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Praise for Earlene Fowler’s

Benni Harper Mysteries

 

DOVE IN THE WINDOW

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

“Excellent ... While the characters are perhaps the most vivid feature, setting nearly edges them out. Best of all is Benni’s sharp, sassy voice.”

—Booknews

 

 

“Fowler writes beautifully about the picturesque Central Coast, ranching, and local cuisine.”

—Booklist

 

 

 

 

GOOSE IN THE POND

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

“Engaging.”

—Booklist

 

 

“Brilliantly crafted romantic suspense ... waiting to be devoured by the reader.”

—The Mystery Zone

 

“A fast, fun read that jumps into the action right from the get-go.”

—San Luis Obispo (CA) Telegram-Tribune

KANSAS TROUBLES

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

“Mayhem, murder, chaos, and romance ... well-paced mystery ... fun reading.”

—The Derby (KS) Daily Reporter

 

“Fowler’s story about a sassy ex-cowgirl and quilter who loves to solve crimes ... is a lot of fun to read. Fowler has a deft touch ...”

—Wichita Eagle

 

 

IRISH CHAIN

 

 

“A TERRIFIC WHODUNIT! The dialogue is intelligent and witty, the characters intensely human, and the tantalizing puzzle keeps the pages turning.”

—Jean Hager, author of The Redbird’s Cry 
and Blooming Murder

 

“A BLUE-RIBBON COZY ... This well-textured sequel to Fool’s Puzzle ... intricately blends social history and modern mystery.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“CHARMING, BEGUILING, AND ENTRANCING ... Irish Chain is a total joy.”

—The Jackson (MS) Clarion-Ledger

 

“A DELIGHTFUL AND WITTY MYSTERY full of endearing characters. It offers insights into quilts ... folk art, and historical events that add depth to its multi-layered story.”

—Gothic Journal

FOOL’S PUZZLE

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best First Mystery

 

“CHARACTERS COME TO FULL THREE-DIMENSIONAL LIFE, and her plot is satisfyingly complex.”

—The Jackson (MS) Clarion-Ledger

 

“BREEZY, HUMOROUS DIALOGUE OF THE FIRST ORDER ... Quilt patterns provide a real and metaphorical background...”

—Chicago Sun-Times

 

“I LOVED FOOL’S PUZZLE ... [Earlene Fowler] made me laugh out loud on one page and brought tears to my eyes the next ... I can’t wait to read more.”

—Margaret Maron, Edgar® Award—winning author 
of Bootlegger’s Daughter

 

“A CRACKERJACK DEBUT.”

—I Love a Mystery

 

“A RIPPING READ. It’s smart, vigorous, and more than funny: Within its humor is wrenching insight.”

—Noreen Ayres, author of A World the Color of Salt

 

“I THOROUGHLY ENJOYED FOOL’S PUZZLE ... Fowler’s characters are terrific ... a super job.”

—Eve K. Sandstrom, author of Death Down Home

 

 

“A NEAT LITTLE MYSTERY ... her plot is compelling.”

—Booklist




Berkley Prime Crime Books by Earlene Fowler

 

THE SADDLEMAKER’S WIFE

 

 

 

The Benni Harper Mysteries

 

FOOL’S PUZZLE 
IRISH CHAIN 
KANSAS TROUBLES 
GOOSE IN THE POND 
DOVE IN THE WINDOW 
MARINER’S COMPASS 
SEVEN SISTERS 
ARKANSAS TRAVELER 
STEPS TO THE ALTAR 
SUNSHINE AND SHADOW 
BROKEN DISHES 
DELECTABLE MOUNTAINS 
TUMBLING BLOCKS




[image: 001]







This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are 
either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, 
and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business 
establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

DOVE IN THE WINDOW

 

 

A Berkley Prime Crime Book / published by arrangement with 
the author

 

 


 

All rights reserved.

Copyright © 1998 by Earlene Fowler.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be 
reproduced in any form without permission. 
For information address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Putnam Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

 

The Edgar® name is a registered service mark of 
the Mystery Writers of America, Inc.

 

eISBN : 978-1-101-49844-6

 

 

Berkley Prime Crime Books are published 
by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Putnam Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
The name BERKLEY PRIME CRIME and the BERKLEY PRIME CRIME 
design are trademarks belonging to Penguin Putnam Inc.

 



 

 

 



http://us.penguingroup.com




To girlfriends 
past, present and future 
for the laughter and the tears 
and 
To Juanita 
wherever you are 
for what might have been




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

No writer writes in a vacuum. Here are those to whom I owe a multitude of thanks:

 

 

For every day, for every word—thank you, Lord Jesus

 

For their wonderful support—booksellers and librarians everywhere

 

For courage and stamina on the literary battlefield—my editor, Judith Palais, and my agent, Deborah Schneider

 

For specialized help and/or comfort—Mary Atkinson, Bonnie Barrett-Wolf, Ginny Debolt, Justine and Jim Dunn, Joy Fitzhugh, Jim and Elaine Gardiner, Karen Gray, Christine Hill, Debra Jackson, Ann Lee, Jo-Ann Mapson, Charlene Marie, Leslie and Joe Patronik

 

For long and loyal friendship—Jan Annigoni, Kandi Bradley, Juli Scherer

 

And to my husband, Allen, for always being there. It’s been an old-fashioned love song from the moment we met.




DOVE IN THE WINDOW

Dove in the Window is an intricate star pattern made of primarily diamond shapes that give it a sharp, exacting look. Probably of East Coast origin, the early nineteenth-century pattern in one of its many forms presents a picture suggestive of birds resting beak to beak. The design is said to have derived its name from the days when everyone had barns with dovecotes—round holes cut in the gable and a tiny platform beneath—all for the accommodation of pet pigeons. Each square can contain as many as fifty-six pieces, making it a time-consuming pattern not suggested for the impatient quilter. Some other names for the pattern are: Flying Star, Four Doves, Bluebirds for Happiness, Bird of Paradise, Mother’s Choice Flying Fish, Crow’s Foot, and Crossroads.
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“YOU SOLD ME?” Elvia shrieked. She slapped her tea cup down into the saucer. “Like one of your cows?”

I swear one of my kitchen windows rattled.

My ever-supportive husband’s deep and melodious laugh reverberated from the living room of our tiny Spanish-style bungalow. No doubt a smug “I-told-you-so” from a certain chief of police resided in my immediate future.

I held my hands palms out in entreaty to my best friend since second grade. “Try and think of it as a short-term lease.” Then I darted out of her reach, placing my sturdy pine kitchen table between us.

“Benni Harper, I’m going to kill you,” she said. Her black eyes flashed, and it occurred to me that repressed in her genetic memory might lurk some incredibly painful means to accomplish that task. Was it the Spanish Conquistadors or Native Americans who smeared their enemies’ naked bodies with honey and tied them to ant hills? Well, what she didn’t recall genetically, she’d make up for with torture techniques she’d learned being the only female sibling among six males.

“It’s just one night,” I said, contemplating the distance to the knife drawer. I ran faster than she did in grade school.  Could my thirty-five-year-old legs still beat her? “A few hours. You’ll like him.” I gave an encouraging smile. “Besides, as your own dear mama has often said, you’re getting kinda old. You really should consider Emory. He’s very handsome. You’d make beautiful babies.”

She glared at me. “He’s a geek.”

“Geek? No one uses that word anymore, and besides, the last time you saw him he was eleven years old. He’s thirty-four now—all grown up. Elvia, I had to offer him something. It was for a good cause. The information he found for me helped solve two murders.”

She sipped her Earl Grey tea and continued giving me the evil eye. I considered telling her how attractive she looks when she’s angry, then decided that was pushing my luck. My best friend, Elvia Aragon, really is a breathtakingly beautiful woman. A combination of Armani elegance and Latina sensuality wrapped up in a perfect size three. She’s smart, too. And law abiding. I was hoping that last trait would not be compromised by my small but audacious act.

Because I had indeed sold her lock, stock, and Charles Jourdan pumps to one Emory Delano Littleton of Sugartree, Arkansas. Well, at least her services for one night. A date. That’s all. Kiss not included, unless Emory could weasel one out of her, which I wouldn’t put past him. He’s got a real way about him, ole Emory does.

Emory is my cousin. Sort of. In that weird, meandering way only Southerners truly understand. His grandfather and my dad’s grandfather were first cousins by marriage. And, to make the connection even more complex, Emory’s father, Boone Emory Littleton (famous all over northeastern Arkansas for his smoked chicken company—Boone’s Good Eatin‘ Chicken), married my mother’s third cousin, Ervalean, after they met at my mother and father’s wedding. Cousin Ervalean died when Emory was eleven, and Emory stayed that summer at our ranch outside San Celina on the Central Coast of California while his father closed every bar  in Little Rock. After three months of trying to drown his sorrow in innumerable bottles of expensive Kentucky bourbon, Boone was saved at a tent revival and called Emory back home.

I’d seen my cousin since on my occasional trips back to Arkansas with my gramma Dove to visit her sister, Garnet, but he’s never returned to California mostly because he’s afraid to fly. That’s why I felt safe offering Elvia’s services when I needed Emory to use his extensive and often suspiciously gained journalistic contacts throughout the South to help me with a couple of murder investigations I’d stumbled into. He’d had a crush on Elvia since he first set his green Southern eyes on her that summer twenty-three years ago. Even at twelve Elvia was turning men’s brains to mush.

“Emory’s changed a lot since he was eleven,” I said, setting a plate of her favorite almond scones from Stern’s Bakery in front of her. “And he really did help me. Think of it as a public service.” I’d been rehearsing this talk for two weeks, ever since getting the phone call from Emory informing me he was joining the Ramsey clan for Thanksgiving at the ranch this year. His train would arrive at six P.M. on Wednesday. Which was today.

“Nevertheless, I’m going to kill you,” she said, her voice determined. Only someone who knew her as well as me would hear the tinge of resignation in her tone. I released my held breath, knowing I’d won. But I’d owe her big for this favor, and she wouldn’t hesitate calling it in when it was to her greatest advantage. Knowing when to fight and when to temporarily concede was one of the traits that had turned her bookstore and coffeehouse, Blind Harry’s, into one of the most powerful independent bookstores in California.

“Is it safe to reenter the arena?” Gabe stuck his head around the corner of the kitchen door, his deep-set gray-blue eyes inquiring behind round, gold-rimmed glasses. You’d think someone who’d been a cocky Marine grunt in Vietnam,  a fearless undercover narcotics cop in East L.A., and was currently San Celina’s chief of police would behave a little less like the Wizard of Oz’s cowardly lion. That conveys a bit of the power of Elvia’s personality.

He said something to Elvia in Spanish that made her red lips part into a tiny reluctant smile.

“No fair,” I said. “Speak English.”

“Don’t worry,” Elvia told him. “I’ll wait until you leave before murdering her. Then you can send one of your underlings to investigate.”

He entered the kitchen, tying his conservative gray-and-blue silk tie. “Good. I’ve got enough to worry about with all the San Celina Heritage Days security. Try and make it neat. I don’t have time to mop the floor this week.” He leaned over and kissed me, then rubbed his five-day growth of black-and-silver beard across my cheek. Combined with his gray Brooks Brothers suit and white dress shirt, the beard looked incongruous and a bit sexy. Just a slight deviation from what I call his Sergeant Friday look.

“Ouch,” I said, pushing him away. “You’re packing a lethal weapon there.”

“You’re the one who talked me into entering this ridiculous beard-growing contest, so you’ll have to suffer, too.” He scratched his face vigorously with his knuckles. “So, when does the big date ensue?”

Elvia and I spoke at the same time.

“Never,” she said.

“This week,” I said.

Gabe laughed out loud.

“Please,” I begged her. “I’ll hand wash and wax your precious Austin-Healy. I’ll work at the bookstore during the next five Christmas seasons. I’ll pick every flea out of Sweet William’s coat with tweezers.” Sweet William was her newly inherited championship Persian cat.

She stood up and picked up her leather briefcase. “Sweet William has never had a flea in his life. You owe me mucho  grande, gringa loca. Grand Canyon big. Pavarotti big. A bigness of global proportions.”

I scooted around the table and hugged her. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You are the queen of best friends. He’ll behave himself, I promise.” I hope was what I was actually thinking. “Are you coming to the barbecue on Friday afternoon?”

Every year since I can remember, my dad, the oldest of the six Ramsey kids, and his mother, my gramma Dove, have hosted a barbecue at the Ramsey Ranch the day after Thanksgiving for all our friends and family. It coincided with our four-day, no-holds-barred-kick-em-in-the-nuts-when-they‘ re-down poker tournament and semiannual calf roundup. California’s Central Coast, having the mildest weather around, didn’t have to adhere to the traditional spring roundup common in colder states, and besides, Daddy always liked to get a head start on castrating our calves before they grew too big. To keep his young ranch hands happy, though, he always saved some for the spring so we could have an old-fashioned roundup complete with roping and riding and Rocky Mountain Oysters. But every November, my uncles and aunts left their ranches and came from all over the West to participate in this Thanksgiving ritual of food, cards, and cattle. For four days the ranch looked like a cross between a scout camp, small-town rodeo, and a two-star RV park. I didn’t attend last year because I couldn’t endure the family crowd after losing my husband, Jack, the February before in an auto accident. But it had been almost two years since Jack was killed, and this year I was attending with Gabriel Ortiz, my new husband, a complex and wonderful gift that God, with more than a little amusement, I imagine, dropped into my life when I least expected it.

Elvia pushed me away, straightening her cinnamon-colored Armani knit suit. “Don’t try to make up to me. And, yes, the whole Aragon clan will be there. We haven’t missed one in twenty-eight years, have we?” She patted her black  hair, arranged this morning in an elegant French twist. “Just keep Emory away from me. I’ll agree to a short dinner on the day of my choosing. That’s it. I don’t want him pawing all over me at the barbecue.” She pointed at the scones. “I’ve got things to do. Wrap mine up to go.”

“Yes, ma‘am,” I said, pulling a plastic bag from the drawer. “I promise to keep him occupied. You might be surprised, though. He’s quite a personable man now.” I held out the wrapped scones, giving her a wide smile.

“He’s from Arkansas,” she said with a disdainful sniff. She grabbed the bag and stuck it in her briefcase. “Tell Dove happy Thanksgiving for me. See you Friday. Mama’s bringing tamales.”

“Bless her,” Gabe said with a sigh.

She scowled at him. “You know, I actually thought you might be able to control her.”

“Better people than me have tried and failed,” he said, unperturbed.

“Boy,” I said, pouring myself another cup of coffee after she left. “That was close. I thought she was going to leave me flapping in the breeze.”

“She should have,” he said, reaching into the Stern’s Bakery bag and pulling out a cranberry scone. “It really was presumptuous of you.”

“So you’ve told me a few hundred times. But it worked. A female general I saw interviewed on television one time said it’s easier sometimes to ask forgiveness than permission ... or something like that.”

“That could be your motto,” he said, his voice not a little ironic.

“Ah, take your scones and go to work, Chief Ortiz,” I said, kissing him good-bye. “Before crime overtakes the fair streets of San Celina.”

After he left, I pulled on my boots and grabbed my worn sheepskin jacket. San Celina had been going through an early cold snap, unusual for the Central Coast, and the days  had not gotten much above sixty degrees. When I called and informed my Aunt Kate of that fact, she just laughed. She and my Uncle Rex live in Rock Springs, Wyoming, where sixty degrees in winter is short-sleeve, get-out-your-barbecue kind of weather. They, as well as the rest of my gramma Dove’s kids, were due at the ranch tonight. But I had a million things to do before then and only about eight hours to get them done.

I climbed into my old red Harper’s Herefords Chevy pickup that I’d finally reclaimed from Gabe’s son, Sam, since he had, with the help of his father, bought a 1965 Chevy Malibu. Now that Sam was living at my dad’s ranch rather than with us and had a new job at Elvia’s bookstore, he and Gabe managed to go for as long as two or three days without sniping at each other. With Sam’s plans to attend Cal Poly in the spring, it appeared my stepson was going to be a permanent fixture in my life, for a while anyway. As is not uncommon with nineteen-year-olds, he got along fine with everyone except his parents, and he and I had become friends in the way that two people who share a common passion do. We were both intensely committed to figuring out that person who was his father and my husband, and we loved Gabe deeply, though it was often easier for me to admit it.

This was going to be a busy week and a half for Gabe and me. As curator of our local folk art museum, the Josiah Sinclair Folk Art Museum and Artists Co-op, I was smack-dab in the middle of the San Celina Heritage Days celebration. The co-op had aligned with the women in the Fine Arts Guild to run concurrently a women’s western art show. We’d been given a grant from the city as well as from our local NOW chapter and were committed to educating the public about the contributions that women had made and were continuing to make in the western art field. The official start of Heritage Days and the art show was the Monday after the Thanksgiving weekend and culminated with a parade,  fiesta, and western dance a week from Saturday.

The museum was presenting a special exhibit on loan from a sister folk art museum in Eugene, Oregon, of nineteenth-century pioneer quilts, most women’s only means of artistic expression during the long trek across the West. Our smaller, upstairs gallery spotlighted some of our co-op’s own western artists and an antique cloth doll exhibit. Though the exhibits were finished, there were always last minute details that needed to be ironed out before an opening, and as usual our artists would be selling their wares at the Thursday night farmer’s market as well as at the fiesta on Saturday. That meant I had to make sure that everyone knew their booth assignments and that the booths and canopies were in good shape and that all the artists were at peace. Well, as much at peace as forty very different, and often temperamental, artists could be. My job was, I had discovered after long, lazy Sunday-morning-in-bed talks with Gabe, very similar to his. We both spent a good deal of our time trying to keep divergent groups of people happy. There were days when I wholeheartedly missed full-time ranch life. Cattle were at least fairly predictable, possessing only a limited number of tricks up their bovine sleeves. Humans were an entirely different creature to figure out and never ceased to amaze me with their creative ways of driving each other crazy. And now that I was the police chief’s wife, there was a whole other aspect to my life I’d never anticipated. One that included cocktail parties, charity balls, endless social chitchat, and the wearing of fancy clothes. None of those things had ever been on my list of favorite activities, but I was trying my best to at least not be a liability to Gabe’s career, having long abandoned the idea that I’d be an asset.

The museum was already bustling with activity when I pulled into the parking lot. The old two-story Sinclair Hacienda, donated by our local patroness of the arts, Constance Sinclair, had become as familiar to me now as the old truck  I was driving and almost as well loved. If someone had told me three years ago that at thirty-five I’d be living in town, running a folk art museum while trying to juggle a marriage to San Celina’s chief of police, I’d have informed them the state mental hospital was thirty miles up the road and that maybe they’d better check in for a little testing. But here I was, and though at odd moments when my late husband Jack’s smiling face popped into my mind and sadness froze a section of my heart, I was amazed and grateful at where I’d ended up.

“Four more days,” a young potter named Julio commented. We passed each other on the ivy-covered arbored walkway between the museum and the old adobe stables that now comprised the co-op’s studios and my cramped but comfortable office. Pale November sunlight dappled his wavy black hair.

“We’ll be ready,” I answered with a smile. Exhibits didn’t tie my stomach into knots the way they did my first few months as curator, though a jittery edge of pre-event anticipation still lingered. I was ready for the crowds this time and looking forward to the week-long celebration of our county’s heritage and the Mission Santa Celine’s two-hundred-twentieth anniversary.

Spread across my desk was today’s San Celina Tribune, placed there as it was every morning by my sixty-eight-year-old assistant D-Daddy Boudreaux—the only person who’d managed to keep the part-time job longer than a few months. On the front page was a story about the most controversial subject since a local well-known grower of marijuana ran for mayor two years ago.

San Celina or Santa Celine? Is Historical Correctness More Important than the Homeless?



Apparently a group of people affiliated with the Historical Society had decided that our town’s name, the  improperly monikered San Celina, should be returned to the proper Santa Celine to match the mission’s and honor the French saint the mission was named after. Most people in the town, myself included, never gave much thought about why the names didn’t match, figuring it was one of those government snafus that just happened. Research conducted by a local historian revealed that back in the early 1900s the town was renamed by a Texas millionaire who wanted to honor his hometown of Celina, Texas. Seeing as he owned most of downtown and all the city council, that change was accomplished without much argument. Obviously nobody involved was adept at proper masculine/feminine grammar in the Spanish language. But the Texan was long dead and his relatives scattered, so one faction of the Historical Society was determined to set things right. Local Latino groups also strongly supported the change back to grammatical and historical correctness. On the opposite side was a socially conscious group that didn’t believe in spending money that could be better used to help finance and run the new homeless shelter or fix potholes in the streets. The measure hadn’t garnered enough signatures to be included on the ballot in early November, so a new assault was obviously being launched for a special election.

I was finishing the article when the door to my office flew open.

“Look at these,” Shelby Johnson said, shoving a stack of black-and-white photographs in front of me. “I’m so stoked I could dance on your desk. They’re going to get published in a major magazine, I just know it. Especially after the photos I’ll take at the barbecue this weekend.” She nervously pulled on the long dark braid draped over her shoulder and flashed a smile that probably cost her parents what some of our county’s migrant workers made in two years. “What do you think?”

I picked up the eight-by-ten of me bottle feeding an orphan calf while another calf poked its head through the slats  of the stall to stare at us hungrily. To be honest, she’d managed to capture an expression of vulnerability on my face that slightly embarrassed me. It felt as if she had uncovered a part of me I usually kept hidden. Which was why she was such a talented photographer. A senior at Cal Poly, she’d spent countless days these last few months at the ranch recording her images of me—a typical western ranch woman, if there is such an animal. In essence, I was her senior project.

Born and bred in the wealthy suburbs of Chicago, Shelby grew up in love with the romantic cowgirl images of Calamity Jane, Annie Oakley, and Dale Evans. As soon as she graduated from high school, she applied to colleges all over the West and finally settled on Cal Poly because of San Celina’s western flavor as well as the university’s excellent photography department. She had confided in me during our days at the ranch that her parents, both successful heart surgeons, were disappointed in her choice of career and university.

“But I’m their only daughter, so I get away with murder,” she’d said, her brown eyes sparkling with mischief. She had three older brothers, all studying to be doctors. “I’m the family’s greatest unspoken disappointment,” she told me cheerfully. “That’s okay because they need something to complain about. My brothers are all so perfect.” Then she’d lift her expensive Leica camera and snap another picture of me. In time, I became so accustomed to her camera, I didn’t react with my customary frozen smile.

“Getting your subject to forget you’re there is a very important part of being a photographer,” she’d told me once. “I think it’s where most photographers fail, and their photographs look stiff and rehearsed.”

“I look like crap in most of yours,” I’d complained.

“No, you don’t,” she replied. “You look just like what you are, a ranch woman who loves her animals and her land.”

I spread the eight-by-ten prints across my desk. They were good, I had to admit. Really good. She was having her first show in a gallery downtown this week, sharing the featured artist status with another of our local artists, Greer Shannon, whose family had owned ranch land here in San Celina County since the Spanish land grant days. Shelby was hoping not only to make some sales, but also to catch the eye of some of the San Francisco and Los Angeles art critics and dealers coming into town for our much publicized women’s western art show.

“Roland’s putting this one in the window,” she said, her voice squeaking with excitement. She pointed to the photograph of me and the calves. Roland Bennett, a recent immigrant from San Francisco, had opened his gallery—Bennett’s Gallery of Western Art—two years ago. He claimed to be a distant relative of Buffalo Bill and loved wearing chamois-colored fringed jackets in honor of his flashy ancestor. Though I found him to be a bit pretentious and too Hollywood-kiss-kiss familiar with anyone he suspected of any social or economic importance, to his credit he had wholeheartedly supported women artists and was showing only women’s art in his gallery this month. I suspected his interest was more monetary than a deep concern for equal rights, but as Dove would say, when someone’s offering you free manure for your garden, don’t complain about the odor.

“That’s great,” I said. “I hope you sell some of these, even though the thought of me in my dirty jeans as a centerfold in a national magazine is not exactly my lifelong dream.”

“It would be nice to get a small pat on the head from the AMA,” she said, flopping down in one of my black vinyl visitor chairs. She referred to her family collectively as the American Medical Association and said the only artistic genes they possessed were the Ralph Laurens they wore on weekends. Her dark-lashed eyes skimmed over  mine, then looked back down at the buckskin-covered photograph album she held, but not before I caught the glimpse of hurt. She only talked about her family in the lightest, most teasing terms, making jokes about what a source of mortification she was to her parents and brothers. Her unconcerned act didn’t fool me one bit, and my heart went out to her. When you’re twenty, whether you like it or not, your family’s opinions still form a big part of your self-image. But after getting to know her over the last couple of months, I guessed that she’d eventually discover who she was and learn to live with an acceptance of both herself and her family. For a split second, I didn’t envy Shelby’s flawless young complexion and was thankful to be halfway on the other side of thirty.

“They’ll come around,” I said. “In the meantime, you just follow your heart. You have real talent, Shelby. There’s not a person in the world who can look at your photographs and not know that.”

Her moist-eyed, grateful look was heartbreaking. “Somehow I feel like if I could get them in a magazine, maybe the AMA will take me seriously.”

I looked back down at her photograph of me leaning against a fence post after shoeing a horse. I was wearing my stained leather chaps and a thin white tank top and held a dripping bottle of Coca-Cola against my neck. In the dim background, Gabe stood half hidden in the barn’s shadows, watching me with an expression of desire that caused my neck to warm slightly from the intimacy. My neck warmed slightly from the intimacy she captured in that one second.

“Your work is always so surprising,” I said, quickly turning the photograph over. “And you’re a little sneak.”

An impish smile appeared. “In all my photos I like to have a little unexpected surprise for the viewer.” She placed the leather-covered photo album she held on my desk. “I made this for you. They’re copies of my best shots. I even made the album myself. Copied one I saw in a fancy pants  western catalog. I’m not through with you yet, but I wanted to say thanks for letting me tag along for the last couple of months and for inviting me to the barbecue on Friday.”

I took the album and ran my fingers across the smooth leather. She’d painted my brand on the front and decorated the leather with bits of bone and feathers.

“Oh, Shelby, it’s beautiful,” I said. “I’ll treasure it always. Thank you. You know, you’re going to have a ball. My family’s a bunch of hams, so you’d better bring along lots of film.”

“Great! I can’t wait. I know I’ll get some good stuff.”

“We’ll do our best to look interesting,” I said, laughing. “We’re tagging, vaccinating, and castrating. Ought to be some intriguing situations there somewhere.” I looked at her curiously. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” I assumed she wasn’t flying home if she was going to be here on Friday. “You’re more than welcome to come on tomorrow, too. We’re cooking four twenty-pound turkeys.”

“Thanks, but Kip and I are splurging and spending the night at the San Celina Inn. Breakfast in a canopied bed and a fancy Thanksgiving dinner with someone else doing the dishes. Then we’re going up to the hills near Lake Santa Flora to take pictures of condors or whatever wildlife surfaces. I’m trying to teach him how to shoot something besides a gun.”

“You and Kip are still an item, huh?” Kip was one of my dad’s ranch hands, a young man from Montana who had worked for Daddy about six months now. His family owned a ranch north of Billings, but he’d grown tired of the cold weather and was hoping to buy a small spread in California eventually. According to Daddy, he was a young man of few words, but a darn hard worker. There was no higher praise from my dad.

“Front page and in color,” she said, gathering up the photographs in front of me. “He’s such a babe. And he thinks I’m smart. I can’t tell you how great it is not to be  afraid that everything that comes out of my mouth is considered stupid and inane.”

I studied her for a moment, trying to imagine coming from a family where you didn’t feel like you fit. No one could blame her for picking a college as far away from them as possible in a place they wouldn’t even consider visiting.

“Gotta go,” she said, jumping up with the never-ending energy and exuberance of youth. “See you Friday. Should I bring anything?”

“Just your appetite.”

Five minutes later, I was still flipping through the album, admiring her craftsmanship and artistry while lamenting the unglamorous shots she caught of me when my door swung open again. This was the reason I rarely attempted paperwork in my office anymore. When I was here I felt a great deal like Lucy in the Peanuts comic strip sitting in her five-cent psychiatric booth with the sign stating ‘The Doctor is In.“ I stuck the album in my large bottom drawer and turned to my visitor.

“Hey, Madam Curator, how’re they hanging?” she asked. Greer Shannon, her fifty-four-year-old face a road map of sun-created wrinkles, grinned at me with strong ivory teeth. Her luxurious, pearl-white hair made me envy the other side of the age line for a moment. If I just had Shelby’s complexion and Greer’s hair ...

“They ain’t,” I said. “And I thank the Lord for that.”

“Amen and hallelujah.” She stuck her hands deep into her tight sapphire-blue Wranglers. A fancy silver and gold belt buckle winked under the bright florescent lights. “Did you see those pictures Shelby took of you? Gorgeous. I mean the scenery, of course. That little gal is a real, honest-to-goodness talent.”

“I agree.”

Greer sighed. “Oh, to be that young and on the cusp of a brilliant career.”

I pointed over at the chair Shelby just vacated. “Plant  your old bones down and quit your belly-aching. You’re no slouch in the artistic area yourself.”

“These bones are tired,” she said, sitting down. “I painted until two A.M.”

Though she’d grown up on the Central Coast, Greer had only been a part of San Celina’s local art scene for the last three years. Her family, the Montoya-Shannons, were some of the old time settlers in San Celina. The family ranch, off Highway 46, was some of the richest and most accessible ranch and crop land in the county. At ten thousand acres, it was also one of the largest ranches. Like me, she’d spent her childhood on the ranch, leaving in her twenties to marry an oil executive in San Francisco. She lived in the city for the last thirty years where she’d taught and studied art, coming home three years ago after a messy divorce involving her husband and a nineteen-year-old file clerk. But Greer never spoke of her life in San Francisco, except in the most casual and general way. Though from one of what I call the “A” families in the ranching community, she never held airs like some others in that group and was well liked in the co-op. She pitched in without complaining whenever there was a cleanup day or someone needed a ride home or ten bucks for groceries.

She lived in a large, airy cabin about ten miles north of San Celina near the small town of Frio, whose only claim to fame besides the post office was a rowdy, rustic bar that attracted tourists and locals alike. She painted large, beautiful oils depicting ranch life, her specialty showing women and their often mystical and inexplicable relationship with their horses. Her paintings were exquisite in their detail, showing horses rolling, scratching, fighting, running, mating, and giving birth—always with a woman’s presence in the background. The details were so striking, so real, it made you ache to run your hand down the flanks of her horses or jump on one and ride forever. She’d recently started making a name for herself, and only a week ago she’d burst into  my office to tell me about being interviewed by a new but prestigious western art magazine called Rosettes, named for the flower-shaped, decorative pieces of leather found on a saddle or bridle. A gallery in Scottsdale, Arizona, had also inquired about showing her paintings—a real feather in her artistic cap.

“Are you ready for next week?” I asked, leaning back in my chair.

She sighed and leaned over to smooth down the curling fringe on the toe of her deerskin ropers. “As ready as I’ll ever be. I don’t think an artist is ever really ready to expose her work to the public. Roland’s done a fine job with the exhibit, though. Shelby’s work looks great. You are coming to the reception Sunday night, aren’t you?” Greer was Roland’s featured fine artist for the show, and he had promised an abundance of wealthy collectors would be there to view her latest works.

“Do I have to wear a dress?”

She grinned. “I’m not going to, but then I’m the temperamental artist. You’re the prominent society wife. Ask your husband.”

I shot her a loud raspberry. “I’ll wash the cow crap off my boots. That’s as much as I can promise.”

“Why, Ms. Harper, I’m touched. I truly am.”

“You’re touched, all right. But then, insanity is a requirement for brilliant artists, isn’t it?”

“If you’re not crazy to begin with, you’ll get that way after dealing with critics and patrons and gallery owners. I swear, they’re worse than cattle people, and we know how temperamental they can be.” She stood up and slapped her hand down on my desk. “What time’s the fun start on Friday?”

“If you want breakfast you’d better show up around six. The actual work will start about seven. We’re not doing too many calves—about fifty or so. It’s more so Daddy can play cowboy with his brothers rather than actually get any work  done. The barbecue will probably start about two, and we’re expecting about two hundred people this year. My relatives are a rowdy bunch of characters, so you should be able to take a few good pictures.” Like many painters, Greer took hundreds of photographs, using them as points of departure for her paintings. I found the contrast between her colorful, sometimes lovingly idealized view of ranch life and Shelby’s stark black-and-white realism fascinating. And ironic, considering their backgrounds. Roland combining them in an exhibit was brilliant.

“Good. I need inspiration for a new series I’m contemplating on the working ranch horse.” She pointed a finger pistol at me and headed for the door. “Save me some of Dove’s Louisiana hot sausage.”

I held up both hands. “Can’t make any promises when it comes to Dove’s sausage. I’d set my alarm if I were you.”

“These days I’m an artist first, rancher second. I don’t do alarms.” She stepped through the doorway, her hearty laugh echoing down the hall.

I typed up a few letters that couldn’t wait, then made a tour of the pioneer quilt exhibit. We’d taken out extra insurance this time, an additional expense that had stretched our working funds until they squealed, so this was the first time we were charging admission—a mere three dollars—but admission nevertheless. It was a big step for us, but in the last year our city grants had slowly dwindled away as other, equally worthy projects were given a financial hand. Just staying even had been our goal for the year I’d been curating, but now we needed to start showing a profit to make up for the government funds that would eventually dry up. I straightened up a pile of brochures, then locked the double Spanish doors behind me. The studios would be closed by whichever co-op member was overseer of the week.

After a quick call on the new cellular phone that Gabe had finally convinced me to carry to verify with Maggie,  his secretary, that as of that moment—two P.M.—he had not, as I’d suspected, had lunch, I swung by Baja Willie’s and bought three shrimp tacos, a grilled chicken burrito, and an order of beef taquitos with extra guacamole.

When Rod, the civilian receptionist at the police department, buzzed me through the door, I almost tripped over the thirty-pound doorstop on the other side. I caught the bag of food before it hit the gray linoleum floor. Harry’s head slowly came up, rotated from side to side, sniffed, then eased back down when he realized that no actual food products had hit the ground.

“Harry,” I scolded the huge, black-and-white tuxedo cat who resembled a sluggish cop car more than an elegantly dressed man. “You need to seriously consider Weight Watchers.”

His tail flicked once, then he closed his eyes, giving my statement the importance he deemed it deserved. He’d been a stray found at a drug bust by one of the detectives who had a soft spot for cats. Such a soft spot he had seven, and his wife put her foot down about adopting number eight. So he brought the skinny, almost feral cat down to the station, and everyone in the police department immediately fell in love with his I-don‘t-give-a-shit-about-any-needs-but-my-own attitude.

“A real cop’s cat,” more than one of the office clerks had commented. In less than a year Harry had become the Nero Wolfe of cats, thanks to the tidbits fed to him by everyone. It was rumored his favorite foods were gin-soaked olives (though only the green ones), peanuts, and donuts with rainbow sprinkles. Though Rod, a serious animal lover, desperately tried to get people to understand that a cat needs a regular, balanced diet of veterinarian-approved cat chow, Harry’s size pretty much showed how much stock people put into that information.

Gabe called him “Gato Gordo” and basically ignored the rules that stated no animals except seeing-eye dogs were  allowed on city property during business hours. He had, in the last few months, become much more relaxed as a police chief, which vastly improved the morale of his employees.

The door to his office was open, so I called a quick hello to Maggie, the only woman on earth who could order Gabe around without any back talk from him, and then I headed into his office. He sat behind his large oak desk, fingers locked behind his head, laughing at a comment made in Spanish by Jim Cleary, one of his two captains and his next-in-command. Jim was a slow-talking, handsome black man in his middle fifties who, as a result of his years with the LAPD Gang Detail, spoke Spanish as fluently as Gabe. His wife, Oneeda, was a good friend and quilting partner of mine.

They both smiled mischievously at me.

“Speak of the devil,” Gabe said.

“I thought I felt my ears burning,” I said, setting the white bag down on his desk next to the miniature blue Corvette with SCPD painted on the side of it. His officers had given it to him for his forty-third birthday this year. “This is how our hard-earned tax dollars are spent. Paying city employees to sit around and malign the good names of upstanding citizens.”

Jim stood up and slipped his arm around my shoulder, giving me an affectionate hug. “Your husband was just telling me of your near-death experience this morning with your friend Elvia.”

I smiled up at his grizzled face. Apparently he’d been talked into entering the beard-growing contest also. “No problema. I’ve been handling her since second grade.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Well,” I admitted, “if you do find my body in the bulrushes somewhere, just make sure she gets punished. Making her move down from a platinum American Express card to a gold one should be severe enough. By the way, are you and Oneeda coming Friday?”

He shook his head. “She’s had a bad week, so we’re just staying in this long weekend. I’m going to get a bunch of movies and a case of microwave popcorn.” Oneeda had multiple sclerosis, and her condition was about as predictable as a renegade cow. Jim handled the mercurial aspects of their life with a patience and good humor that seemed almost miraculous to me at times.

“Sounds fun,” I said. “It’ll certainly be more relaxed than our weekend. I love our family gatherings, but they are not without their speed bumps.”

“How well I know that,” he replied. He was the father of four children, all grown now and scattered about the country.

“Give her a hug and kiss for me and tell her I’ll have a truckload of family gossip for her next Friday.”

“Will do,” he said. He nodded at Gabe. “I’ll get that game plan on your desk by five.” I heard him pause at Maggie’s desk on his way out and tease her about her latest love—a Black Angus-Hereford cross bull named Maxwell. She and her sister leased a small ranch up north around Frio, and Maxwell was their first large investment. Maggie, fresh from Cal Poly with a degree in Agricultural Management, hoped to ranch full time someday.

“This looks great,” Gabe said, tearing open the bags. “I’m starved.”

“You shouldn’t go so long without eating,” I nagged like a good wife.

He sprinkled salsa over one shrimp taco and took a big bite. “We’re swamped. I completely forgot.”

“What game plan was Jim talking about?”

“The security for the parade and Heritage Days celebrations. There are so many things going on at so many different times and places, our officers are going to be stretched to the limit. Even with the reserves on duty.” He stuck a tortilla chip in his mouth. “I still wish the city council hadn’t approved that women’s western art show to coincide  with the Heritage Days. Things will be twice as crowded.”

I pointed a chip at him. “That’s the whole idea. We’re hoping to give the women artists as much exposure as possible. You wouldn’t believe how much prejudice there is against them in the western art field. We’re hoping that shows like this catch on and that women gain more acceptance in the general western art marketplace.”

“I know,” he said, chewing thoughtfully. “It just makes my job that much harder.”

“You are a wonderful, wonderful man and a top-notch chief of police. I and all women in the western art world will be forever in your debt.”

His expression turned hopeful. “I like the sound of you being in my debt. I’ll keep that in mind for later on tonight.”

“Not tonight, my oh-so-eager Latin lover. I’m due at the train station to pick up Emory at six o‘clock, then it’s on to the ranch. Your bag is packed and waiting for you at home. I’ll see you there.”

“The bed in your room at the ranch is fine with me even if it is only a queen.”

“Guess again, buddy. I guess I forgot to tell you the rules of the Ramsey Family Hoedown and Roundup.”

“Rules?”

“For the four-day holiday, the women claim the ranch house, and the men bunk wherever they can manage to spread their bedroll. I bought you a new sleeping bag for the occasion. It’s supposed to keep you warm as a fresh baked muffin for temperatures down to forty degrees below zero.”

“Sleeping bag?” he said, sitting forward in his black chair, alarm widening his gray-blue eyes.

“There’s only six beds in the bunkhouse, so I’d get there early if I were you and claim one. Believe me, they go fast. Maybe you could call Sam and bribe him to throw his hat over one and save it for you.”

“You never told me we’d be separated for four days.”

“Not the days, only the nights,” I said cheerfully. “We discovered a long time ago it was too complicated trying to arrange sleeping accommodations for couples, so we made this a gender-separate weekend. The house is off limits to menfolks over the age of six from ten P.M. to seven A.M.”

“Why do the women get the warm, comfortable house?”

I bit an end off my taquito, rolled my eyes, and didn’t answer.

“I haven’t slept en masse since Vietnam,” he complained.

“It’ll do you good. Make you appreciate me more.”

He took a bite of his burrito. “I think this tradition of yours stinks, but I guess I won’t be the only man howling at the moon for the next four days.”

“I guarantee it. Actually, we’ve found this weekend works wonders for ailing marriages. There’s something about kissing your girl goodnight on the ranch house porch and having to go back to a group of equally horny men that makes you all reconsider the word Thanksgiving.”

“How’s your cousin Emory going to fit into this weekend warrior mix? He doesn’t sound like the type of guy who’ll blend in with the macho posturing of the traditional western male.”

“Don’t you worry about Emory. He can hold his own with you guys. The things I could tell you ...”

He finished his burrito, then crumpled the wrapper and tossed it in the open bag. “But not right now. I’ve got a ton of paperwork to do before I take off for the ranch. And you, querida, are a distraction.”

“And the day I stop being one to you, Friday, is the day I really gotta worry.” I picked up my purse and blew him a kiss.

After a few minutes at Maggie’s desk admiring pictures of Maxwell in all his 1,896-pound glory, I headed out the front door, taking a giant step over Harry, who appeared to have not twitched a whisker since I came in.

“I worry about you,” I told him. “I truly do.”

Don’t bother, his reclining posture replied.

I drove home and finished up my packing, throwing my duffel bag in the back of my truck and informing my next-door neighbor, Mr. Treton, where Gabe and I would be the next four days.

“I’ll keep a lookout,” he said, giving me a crisp salute. Seventy-eight-year-old Mr. Treton fancied himself the unofficial guard of our small, tree-lined street. A career Army man, I’d never seen him anything but spit-shined and polished. “I’m in the parade next week,” he said with a bit of uncustomary pride.

“Cool,” I said. “On which float?”

“The VFW,” he said. “We’ve been working on it for a month. I’m their featured rider since I’m the oldest veteran. I’ll be in full dress uniform.”

“You can still fit in it?” I said, impressed.

“Of course, my dear girl,” he said, his bayonet-sharp features looking somewhat insulted. “I’m Army.”

That was a poke at Gabe, who argued good-naturedly with Mr. Treton over our common hedge about the superiority of the Marines over the Army.

“Well,” I said, lowering my voice into a confidential tone, “don’t tell Gabe I told you, but he can’t fit into his anymore.” I didn’t mention that Gabe had weighed a sinewy 150 pounds when he was eighteen—not nearly enough for his six-foot frame. He looked much better now at 180 solid, masculine pounds. His fanatical jogging and three-times-weekly weight lifting at the police gym gave him a healthier body now than I’m sure he had at eighteen. Still, this gave Mr. Treton something to razz Gabe about.

I put the Yankee Cake I’d baked last night on the truck’s front seat and wrapped a towel around the Tupperware cake carrier to keep it from shifting. It was past five o‘clock now and though it was only a ten-minute drive to the Amtrak station, the trains sometimes arrived early. If there was one  thing Emory hated, it was being kept waiting.

The train station adhered to San Celina’s unspoken code of early mission architecture with the requisite red-tiled roof; adobe-white walls; and high, airy ceilings. The station was more crowded than usual with families doing the same thing I was, waiting for relatives who preferred this more land-loving method of transportation. Sitting on the mahogany wood benches in the chilly waiting room observing the tearful reunions of families and smelling the mixed bouquet of diesel fuel, sweat, floor wax, and pine-scented cleaner brought back memories of Dove and I taking long train trips back to Sugartree, Arkansas, to visit her only sister, Garnet. Emory had lived just two doors down from Aunt Garnet in an old Victorian house on tree-shaded Palmer Street in Sugartree. As kids, we’d spent hours up in his musty attic dressing up in stiff World War II uniforms and Evening-in-Paris scented organza formals, the fabric as sheer in spots as onion skin paper. When I was thirteen, he arranged for me to experience my first real adolescent kiss with his friend Duncan Robert “Duck” Wakefield, in back of the Sugartree Dairy Queen one hot, humid Arkansas night. Emory paid his friend, the best looking boy in town, two dollars to kiss his tomboy cousin from California. He still nags me about paying him back with accumulated interest.

The train was on time, but not to my surprise, Emory was one of the last people to disembark. I’d almost decided he’d missed his train when my cousin stepped off, deep in conversation with the porter who was carrying his two Cordovan leather suitcases and a huge, tissue-wrapped package.

There was no doubt to anyone who’d known him from childhood that Emory Littleton had grown from a gawky, bespectacled boy into one fine-looking specimen of elegant southern manhood. Dressed in a pale, slightly rumpled linen suit and wearing fashionable rimless eyeglasses, his clear green eyes brightened when they spotted me.

“Sweetcakes,” he exclaimed. “What a sight you are for these sore ole southun‘ eyes.”

Unabashed, I ran across the concrete platform and grabbed him up in a fierce hug. He’d only grown more handsome in the five years since I’d last seen him, and had he not been my cousin, his liquidy southern accent and slow, confident way of moving might have melted even my cynical western heart. I didn’t see how Elvia could resist him.

“Emory, you dumb turkey,” I said, linking my arm through his. “I thought you’d missed the train. Why are you always so pokey?”

“I was helping a young lady gather together her possessions,” he said. “You know Aunt Garnet always said we should lend a helpin‘ hand to our fellow man ... or woman, as the case may be. Me and Annemarie became quite the cozy pair on our trip across this fair country of ours. Sweet young thing has people in Paso Robles.”

“Emory, you scoundrel. She’d better be of legal age,” I scolded. “There are some things even Gabe can’t fix.”

Emory gave his molasses-slow smile to the porter as he tipped him a twenty-dollar bill.

“Thank you, sir,” the porter said, touching his hat brim and winking at me. He turned back to help another passenger off the train.

“Geez, Emory,” I said. “I should have known it was dangerous to let you go across the country by your—” My words were interrupted by a high, excited female voice.

“Emory Littleton, you’d better not leave without saying good-bye.”

Using her ebony cane, a lady well into her eighties, dressed in a pink lace dress, picked her way across the platform toward us.

“Benni,” Emory said, grinning, “I’d like you to meet Miz Annemarie Burchard, of the Atlanta and Paso Robles Burchards. Known far and wide for her wicked game of Hearts.”

I pulled my arm out of his and smacked him across the chest. “You never change, you jerk.”

“And God is in His Heaven,” Emory replied.

After his affectionate good-bye to Annemarie, we walked out to the truck. I carried one of his suitcases since he refused to let me have the tissue-wrapped box.

“Still the consummate cowgirl, I see,” Emory commented, settling his expensive luggage carefully in the rusty bed of my truck. “Now that you’ve caught yourself a man with a regular paycheck, maybe you should think about acquiring yourself a vehicle more appropriate to your social level.”

“Which is?”

“Wife of one of the county’s higher officials. Rumor has it in the family grapevine that you’ve actually had to wear a dress for more than weddings and funerals.”

“That is pure Yankee propaganda. Sometimes I wear a dress to church on Sunday.” I looked at him and grimaced. “But the stories aren’t completely inaccurate. I’ve had to attend more society functions in the last nine months than I have in my whole life. Kicking and screaming the whole way.”

Emory’s thick blond eyebrows arched in question.

“Okay, more like whining. Being the police chief’s wife is different than I thought it would be.”

“Most things are. But isn’t Señor Ortiz worth the effort?”

I growled deep in my throat. “Most of the time. Gosh, I’m so glad to see you. It’s been way too long.”

Emory held out the wrapped box. “Likewise, dear cousin. This is for you. And please make note that only my deep and abiding love and affection for you could impel me to lug these tawdry tidbits clean across the country.”

I grabbed the box and tore the tissue off, hoping it would be what I thought it was.

“Oh, Emory.” I squealed when I saw the case of chocolate  Moonpies. I tore open the box, opened a cellophane wrapped pie and took a huge bite. “I haven’t had one of these in years. I could just kiss you.”

He curled his lip in disgust. “Please, not until you gargle. I have no idea what you see in that white-trash snack food.”

“I love you with all my white-trash heart,” I said, taking another bite.

“Spill the beans,” he said, after settling down in the front seat. “Clue me in on all the gossip from the western end of the clan.”

As we drove through the parched, golden November hills toward the ranch, I caught him up on all the birthings, graduations, loves, and breakups of the family. Then I told him about what was going on at the museum and the women’s western art show I was helping to coordinate.

“So you are becoming quite the little society wife,” he said, his voice smug. “And to think I knew you when the only thing you organized was an unruly conglomeration of cattle.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back to my old self this weekend. I do like my job and I do love Gabe to distraction, but I can’t tell you how much I miss living out at the ranch.”

“I know, sweetcakes.” He squeezed my shoulder with his long-fingered hand. And I knew he did understand. Though we didn’t see each other often, Emory and I wrote long letters to each other and had ever since that summer he stayed at the ranch. Sometimes I think Emory knew me better than anyone else alive.

We chattered like two excited teenagers for the rest of the drive. When we turned down the long driveway to the ranch and passed under the Double Rocking R wrought iron gates, he rolled down the window of the truck and inhaled a dramatic, deep breath.

“Never thought I’d be sayin‘ this, but I have had the occasional nostalgic longing to smell eucalyptus—even if it does stink like cat piss.”

I laughed. “You sentimental guy, you.”

The lawn and area around the house was already crowded with RVs, horse and people trailers, and mud-splattered trucks. Emory and I parked behind my uncle Luke’s new brown Ford crew cab. From over near the barn, the heavy roar of men’s laughter filtered across the yard. Emory and I went into the house first so he could say hey to Dove and the rest of the women.

A wave of women’s high-pitched voices rolled over us when we entered the crowded kitchen. Almost everyone was occupied with some chore: rolling pie dough, cutting up vegetables, frying chicken, or folding napkins at the counter. Huge plastic glasses of iced tea and lipstick-imprinted coffee cups rested elbow close to each woman. The steamy room smelled of hot oil, cinnamon, smoky butter, apples, and women’s perfume.

“Emory Delano Littleton, you come over here and hug my neck,” Dove cried. She put down the hot pie she was pulling out of the oven, wiped her hands on her red calico apron, and held out her plump arms.

I poured myself a glass of tea and sat down next to my aunt Kate, Dove’s oldest daughter, at the long breakfast counter while a genial Emory answered all of Dove’s questions about the Arkansas clan as well as allowed himself to be poked and inspected as if he were still eleven years old.

“You’re too skinny,” Dove declared after making him turn around for her. “We’ll take care of that these next few days.”

“Dove, I have no doubt about that,” Emory said, giving her another hug. Her eyes glowed as bright as a Coleman lantern. Emory had wormed his way into Dove’s heart that summer he stayed with us after his mom died. He’d arrived at the ranch an angry, hurt, and confused little boy. Under Dove’s firm but loving care and the friendship he and I forged because I’d also lost my mother at a young age, he’d  gone home after three months healed enough to grow up into a wonderful and compassionate man.

We gabbed with the aunts and cousins for the next hour, and when he found out that the sleeping arrangements inside the house were strictly feminine, we headed toward the bunkhouse to secure him a bed. Luckily there was still one free, so he threw his leather suitcase on the upper bunk, then cautiously inspected his accommodations.

“You didn’t tell me it was to be a cowboy campout,” he said, his voice accusing.

“Aw, you’re tough,” I replied. “You can handle it.”

Just then, Sam, my nineteen-year-old stepson, walked out of the bathroom wearing a pair of faded Wranglers, his black hair wet from a shower. Just as he did, the bunkhouse door opened and my dad’s two ranch hands sauntered in.

“Hey, Sam, did Gabe get a hold of you?” I asked.

“Yep,” he said, rubbing a white towel over his hair. His coppery skin was two-toned now with a rancher’s tan that ended at his neck and upper arms. “I saved him a bunk. He’s not happy about it, though.” He grinned at me—a brilliant, white, kiss-me-quick smile that Elvia said sold more books at Blind Harry’s than her thirty-percent-off specials.

“A man of obviously superior intelligence,” Emory said, trying not to look too disdainful of his rustic accommodations.

Sam looked Emory up and down, then glanced at the two hands who’d stood quietly next to the door. Bobby Sanchez had worked for my father for three years, ever since graduating from San Celina High. A native of San Celina, he’d never wanted to do anything but cowboy. He was a short, wiry young man with black shaggy hair and long sparse sideburns. Next to him was Kip Waterman, Shelby’s boyfriend. He was as blond as Bobby was dark and husky with a thick chest and the short, sturdy legs of a bullrider. With a complexion burnt shiny red-brown from working outdoors,  he’d be spending a lot of time in the dermatologist’s office in a few years if he didn’t learn how to use sunscreen.

Being the most self-possessed man I’ve ever known, Emory calmly ignored their obvious expressions of amusement. Sam’s brown eyes gave me a questioning look.

I slipped my arm through Emory’s. “Sam, this is my cousin Emory from Arkansas. He’s a journalist.” I glanced up at Emory. “Sam lives and occasionally works here at the ranch.”

After shaking hands with Sam and his cohorts, Emory excused himself to use the restroom.

“Your cousin, huh?” Sam said, trying unsuccessfully to keep the laughter out of his voice. He draped the towel around his shoulders, reached into the large built-in closet, and pulled out a blue chambray work shirt. In his worn Wranglers and scuffed roper boots, he looked every inch the consummate western male down to the superiority he showed toward men who didn’t appear to share his overt masculine image. It wasn’t the first time I wondered if it had been a good idea for him to move out to the ranch when he was still so impressionable. On the other hand, he was the product of a half-Latino cop father so the machismo roots ran deep—only the clothing was different.

“Don’t you be turning your nose up at Emory,” I scolded him lightly. “He can hold his own around you macho men, linen suit or not.”

The expression on Sam’s face doubted me, but he didn’t know Emory the way I did. Like most men who first meet Emory, Sam and his buddies vastly underestimated him.

“Cute tan,” I said, changing the subject.

He blew out an irritated breath. “It’s so embarrassing when I go surfing. Not that I have time for that anymore. But I learned how to shoe horses last week. Thought my back was going to kill me.” Sam, a Southern California suburb-raised boy, was learning ranching from the cowpie  up. He was a quick and enthusiastic learner, but still green in many areas.

“Wuss,” Bobby said. Kip gave a sharp laugh. Sam tossed his wet towel at them. It hit the floor, and Kip kicked it into a corner.

“Then you can appreciate what farriers do for a living,” I said. “Your dad said he’d be here right after he got off work, providing there’s no horrendous crime wave between now and then.” I glanced at the black-and-white school-house clock on the paneled wall. “Actually, he should be getting here any time. Tell Emory I’ll see him later. And Sam...”

“Yeah?”

“You”—I turned and shook my finger at the other two young men—“and the terrible twins here better be nice to my cousin, or I’ll make sure you’re all dead last in the chow line.”

“Yes, ma‘am,” Sam drawled in a feeble attempt at a southern accent. “Why, I’m right upset you’d even thank we’d all show anything except our deepest respect and best southern hospitality to your bee-loved cousin Emory.”

I rolled my eyes and picked up the discarded towel, tossing it on Sam’s bed. “And you know what a neatnick your dad is so you all better put the slob routine on hold for a few days.”

“Mi casa no es su casa,” he said.

“Darlin‘,” I countered, “this here will always be my house, so you’d best toe that line or expect to send out for pizza.”

Their throaty male laughter followed me out the door, but I wasn’t irritated. Sam was actually a good kid at heart and only got a bit annoying when he was around Bobby and Kip for too long. I was used to that type of rooster strutting, having been surrounded by it my whole life. There’s something about men, especially western men, that turned them into a bunch of adolescents whenever they congregated.  Strength in numbers, I suppose. But that was one thing western women learned early ... how to keep western men in line. Sometimes all that was required was a look. Sometimes it took a bullwhip. Dove trained me early in both.

I was walking back toward the truck to take the Yankee Cake and Moonpies into the house when a voice behind me called out my name. For a moment, it was as if I’d stepped back in time, and my heart jumped in my chest like a hooked fish.

“Hey, blondie,” the deep, raspy voice called again. I turned around with deliberate slowness, not certain I wanted to ride down the trail this voice would no doubt open up.

“Wade,” I said, feeling my right knee quiver. “Wade.”

“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.” His lips twisted into that cocky Harper smirk he’d shared with my late husband, Jack.

He strode across the few feet that separated us and enveloped me in his tanned, corded arms. The familiar smell of Clove gum reopened an almost healed tear in my heart. Jack and Wade had both chewed that brand of gum incessantly. Only sold in San Celina County by a small liquor store in Atascadero, they would buy it by the box when possible since it was so hard to find. A bright red unopened package was in Jack’s pocket when they found his body in his wrecked Jeep almost two years ago. Wade held me out from him, his hands gently gripping my shoulders.

“You look great, blondie. Surprised to see me? As Ma would say, I just took a notion to drop by and see you. I flew in and hitched a ride out here. Showed up on Dove’s doorstep ten minutes ago hoping she wouldn’t turn me away.”

I nodded, staring at him, still trying to regain my composure. He’d lost weight since he’d left San Celina a year ago when the ranch he and Jack owned had gone bankrupt. He’d moved to Texas to manage his uncle’s cow-calf operation, and the last I’d heard from Sandra, his wife, things  were going okay. Living together on the ranch like we did, she and I had once been almost as close as sisters, but our correspondence had dwindled to nothing in the last six months, probably because we’d all moved on to other lives. They weren’t technically my relatives anymore, a situation I had difficulty accepting for a long time. But I’d finally let them go. I’d thought. Now Wade was back, and, knowing Wade, it wasn’t just a pleasure visit.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded. Then, ashamed at my tone, I qualified my abrupt question. “Are Sandra and the kids okay? Your mom?”

“They’re fine,” he said, adjusting his sand-colored Stetson downward. It shaded his brown eyes from my scrutiny. “Everything’s fine and everyone’s fine.”

I studied him silently. Wade and I had tangled constantly when we all lived and worked together on the Harper ranch. Being the older of the two Harper men, he’d used that position often to influence his mom to vote for decisions that weren’t always best for the ranch. Though their love for each other ran deep, he and Jack had fought at least once a week over the running of the ranch. Jack always gave in and usually convinced me to do likewise, often when I didn’t think we should. Wade losing the ranch was proof I’d been right, but for me the issue became irrelevant after Jack’s death.

“Why are you here, then?” I asked. “I know you, Wade. This isn’t just a pleasure visit.”

For a split second, his face hardened, then he grinned. “Never could bullshit you, could I, blondie?”

I touched my temple with my fingertips and inhaled deeply, wishing he’d stop using Jack’s nickname for me. “Wade, is it you and Sandra again?” He and my former sister-in-law had never enjoyed a marriage that ran smoothly. During the investigation surrounding Jack’s death last year when I’d first met Gabe, Sandra and Wade had  almost broken up over his affair with one of the artists at the co-op.

He squinted his eyes against the setting November sun. “I think it’s really over this time, Benni. She and her mama took the kids and moved to Dallas. She got a job at an insurance company there and she’s filed for a divorce.”

I reached out and touched his forearm, sorry for my initial rudeness. “Wade, I’m so sorry. Is there any chance you two can work it out?”

He pushed his hat back, and I could see his eyes clearly for the first time. “Doesn’t appear so. Uncle Bob’s ranch was so far from town, and she got so lonely. And ...” He let his sentence drift away. I suspected there was more to their breakup than just the ranch’s isolation—Wade had been known to like booze and the ladies a little too much.

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I told Uncle Bob and Mom I needed to get away for a while. Thought I’d fly out and see some old friends. And you.”

“It’s good to see you,” I said, though I wasn’t exactly sure of those sentiments. But it was obvious he was in real pain and, as is not uncommon to human beings, he’d come back to the place where he’d once been happy and whole. My irritation at him cooled because I understood his desire for the idealized past.

“I won’t hang around long,” he said. “Be on my way in a few days.”

“I’m sure there’s lots of people who’ll be glad to see you again. And you’re in luck—I baked a Yankee Cake for tomorrow. Your favorite.”

“Guess your second sense told you I was coming,” he said, laughing. My heart cracked again at the familiar sound. He and Jack were so much alike. But it had been almost two years since Jack died, and I’d since fallen in love with another man and started a new life. How could these feelings of loss suddenly feel so fresh?

“Let’s go back to the house and see what’s for supper. Guess who came out for Thanksgiving, too? My cousin Emory.”

“That right? That nerdy little kid from Arkansas?”

“Not so nerdy anymore. Or little. I do believe he’s an inch taller than you.”

When we entered the house through the kitchen door, the first sound I heard was Gabe’s rich baritone voice begging Dove for a piece of sweet potato pie. All my aunts and girl cousins were staring at him with the cow-eyed adoring looks I was learning to accept when it came to my husband. When Gabe put his mind to it, he could out charm Mel Gibson.

He stopped when I entered the room and looked down at me, his eyes crinkling with pleasure. Then his eyes snapped up to Wade standing behind me. Their smoky blueness faded to a dark gray, and his face became still.

“Wade Harper.” In those two words he managed to convey all his feelings of contempt and distrust.

Wade dipped his head in an almost imperceptible nod. “Ortiz.”

I said to Gabe, keeping my voice light, “Wade’s visiting for a few days, seeing old friends and such. Isn’t that nice?”

Gabe’s face didn’t budge an inch. “Nice,” he repeated.

Wade glanced around the room at the now silent women, his tanned face coloring at the cheekbones. “Guess supper’s not ready yet. Think I’ll go out and say hey to Ben. Reckon he’s in the barn.”

“We’ll be setting the food on the picnic tables out back in about a half hour,” Dove said. “Fried chicken, fried okra, corn-on-the-cob, and potato salad. Tell the men while you’re out there.”

“Yes, ma‘am,” he said, swinging around and heading out the back door.

When the women resumed their kitchen chores and conversation, Gabe walked across the kitchen to me. He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the back door.

“Mrs. Ortiz,” he said firmly, though I’d never actually become an official Ortiz, a point that still occasionally rankled his overabundant supply of testosterone. “We need to talk.”
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