that she remembered his name.

Her smile widened. “Welcome to the Triple C.” She set the tray atop the desk and picked up the insulated serving pot. “Would you like some coffee? It’s fresh.”

“Love some.”

“I’ve never known a man in uniform to turn down a cup.” Cat smiled as she handed him a full one.

“True enough,” he admitted, hesitated, then added a bit self-consciously. “I had the pleasure of working with your late husband on several occasions. Logan was a good sheriff and a good man.”

“Thank you,” Cat replied, but this was a household that didn’t talk about personal grief.

Before the moment could become awkward, Jessy spoke up, “Trooper Van Fleet is here on behalf of the Marines’ Toys for Tots campaign.”

“I was hoping this was a social call,” Cat admitted, then smiled a little ruefully. “Christmas—it’s not very far off, is it?”

“Just over a month.” Cup in hand, the officer returned to his seat in the wingback.

“And that will go by fast,” Cat murmured, then turned to Jessy. “Want a refill?”

“Sure.” She held out her cup and waited while Cat poured more.

“Might as well top mine off while you’re here.” Chase pushed his cup forward.

“Sorry, Dad, but this is the real stuff,” Cat informed him. “I’ll come back with your decaf.”

“Save yourself the trip to the kitchen and just fill my cup with what you’ve got in the pot,” Chase stated.

“Now, Dad,” she began.

But Chase cut across her words before she could complete her admonition. “My daughter likes to think she knows what’s best for me.” He directed the comment to the officer, the coolness of his voice clearly indicating his opinion of it.

“You know you’re supposed to cut back on the caffeine, Dad,” Cat reminded him.

“There are a lot of things I’m supposed to do that I don’t. Now, fill my cup.” The latter statement had the familiar bark of a man accustomed to being obeyed.

Lips pressed tightly together in disapproval, Cat poured coffee into his cup, then attempted to reassume her role as hostess by turning to the trooper. “I didn’t ask whether you take cream or sugar. I have both on the tray.”

“Black is fine,” he assured her, then took several folded together papers out of an inside pocket and handed them to Jessy. “I printed out everything you’d need to know. We really appreciate you signing on. The support of the Triple C will mean a lot.”

“Glad to help,” Jessy replied and laid the papers on the desk. “I’ll read them later.”

With all the curiosity of her nickname, Cat snuck a look at the papers. “You’re partnering with the Toys for Tots this year. That’s good to hear.”

“No one likes to see kids go without—at any time of year.” Something in his tone implied that he’d seen more of it than he wanted.

Chase didn’t allow the conversation to get mired in the current economic troubles. “Every time parents have to tighten their belts, Santa’s bag just gets bigger—like it will this year.”

Everyone smiled in agreement, and the talk centered around the current campaign. Once the trooper finished his coffee, he didn’t linger, pleading other stops to make. Cat saw him to the door.

“I’ll spread the word about the toy drive—and make sure it’s posted at the ranch store,” Jessy said, idly speaking her thoughts. “Mom would be good at organizing this. She was complaining the other day that she needed some kind of project.”

“Stumpy will appreciate that,” Chase commented, referring to her father. “He told me just the other day she was turning into a royal nag.”

Laredo returned to the den in time to hear the latter remark. “Are you talking about Cat again?”

“The shoe does fit her too, but in this case, we were referring to Jessy’s mother,” Chase answered.

“I think I’ll just forget I heard anything.” Laredo helped himself to another cup of coffee and glanced in the direction of the front window as the patrol car pulled away.

The verifying glance didn’t escape Chase’s notice. But he didn’t comment on it, just as he didn’t say anything about Laredo’s return coming on the heels of the trooper’s departure. Instead he simply took a sip of his own coffee. Cat paused in the doorway, drawing his glance.

“Did you want something, Cat?”

As she opened her mouth to reply, the quiet of the house was shattered by the sound of boot-clumping feet and a little boy’s voice calling, “Greypa! Greypa!”

“In here, Jake,” Chase called out needlessly as his four-year-old great-grandson charged into the den, nearly mowing Cat down in the process.

Chase swung his swivel chair around to face the young boy who came barreling around the desk to him, his chin jutting out to match the fixed look of determination on his face, an expression almost shockingly familiar to the one that Chase had been known to wear in the past. Bending forward, Chase ran an inspecting glance over the scarf-like head covering the boy wore. It sat slightly askew despite the encircling black band that was intended to hold it in place.

He fought back a smile and asked, “What’s the problem, son?”

“It’s Mom,” Jake declared and clamped his mouth shut in a mutinous line.

As if on cue, his mother Sloan entered the room. A mingling of amusement and exasperation rippled across her face when she located her son behind the desk.

“What about your mom?” Chase wanted to know.

“She says I can’t wear my cowboy boots in the Christmas play. She says I have to wear sandals. I don’t, do I?” Jake insisted, confident he had an ally in his great-grandfather.

“You’re supposed to be a shepherd boy, aren’t you?”

His brow furrowed in an unhappy frown. “Yeah, but…”

“No buts, Jake.” Chase held up a silencing hand. “Let me explain it this way, if Jesus had been born here on the Triple C, cowboys would have come to worship Him in their cowboy boots. But Jesus was born in Bethlehem. So shepherds knelt before Him, and they wore sandals.”

“Sandals are for girls, Greypa,” Jake protested, using the name he had coined for him when he first began to talk and couldn’t wrap his tongue around a mouthful like great-grandpa.

“Girls and shepherd boys. Right?” The single-word question challenged the boy to agree.

Jake heaved a big, disgruntled sigh. “Right.”

From the doorway, Sloan marveled, “I don’t know how you do it, Chase. I’ve gone around and around with him over this issue of the sandals. You say a couple things to him and it’s a done deal.”

“Dad has always had a way with young children.” Cat smiled widely in a mix of pride and approval.

Chase sliced her a quick look. “It’s the older ones that give me trouble.”

Laredo chuckled and hooked a leg over one corner of the desk. “Tell me, Jake, have you started making a list of what you want Santa to bring you for Christmas?”

Brightening visibly at the change of topic, Jake turned to him. “Yeah, I gotta lot of things I’m putting on it.”

“Like what?”

“I need chaps and a belt and a rope—”

“You already have a rope,” Laredo reminded him.

The response was a quick wrinkling of the nose. “That rope’s for babies. I need a gooder one.”

“My mistake.” Laredo struggled to hold back a smile.

“Do you think Santa would bring me a saddle? I sure could use one,” Jake added with an adult like nod of emphasis.

“And you could use jeans, a winter coat, socks, and underwear,” Sloan inserted. “He’s outgrown just about everything he has.”

“You have been shooting up like a little weed.” Laredo gave the top of Jake’s brown hair a playful ruffle.

Jake started to protest the mussing then suddenly remembered, blurting, “And an ATV of my own.”

Laredo laughed outright. “Now there’s a modern cowboy for you. Why walk when you can ride an ATV.”

“Santa would bring me one, wouldn’t he?” Jake sought confirmation from Chase.

Out of the corner of his eye, Chase caught the negative movement of Sloan’s head. “Something tells me Santa will wait on a present like that until you’re older.”

“How old?” Jake wanted to know.

Chase shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Santa that one.”

Jake thought about that for a second and nodded, then gave Chase a bright look. “What do you want Santa to bring you for Christmas, Greypa?”

“Yes, tell us,” Cat urged.

“I’m already getting what I want—all my grandchildren are coming home for Christmas.”

Jake frowned. “That’s not a present.”

“Sometimes the best presents don’t come all wrapped up in a pretty package,” Chase told him.

Clearly not buying that, Jake switched his attention to Laredo. “What are you putting on your list?”

“I’m like your great-grandpa here,” Laredo replied. “I’ve already got just about everything a man could want.”

Chase ran a brief glance over the lanky cowboy, wondering if anyone else caught the small qualifying phrase Laredo had used. But with Jake in the room there was no time to mull over it as the young boy ran over to Jessy.

“You want a real present, don’t you, Grandma?”

Jessy made a show of giving his question serious thought. “I would like a new bathrobe. Mine’s getting a little old.” But she could tell her grandson didn’t think much of that as a gift. “And maybe a new set of spurs.”

His face lit up. “I want some spurs, too.”

“If your list gets any longer, Jake, Santa will think you’re getting greedy.” Sloan walked over to him and slipped off the crooked headdress. “Better let me have this before you get it dirty.”

“And I’d better go start lunch.” Cat half turned from the room, then paused to glance at Chase. “Did you want to lie down for a little bit before lunch?”

“No.” His reply was quick and firm.

“You should you know,” she countered.

The brief exchange swung Jake’s attention to Cat.

“What do you want for Christmas, Aunt Cat?”

“I can tell you what she needs,” Chase declared before Cat had a chance to answer. “A husband.”

“Dad.” His name came out in a shocked breath.

“Well, it’s the truth,” he insisted. “If you had yourself a husband, you wouldn’t be hovering around nagging me all the time.”

“I don’t nag.” She bristled a little at the suggestion.

“Not much,” Chase murmured.

All wide-eyed with wonder, Jake looked at her. “Can Santa bring you a husband?”

Cat threw her father an irritated see-what-you’ve-started look and forced a smile. “No, dear. Santa doesn’t bring those kind of gifts.”

“But if he can bring somebody a puppy, why can’t he bring you a husband?” he reasoned.

“A husband is something a woman likes to pick out for herself,” she explained with a great show of patience. “And, heaven knows, the pickings are very slim around here. Assuming I was looking, of course,” she added, shooting Chase another searing look.

“Of course.” Chase nodded, his expression softening. There was a wealth of understanding in his gaze.

Cat knew that he was fully aware of those moments of loneliness that crept up on a person after they had lost the one they love—not to mention all those unnamed longings that visited a person at nightfall.

“If you want, Aunt Cat, I can help you look for one,” Jake volunteered.

One look at his earnest expression and Cat had no difficulty maintaining a smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I prefer to do the looking myself.”

He cocked his head at a curious angle. “Where are you going to find one?”

His question had Cat firing an exasperated glance at Chase. Sloan saw it and came to her rescue, grasping her young son by the shoulders, his folded-up headdress tucked under her arm.

“Enough questions, Jake.” She turned him toward the living room. “Let’s go put your costume away.”

“And then what?” He wanted to know even as she steered him in the direction of the wide oak staircase that led to the home’s expansive second floor. “Can we go down to the barn and feed the horses?”

“We’ll see.” Sloan’s murmured response drifted back to the den.

Laredo gave a wry shake of his head. “That boy can’t slow down. If he’s awake, he has to be moving.”

“Trey was just like him at that age,” Jessy recalled, then roused herself. “I need to get moving myself. It’s time I checked on things at the ranch office.”

When she stood, Laredo pushed away from the desk. “I’ll tag along with you. I need to see if those parts for the generator were delivered. Catch you later.” He flipped a casual wave in Chase’s direction and followed Jessy out of the room.

As the pair swung toward the front door, Cat hesitated, then re-entered the den and set about collecting the coffee cups and placing them on the tray. Chase watched while she picked up the now heavier tray and balanced it on her forearm.

At the moment when she appeared ready to turn away from the desk, he said, “You mean you aren’t going to bring up that business again about me lying down before lunch?”

“And be accused of nagging again? Not likely,” she shot back.

“You do nag sometimes, Cat,” Chase countered.

“If I do, it’s only for your own good,” she insisted, holding herself a little stiffly.

Pride. His daughter had always had an abundance of that. But it was his awareness of her lightning quick temper that prompted Chase to overlook that proud and combative tilt of her chin. “I’m well aware of that, Cat,” he assured. “But you need to recognize that while I may be old, I’m not an invalid.”

“I know that.” But there was a touch of sharpness in her voice.

“You have too much time on your hands and very little else to think about except me.”

“Oh, please.” Exasperation riddled her words. “You aren’t going to start talking about a husband again, are you?”

“Why is that such a sore subject?” He leaned back in his chair in a show of relaxation to mask his close study of her reaction. “Are you absolutely against ever marrying again?”

“Of course not.” Her response was emphatic and quick. “Why would I be when I’ve seen two perfect examples. First there was you and Hattie…Regardless of how much you loved my mother, I know your second marriage to Hattie was very fulfilling, but in a different kind of way. And anyone can see how happy Jessy is with Laredo.” She paused, irritation flickering through her expression. “Although sometimes I get so mad at Laredo, I want to haul off and hit him!”

“Why?” Chase frowned in surprise.

“Because he obviously let’s his pride stand in the way of going to that next step and actually marrying her. And why? Just because Jessy runs this ranch and he’s only an ordinary cowboy. It’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t think pride has anything to do with it, Cat.”

“Then why doesn’t he marry her?” she challenged.

“I suspect he has other reasons. Ones that don’t bother Jessy, so they shouldn’t bother us either.”

Cat was quick to read between the lines, all her senses going on high alert. “Are you saying there’s some truth to the rumors that Laredo is a wanted man?”

“I’ve never asked. And I never will.” Unspoken was the order that she shouldn’t either.

“Logan always liked him a lot,” she recalled in an absent, musing fashion.

“Maybe you should think about taking a trip after the first of the year,” Chase suggested in a deliberate change of subject.

A small, breathy laugh of surprise slipped from her. “Where did that come from? First you accuse me of turning into a nag, and now you’re trying to get rid of me?”

Chase smiled at her half playful taunt. “That thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but it is another good reason. Actually I was remembering that comment you made about the scarcity of eligible men around here. If you spend all your time here on the Triple C, you aren’t likely to meet anybody. A change of scenery would be good for you anyway.”

“And where would I go?” she countered, unimpressed by his suggestion.

“Go down to Texas. Spend a month or two with Quint and Dallas. It’s been quite a while since you spent some time with your son and his family.”

“Trade one ranch for another? I don’t think so.”

“Then fly over to England and stay with Laura. If it’s a social life you want, she’ll see that you get one. You know how full her calendar is all the time. I’m surprised she managed to work us in to come for Christmas this year.”

Cat responded with a quick shake of her head. “The weather would be nasty at this time of year over there.”

“Then go on a cruise somewhere warm,” Chase argued, growing a little irritated by her quick dismissals.

“Alone? I don’t think so.” This time the shake of her head was firm and decisive. “Maybe I will fly back to Texas with Quint after Christmas. But if I do, it will be to spend some time with my new grandson, Josh.” Cat smiled just thinking about the nearly two-year-old toddler and his head of red hair. “Face it, Dad—not everyone gets a second chance at love.”

“And you damned sure won’t if you sit around here waiting for it to come to you,” he informed her.

This time she didn’t rise to his baiting tone. “Enough, Dad. Why don’t you come out to the kitchen and give me a hand with lunch? As you so succinctly put it—you’re old, not an invalid.”

“Don’t get smart with me, girl,” he warned but with a half smile. “This time you take care of lunch by yourself. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

Catching the serious note in his voice, Cat eyed him curiously. “About what?”

“Guess you can blame Jake and all his talk about Christmas and presents.” His gaze shifted to a front window as sunlight flared off the windshield of a pickup reversing away from the house. Jessy sat in the cab’s passenger seat. “For one reason or another, it’s been a good many years since all of us have been together for the holidays. It’d be good if I could come up with special gifts for each of you to mark the occasion.”

“It would be,” Cat agreed readily and turned to leave, adding over her shoulder, “Just give me your list once you have it done and I’ll get them for you.”

His response was a laugh like snort. “Yeah, you’d like to know what your present’s going to be. I know you. This year I’ll do my own shopping, thank you.”

Cat started to protest, then shook her head in amusement. “Whatever you say, but you’re going to find out shopping isn’t as easy as you seem to think it is.” She continued out of the den bound for the kitchen.

Chase could have told her that the difficulty usually depended on the object a person wanted to buy. But he wasn’t about to arouse her curiosity any further, and wisely kept his silence while he pondered the possibilities. One was obvious; the rest weren’t.








Chapter 2



By noonday, the chinook wind had diminished in strength to a stiff breeze. Most of the ranch yard’s snow cover had melted; only the occasional shrunken drift lingered in the sheltered areas.

Crossing the ranch yard, Trey Calder angled toward the heavy-timbered bar. Christened Chase Benteen at birth he was the third Calder to bear that name. The distinction had early on earned him the nickname of Trey, and he’d answered to Trey ever since. The outdoor life of a rancher had left a bronze cast to the hard angles and planes of his face, features that were a hallmark of male Calders. He stood three inches over six foot in his stocking feet. The riding heels of his cowboy boots added another couple inches to that.

As he neared the barn, the side Dutch door swung open. Out hopped his young son who instantly clamped a hand on top of his cowboy hat to keep the wind from blowing it off. Trey allowed a small smile to play with the corners of his mouth at Jake’s action then flicked a brief, identifying glance at Sloan when she appeared in the doorway behind their son.

By then Jake had spotted him. “Hi, Dad.” He broke into a run, but the muddy ground sucked at his boots, giving a clumsy gait. “Wha’cha doing?”

“Looking for you.”

“Guess you don’t have to look anymore ’cause I’m here, huh?” Jake reasoned.

“That’s right.” Trey slipped an arm around Sloan when she joined them. “What have you two been up to?”

“I been working, Dad,” Jake declared very matter-of-factly.

Fighting back a smile, Trey worked to match his young son’s tone. “Get a lot done, did you?”

“Yup.”

“Really.” But the sideways glance he gave Sloan was skeptical.

“It’s true,” she assured him, with mock seriousness. “He helped feed the horses and gave Jobe a hand cleaning out the stalls, then held a horse for Tank while he trimmed its hooves.”

“Tank said I was a real good helper.” Jake fairly beamed with pride at the remembered praise.

“With all the work you’ve been doing, I’ll bet you’re hungry,” Trey guessed.

“Real hungry.” Jake confirmed with an emphatic nod. “Sure glad it’s lunchtime. Mom and me was just headed to the house to eat. Mom said Aunt Cat would prolly have the food on the table by now.”

“Let’s hope so.” By common consent, they all struck out for the Homestead, but at a pace that Jake’s shorter legs could match.

“Hey, Mom.” He turned, walking sideways. “Do you s’pose Greypa has found a husband for Aunt Cat yet?”

“A husband?” Trey threw a puzzled frown at Sloan.

“Long story,” she murmured in answer, then said to Jake, “I doubt it.”

“Can I go ask him?” Jake asked with eagerness.

“May I,” Sloan corrected automatically.

“But I want to ask him, Mom,” Jake insisted, a determined set to his chin.

“No—I meant that you should have said ‘May I’ not ‘Can I’ go ask him.” She found it hard not to let a small smile show.

“Well, can I?”

Sloan gave up the attempt to correct his grammar and waved a hand toward the house. “Go.”

With permission granted, Jake took off at a run for the Homestead. She immediately called after him, “Don’t you dare go in the house with those muddy boots on, Jake Calder! Take them off outside.”

“Yes, Mom,” he hollered back.

“So what’s this long story about Gramps getting Cat a husband?” Trey asked now that Jake was out of earshot.

While she told him about the morning’s incident, she kept an eye on their son just to make sure he remembered to remove his boots before he went inside.

But Jake clumped across the veranda’s wooden floor straight to the bootjack near the front door, pried a foot out of first one muddy boot then the other, and launched himself at the door, throwing his weight against its heavy bulk to open it. Inside, he paused long enough to push it shut then struck out for the den. In his stocking feet, he had difficulty getting traction on the hallway’s hardwood surface and reduced his headlong pace to a scampering trot.

When he reached the den’s open doorway, he slid to make the turn into the room. “Hey, Greypa, did you find Aunt Cat a—husband?” He broke off the rest of his question and frowned in puzzlement when he saw his grandfather crouched behind the desk, only his head and shoulders visible. Jake moved to the side of the desk for a closer look. “Hey, Greypa, wha’cha doin?”

“Looking for something.” Chase never glanced up from his search of the middle drawer’s contents.

“Can I help? I’m a good looker, Greypa.”

“No, I’ll find it myself,” he half growled the reply, shoved the middle drawer closed, pushed his chair back and lowered himself out of it onto one knee as he pulled open the bottom drawer. “The damned thing’s gotta be here somewhere.”

A protest formed, but he checked it when he heard the sound of the front door opening, accompanied by his parents’ familiar voices. He pushed away from the desk and ran back to the entry, arriving just as Cat joined him.

“That’s good timing,” Cat declared. “I was just on my way to let Dad know lunch is on the table. Jake, would you run and tell him?”

“Okay, but—” he hesitated, “but I think Greypa needs some help first.”

“Why? Where is he?’ Cat asked, the first glimmer of concern showing in her expression.

“On the floor behind the desk.”

“On the floor? Oh, my God, he’s fallen.” Before she ever finished the sentence, Cat was running for the den, Trey and Sloan were only steps behind her. Not understanding what all the urgency was about, Jake brought up the rear.

Cat hurried behind the desk. “I’ll help you up, Dad.” Bending, she caught hold of his arm.

“Let go of me.” He jerked it away and threw her a glare when she reached for him again. “What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m trying to help you,” she snapped, then accused, “You had a dizzy spell, didn’t you?”

“Like hell I did,” Chase fired back, matching her explosion of temper.

“Oh, really.” Cat jammed her hands on her hips, striking a challenging pose. “Then why are you on the floor?”

“Because I wanted to be. How the hell else am I supposed to look for anything in the bottom drawer.” He made a half savage gesture at its contents.

Belatedly Cat noticed Jake, standing at the front of the desk, all eyes and ears. “Watch your language,” she hissed at her father and jerked her head in Jake’s direction.

“I wouldn’t have any damned reason to be swearing if people would just put things back where they belong,” Chase muttered and began pawing through the drawer.

“Just what are you trying to find?” Cat demanded, totally exasperated with him.

“My address book. The one that belongs in the top drawer.” Straightening, he punched a finger at the proper location. “But it doesn’t happen to be there.”

“That’s my fault, Gramps,” Trey spoke up. “After I transferred all the names and numbers into the computer, I stuck the book over here in the cupboard.”

As Trey moved to retrieve it, Chase demanded, “Why the hell did you do that?”

“What difference does it make why he did it?” Cat argued and swung away, stepping to the computer’s keyboard behind the desk. “It was done. Now, whose number do you want? I can call it up faster than you can find it in that stupid book.”

“If I wanted you to look up a number for me, I would have asked, now, wouldn’t I?” Chase caught hold of the desk edge and used it to lever himself back into his chair.

“You’re turning into such a grouchy old bear, Dad. I was simply trying to help you, and I get growled at for it.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have done that,” he conceded grudgingly. “But I got irritated. At my age, I don’t have a lot of time to waste looking for stuff.”

“Here you go, Gramps.” With the address book retrieved from the cupboard, Trey placed it on the desk in front of him.

“Lunch is on the table. And if the soup’s cold, it’s your fault because you just had to have your address book.” Plainly still angry with him, Cat pivoted sharply and stalked out of the den.

A faint sigh of regret slipped from him as Chase watched her go. He flicked a glance at Trey. “Something tells me I hurt her feelings.”

“I think maybe you did.” Trey smiled in commiseration, one of those man-to-man exchanges over the touchiness of women.

Before Sloan could speak up in defense of her sex, Jake chimed in, offering Chase some justification for his action. “But you only got mad ’cause Aunt Cat was fussing over you again. She needs a husband, huh, Greypa?”

“One would sure take the focus off me,” he agreed absently and reached around for his cane. “We’d all better get in there for lunch or she’ll never give me any peace.”

“Are you gonna get her a husband?” Jake wondered, moving to Chase’s side after he rose to his feet.

“Tell you what—let’s both keep our eyes peeled for one,” Chase suggested.

“Okay.” Jake stood a little taller, proud that he had been asked to participate in the search.

“A word of warning, though”—Chase bent his head in Jake’s direction, lowering his voice in a conspiratorial fashion—“don’t say anything to Aunt Cat about it.”

“How come?”

“Well, if she thought we had anything to do with finding her someone, she’s liable to dig in her heels and refuse to have anything to do with him,” Chase explained. “Women can be contrary that way. From now on we need to keep this husband thing between you and me. Deal?” Chase held out an open palm.

Jake readily gave it a slap of agreement. “Deal.”

But to Sloan’s ears, Chase’s comments contained an undertone of chauvinism. “Tell me he isn’t serious,” she murmured to Trey.

“Partly,” he admitted, amused by the whole scene. “But mostly he knows how to handle little boys. When I was his age, there was nothing more exciting than having a secret pact.”

“I suppose,” Sloan murmured, only half convinced.

“If you can think of a better way to stop Jake from talking about a husband for Cat—” He left it as an unfinished challenge.

“You made your point,” she conceded.

In the dining room, each took their customary places at the table; Chase sat at the head of the table with Trey on his right and Sloan next to him while Cat occupied the chair at the foot of the table. The two chairs on Chase’s left were empty but only momentarily as Jessy and Laredo made their tardy appearance in the room.

Chase offered the blessing after they were seated. Upon its conclusion, he raised his head and cast a sideways glance at the tawny-haired woman on his left. “Glad to see I wasn’t the last to arrive. Cat informed me that if the soup was cold, it was going to be my fault.” He removed the lid from the small, individual soup crock on his plate and inhaled the steam before sending a twinkling glance to Cat at the opposite end of the table. “The soup is not only hot, but it smells delicious.”

“Heaping compliments on me will not get you on my good side.” Her response had a definite cool edge to it.

Amusement was in the half chuckling breath he released. “You’re getting more like your mother every day. Never could sweet talk my way around her either.”

“I should hope not.” Cat dipped a spoon into her soup.

Choosing not to bait her further, Chase directed his attention to the late arrivals. “So what kept you two? No problems, I hope.”

“None. I was on the phone with Quint going over a few things at the Cee Bar.” Jessy paused a beat. “That drought in Texas will drastically reduce the number of cattle he hoped to winter over. The graze just isn’t enough and the pencil can’t make the high cost of hay work.”

“Quint knows that if he takes care of the land, the land will take care of him. It just might take a year or two,” Chase stated, unconcerned by the news.

“He learned that from you,” Jessy said in agreement then glanced at Cat. “By the way, he wanted me to tell you ‘hi’ for him, and to remind you that it isn’t too late for you to fly down and spend Thanksgiving with them.”

“I’ve thought about it,” Cat admitted. “But it would be foolish to go there for just one day.”

“Who said it had to be for one day?” Chase challenged.

“I’m sure you would like me to stay there longer so I wouldn’t be here nagging you, wouldn’t you?” The sweetness in her voice was all saccharine.

Chase raised one eyebrow, but chose not to reply. Before the silence could become awkward, Sloan filled the void. “Is there some reason you can’t stay with Quint for a few days?”

“Not really. It’s just that I know how busy he is right now. Quint has had very little free time since you bought the Slash R ranch from the Rutledge estate last year. As you well know, that more than tripled the size of your Texas holdings,” Cat reminded her. “Quint has enough on his plate right now. And even though the Slash R adjoins the Cee Bar, access to it is difficult.”

“I guess you can thank Tara for that—or blame her for it, depending on your viewpoint,” Trey inserted, referring to his father’s first wife. “Buying the Slash R was a good business move, but I doubt we would have bought it if Tara hadn’t left the bulk of her estate to Laura and me.”

“Even in death that woman managed to somehow involve herself in Calder affairs,” Chase observed with a wry shake of his head.

“She did have a knack for that,” Cat agreed, then idly recalled, “I can’t say that I was surprised when I learned she had named you and Laura as the major beneficiaries. Almost from the day you were born, she looked at you two as the children she and Ty might have had if she hadn’t walked out on him.”

A harrumphing sound came from Chase’s end of the table. “That marriage was on the rocks well before that,” he declared.

During all this discussion about Tara, Jessy had taken no part in the conversation. Her silence on the subject was one Laredo was quick to note. He skimmed her profile with a sideways glance, trying to get a read on her. But Jessy had long ago schooled her features not to reveal her inner feelings, and now she excelled at it, a trait that any poker player would envy.

There had never been any doubt in Laredo’s mind that Jessy had never liked Tara. But the other woman had always had an uncanny knack for insinuating herself into the lives of the Calder family. Wisely Tara had focused her attention on her ex-husband’s children, fully aware that the rest of the family merely tolerated her presence. Laredo had long ago decided that Tara found some perverse form of pleasure in that.

The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that Chase was right; Tara was doing it again; this time from the grave.

And that might be the very thing that was sticking in Jessy’s throat at the moment.

Deciding a slight change of subject would be welcomed; Laredo provided the opening to Jessy. “This might be a good time to mention that suggestion Dallas made.”

“What suggestion is that?” Trey wondered.

“Selling off the main ranch house at the Slash R along with the necessary acreage to encompass the helipad and access to the highway,” Jessy replied. “I thought it was a very practical idea, considering that we’ve already decided we want to maintain our headquarters at the Cee Bar. The Slash R ranch house is much too lavish to be used as a foreman’s quarters.”

“Would you be comfortable with that decision?” Chase directed his question to Sloan; aware—as they all were—that Max Rutledge had been her childhood guardian.

“Absolutely,” she replied without hesitation. “I have few good memories left of the place.”

Trey exchanged a glance with his mother. “Looks like we can add one more thing to Quint’s list of things to do.”

“Which is one more reason I won’t be going to Texas for Thanksgiving,” Cat declared and proceeded to clear away the soup dishes while Jessy passed around the makings for sandwiches.

“Isn’t anyone going to bring up the other elephant in the room?” Chase challenged.

“What elephant, Greypa?” Jake looked around the dining room with wide-eyed interest. “I don’t see it. Where is it?”

“It’s just a figure of speech, bud,” Trey told him. “There isn’t a real elephant in here.” He smiled at Jake’s obvious disappointment, then glanced at Chase. “I think Grandpa’s talking about the summerhouse Tara built over in Wolf Meadow.”

“Summerhouse.” Chase snorted at the phrase. “If that’s what you call it, then the Homestead is a log cabin. That place rivals anything Rutledge built at the Slash R, plus she added an airstrip. He just had a teensy little helipad.”

“Trey and I were talking about it just the other day,” Sloan began.

Chase pinned her with an arrow-sharp look. “Are you two thinking about moving over there to live?”

Catching his combative tone, Cat spoke up. “It would give them a lot more privacy than they have here.”

“I’m not interested in us living there,” Sloan said quickly. “But I am convinced you would have no trouble at all leasing the place as a summer retreat to various companies, or even individuals.”

There was a full second of heavy silence at the table. When Chase spoke, it was in a carefully controlled but terse tone.

“The Triple C will not be turned into a dude ranch while I’m alive.”

“Trey told me much the same thing,” Sloan admitted. “Still, it seems such a waste for the place to sit unused, all locked up.”

“She has a point,” Cat agreed. “Someone needs to be living there. Otherwise it’s just going to slowly deteriorate.” The minute the words were out of her mouth, she pointed a warning finger at Chase. “And don’t you dare suggest that I go live there!”

“I wouldn’t waste my breath suggesting it.”

“I should hope not.”

“A decision of some sort has to be made about it. We can’t keep putting it off,” Chase stated, then glanced at Jessy. “When was the last time anyone checked on the place?”

“Fall roundup,” she replied. “When we made our gather at Wolf Meadow, I rode over and took a look around. I didn’t have a key so I couldn’t go inside, but everything looked fine.”

“Just the same, you might as well fly over there this afternoon and inspect the house inside and out, as well as all the outbuildings. See if it can be converted to an outcamp for that corner of the ranch.”

“That would mean building a road to it, Gramps,” Trey inserted, reminding Chase that the site was only accessible by air.

“That’s a cost we’ll have to weigh against its potential use,” Chase replied.

“I have a meeting this afternoon, but I can fly over there in the morning,” Jessy told him. “Would you want to ride along, Chase?”

He shook his head. “After riding an hour in that cramped cockpit, my arthritis would have me so stoved up, you’d have to pry me out of the plane. You and Laredo go. Why don’t you ride along with them, Cat?” he suggested. “Do you good to get away for a bit. Have a change of scenery.”

“You just want me out of the house so I won’t be around to nag you,” she retorted.

“That wasn’t my reason at all,” he stated, his exasperation showing.

“I’m sure it wasn’t,” Cat agreed. “But I can’t go tomorrow anyway. I want to get a jumpstart on baking the pies for Thanksgiving, and get a few casseroles made ahead as well so all I’ll have to do is pop them in the oven.”

“Can I go with you, Grandma?” Jake piped up, eyeing Jessy with unabashed eagerness. “I like riding in planes.”

“True. You’ve flown so often,” Trey teased, but the observation sailed over Jake’s head.

“I’d love to have you fly with me, as long as your mom says it’s okay.” Jessy smiled her answer.

“Mom won’t care. Will you, Mom?” He turned an earnest look on Sloan.

“You can go, as long as you promise to be good.” Sloan qualified her permission.

“I’m always good. Aren’t I, Grandma?” he asserted with confidence.

“Almost always.”

Through the rest of the meal Jake peppered her with questions. How high would they fly? Would they go through any clouds? How does a plane stay in the air? Could he take his gun along—a toy—so he could shoot any coyotes he saw? Why are some clouds gray and some white? Jessy tried to answer his questions truthfully, but she had to be quick to keep Laredo from offering one of his tall tale answers.

Finished with her own meal, Cat stood. “Anyone want dessert? There’s some cake in the kitchen. Or fruit if you like?”

“Not me.” Chase pushed his chair back from the table and reached for his cane. “I’ve got some phone calls to make. I’ll be in the den if anyone wants me.”

Cat watched him leave, then mused aloud, “I wonder who he’s going to call?”

“Ask him,” Laredo told her.

“I did. He wouldn’t tell me, just went all mysterious and said it wasn’t any of my business.” An answer she clearly didn’t like.

“Maybe it isn’t,” Laredo countered.

“More than likely he’s calling some store to buy a Christmas present for one of us,” Cat decided. “After the patrolman left this morning, Dad did talk about this being a special Christmas we’ll be celebrating this year with the whole family getting together.”

“I bet I know what he’s gonna buy,” Jake declared, then smugly pressed his lips tightly together rather than confess the secret he shared with his great-grandfather. He was a bit disappointed when no one took the bait and asked him what it was.

 

The single-engine Cessna Skylane swept through the wide blue sky while its shadow raced across the rough and broken land below it. Jessy was at the controls, automatically scanning the country before her. Every low mesa and wide coulee had a distinctive characteristic that enabled Jessy to pinpoint her location in this vast emptiness. Laredo occupied the co-pilot’s seat, his glance idly turning to look out the side window.

Buckled into his child’s seat directly behind Jessy, Jake strained forward to tap the back of her seat. “Hey, Grandma. Are we there yet?”

“Almost,” she answered with a slight turn of her head in his direction, then pointed to a spot slightly to the left of the airplane’s nose. “Did you see that butte just ahead of us?”

Jake craned his head to the side. “The big one?”

“That’s Antelope Butte.” As always Jessy used any excursion with her grandson to teach him more about the Triple C. “The landing strip is just below it. Won’t be long now.”

Behind her, Jake settled back in his seat, content that his confinement wouldn’t last much longer. Jessy pushed the plane’s nose slightly below the horizon line to begin the descent.

Feeling the movement, Laredo looked back at Jake. “We’re starting down, bud. Make sure your seatbelt’s tight.”

“Right.” Obediently Jake gave it a tightening pull.

“I want to do a flyby to make sure the strip is in good shape,” she said to Laredo. “Keep your eyes peeled for any buckling of the concrete.”

“Will do.”

Jessy made a low pass over the strip. Its lack of use in recent years was evident in the mix of tall grass and weeds that hugged the runway’s edges. Some had taken root wherever there was a crack in the concrete surface. But the visual examination found no potentially hazardous break-up or heaving.

The plane landed without incident and taxied to the padlocked hangar. After nearly forty minutes of forced inactivity, Jake was all raw energy when Laredo swung him to the ground.

“Where are we gonna go first, Grandma?”

Drawing in a bracing breath, Jessy let her glance sweep over the stables and adjacent corrals to the left, the idle blades of windmill eleven, and the half hidden grounds-keepers’ quarters before coming to a halt on the low profile of the sprawling main house. It had been Tara’s summer base, built on land she had purchased from the government, preventing Chase from gaining title to it until after her death. As always, the sight of it evoked memories—some bitter, but most just remembrances of the past.

“That first building,” she told Jake, nodding in its direction.

“Bet I beat cha there,” he challenged.

“I’ll bet you do,” Jessy agreed and watched him take off at a run. She and Laredo followed at their usual striding pace.

“It’s been a good many years since I was here last,” Laredo remarked. “Not that I ever came here all that often. Still, I forgot how well it blends into the butte’s face.”

Jessy studied the roof that was almost the same brownish color as the earth wall behind it. “It’s one of the rare times Tara showed some restraint.” A sudden smile flashed across her expression. “At least until you get to the inside.”

As they crossed the driveway’s paving stones to approach the house, Jake came running back to meet them. “I rang the bell, Grandma, but nobody came to open the door.”

“That’s because no one lives here.” Continuing toward the front door, Jessy slipped the key from her jacket pocket.

“How come?” Jake persisted.

“To make little boys like you ask questions.” Laredo reached down to give the front brim of Jake’s cowboy hat a downward push over his eyes.

“’Redo, don’t.” Jake frowned in displeasure and tipped it back up, but it served to distract him from that line of questioning. “Are we going inside, Grandma?”

“We sure are.”

The prospect of exploring the unoccupied house clearly appealed to him, as evidenced by the way he sprinted back to the front door. With barely disguised impatience, Jake waited while Jessy unlocked it. He darted through the opening the instant she gave the door an inward push.

Everything inside was just as Tara had left it. But to Jake’s disappointment, there was little to be seen. All the furnishings were shrouded in dust-protecting cloth, even the antlered chandelier that hung from the coffered ceiling. Jessy’s inspection of the house amounted to little more than a cursory walk through of each room to check for any signs of a leaking roof or broken windows.

When they exited the last room and started down the wide hallway, Jake heaved a big, bored sigh and looked hopefully at Jessy.

“Are we done yet, Grandma?”

“All done.” She smiled, as glad as he was that the task was complete.

With an uninhibited shout of “Yippee!” Jake ran ahead of them, the rapid clump of his booted feet echoing through the emptiness. He beat them to the front door, but was still struggling with its oversized handle when they joined him. Laredo opened it for him, then waited outside while Jessy relocked it with the key.

“Chase pegged this place right when he called it a white elephant,” Laredo remarked when Jessy turned, tucking the key back in her pocket. “What are you going to do with it?”

Jessy shook her head. “I wish I knew.”

“Where to now, Grandma?” Jake stood poised at the edge of the weed-invaded stone walk.

“We’re going to check the other buildings,” she told him. “You can run on ahead.”

Immediately he took off and Laredo fell in step with Jessy. “Let me rephrase my question,” he said. “If you could do anything you liked, what would you want to do with it?”

“Anything?”

“Anything,” Laredo confirmed.

“That’s easy. I’d bulldoze it.”

“Then do it. Auction off everything inside, give the proceeds to some charity, and tear the place down.”

“You’re serious.” She eyed him with a mixture of hope and uncertainty.

“You’re damned right I am. What else are you gonna do with a white elephant out in the middle of nowhere that you can’t sell or give away?”

“True,” she agreed, but he could tell she wasn’t convinced.

“You’re letting that practical streak get in the way,” Laredo chided. “White elephants and practicality don’t go together. If they did, someone in this family would have come up with a solution a couple years ago after all the paperwork came through giving the Triple C clear title to this place.”

“You have a point,” she conceded.

“Suggest it to Chase.” Laredo smiled. “I’m betting he’ll think it’s a helluva good idea.”

“I think I will.” The minute the words were out, Jessy felt that nameless tension easing from her. She headed toward the outbuildings with a new interest in assessing their potential use.

Laredo observed the subtle change in her mood, but wisely didn’t voice it. Instead he kept Jake occupied, leaving Jessy free to look things over without any distractions.

When Jessy emerged from the caretaker’s quarters, Laredo stood a short distance away watching Jake gallop his imaginary horse in a wide circle. His attention shifted to her as she approached him.

“Everything okay in there, too?”

She answered with an absent nod. “I’d forgotten the house had three bedrooms. We just might be able to use Wolf Meadow as an outcamp. Our manpower is spread a little thin in this sector. Usually it’s not been much of a problem unless we have a hard winter.”

“That would mean putting a connecting road in,” Laredo reminded her.

“One of the old ranch roads used to come within three-quarters of a mile of old windmill eleven. Chase blocked it off and tore out the culvert when Tara gained title to Wolf Meadow. He wanted to make sure she couldn’t use it.” She cast a thoughtful glance in the direction of the old road. “It will take some work to make that road useable again, but it wouldn’t be as costly as putting in a whole new road.”

“It looks like you’ve come up with…at least a partial solution for this place,” Laredo said.

Just as Jessy opened her mouth to reply, there came a shouted “Whoa!” from Jake. Both turned to look. Laredo smiled in amusement at the sight of the young boy veering off his wide circle into some taller grass.

“Looks like Jake has himself a pretend runaway.” Laredo exchanged smiling glances with Jessy.

As always, Jessy used the opportunity to teach her grandson. “Let your horse run a bit,” she called. “Don’t pull back on the reins right away. He’ll just fight you. Make him go in a circle instead. That will slow him down.”

She watched in approval while Jake followed her instructions and brought his imaginary mount under control and started back toward them. Abruptly he stopped and stared at something to his left.

Jake pointed to it. “What’s that little pen for, Grandma?”

There, half hidden by the tall grasses and weeds, were a series of fence posts that boxed in an area roughly ten feet square. Jessy stared at it for an uncomprehending second before she realized what it was.

“That’s a cemetery plot, Jake,” she told him.

“You mean like that place we got down by the river where Grandpa’s…buried?” He frowned his uncertainty of the word’s meaning.

“Just like that,” Jessy confirmed. “Only this one’s smaller. And badly neglected, too,” she added in an undertone to Laredo, then walked over for a closer look, joined by both Laredo and Jake.

“Who’s buried here?” Laredo tried to make out the name on the gravestone through the high weeds.

“Buck Haskell and his father,” Jessy replied.

“Really.” Laredo frowned in surprise. “I didn’t remember that.”

“Probably not. You probably hadn’t been here on the Triple C much more than two or three years when Buck was killed in that head-on collision. We offered to have him buried in the ranch cemetery, but Vernon—Buck’s dad—wouldn’t hear of it. Of course, Vernon always blamed Chase for the way Buck turned out, insisting that if Chase hadn’t testified against him, Buck would never have gone to prison that first time.”

“Prison can bring out the worst in a person.”

To Jessy’s ears, Laredo’s remark sounded like a statement of fact, as if from personal knowledge. She was reminded of how little she knew about his past. Just for a moment she was curious, but she quickly shut the door on the questions, leaving the past in the past, fully aware that knowledge of it wouldn’t change anything.

“Have you noticed how quiet it’s been?” Laredo asked.

“Peacefully so,” Jessy agreed and let her glance wander over the isolated spot, hearing the soft murmur of a breeze through the grass. “The quiet is something that always strikes me anytime I get away from the constant comings and goings at headquarters.”

“That’s true, but I wasn’t referring to that kind of quiet,” Laredo said.

Her sidelong glance was half amused and half puzzled. “Exactly what kind do you mean?”

His shoulders moved in a vague shrug. “It just seems we’ve had a long spell without anyone causing trouble.”

“Is that a complaint—or merely an observation?” During these years they had been together, Jessy had learned to trust his instincts. It made her wonder if he was sensing something now, enough that she couldn’t laugh off.

“Not sure what it is,” Laredo admitted. “I just have this uneasy feeling I can’t explain.” With quicksilver swiftness, a lazy smile stripped the serious look from his face. “Probably nothing.”

“Probably,” Jessy agreed, aware that she felt a new need for alertness.

A slightly bored sigh came from Jake. “Okay, Grandma, where to next?”

“I think it might be time we flew home. What do you think?”

“Yes!” he cried with a fist pump for emphasis.

 

In the Homestead’s kitchen, Cat gave the simmering cranberries a testing stir. Satisfied that they were thoroughly cooked, she picked up the sauce pan and started to pour them into a cut-glass serving bowl. With the first splash of the ruby-red fruit, the timer went off with a strident buzz.

“The pies must be done,” she muttered, half in irritation.

“I’ll take them out,” Sloan volunteered and retrieved a pair of oven mitts from the counter.

“You are a jewel,” Cat declared in appreciation. “Do you realize that once those pies are out of the oven, we’re finished? The sauce is done, and all three casseroles are in the refrigerator, ready to be baked tomorrow. If you hadn’t pitched in to help, I would still be at it this afternoon.”

“The thanks go to Jessy for taking Jake with her.” Sloan checked the centers of both pumpkin pies for doneness. “One of these might need another five minutes.”

“That one pie tin was deeper than the other so I filled it fuller,” Cat recalled and set the empty saucepan in the sink. Before she could carry the bowl of cranberries to the refrigerator, the telephone rang. Aware that Sloan was in the midst of transferring a hot pie to its cooling rack, Cat said, “My hands are free. I’ll answer it.” She picked up the kitchen’s cordless extension. “Triple C ranch, the Calder residence.”

“I’d like to speak to Chase Calder. Is he in?” The voice on the other end was a warm baritone, very male and very compelling.

And not one Cat recognized, which only piqued her curiosity about its owner. “May I ask who’s calling?”

“Wade Rogers.”

The name wasn’t one she was familiar with either. To her regret he didn’t volunteer any further information. “Is this regarding business?” she guessed, certain a voice like that could sell anybody anything.

There was a definite hesitation before he answered. “It’s personal,” he replied evenly, effectively blocking any further questions.

“Just a moment, and I’ll see if he’s available.”

“Thank you.”

Keeping the telephone to her ear, Cat exited the kitchen and made her way to the den. Chase was behind the desk, rocked back in his chair and idly staring out the window.

She paused in the doorway. “You have a phone call, Dad. A Mr. Wade Rogers.”

“Rogers?” he repeated with a slight frown.

“Yes. Wade Rogers. He said it was personal.”

“Rogers.” This time the name was said with recognition. “Of course.” He rocked the chair forward and picked up the desk extension. “This is Chase Calder.”

“Mr. Calder. This is Wade Rogers. I hope I’m not calling at a bad time.”

“Not at all,” Chase assured him and slid a glance at Cat, who remained in the doorway, the kitchen extension still held to her ear. “You can hang up the extension now, Cat. And close the doors when you leave.”

Startled by that unexpected request, Cat was slow to react. When Chase continued to look at her—without resuming his conversation with Wade Rogers, she belatedly punched the button, breaking the connection on her phone, and moved to close the den’s double doors.

Chase nodded his thanks and said into the phone, “I just spoke to your father the other day. I’m glad to say he sounded well.”

As she drew the doors together, the front door opened and the silence in the house was shattered by Jake’s voice shouting, “Mom! Mom, we’re back! Where are you?”

Suddenly Chase’s request no longer seemed so unusual to Cat as she guessed that he had probably seen Jessy drive up out front and knew Jake would come bursting into the Homestead, shouting the news of his arrival. And lately Chase sometimes had difficulty hearing if there was too much background noise.

With the doors closed, Cat crossed to the entry. “Your mother’s in the kitchen,” she told Jake as Jessy and Laredo walked in. “You’re back early. I thought you’d be longer at Wolf Meadow.”

“It didn’t take as long as I thought either,” Jessy admitted and started across the hall. “Is Chase in the den?”

“Yes, but he’s on the phone right now,” Cat replied, then added, “Somebody called Wade Rogers. Does that name mean anything to you?”

“No, not really,” Jessy said with a small shake of her head. “Why?”

“Just curious. I heard Dad telling him that he’d spoken to his father the other day, but I don’t remember anyone named Rogers.”

“Chase has dealt with so many people over the years that you can’t expect to know them all. Some of them were bound to be before our time.” Jessy shrugged it off as unimportant.

“True,” Cat conceded and let the subject drop. Yet it wasn’t as easy to block out the memory of that baritone voice. Its warm timbre lingered at the edge of her mind.

“Something smells delicious.” Laredo sniffed the air. “You’ve been doing some baking while we were gone.”

“A lot of it. And it’s all for Thanksgiving. No sampling before,” Cat warned.

“You do have coffee made, I hope,” Laredo said, using the inflection of his voice to make it a question.

“Always. In fact”—Cat hesitated, a thought forming—“I think I’ll see if Dad would like a cup. You two go help yourselves.” As they headed for the kitchen, Cat retraced her steps to the den, rapped lightly on the door, then pushed it open and poked her head inside.

Chase looked up with a frown and cupped his hand over the phone’s mouthpiece. “What is it?”

“Just checking to see if you’d like a cup of coffee.”

“No, but I damned well would appreciate some privacy.”

Stung by his abrupt response, Cat murmured a cool, “Fine.” And closed the door, muttering under her breath, “You old bear.”







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author






