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Chapter One

 

Jo wiped sweat from her face with a large red bandanna and appraised the sprawling ranch house with the trained eye of a carpenter. Structurally, it looked sound, but a fresh coat of paint would do wonders for its appearance.

She stepped into the shade of one of the seven ancient oak trees that provided a cool reprieve from the heat and humidity. It was only a little after two, but the temperature had already climbed into the upper nineties. She eyed her battered Ford truck with misgivings—the air conditioner was going to have to be repaired. The South Texas July weather was too hot, and August would be hell.

The faint scent of roses drifted to her from the bushes bordering the front of the house. Despite the grueling heat and drought, the plants looked lush and well tended.

Jo thought about the rose garden she and Diane had planned. Diane had started the plans after listening to Jo’s fond memories of her grandmother’s roses. She surprised Jo with the plans for the small rose garden that would be located outside the master bedroom of their dream house. French doors would open onto a small patio with a water fountain in the center. The roses would grace three sides of the patio. She and Diane had spent countless hours walking through nurseries and poring over plant catalogs searching for the most fragrant varieties.

Sounds of laughter came from the far side of the house where two men were unloading sacks of grain from a pickup into a large, beige metal shed with a connecting corral running its length. A horse standing in the thin strip of shade drew her attention. She shuddered slightly. Even from this distance the horse looked huge.

Jo had heard from her best friend, Elsie Brown, that Beth Harman, the ranch owner, was divorced and worked the three-hundred-acre ranch with only a foreman and two hired hands.

A movement beside the house caught Jo’s attention. A young girl dressed in a pink-and-white striped sleeveless top and pink shorts walked slowly toward her. Jo guessed her to be five or six years old. The child stopped several feet from Jo and threw a hesitant glance back at the house before looking again at the woman before her. Jo realized the child was probably debating whether she should talk to her or call someone from the house.

“Hello,” Jo called, hoping to ease the child’s anxiety. 

“Hi.” The girl shaded her large, brown eyes with a grubby hand to stare up at Jo’s tall, solid frame.

“Is your mom home? I’m Jo Merrick. I’m here to see her about doing some work.”

“I’m Tracy,” the child answered with a bright smile. “Mom’s in the house talkin’ to Ernie. Come on.” She took Jo’s hand and started walking. “Mom thinks you’re a man,” Tracy said with a giggle.

“Well, a lot of people get confused by my name. I guess Elsie forgot to mention it.”

Elsie Brown owned a real estate agency in San Antonio and had heard through her vast network of contacts that Mrs. Harman was looking for someone to build an additional room onto her place. With some misgivings, Jo agreed to drive the eighty miles between San Antonio and the ranch near Dodson to talk to Mrs. Harman about the job. Work was slow, and she needed to stay busy. The money would help in the unexpected expense of repairing her truck’s air conditioner, but money was secondary to Jo. Her small house was paid for, and her expenses were few. Her lifestyle was simple, and she liked it that way. Her pressing need was simply to work, to keep herself so busy there wasn’t time for memories of Diane’s death to invade.

In the process of becoming a workaholic, Jo also became a loner. Elsie was the only person she allowed to enter her life, and she even held Elsie at a safe distance.

“Whatcha gonna do for my Mom?” Tracy asked, interrupting Jo’s thoughts.

“I’m not sure, but I think she wants to add on a room.” Jo studied the large house. “Looks like you have a lot of space already.”

“Oh, it’s on the cabin.”

“The cabin?”

“Uh-huh. Mom wants to make it bigger so I can have my own room. I’m too old to share a room now.” With a new sense of importance, Tracy pulled the screen door open and stopped. “You stay here. I’m not supposed to let strangers in, so I’ll go get her. She’s sure gonna be surprised you ain’t, uh, you’re not a man.”

The child looked around guiltily. “Mom says I’m not supposed to say ain’t no more. I get a dollar if I can go a whole week without sayin’ it.” She looked down at her tanned bare feet. “Guess I already lost my dollar,” she said with a sad sigh.

Jo knelt and took one of Tracy’s small hands. “I think you remembered to correct it in time. Mistakes are only bad if you don’t bother to fix them. So you’re okay.”

Tracy looked up and flashed her a bright smile. “Yeah!” She shot inside, leaving Jo smiling after her.

Jo experienced a moment of anxiety wondering if her being a woman would matter to Mrs. Harman. Construction was still a man’s world, and some people thought gender was a direct reflection on ability.

She leaned against the peeling porch rail to wait for Beth Harman and began to construct a mental list of where she would look for work if this job fell through.

The house was up on a slight hill that allowed a wonderful view of the surrounding countryside. The landscape was beautiful even though it was dry and baked from the lack of rain. Diane would have liked the view,
Jo thought. Diane had been able to find a spark of beauty in the barest of landscapes. Jo took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It had been a year and eleven months since Diane’s death.

A cool breeze ruffled Jo’s short, auburn hair as she corralled the thoughts of Diane and gently placed them behind one of the mental walls she had built to protect herself.

At the sound of the screen door opening, Jo turned to find a slender woman who was almost as tall as Jo’s own five-feet-nine-inch frame. Her waist-length brown hair was pulled back and held in a single braid. She looked completely at ease in worn jeans, a plaid cotton shirt, a battered hat, and scruffy work boots. This was a woman who didn’t need external trappings to feel secure.

“Yes?” she said, staring at Jo with the same intense, dark brown eyes as her child’s.

“I’m Jo Merrick.” Jo saw the name didn’t register. “The carpenter.”

“Oh. I’m sorry I was expecting, uh...” Beth’s surprise was evident, but Jo gave her credit for trying to cover it.

“A man.” Jo supplied the missing word.

Beth blushed a deep crimson before extending her hand. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have assumed. Walter failed to mention you were a woman.”

Walter must be Elsie’s contact, Jo thought as she replied. “Elsie probably never told him.”

“Come inside out of the heat.”

Jo realized she was still holding Beth’s hand and quickly released it. As they stepped into the house, Jo saw Tracy standing inside the doorway and gave her a quick wink, causing the child to giggle.

“Where are your shoes?” Beth asked, spying Tracy’s bare feet.

Tracy eyed her feet as she dug her toes into the thick blue carpet. “My feet got hot.”

“Go play,” Beth conceded with a sigh, mussing Tracy’s short, curly hair before leading Jo into a large study.

A man stood bent over a table, deeply engrossed in a thick set of ledgers. The room was decorated in soft earth tones. Rag rugs provided brilliant splashes of color in front of the couch and a recliner. Sand paintings decorated the light oak paneling.

Diane hated paneling. She would have ripped it out. Jo shook her head to brush away her thoughts. She noticed how cool the house was with only the windows and doors opened. The design of the house allowed it to catch even the slightest breeze. Why can’t my truck be this cool? She wondered in exasperation.

“This is my foreman, Ernie Stanton.” Beth introduced the short, thin man Jo guessed to be in his late fifties. He looked up from the ledgers he was studying. His wrinkled, leathery face testified to the countless hours he had spent in the sun. “This is the carpenter, Jo Merrick.”

“Hello,” Ernie said in a quiet voice as he shook Jo’s hand. His sky-blue eyes hinted at a boyish mischief.

Beth retrieved a roll of blueprints leaning against the wall. She spread them out on a long, wooden table that sat behind the couch.

“I want to add a room onto the cabin. Here’s what I need.” Ernie and Jo moved to either side of her.

The smell of roses engulfed Jo. It took a moment for her to realize that it was the woman beside her and not the plants outside. A sense of loneliness invaded her, and she found herself leaning into the scent. Embarrassed, she pulled up sharply.

Damn, she thought. At this rate I’ll be climbing into her lap and asking for a peppermint.

***

 

Jo’s maternal grandmother had smelled of roses and peppermint. Jo loved the rose sachets she would find when she peeked into her grandmother’s dresser drawers filled with delicate lace and silk shawls.

Jo remembered crawling into her grandmother’s lap and burying her face in her shoulder. There she would be engulfed by the smell of roses and peppermint. Her grandmother would laugh and stroke Jo’s hair with one hand while digging with the other into her apron pocket for a piece of the sweet, pungent peppermint.

Jo sucked on the candy while her grandmother explained the importance of hard work and determination, stressing how those two factors had allowed her to escape the harsh poverty of Ireland and come to America where she met and married Jo’s grandfather. Together her grandparents worked hard to raise two equally hard-working and determined sons. After reinforcing those traits her grandmother would tell Jo about the old country. While safely tucked against her grandmother’s warm body, Jo would become lost in a magical world of wily leprechauns, enchanted forests, and bright pots of gold.

***

 

Confused by her inability to control her emotions, Jo refocused her attention on the blueprints with single-minded determination. She needed to erase everything but the thought of work from her mind.

“It’s nothing fancy,” Beth said. “I want to make this window a doorway that leads into the new room. The room will be ten-by-ten, and I want a large closet for storage right here.” She tapped the blueprints to indicate where she wanted the closet and stepped back to let Jo examine the plans. What Beth hadn’t told Jo, the blueprints did. The room was a simple square design, with one window and a closet, nothing elaborate or difficult.

Beth and Ernie waited silently until Jo completed her study.

“I’d like to see the cabin before I decide whether to submit an estimate,” Jo said, letting the blueprints roll back up. She wanted to examine the condition of the structure before agreeing to take the job and offering a price. She didn’t want to commit herself to a project that would be better suited to demolition. Termites and the South Texas weather could undermine the structural integrity of a building. If this was a hunter’s cabin that was used once or twice a year, it probably wasn’t in very good condition.

“We could ride out now if you have time,” Beth said, glancing at her watch.

“Sure.”

Beth turned to Ernie. “Would you ask Carl to bring up two horses for us?”

“Horses!” Jo shrieked louder than she had intended and felt herself blushing at Ernie’s amused smile.

“The cabin is up in the hills, and it’s not accessible from here by car. It’s either horseback or walking. You can ride, can’t you?” A slight, teasing smile played across Beth’s lips.

The question and Beth’s attitude pricked Jo’s pride. “Of course, I can ride.” She wasn’t about to admit that she was afraid of horses, or that putting herself at the mercy of an animal weighing several hundred pounds with a mind of its own wasn’t logical. Jo’s limited experience with horses had shown her that they do exactly as they please, which included throwing her butt in the dirt at any given moment and taking off without a backward glance.

Which was exactly what happened during her only attempt at riding twelve years ago. The size of the animal had intimidated Jo from the beginning. Having grown up in the city and having no contact with animals, except for the odd hamster, cat, or dog, she was not prepared for the sheer size of the animal.

After a reluctant start from the stable, the horse stopped to munch on every clump of grass they happened upon. With the horse’s continuous grazing Jo quickly fell behind the woman she was riding with. The woman was the reason she was attempting to ride a horse in the first place. Jo was trying to impress her, but the entire day had been a disaster.

Jo cringed when she remembered that her encounter with the horse had turned out a lot better than her experience with the woman had.

***

 

Jo wasn’t ready to climb back up on one of those beasts for anyone. She turned to Beth.

“How do you plan on getting lumber and supplies in if it’s so remote? Plus, I’ll need electricity for my tools,” Jo informed her.

“There’s a road that goes in on the far side of the property, and the cabin has electricity. Dad installed it years ago.”

“Great. Give me directions. I’ll drive around and meet you there,” Jo said.

Beth slid her hands into her hip pockets. “It’s a sixty-mile drive to get to the other side from here. We’d have to go all the way to Dodson and around. The last twenty miles or so is a dirt road that’s next to impassable. If we go overland on horseback it’s less than an hour.”

Jo had the feeling Beth was using the same patient tone of voice she’d use if explaining something to Tracy, and it irritated her. Why should she be defensive about not wanting to ride a horse?

“As for lumber and supplies,” Beth continued, oblivious to Jo’s irritation. “Almost everything you need has been brought in already and the foundation has been poured. All that remains is to get a carpenter up there.” A slight falter in her voice hinted the latter was proving difficult.

No one else wanted to ride a horse to work either, Jo thought with a childish sense of satisfaction.

“I don’t want to ride to work on horseback for an hour every day.” Jo tried not to snap, but she wanted—no needed—a physically demanding job like this to keep her busy through the second anniversary of Diane’s death. She could lose herself in the work during the day, and the physical exhaustion brought on by working hard would allow her to sleep at night. A perfect job for her.

Besides that, she knew she could build the room cheaper than most large contractors since she didn’t have the overhead they had to contend with and she would do a better job in workmanship.

She had planned on talking to a friend about using his nearby hunting cabin while working here. That would have solved the problem of the long daily commute to and from San Antonio. And now, because of this stubborn woman and her silly horses, she would have to drive back in the stifling heat and start looking for another job.

“Why would you want a cabin that remote?” Jo knew it was none of her business, but she was disgusted at having wasted the entire day and she still faced the long, hot drive home.

“Because I like privacy.” Beth’s hands slid from her pockets, only to be planted squarely on her hips. Her own irritation was growing more obvious.

Jo had a brief thought that here was a woman who was used to getting her own way and didn’t like to have her decisions questioned.

“You won’t be riding in and out every day,” Beth continued. “If you get the job, we will be staying at the cabin.”

Jo didn’t miss the emphasis on if and we, but Beth cut her off before she could comment.

“If you can’t handle the job, Ms. Merrick, I’ll find another carpenter.”

Shocked by Beth’s suggestion that she was hesitating because she couldn’t handle the job rankled Jo further. “I’m quite capable of handling the job, Mrs. Harman. I’m just not sure I want it.” They stood glaring at each other while Jo mentally berated herself. Of course you want the job, you idiot. You’re just too damn stubborn and scared to ride the horse.

“Then why don’t you go see?” Ernie’s calm voice cut in. Both women turned to stare at him. He had been so quiet, Jo had forgotten he was in the room.

Jo and Beth glanced at each other before quickly looking away. Jo was embarrassed. Why had she gotten so upset? She wanted this job. With the slump in construction, it wouldn’t be easy to find a job that would carry her through the next few weeks. It’s the heat, she told herself. It’s making me irritable. That and the pending anniversary of Diane’s death.

“It’s up to you,” Beth said, her voice once more calm. “We could drive all the way around to Dodson, but it’ll be dark before we get back. Maybe we should plan on going another day.” She dug the toe of her boot into the carpet as Tracy had done with her toes earlier.

The simple act affected Jo in much the same way as it had Beth when Tracy did it. Jo felt her animosity melt away. It was ridiculous to let something as simple as riding a horse keep her from working, and she didn’t want to drive back up here at a later date. Riding the horse to the cabin would be a one-time thing and besides, she reminded herself, she needed this job.

“I guess we could ride the horses over and look at it today,” Jo said. She sounded brave enough, but her stomach still dropped freestyle at the thought of getting near a horse.

Ernie nodded and turned to leave. “I’ll get the horses.”

***

 

Jo watched Beth swing into the saddle with an easy grace that told of her confidence in a saddle. With more than a little trepidation, Jo approached the gray mare Ernie held for her. She took a deep breath and tried to shake off her nervousness as Ernie extended the reins to her.

“This is Blossom,” he said, patting the mare’s neck. He leaned closer and whispered, “She’s as gentle as a newborn baby. She won’t go anywhere you don’t tell her to.”

“Could I have that in writing?” Jo asked, her voice dripping with skepticism. Ernie chuckled as
Jo placed her foot in the stirrup and pulled herself up with much less finesse than Beth had displayed.

Tracy came running up clutching an old, battered Stetson. “I brought this for you to wear,” she explained, handing the hat up to Jo.

“Thank you,” Jo said and plopped the hat on her head. She had never liked hats and would have preferred not to use it, but Tracy looked so proud that she couldn’t refuse.

“You got it on backwards,” Tracy said with a giggle.

“Oh.” Knowing she was probably smirking at her ignorance, Jo refused to look at Beth Harman. Her face grew red as she fumbled to turn the hat around.

“Can I go?” Tracy asked Beth.

“Have you finished cleaning your room?”

Tracy rolled her eyes and started walking back toward the house. “I don’t know why I have to clean it. It’s just gonna get dirty again.”

With a wave to Ernie, Beth headed out across a wide, sun-parched pasture.

Jo gave Ernie one last pleading glance. He shook his head and laughed before giving Blossom a light slap on the rump. Jo clung to the reins and saddle horn as the mare broke into a gentle trot behind Beth.

***

 

They rode in silence. Jo eventually relaxed enough to tear her eyes from the ground and glanced at the hot, glaring sky. She wished it would rain. It hadn’t rained in San Antonio in over a month and the vegetation didn’t look as if it had rained here either.

As time slipped by and the mare continued to follow Beth with a slow, steady gait, Jo began to relax and enjoy the ride. She loved this area with its steep hills and wide valleys. She and Diane had considered buying land by a nearby lake.

The familiar emptiness swept over her. Will it ever stop hurting? she wondered. She blinked tears away and focused her attention on the faint trail they were following. As the terrain grew rockier and steeper, the insides of her legs started to hurt. She tried to shift and relax her leg muscles, but the trail grew steeper and her discomfort increased. She wished Beth would stop for a rest. Her own stubborn pride kept her from requesting that they stop. She had already whined enough for one day. Jo pulled her hat down farther over her eyes to block the sun’s glare. She would have to remember to thank Tracy again for loaning it to her. She would have really been miserable without it.

Several minutes later, Beth finally drew her horse to a halt and climbed down. They were on a wide slope that was covered in dark green junipers and ancient oaks.

“Let’s rest the horses for a while.”

Grateful beyond words, Jo slipped to the ground. Her legs trembled so, she had to hold onto the saddle for support. There goes my theory about being in great shape, she chided herself. She had assumed years of lifting and swinging lumber and heavy bags of cement mix would prepare her for anything, but it hadn’t prepared her for this.

“Are you all right?” Beth called.

“I’m great,” she chirped. “Just goddamn great,” she added in a mumble. Praying her wobbly legs would support her, Jo released her grip on the saddle and walked in small circles trying to ease the pain.

“There’s fresh water in your canteen.”

“Thanks.” Jo pulled down the canvas-covered canteen. The water was cold. She closed her eyes and savored the sensation of the water’s cool journey across her tongue and down her throat. She imagined herself as a large human sponge soaking up the liquid. As the coolness sank to her stomach Jo opened her eyes.

She watched Beth pour water into her beat-up hat and hold it for her horse to drink. Jo hesitated and then mimicked her actions. The mare drank noisily and nudged her nose against the empty hat after consuming the small amount of water Jo gave her. Jo grunted and poured more water into the hat.

“Guess I shouldn’t be so stingy since you’re the one who’s been doing all the work,” she said, holding the hat in one hand and tentatively reaching out with her other to rub the animal’s neck. The shiny coat rippled beneath her touch. Encouraged that the horse hadn’t attacked her, Jo scratched the area behind Blossom’s ear. Blossom rewarded her with a soft snort of contentment.

When the horse finished drinking, Jo shook out the hat and placed it on the saddle horn. Her legs were trembling less, so she continued to walk about. Beth was stretched out on the grass beneath an oak tree with her eyes closed. She looked so comfortable, Jo decided to join her.

The air was cooler here in the higher altitude than it had been at the ranch, and the grass still held a touch of green. The grass felt good on the back of Jo’s arms. She shifted her legs and tried to get comfortable. Her jeans were soaked with sweat and were beginning to chafe her legs.

Working outside for long stretches kept her skin deeply tanned, so she didn’t worry about sunburn; although now, she was beginning to be concerned about all the articles she’d been seeing on skin cancer. Memories of the diagnosis, numerous radiation treatments, and Diane’s tears of pain assaulted her. Without warning a chill swept over her. She rubbed the goose bumps off her arms and hopped up. “I’m ready when you are.”

Beth peeked from under her hat. A small frown creased her forehead. “Sure you don’t want to rest a while longer?”

“No. I’m fine.” Jo answered, already climbing into the saddle.

Beth shrugged and walked to her horse. Jo watched as Beth tightened the cinch and swung into the saddle.

“The trail gets a little steeper before it levels off,” Beth called as she headed out. At the moment Jo didn’t care; she just wanted to be moving. She soon changed her mind.

***

 

The trail wound up the hill at a sharp angle, gradually becoming narrower until it tapered to a four-foot ledge. Jo clung to the saddle horn and eyed the sickening drop-off, that she estimated to be over two hundred feet. At the bottom lay a massive pile of rocks that she was certain had once been a part of this ledge. She wondered briefly what had caused them to break away. An earthquake maybe? Or had they simply lost the ongoing battle with time and plummeted to the jagged floor below?

She studied the face of the wall beside her and the ledge they were traveling along. A cold sweat trickled down the nape of her neck as she saw the deep fissures in the rocks. A wide crack in the ledge in front of her caused Jo’s heart to skip a couple of beats. Without fully realizing she was doing so, she pulled the reins and brought the horse to a halt. Blossom’s front hooves were mere inches from the crack.

At the point where the ledge butted up against the wall, the crack was little more than a line in the rock. It ran across the entire width of the four-foot pathway, until it grew to a width of almost two inches at the edge, where it disappeared over the side of the ledge.

As Jo sat staring at the crack, Beth made a clicking sound with her tongue and Blossom started forward. Surprised and frightened by the horse’s sudden movement, Jo grabbed the saddle horn. She froze as Blossom’s hooves came down over the crack in the ledge. Terrified, she could only watch and wait for the rock to give way under the animal’s weight and send them plunging to the bottom. Blossom took one step and then another and another. The crack held and they passed safely onward. Jo realized she had been holding her breath and slowly released it. She could hear her heart pounding. She wanted to get down and walk, but she was afraid to attempt it, scared her movements would frighten the animal and get her tossed over the edge.

“Let Blossom have her head. She’ll follow me,” Beth called back. “There’s only a short stretch of this.”

Jo rolled her eyes and tried not to stare down at the long drop. She had no choice but to follow; there wasn’t room to turn around. She told herself to stop thinking about what would happen if the horse slipped or was frightened by something. As she clung to the saddle, she recalled the feeling of helplessness she had experienced when she had been thrown from a horse years earlier—the sense of flying head-over-heels through space with no control. What would it be like to drop two hundred feet? She squeezed her eyes shut, and her legs instinctively tightened around the horse, causing Blossom’s pace to pick up. Jo immediately eased the pressure.

“It keeps getting wider from here,” Beth called out.

With her heart in her throat, Jo forced her eyes open and was relieved to find that the trail was indeed beginning to widen. As the trail continued to expand, Jo made herself relax. She loosened her grip on the saddle and let the mare carry her forward.

“There it is,” Beth called a few minutes later and pointed down to a small valley.

Emotionally exhausted, Jo reined in beside her and caught her breath. Grudgingly, she admitted to herself that the place was beautiful.

The cabin sat on a small rise in a grove of juniper trees. A wide, green meadow separated it from the river that ran behind it. Even in the middle of summer in the scorching heat the landscape was still green.

“It’s worth an hour on horseback, isn’t it?” Beth asked without taking her eyes off the valley.

Jo sensed Beth’s question didn’t require an answer. And certainly not the one that Jo would have been inclined to give. The valley was beautiful it certainly wasn’t worth the terrifying ride she had just experienced.
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