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“In my opinion, this is Maggie Foster’s very best book so far!”

Phil D., Amazon Reader

 

 “Your writing is so clever and so masterful. I’m truly on the edge of my seat keeping up with your plots. I’ve read other mystery writers and outside of Agatha Christie your page turning novels are the best!”

Holly A., Amazon Reader

 

 “When I picked up your books and started reading, I was blown away. Finally, some books I can get into and it feels like the author put some thought into their brilliant work.”

Marion C. posted on Facebook

 

“This was another great entry in the Loch Lonach series. The stories are fun and have well written mysteries planned for each book.”

Ryan H., Goodreads 

 

“As always, Maggie Foster keeps you on the edge of your seat. Couldn’t put it down.”

Barbara B., ARC Reader

 

“Thank you for your wonderful writing!”
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DEDICATION

 

This work, the fifth in the series, is dedicated to the champions of justice, the foundation of all civilized behavior, for without justice, there can be no mercy. 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER:

 

Dear Readers:

 

This is a work of fiction. That means it is full of lies, half-truths, mistakes, and opinions. Any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, is unintended and purely coincidental.

 

Similarly, the businesses, organizations, and political bodies are mere figments of the author’s overactive imagination and are not in any way intended to represent any actual business, organization, group, etc.

 

Some of the locations mentioned actually exist, but the reader is warned that the author has re-shaped Heaven and Earth and all the mysteries of God to suit herself and begs the reader, for the sake of the story, to overlook any discrepancies in fact. 

 

 

 









 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood

Clean from my hand? No, this my hand will rather

The multitudinous seas incarnadine,

Making the green one red.” 

 

Macbeth, Act 2, Scene 2

William Shakespeare

 

 

“Colonel Mustard, in the Conservatory, with a Candlestick”

 

Parker Brothers (1949)

 

 

 


 

CAST OF CHARACTERS

 


		

				Ginny Mackenzie

				An ICU nurse

		

		
				Jim Mackenzie 

				An Emergency Room physician 

		

		
				
Angus Mackenzie

(“Himself”)


				The Laird of Loch Lonach, Jim’s grandfather

		

		
				Ian Hunter

				A state senator from Texas

		

		
				Maury Patterson

				A state senator from Illinois

		

		
				Rita Patterson

				Patterson’s third wife

		

		
				Lorenzo Scala

				An investigative reporter

		

		
				Patsy Olafsson

				An old woman with a secret

		

		
				Hue Tran

				Dallas Police liaison to the clan

		

	


 

 

Loch Lonach is a Scottish community established before Texas became a Republic in the geographic region that would become Dallas. It has retained its culture and identity. Loch Lonach boasts its own schools, police force, churches, and other civic institutions. The head of the community is the Laird, currently Angus Mackenzie.

 

 


Chapter 1

 

Tuesday Morning

Mackenzie residence

 

Newlywed Ginny Mackenzie had promised her brand-new husband, promised him faithfully, that she would do her very best to give up murder. So far, so good. It was Day Two of their new life together and not a body in sight. There should have been one, of course. She rolled over and reached for him, finding his side of the bed warm, but empty. 

There was no reason for her eyes to fly open or for her to sit up suddenly or for her throat to close. He couldn’t be far.

She slid out of bed and into her robe, her ears pricked to the sounds coming from the back of the house. Voices—tense and angry, one step below violence.

She found him in the den, his arms stretched along the back of the sofa, watching the morning news. It was an odd side effect, she thought, of getting one’s heart’s desire to find that, even in sleep, one was terrified of losing it.

She took a deep breath, then padded up behind him, slid her arms around his neck, and bent to his ear.

“Gracious husband,” she breathed, “and source of all earthly delight, I beg thee, of thy bountiful mercy, to silence that pestilential machine.”

He grinned at her over his shoulder. “Oh thou love of my life, and fount of all wedded bliss, your wish is my command!” He reached for the remote and turned off the program, plunging the room into peace.

“I thank thee, kind sir!” She bent to kiss his cheek, but didn’t get the chance. He twisted around, put his hands on her waist, and somersaulted her over the back of the sofa onto his lap.

“Good morning, wife!”

They had been married for slightly under forty-eight hours. As neither had any vacation days available, instead of a honeymoon, they were getting used to their new furniture. Jim wrapped his arms around her.

“You don’t have to listen, you know. You can ignore it.”

She fought down a shudder. “It’s not that easy. Rioting and arson in south Dallas is too close to home.” Much too close.

“True, but you’re safe here. Grandfather would never allow such bad behavior on Homestead property.”

Ginny laughed. “An autocrat of the old school.”

“It’s a good thing he likes us. Imagine what a tyrant he could be if he didn’t.”

Ginny wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want anything spoiling our honeymoon, not even your grandfather!”

Jim sighed. “Too late! I’m summoned to a meeting and he said it was urgent. Can you find something to do to amuse yourself for a couple of hours?”

Her lips curved in a mischievous smile. “I might be able to, if I put my mind to it.”

His smile matched hers. “What are you up to, wench?”

There were lots of possible answers to that question. She had a home to make for him and the care of him, and her new job at the hospital, training ICU preceptors. Also, as soon as they settled into a routine, she would begin her own training for the job of Homestead Matron. When Jim became Laird, she would be his good right arm, running the distaff side of the massive undertaking that was the Loch Lonach Homestead. And she had other, equally important duties to perform.

“Opening and recording wedding presents, in preparation for writing thank you notes—the ones that haven’t been done already. Mother and Caroline are coming over to assist with what I hope will be the last of them. Also I have agreed to help poor Mrs. Olafsson set up her genealogy files. I was supposed to get it done before the wedding, but that pesky corpse interfered.”

Jim’s brow furrowed. “How is she doing? Mrs. Olafsson, I mean.” As a precaution, and because Jim was an Emergency Room physician, his grandfather kept him abreast of situations that might arise in the community.

“I’ll know more after I see her.” Ginny grew stern. “But don’t let Himself keep you too long. I have something special planned for dinner.”

Jim’s eyes lit up. “I’ll be there, and probably early. Unless you want me out of your hair?”

She dimpled. “Not just yet. I still have a use for you.”

His smile grew wider. “And I for you.” He bent to kiss her again.

Ginny felt a warm glow spread through her body. All the old, empty words had taken on new meaning in his arms. She had been afraid of him, at first. Now she was afraid for him, because she could no longer live without him. She hugged him tightly, then pushed herself to her feet.

“Breakfast first. What time is your meeting?” She held onto his hands, not wanting to let go completely. 

“Noon.”

“Perfect.” She led him away to the kitchen. 

 

* * *

 

Breakfast over and coffee in hand, Ginny surveyed the mess. Every surface in the house was covered with wrapping paper and ribbon. She hadn’t really considered how many people would be affected by her marriage to the heir of the Loch Lonach Homestead. 

Loch Lonach was only one point in the network that linked the Scots throughout the North American continent. Fully half of the Homesteads had sent a representative to her nuptials. Many had been strangers, but she’d been delighted to see friends as well, including both of the Gordons, and Mrs. Lauder. Those who could not send a human representative, had sent a tribute. All had to be acknowledged.

Not all the presents were from officials. Ginny’d had no trouble identifying the source of one of the gifts—a fishing lure adorned with a plastic toy giving her a very sly wink. The lure was for Jim. The wink was for her.

She smiled at the memory, then answered the doorbell, opening to her mother with Caroline just behind her.

“Come in!”

Ginny wrapped her mother in a big hug, then relinquished her hold to allow her husband to do the same. Sinia Forbes took it in stride, giving them both a kiss. She smiled at her daughter. “Happy, dear?”

“Delirious! I’m the luckiest woman on the face of the planet! I have the best husband, and I’m going to have a perfect life!”

Both of the other women started laughing.

“Not likely,” Caroline said. “Not with your record.”

“Oh, but I’ve reformed!” Ginny said. “No more bodies, except at work, and as few there as I can manage.”

“Even if you aren’t presented with any more murders,” her mother warned, “there will be other challenges. Married life is full of them.”

“I know.” Ginny steered the group into the kitchen. “Plumbing breaks. Children get sick. I get it. I’m just not going to let it upset me!” She was pouring coffee and handing the cream around when the doorbell rang again. 

This time Jim went to answer it, returning with another gift.

“Where did that one come from?” Ginny asked.

He set it on the kitchen table. “Jean just dropped it off. She said it was found in the corner of the Cooperative Hall.”

Ginny looked at the attached gift tag, her brow furrowing. “It’s addressed to Ginny Forbes. Why would anyone use my maiden name on a wedding present?” The other three peered over her shoulder at the oddity.

“It would be unusual,” her mother said.

Caroline reached around and turned over the tag. “There’s no name. I wonder who sent it.”

“Maybe there’s a card inside.” Jim proceeded to unwrap the package. The box that emerged was another oddity. Instead of a shimmering cube of white, it was a heavy-duty brown cardboard container, stuffed with packing material. He pulled the wadding out, looking for an envelope, but found none. At the bottom of the box, shrouded in plain white tissue, was an object—heavy, and of a vaguely familiar size and shape. He handed it to Ginny. She was required to tear the tissue and it took her a minute to peel enough of the wrapping away so they could see what was inside.

“It’s a candlestick.”

They all stared at the gift. 

“Is it supposed to be black?” Caroline asked.

“No.” Ginny shook her head. “It’s silver. Very old silver.”

“Is there another?” Mrs. Forbes asked. “Candlesticks usually come in pairs.”  

Jim checked the box, then shook his head. “Just the one.”

“Who would send a bride a dirty old piece of silver?” Caroline asked. “And only half a set at that?”

Ginny frowned. “That’s a very good question.” She lifted the candlestick, holding it by the tissue to keep from getting the tarnish on her hands, and looked at it closely. “It has lovely lines. Seventeenth century, I think. It’s too ornate to be earlier. I wonder if it’s marked.” The symbols pressed into the finished product could tell the material used, the geographic area of origin, and sometimes the individual maker’s name.

Ginny took the candlestick over to the sink and set it on the counter then hunted up some silver polish.

“Don’t tell me you’re going to clean that thing,” Caroline said.

“Not just yet. What I’m looking for is information.” Ginny dipped the sponge in the silver polish and gently applied it to the base. “Candlesticks are typically marked along the edge, so as not to interfere with the design.” She drew the sponge across the surface, then began to rub. The tarnish came off, revealing a series of tiny impressions in the silver. 

Ginny peered at them. “I don’t recognize these.” She got her phone out and took several careful pictures, then examined the images, enlarging them to show more detail. “They’re not English. If I had to guess, I’d say French.”

Mrs. Forbes’ eyebrows rose. “French! If so, and it’s genuine, it’s valuable. Most French silver was melted down to replenish the state coffers. Not much survived.”

Ginny nodded. “That might explain why there’s only one.” 

“But not why it’s black.”

Ginny looked up and smiled at Caroline. “Silver tarnishes if it’s not protected, and it’s hard work to clean it. I often find silver in the antiques stores in this condition.”

“And she’s a miracle worker when it comes to polishing them,” her mother added. “No tarnish left behind!”

Ginny protested. “That’s not true and you know it!” She turned the candlestick and rubbed gently along the next edge, hoping to find more marks. “The more intricate the design,” she explained to Caroline, “the more difficult it is to get the cracks and crevices clean. So it’s both accepted and a mark of authenticity to see an old piece with black lines edging the design.”

“What’s that?” Caroline asked, pointing at the sponge.

Ginny glanced down, then stopped, staring at the pad. She expected to see brown, the dust of ages being removed, and black, the corrosion that comes with oxidation, but she did not expect red. She looked more closely. Not bright red, a dull rust color. She frowned.

“Maybe there was something spilled on the candlestick.” She rinsed the sponge and dabbed at the spot. It came away red again. She looked up into her husband’s face. His mouth was shut, but his eyes were dancing. She set the candlestick down and went into the master bathroom, returning with a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. “Let’s try this.”

She pulled a clean paper towel off the roll and wet it with the peroxide, then touched the sponge. It foamed.

She looked up and found Caroline’s eyes wide, her mother’s narrowed, Jim’s speculative.

“Is it blood?” Caroline’s voice was hushed.

Mrs. Forbes answered her. “Not necessarily. It will have to be properly tested.”

Ginny nodded, then blotted the candlestick dry and wrapped it back up in its tissue paper. “I’m going to put this back in the box.”

The other three watched as she repacked the candlestick, then Jim took the parcel into the living room and set it aside. He returned to the kitchen and gathered up his keys, a smile still playing at the corner of his mouth. “I’m off. I have a couple of errands I want to do before the meeting starts.”

Ginny accompanied him to the garage, her brow furrowed.

“Jim, I’m sorry—” She started to apologize, but he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, grinning.

“Don’t worry, my love. I won’t hold this against you.”

She shook her head. “It’s a good thing you were here when the package arrived.”

He climbed into his car, still smiling. “One thing about marrying you—I’m not going to be bored.”

“Give my love to Angus.” She waved as he pulled out, watched until the garage door closed, then led her guests to the living room.

All three women sat down and stared at one another. Mrs. Forbes broke the silence.

“It’s probably nothing. Old silver always comes with a history, and we don’t know where this piece has been.”

“The police lab will tell us what it is,” Caroline said. 

“If they’re willing to waste time on it,” Ginny said.

“Why wouldn’t they? It’s blood on a wedding present! Aren’t you curious how it got there?” Caroline almost bounced in her chair.

“Someone may have cut her finger and bled on it.”

“And not wiped it off? Who would do that?”

“It may be jam or paint or something else organic, not blood. Or not human blood.”

“Maybe,” Caroline said. “But that candlestick would make a good murder weapon!”

Ginny frowned. “Even if you’re right and it’s human blood, it’s not recent. The red didn’t show up until after I’d cleared away the dirt and tarnish.”

“So it’s a cold case!” Caroline’s eye were shining. “Someone wants you to solve a cold case that the police couldn’t!”

“Don’t be silly! The police aren’t fools! It’s obvious they never saw this candlestick!”

Caroline went over to the box, picked up the tag, and held it out toward Ginny. “She used your maiden name. Everyone knows Ginny Forbes has solved four murders.”

Three. The fourth hadn’t needed solving. “How do you know it’s a woman?”

Caroline blinked, then looked down at the tag. “From her handwriting, I guess. Though I could be wrong. But it doesn’t matter. The point is you’ve been sent the murder weapon in a cold case as a wedding present! The media is going to have a field day. Imagine the headlines! Laird-to-be’s new wife sees red!”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Ginny felt the blood draining from her face.

“Caroline, that would be neither kind nor wise.” Mrs. Forbes was frowning and Ginny knew that quiet comment covered the sound of a serious warning.

Caroline put the tag back in the package, sighing. “All right. I won’t tell anyone, but you have to admit it would be a great story.”

Ginny relaxed a bit. “Maybe so, but let’s see if there’s any reason to be worried before we go public.” 

Mrs. Forbes picked up a clipboard and lifted an eyebrow at Caroline. “Shall we get to work?”

Caroline grinned, not the least bit discouraged. She turned to Ginny. “I will work, but only if you promise to let me know what you find out.”

“I promise. You’ll be the fourth person I tell.”

“Fourth? Who before me?”

“Jim, Himself, and my mother, in that order.”

“Oh.” Caroline nodded. “I guess I can live with that.”

It took them two hours to list the remaining gifts and address the envelopes then Ginny glanced at the clock.

“Thank you both for your help. My husband and I would like to invite you to come to dinner one day next week so Jim can show off his wife’s cooking, but for the moment, I have an appointment at the library.” She saw Caroline out the door, then turned to her mother. “I promised Mrs. Olafsson I’d help with her genealogy. I’ll drop the candlestick at the police station on my way over.”

“That sounds like a good idea.”

They looked at each other in silence for a long moment, then Ginny shrugged. “It’s probably nothing and—even if it is—I don’t have to do anything about it. I can still keep my promise to Jim.”

Her mother held out her arms and Ginny gratefully accepted a hug and a kiss. “It’s a bit early to worry about what may or may not come of this.”

Ginny nodded, then let her mother out. She gathered up the materials she would need at the library, then went to collect the unwelcome wedding present. She hefted the box thinking it seemed heavier than it had on arrival, as if it had taken on more importance while it sat in her kitchen. 

She shook off the impression, telling herself not to be a fool. Things like that only happened in fiction. This was her real life, her true and genuine and happily ever after with Jim life and she wasn’t going to let any old candlestick ruin it! She tucked the box firmly under her arm, locked the door, and headed out.

 

* * *

 


Chapter 2

 

Tuesday Afternoon

Dallas Genealogy Library

 

The old woman was waiting on the bench outside the entrance to the genealogy section of the Public Library. Ginny smiled in greeting, then walked over and offered her hand to help the old lady to her feet.

“Good afternoon. How are you today?” Mrs. Olafsson was suffering from metastatic breast cancer. She had good days and bad days. On a bad day, an effort of this sort, coming down to the library, would have been impossible.

“Good, thank you.” Mrs. Olafsson reached over and patted Ginny’s hand. “You’re such a sweet child. You always ask as if you mean it.”

“Of course! What’s the point of asking a question if you aren’t willing to hear the answer? Let’s set up over here.” Ginny guided her charge to a computer desk, made sure her pupil was comfortable, helped her locate her glasses, and opened the genealogy program.

“What we’re going to do today is set up a family group file. You’ll add to it as we go along. The software we’re going to use was created by a genealogist specifically for this purpose, so it’s pretty user-friendly.”

Ginny followed her words with action, creating a new database, giving it a title they could both remember, then pulling up the family group sheet for the primary researcher.

“This is where you put in information about yourself. You start with the name you were given at birth.” She showed Mrs. Olafsson how to position the cursor and watched as she typed in her name and birthdate. Patsy Bryant. 17 March 1951.

“Patsy. Is that what the birth certificate says?”

The old woman shook her head. “No. My real name is Martha. Patsy’s just a nickname.”

“We want this database to match the documents, so let’s put Martha in front and put parentheses around Patsy. That will make it clear to everyone that you had a nickname.”

“Why is it asking me for a source?” Mrs. O. asked.

“Because it assumes that a newborn isn’t capable of remembering her own birth, and that you got the information from someone else, usually a birth certificate.”

Mrs. O. laughed. “Well, the machine is right. I don’t remember being born.”

Ginny smiled. “This is one of the most important principles of genealogy. We use witness testimony to establish the truth of whatever it is we’re asserting, and we know from experience that people can make mistakes. So there are some rules. If the information is supplied by adults who were present at the time—actually there and paying attention—we usually believe them.”

“What if they’re lying?”

“There are some things we can do to test the veracity of the statements, but we’ll leave that for another lesson. Did you bring your birth certificate with you?”

Mrs. Olafsson dug it out of her bag and handed it over. Ginny placed it on the scanner and made a digital image of the document, then showed Mrs. O. how to attach the image to her source file.

“Now you have a fact and a picture of the document you’re using as proof.”

Mrs. O. was peering at her birth certificate. “There’s a lot of information on this.”

“Yes, and we’re going to use all of it. Here’s where you type in your mother’s name and here’s where you’ll put your father.” They worked for twenty minutes in this manner, adding names, dates, and locations, then linking those bits of information to the image of the birth certificate.

Mrs. O. looked over at Ginny and smiled. “I had no idea I could do this!”

Ginny nodded. “Once you get all your information into the program, you can share it with other researchers. When you’re ready, you can print a book right from the computer.”

“You mean like the books I see here?”

“Yes, indeed!”

“What do we do next?” Mrs. O. asked.

“Your husband.”

“He died a long time ago.”

“Well this is one of the ways we can make sure no one forgets him.” Between them, they pulled the raw data off her marriage license.

“What’s this question?”

Ginny smothered a smile. “One of the possibilities is that a couple had children without being married to one another.”

“You mean like adoption?”

“Well, that’s one possibility. The database is flexible enough to cover all the ways a human being can come into existence, and all the ways we can link them into family groups. Did you have any children?”

Mrs. O. shook her head regretfully. “No, none of our own, and Hubert died before I could talk him into adopting. I wanted to, though. It got lonely at times.”

Ginny nodded again. “Here is where you put the rest of Hubert’s information.” She walked Mrs. O. through adding the death record for her husband. “This field allows you to type in anything you want. I usually copy what’s on the gravestone and any obituary I can find. Every word matters so I always put it all down, exactly as it appears, mistakes included.”

Mrs. O. typed diligently, then sat back and sighed. “He was a good man. Strong and brave and handsome.” She turned to Ginny and smiled. “I hope you and Dr. Mackenzie will be as happy as we were.”

Ginny felt a tiny thrill at the thought of her future. “Thank you. I hope so, too.” She walked Mrs. O. through the steps for recording data and the source documents for each of the bits of information, including short biographies for herself, her husband, and her parents.

“It’s asking me if I had another set of parents.”

Ginny reached over and chose the correct setting from the drop-down menu. “Remember I said it was flexible. It allows for deaths and divorces and second marriages. It’s a little harder to manage, but you could also put blended families in, those made up of several families all living together. The thing you have to remember is to always tell the truth. If there is a child born out of wedlock, for instance, you put in the biologic parents, then link them to the adoptive parents using the option provided. No one is judging. In genealogy all we care about is the truth.”

“That’s very high-minded of you.”

Ginny shrugged. “People aren’t perfect, and some of the stories are fascinating. It took me many years, but I finally found a horse thief among my ancestors! “

“My goodness! How did you find out about him?”

“You read everything, legal documents and histories of the area, family letters, and local newspapers. Anything you can find. One day the missing piece fell into my lap and I was able to follow the thread and figure it out.”

“How exciting!” Mrs. O.’s smile faded. “I won’t have time for anything like that.”

Ginny felt a stab in the region of her heart and hurried to soften the truth. “No genealogy is ever finished, and you’re in a very exciting moment of your research since you’re just getting started. It’s all new and there’s no telling what you may find!”

Ginny opened a browser window and navigated to a genealogy website. “This is an open source (that means free) site with a huge amount of information on it, most of it primary source documents. Those are the best since they were made at the time by the people who were present and had a reason to write it down.” She typed in Mrs. O.’s maiden name and birthdate then hit the search button. The official birth record popped up at the top of the list. “Here you are, and here are your parents.”

“That’s right. That’s what it says on my birth certificate.”

“And that’s what we’re looking at. See? Here’s a picture. This is the same document you have in your file. And here’s the same information written down a little differently because this record was created after the fact. The farther you get from the event, the less you can rely on the documentation. That’s why tombstones are not considered good sources of birth information, but they’re excellent at recording death dates.” Ginny scrolled down the list, looking for other examples of the public information genealogists use to build databases.

“Here’s another birth record. This one is two years after you were born and it looks like a boy. This must be your brother.”

Mrs. O.’s forehead wrinkled. “I don’t have a brother.”

Ginny looked from the old woman to the screen, then back again. “A sister?” The sex might have been recorded incorrectly.

“No. I was an only child.”

Ginny frowned at the computer screen, then dug deeper, switching to the census records that would have covered Mrs. O.’s birth. Two children, a boy and a girl. “This looks like you. That’s your name, right? And your parents? And the dates fit.”

Mrs. O. peered at the screen, adjusting her glasses. “Well, it certainly looks like me, but I didn’t have a brother.”

Ginny went back to the birth records. Same parents, same name, same address. “Could you have had a brother who died, or who was raised by someone else?”

“I suppose it’s possible, but I don’t remember my mother ever mentioning another child.”

“Well,” Ginny said. “One of the things genealogists have to do is keep an open mind. Let’s put this boy in your database and see if we can find out what happened to him.”

“Okay.” Mrs. O. typed in the data for the male child, and Ginny attached the images of the birth certificate and the census to the source links.

“So I have a brother I never knew about?” Mrs. O. asked.

Ginny shrugged. “It looks like it.” She smiled. “It’s a bit surprising, but that’s one of the things I love about genealogy. It gives me an outlet for my insatiable curiosity!”

 

* * *

 


Chapter 3

 

Tuesday Afternoon

Mackenzie Residence

 

When Jim got home, Ginny met him at the door, drink in hand. “Welcome home, darling!”

Jim smiled, taking the drink in one hand and his wife in the other. He kissed her swiftly, released her, then stood sipping the scotch, eyeing her expression. It was too soon to tell how sneaky she was going to prove to be, but he’d had a taste of it already. This was just the married version of the same behavior.

“Do I need softening up for some reason?”

“Heaven forefend! I just thought you might like a drink after a hard afternoon at the office. How was the council meeting?”

“Very interesting.”

“I want to hear all about it, but you’ll have to follow me into the kitchen. I’m cooking.”

Jim settled down in one of the kitchen chairs and watched as she opened the oven and examined a large piece of meat.

“Are we expecting company?”

“Not tonight. I’ve promised to have everyone over next week, but I’ve already had to share you today.” She closed the oven door and turned to face him. “I want some time alone with you.”

Jim licked his lips. “When will the food be ready?”

“Quite soon. You have ten minutes to wash up.”

Jim rose and crossed the room, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist. He bent down and planted a kiss on the side of her neck. “I don’t have to go to work tonight.”

Both of them were used to working the graveyard shift at the hospital, which meant the main meal of the day was timed for four-thirty in the afternoon, so they could be done, dressed, and at work by six-thirty.

She turned in his arms, smiling up at him. “Would you rather eat later?”

He considered his options, then shook his head. “No, I’d rather eat now and hear what you’ve been up to.”

“All right. I’ll get the plates.”

When they had taken the edge off their appetites, she opened the conversation. “Tell me about the meeting.”

Jim dabbed at his lips with the napkin. “Well, the first surprise was that most of the lairds who came to our wedding were present. Grandfather must have decided it was too good an opportunity to miss. We started with congratulations and toasts.”

Ginny smiled. “And then?”

Jim sighed. It had been a sobering afternoon. “The discussion was mostly about security and how to strengthen it.”

Ginny looked up from her plate. “Are we in danger?”

“The consensus seems to be, yes. Some of the lairds have received threats.”

He watched her put down her fork, her eyes troubled. “What kind of threats?”

“Hate mail, graffiti, a dead animal tossed onto someone’s lawn.”

“Oh, Jim! That’s awful!”

He nodded. “Most of the discussion was about what it will take to make a gated community out of each of the Homesteads.”

Her eyes narrowed. “We have the Children’s Wall.” 

This was a reference to a physical barrier, a rampart actually, that surrounded a large part of the core properties of the Loch Lonach Homestead. It was pierced by wide gates that could be closed at need. They never had been. 

The practice of painting memorials for fallen veterans on the outside of the wall had begun after the First World War This continued, but the custom had expanded to include the children of the Homestead. Each made a pilgrimage to the Wall, to add his or her voice. The messages were typically of peace.

“Which puts us ahead of the game.” Jim sighed. “Most of the Homesteads don’t have anything to protect the residences, only the museums and living history sites. Anyone who wants to start a firestorm can.”

Their new house, the one he and Ginny had been given as a wedding present, was not new. It was situated on a hill behind a lawn that sloped up to the foundation of the house. There were mature trees out front, positioned to allow an unobstructed view of the lake, and any visitor who might be approaching.

The original log cabin had been sited further up the hill, and the dwellings that had replaced it had been designed to protect the inhabitants from wild animals, weather, and the occasional unprincipled human. 

Jim’s grandfather had deepened the ditch out front, improving the drainage and leaving a channel no sane driver would try to breach in anything less than a military assault vehicle; upgraded the entrance and exit to the sweep drive, and the bottom of the stone steps that led to the front door with electronically controlled barriers; replaced the wrought iron fencing with taller, stronger, more deeply rooted decorative railing; and installed a state-of-the-art security system for the entire property. The back of the house had been similarly updated. Jim had not questioned the improvements at the time.

Ginny frowned. “Why would anyone want to attack us?”

“Jealously. Fear. Hatred.” 

Her eyes widened. “Why should anyone hate us?”

“Because we’re different.”

“But this country was founded on the idea that different cultures could live in peace, side by side.”

“Unfortunately, some people don’t want to live in peace. They want to wipe out anyone who is different from them.”

Ginny’s face was stricken. “Our Highland ancestors were burned out of their homes and sold into slavery. If that happens again, where are we supposed to go, the moon?”

Jim shook his head. “We don’t have many options, but the vote today was against giving in to bullies. We’ll stand our ground, and fight for our homes.” He sighed. “If we have to, we’ll retreat to the caverns and ride it out.” He looked at her and smiled. “Don’t start packing yet. It may not be necessary.”

She nodded, still frowning. “You said there was a first surprise. That implies a second.”

“You remember Ian Hunter?”

“Wally’s father, yes.”

“He’s got someone opposing him for his state senate seat.”

“That’s not surprising. Who is it?”

“You may not know him, but he’s one of us. I mean, one of the Loch Lonach Homesteaders.”

He saw his wife smile. “It’s okay, Jim. You were born here, and you’re here now. You can include yourself.”

Jim rubbed the back of his neck. His time away from Texas had left a mark and he was being careful not to presume his return was universally welcome.

“It’s Maury Patterson.”

Ginny’s eyebrows rose. “Didn’t they just bury old Mrs. Patterson, about a week ago?”

“Yes. He’s been living in Illinois, but he came back for the funeral, and he’s inherited the house.”

“Oh! Let me guess. He’s moving home.”

Jim nodded. “And wants to continue his political career. He was a state senator in Illinois. It’s a lateral move for him.”

“If he can win the seat.”

Jim made a face. “He’s running on the Bread and Circuses ticket, promising everything to anyone who wants to live well without having to work for it.”

“That doesn’t sound like Homestead.”

 “Grandfather seemed very put out.”

“Were there any other surprises?”

Jim shook his head. “Not that concern us.” He smiled at her across the table. “As a matter of fact, I was dismissed and sent home to my wife, to do my duty by her.” He caught her eye, and Jim was tickled to see the color rising in her cheeks. “Your turn,” he said. “How is Mrs. Olafsson?”

“We had a pretty good day, but there was a surprise there, too. We found a birth record for a brother she didn’t remember. Apparently, he died as a child. I suppose she might be losing her memory, from the cancer, or the chemo, or some other form of dementia.”

“It’s possible.”

“But it seemed strange to me. Surely her parents would have mentioned a dead brother at some point.”

“People do funny things, to protect themselves, including pretending a dead child never happened.”

“Maybe her mother did all the usual things to remember a lost child, but Mrs. Olafsson suppressed the whole thing. Maybe she was jealous of her brother. Either way, whether her mother did the suppressing or Mrs. O. somehow forgot to remember, it’s suspicious.”

The corner of Jim’s mouth curved up slightly. “Am I going to have to share you with Mrs. Olafsson during our honeymoon?”

Ginny’s face cleared. “No. We’re booked for a family dinner with Sandy on Wednesday evening, but the rest of the clan will have to wait.”

“We, huh?”

She dimpled. “Yes, my love. Alex isn’t in town often and this is an opportunity for you to get to know him better.”

Jim rose and helped clear away the meal, then leaned up against the counter while she filled the dishwasher. “And the candlestick?”

“I dropped it by the police station on my way to the library, with a note to Detective Tran telling her the circumstances, and that I was washing my hands of the whole affair.”

Jim burst out laughing, caught his wife as she went by, pulled her to him, and kissed her. “Aren’t you even a little bit curious?”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Well, of course, but I expect Tran will let us know what she finds. It’s none of my business, anyway.”

“None of your business? You’re sure of that?”

She smiled up at him. “I’ve got the Homestead, my job, and a husband to train. I don’t need any more trouble. The police can have it.”

 

* * *

 


Chapter 4

 

Wednesday morning

Loch Lonach

 

Early the next morning, Jim rolled over and stretched, delighting in his health and youth and the warm bundle beside him. He had no trouble sleeping, day or night, on a featherbed or the floor. This day he woke rested and eager to begin his third day of married life. 

He went up on one elbow, and looked down at his still-sleeping wife. She lay curled on her side, one hand tucked under her pillow. Her cheeks were flushed with sleep, her lips rosy, her cute little nose white beneath its dusting of pale freckles. The Nordic bloodline showed also in the red-gold braid that followed the line of her shoulder, falling across the blanket, then cascading onto the mattress, while the fuzzy tendrils of new growth that framed her face glowed in the first light. She was lovely to look upon and Jim’s heart swelled within him.

Much as he hated to wake her, he had a treat planned. An early bird treat. He bent down and kissed her cheek, murmuring to her, rousing her gently from slumber. She was not a morning person, but there would have to be some accommodations made in light of the change in her status. He promised himself he would make sure she got enough sleep, just not right this minute.

“Wake up, my love. We have places to go and people to see.”

She sighed, then stretched, her eyes still closed, but it was enough. Jim leaned down and kissed her, gratified to see a smile appear, followed by drowsy eyes opening to his voice.

“Wake, my love,” he said, “and rise. We’ve got a date with a horse.”

She nodded. “I’ll be right there.” She closed her eyes and rolled over, snuggling into the bed linens.

“Nope. Now.” Jim pulled back the covers, exposing her to the cool air in the room. She protested, but sat up, rubbing her face. 

“I’ll start the coffee. You get dressed,” he said.

Jim rolled off the bed and into his riding clothes. He was just dishing up the scrambled eggs and bacon when she appeared, dressed and ready to go. The two of them ate swiftly, leaving the dishes in the sink, and hurried out to keep their appointment. 

It wasn’t far. The stables were on the north side of the loch. The sun hung just above the eastern horizon, throwing golden streamers across the lawns. The sky was still pale from the night, but growing bluer with each passing minute. There were fluffy white clouds scudding across the face of the heavens, promising a cool breeze to whisk away any early summer heat. Ginny rolled down her window and stuck her nose out, breathing in the air.

“What a beautiful morning!”

Jim nodded, then turned onto a private drive, parked, and came around to hold her door open for her. The proprietor was already approaching, two saddled horses in tow.

“Good morning.”

“Indeed it is!” Jim settled his ball cap on his head, feeling out of uniform without a Stetson, and shook the owner’s hand.

“This here’s Lulabelle. The stallion is Rhombus.” 

Jim looked at the mounts. Both appeared well-bred and well rested. Combine that with the fresh breeze and they were likely to have a frisky outing. He’d ridden before, as all good Texas children do, and at camp in Virginia. He had the basics and a bit more. 

Ginny had shown nothing but enthusiasm for the idea when he’d suggested it, claiming proficiency and a love of horseflesh. She projected self-confidence. Cockiness, even. He looked forward to seeing what she could do. 

The proprietor gave Ginny a leg up and watched with approval as she gathered in the reins. He adjusted her stirrups, checked the girth on her mount, then turned to Jim and did the same for him. When he was satisfied, he pointed along the back fence. “The trail starts on the other side of the road. It’s well marked and dry at the moment. You shouldn’t have any trouble.” He pulled the gate open and looked for traffic before stepping aside. “I assume you have your phones with you.” Both of them nodded. “All right, kids. Have fun!”

Jim turned his horse’s nose in the direction of the woods and headed out, Ginny following. She looked back over her shoulder. “He’s not coming with us?”

“Nope. It’s just you and me for a couple of hours.” He smiled at her expression. It was a tremendous compliment to be allowed to take another man’s horse out without supervision and she recognized the implication.

“Pulled some strings, did you?”

“I know a man.”

She laughed out loud, coming up beside him. “Daddy, I want a pony for my birthday!”

He grinned. “No paddock at the house.”

“Darn! Well, I guess I’ll just have to make this do!” 

She trotted forward. The trail wound its way through meadow at this point. He watched as she urged her mare into a canter, then left the trail, turning a wide circle through the tall weeds, startling a pocket of butterflies and kicking up dust behind her. 

“Whee!” 

In her gingham shirt and faded jeans, scuffed boots and battered straw hat, she could have passed for a barrel racer at the Stock Show. She cooed to her mare, then urged her into a full-out sprint to the end of the meadow and back.

Jim held his mount still, watching her. The exercise brightened her checks and sparkled in her eyes. The braid flying out behind made her look young, a teenager, rather than the mature professional she was. She was laughing, grinning, and Jim could not have been happier.

She trotted up to fall in beside him, reining in her exuberance and her equine companion in plenty of time to enter the shaded woods at a decorous walk.

The animals paced through the woods, familiar with the route and undisturbed by the shimmering brook that appeared on their left. It was still running full. Later in the season, it would be a series of shallow pools. At the moment, Jim could see carp rising to snatch the insects resting on the surface of the water. 

The canopy of leaves moved in the air above them, too thick for much sun to penetrate, but what light did make it through was the color of clover. Every now and then, there would be a gust of wind and the top branches would sway, letting shafts of sunlight fall momentarily on the earth and riders. 

It was quiet in this refuge, but not silent. There were birds calling to one another, and the sound of the water in the middle distance, and the whispering wind in the tops of the trees, far enough away to be another world, close enough for a benediction.

Jim breathed deeply, letting the horse lead the way. It was soul-restoring out here, with just himself and nature and the one companion he wanted in all the world. She had paused to look at the water. When she turned back, she smiled, and Jim felt his heart sing. Now, this was what a honeymoon should feel like.

They had seen no one since leaving the roadway. He dismounted, led his horse over to an oak, and tied it to a low hanging bough. When Ginny caught up with him, he took her reins, did the same for her mare, then caught her as she dismounted. He set her gently on the ground, then turned and headed up the path, his arm around her waist.

“Let’s walk a bit.”

She leaned into him and tried to match his stride, giggling when he lengthened it and she had to be hauled along to keep up. He stopped abruptly and pulled her into a kiss.

“I adore you, Mrs. Mackenzie.”

She returned the salute with enthusiasm. “And I, you, Dr. Mackenzie.” She smiled up at him, then put her head down on his shoulder, breathing deeply. “This was a wonderful idea! Thank you!”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“How long do we have the horses for?”

He consulted his watch. “Another hour. Let’s ride to the top of the hill and see what’s on the other side, then head back.”

They remounted and followed the path, still going slow, savoring the morning.

“I’m having a ball,” Ginny said. “But I’m going to be sore tomorrow. I can’t remember the last time I was on a horse.”

Jim smiled at her. “Most people don’t know that you have to use your knees.”

“And thighs.” 

Most people also thought Dallas was flat. They climbed the hill, emerging from the trees onto a vast sweep of prairie grasses, thoughtfully mown by the park department. They trotted across the field, then continued the climb to the summit, stopped, and looked around. 

There were cliffs and ridges and valleys all over the area. From their vantage point, Jim could see down over a section of the watershed that fed the loch, then, turning, across the slope crowned with a carefully preserved patch of old growth hardwoods, then, turning again, the skyline of downtown, clearly visible, glittering in the sunlight. He could also see movement in the air above them. He shaded his eyes and looked up. Herons. 

Loch Lonach was on the North American Flyway. They got migratory birds from all over the two continents. They also had swans and ducks and gulls who made their homes on the lake. The fishing was good and the water clean. The pioneers who had claimed this spot had chosen well. It was a lovely place to call home.

Something caught his eye and he turned to look again at the Dallas skyline. On the southern edge, black smoke was rising into the air in a billowing column. Too big to be a trash fire, and brush wouldn’t be that color. A burning car looked like that, but wouldn’t be so broad, or so tall. He watched it for a minute, trying to pinpoint the direction and estimate where it could be coming from, then pushed the puzzle aside.

“You ready to head back?” he asked.

She nodded. They rode back slowly, spinning out the hour, then turned the horses in and climbed back into the car. From there Jim took her for BBQ, then home to wash the horsey smell off.

He had promised her a nap and was as good as his word, stretching out on the bed and tucking her up against his heart. She closed her eyes and yawned, relaxing into his arms, then drifting off to sleep. Jim bent down and kissed her, very gently. It had been a good morning, therapeutic, and neither one of them had anything on the calendar for the rest of the day. He pulled the cover over them, but didn’t close his eyes.

He had turned on the news while she was in the shower. The column of smoke was on every channel. It was big, all right. Protestors had torched the oil refinery in southeast Dallas, citing ‘green energy’ concerns and ignoring the EPA’s support of recycling used oil. 

The experts were shaking their heads. The processing plant was a total loss and the fire would have to be allowed to burn itself out, spewing thick smoke over a wide swath of the area until it did, destroying air quality, jobs, and the associated tax base in the process. 

Jim tried to recapture the peace of the morning, but it was gone, replaced by a growing fear that this incident would not be the last of its kind in Dallas. 

There was historical precedent. There had always been too many people in the world willing to use force to get what they wanted, and not afraid to destroy lives in the process. Especially if they’d been told those lives were a threat to their own. Good fences make good neighbors. 

The council was right. They needed walls and too many of the Homesteads hadn’t seen this coming. Jim frowned and tried not to imagine what an armed mob could do to his new found happiness.

 

* * *

 


Chapter 5

 

Wednesday

Brochaber

 

On Wednesday evening, there was a merry family group gathered around the Laird’s table, with Mrs. Forbes cooking, assisted by her daughter, and the Laird pouring the whisky, assisted by his grandson. The true guests were the five Forbes family members visiting from Atlanta—Ginny’s brother, Alex, his wife, Wendy, and their three sons, Alex, Jr. (six and one-half years old), John (coming up on his fifth birthday), and George (three and a half). Ginny couldn’t help noticing that they were very close in age, and that there had been no more since George’s appearance—not yet, anyway.

When Jim had bent down to whisper in her ear, “Why are you staring at the boys?” she had whispered back, “Just thinking ahead.” 

She’d done some thinking ahead already, having child-proofed Angus’ den and laid in a variety of games for the older boys to play after dinner, while the adults caught up on family news. George was settled on the kitchen floor with age-appropriate (too big to swallow) building blocks and over-sized crayons that were guaranteed not to stain the floor if he ran off the page.

Jim was the curiosity, being the newest addition to the family. When the visitors had finished interrogating their new brother-in-law, Ginny was required to fill in details of her adventure in New Orleans, suitably modified for young ears. She was astonished to find it was less than a week ago. So much had happened since.

“And what’s this I hear about a murder weapon among the wedding presents?” Alex was grinning at her from across the table. 

Ginny stared at him. “I’m going to have to strangle Caroline.”

He shook his head. “Mother mentioned it.”

Ginny gave her mother a withering look, then answered Alex’s question. “I handed it over to the police, but it’s probably a dead end.”

“Hah! Caught you!”

Ginny was startled, then sheepish. She’d forgotten this particular game. Jim turned to look at Alex. “Caught her in what?”

“Subconscious punning. She’s really bad about it. Half the time she doesn’t even know she’s done it.” He was grinning. “We used to make her pay forfeits.”

Jim was smiling, too. “I like that idea.”

Ginny almost stuck her tongue out at him, then decided she was too old for that.

“There must be a story behind it, the candlestick, I mean,” said Wendy. 

Ginny shrugged. “We might be able to figure out who sent it, then ask them why, and why now. But that may be all we get. We’ll just have to wait and see what the police find.” She closed the door on the subject and turned the conversation to family matters.

While the men retired to the living room to talk sports, the women cleaned the kitchen, then followed the two older boys into the den, taking George with them. Sinia settled down with her grandsons, having been invited to join their game. Ginny hung back, feeling shy about her lack of maternal experience. She watched as Wendy settled George in a nest of small blankets on the floor at her feet, his thumb planted firmly in his mouth, marveling that anything as innocent-looking as that sleeping cherub could wreak the havoc a three-year-old can produce.

Wendy looked up, caught her eye, and patted the cushion beside her.

“You look as if you have questions.”

Ginny flushed, then accepted the invitation. “I do.”

“What do you want to know?”

Ginny was a nurse and she had reference books, but reading about something was not the same thing as going through it. “I want to know what it’s like to be pregnant.”

Wendy smiled. “Two ground rules. One, it’s different for every woman and every pregnancy is different, so stay in touch with your obstetrician. And two, call me anytime. I’m still in the stay-at-home phase and will be happy to have an adult to talk to.”

“Thank you!” Ginny took a deep breath and plunged in. An hour later, Alex stuck his head in the door and looked around.

“What are you two talking about?”

His wife smiled at him. “Souvenirs. The boys want cowboy boots and hats and six shooters.”

“And I know just where to get them,” Ginny volunteered. “Would tomorrow be a good day to go shopping?”

“Works for me,” Wendy said.

“We’ll all go. I need new boots.”

“We’ll all go where?” Jim asked, adding his head to the crush at the door.

“Boot shopping, which you don’t need, having just purchased a rather expensive pair of custom boots for yourself.” Ginny smiled at her husband.

Jim nodded. “But I neglected to get a hat, so I do have a reason to go with you.”

“You just don’t want to be left behind.”

He slid past Alex, settled down beside Ginny, threw his arm around her shoulders, and pulled her to him. “Absolutely right. This is my honeymoon and I don’t want to miss a minute of it.”

Alex snorted. “Some honeymoon! Here you are eating family dinners, and going shopping with small children, which is not supposed to happen on a honeymoon!”

They all laughed, but Ginny thought herself lucky to have affectionate family to eat with, and her own bed to sleep in.

There was nothing said of the danger to the Homesteads in front of the children, of course, and all three had to be taken away and put to bed soon after the arrangements for the next day had been completed, George, thoroughly asleep, carried to the car by his father.

Ginny waved goodbye from the door, then returned to the kitchen. The departure of the Atlanta contingent left the four of them free to talk for a bit longer, this time about Alex and his family and how well everyone looked.

When she and Jim took their leave, it was with a sense of deep contentment. She was sure she was right. Her married life would be a charmed one, full of love and happy times like this one. She slipped her hand into Jim’s and his closed around hers. Home. She had a home of her own. And, if it came to it, that was something to fight for. But not tonight. She put the thought away and concentrated on not spilling the remainder of the apple pie onto the floor of the car.

 

* * *

 

Thursday morning

Boot store

 

Ginny was kneeling on the carpet of the boot emporium, surrounded by stacks of boxes, helping Wendy locate the right size for George. The bright lighting at the back of the store was doing a good job of displaying the options, but George was having trouble sitting still. Alex was talking to the clerk about John, and they seemed to be choosing between red or blue leather. Jim was shepherding Alex, Jr. through the hats, eliciting cheerful protests as he dropped adult-sized Stetsons onto Alex’s head.

Wendy shook her head. “They’re all going to grow out of them in six months. I don’t know why we’re doing this.”

“For the fun of it, and the boots will last long enough to be hand-me-downs.”

Wendy lifted an eyebrow. “We’re going to need pictures.”

Ginny nodded. “We can do that. It’s a beautiful day. We’ll grab lunch and have a picnic in the park.” She shoved the boot in her hands onto George’s left foot and rocked it back and forth, checking the toe space. “There! That should last for a while. And you can use double socks until he grows a bit more.” She wasn’t aware she was the object of a stranger’s attention until she saw the expression on her sister-in-law’s face. She turned, following Wendy’s gaze.

The man who stood at her right shoulder was the picture of a Dallas businessman in the time of her grandfather, from his bolo neck tie to his silk vest, pocket watch, boots, and gray felt hat, which he raised when he addressed her.

“Good morning, Mrs. Mackenzie. I was grieved when I found myself unable to attend your nuptials. Allow me to offer you my wish for all possible happiness.”

Ginny climbed to her feet, her social smile in place. As far as she knew, she’d never seen this man before. She had certainly not invited him to her wedding.

“Thank you, Mr.—”

“Senator Patterson.” He shook her hand, then Wendy’s, then extended his hand to George, who ducked behind his mother. “What a fine tyke! I see you’re buying him boots. An excellent decision. Bring them up right, I always say.”

The bonhomie rang false and Ginny was suddenly reminded of a line in one of her favorite movies. “I'm a politician which means I'm a cheat and a liar, and when I'm not kissing babies I'm stealing their lollipops.” George’s instincts seemed sound.

The Senator’s eyes strayed from Ginny and she turned to find Jim approaching. He was in the process of handing off Alex to his father. That done, he came to stand beside Wendy, giving her an opportunity to excuse herself and join her husband, taking George with her. That left Jim and Ginny to face the intruder. Jim reached over and took Ginny’s hand, his eyes on the Senator.

Ginny was delighted. Not only was Jim presenting a solid front, protecting his new family from outside interference, but he was doing it with her help. She wanted to hug him, but contented herself with squeezing his hand, and an introduction.

“Jim, you may already know Senator Patterson. He was just introducing himself to me.”

Jim nodded. “I know of him, of course. Please accept our condolences on the loss of your mother.”

“Thank you. She lived a long, full life, but it was time.”

“I understand you’ll be moving into the house. That must be quite a job, coming from Illinois.”

The Senator waved his hand, brushing the trouble aside. “We’ll manage. It’s a good house for children.”

Ginny’s eyebrows rose ever so slightly. “Children?”

“My third wife and I have three, two girls and a boy.” He looked around. “I’m here to buy a new hat. My wife says this one is too frivolous. She recommends black.”

Jim nodded in the direction of the desk. “I’m sure one of the clerks will be happy to help you.”

Ginny hurried to soften the dismissal. “It was so nice to run into you like this. Perhaps we’ll meet again. In church, on Sunday?”

“It’s possible.” He tipped his gray felt again. “Good day to you, to both of you.” He turned and headed for the front desk.

Ginny turned to Jim, her smile relaxing into something closer to a grin.

“So that’s the man your grandfather mentioned. I’m delighted to have met him.”

“As am I,” Jim said. “Now, come help me decide on a hat so we can move this herd of cattle on to greener pastures.” 

He led her toward the Stetson section, where they found the Forbes family making final decisions about their purchases, assisted by a salesclerk dressed as a working cowboy (sans spurs). 

It appeared he moonlighted at the rodeo and the boys were begging their parents to stay in Dallas long enough to attend the show. Their father shook his head. “I’m sorry, boys. I have to go back to work on Monday, which means we have one more night here, then the airplane ride home tomorrow.”

“But we’re going to have a picnic and you’ll all be coming to the ceilidh tonight,” Ginny said. “Just as soon as your father pays the ransom on your souvenirs.”

Alex handed his credit card to the clerk, then smiled at his wife. “I remember my first pair of boots. I may still have them, somewhere.”

Ginny laughed. “Have you checked Mother’s attic?”

“No. I should do that this afternoon, though we don’t have space in our luggage to pack what we already have.” 

“If you find something you can’t live without, we can ship it to you.”

“It’s a deal.”

 

* * *

 

They reconvened at the lake armed with fried chicken, lots of napkins, and the camera. Ginny followed the children around the grass taking pictures as they held a mock gunfight at the O.K. Corral, and, in the case of the older boys, fell to the turf with regularity and realistic groans. She eyed her brother. 

“Sign them up for theater classes when you get home.”

“They’re already enrolled at Stone Mountain,” Wendy said, “but we can see what else is available.”

Ginny finished her photoshoot and came over to join the grownups. Jim handed her a box of chicken fingers, with dipping sauce, a container of cole slaw, and a cup of iced tea. 

Ginny sat on the picnic blanket, looking out at the surface of the lake as she ate, and decided she had never been more contented. Let the rest of the world worry. She was on her honeymoon. The cares of real life could wait.

Jim slid an arm around her waist, then bent down and whispered in her ear, “Do you still want children?”

She smiled up at him, her heart fluttering at the look in his eye. “Yes,” she whispered back. “As long as they’re yours.”

 

* * *

 

 


Chapter 6

 

Friday morning

Mackenzie / Olafsson residences

 

The honeymoon was over for Ginny. Oh, not her besotted adoration of her husband, just the holidays devoted to getting to know one another. She pulled the door of the bedroom shut and left him alone. 

It had been great fun seeing Alex and his family and she and Jim had stayed as long as they reasonably could yesterday, but they’d had to leave early to make sure Jim could get to work on time. He was still at work the next morning when Ginny and her mother collected the Atlanta contingent from the Homestead guest quarters and delivered them safely to the airport, with hugs and kisses all around.

Jim would continue to be assigned to the night shift until he’d served his first full year at Hillcrest. Ginny had fed him, and made sure he was dressed, and kissed him goodbye yesterday, as a good wife should, then let him go.

He’d called her just before eleven, to check in and wish her goodnight, and to let her know he was thinking of her. A nice gesture, but she’d be glad when he moved to day shift, so they would be able to settle into something more closely approaching normal life. In the meantime she had some late nights of her own to serve before her schedule would convert to daylight-only hours. 
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