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Prologue
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“Well, my brother is just trying to make a bad situation good, is all.  He’s trying to make things look respectable, despite the truth of it all.”

Annabeth looked at Hunter strangely after he rolled off that comment so haphazardly.

“What do you mean by that?”

Hunter knew it wouldn’t take much for the folks in town to grab hold of some gossip.  Small towns are so close-knit, and everyone usually gets up in everyone else’s lives in one way or another.  They just can’t help to try and peek behind the curtain every now and again.

There was no way he was going to let this go quickly.  He wanted the slow burn; he wanted everyone to start the rumor mills turning before he dropped his bombshell.  After all, Helen had thought nothing of annihilating him on her way out of town.  The least he could do was annihilate her back.

“Look, I shouldn’t be saying anything, really,” Hunter said, trying to come off amiable.  “I mean, I could say things, but my brother and I have had such a rocky time of things recently, that I think I shouldn’t say anymore.  Hell, I shouldn’t have said anything at all.  We’re all just trying to move on and figure it out now.  I shouldn’t be rocking the boat.”

Annabeth didn’t seem deterred from asking further about whatever it was that Hunter was insinuating.

“So, there’s something going on between Helen and Chad, then?”

Hunter tried not to smile as proudly as he wanted to at her question.

“Chad and Helen are...well, Chad and Helen.  They are together up at her ranch, and things are as they are.”

“I swear.  Why are you being so cryptic?  It’s friggin’ annoying,” Annabeth said with a chuckle as she finished ringing his order up.  “You see that it’s a slow day.  I can take my time finishing ringing you out until I get something more out of you.  You know that, right?”

Hunter looked around the small grocery and saw that in fact it was practically empty.  With no one in line behind him, she did have a point, he reckoned.  He also knew that he’d have to perhaps give a little more if he wanted the hens to start clucking about Helen sooner rather than later.  While he would enjoy a slow burn and to drag out his torment, he knew there was a clock ticking somewhere, and if he was going to ruin their plans, it needed to start soon.

“Fine,” he huffed in fake irritation.  He leaned in and continued in a whisper, “Well, you know how things are with them, right?  How they are all in, and he’s already moving in with her.  Have you ever asked yourself, why so quickly?  Hmm?”

Hunter pulled back and shot the clerk a knowing glance.  Annabeth looked sideways at Hunter for a moment.  He could tell the second the thought occurred to her.  It was scrawled across her face in an instant.

“Wait.  You mean, she’s ...” Annabeth stopped short of finishing her sentence and made a half-circle motion over her stomach.

Hunter merely shrugged, which was all Annabeth needed to confirm her suggestion.

“But weren’t you two a thing there for a while?  It looked like you were back together before things with Helen and Chad started up.  So when did that have a chance to happen?”

“Helen and I did try to make a go of it, but too much had gone down between us for us to try again fully, that is.  It just wasn’t in the cards, as it turned out.  She still wanted nothing to do with me, and that didn’t change, despite everything now.”

Annabeth gave him another quizzical look, silently begging for him to continue.  Hunter was more than happy to oblige.

“Well, we were really trying to make things work, but it just didn’t take.  Things happen, and despite other things happening, she still wanted nothing to do with me. She gave me the boot.  It’s like I said, my brother is just trying to do the honorable thing by making things look respectable, is all.  He’s trying to be a respectable individual; I never said he was all that bright, by taking on someone else’s issue.”

With that said, Annabeth looked wide-eyed at Hunter, at which he merely shrugged again.  She finished ringing up his order, bagged it, and waved goodbye as he left the store.  He looked over his shoulder once he got to the parking lot and could already see Annabeth waving someone over.  He was finally safe to break out into the widest grin he could muster as he reached his car.
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Chapter One
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“Hope springs eternal,” Henry muttered over the rim of his coffee cup.

He sat across from Helen at the kitchen table as they both huddled over their coffee mugs.  Helen had just finished telling him about Chad’s plans to reach out to his family.

“Well, Christmas is coming up rapidly, and while he just moved in, he still wanted to at least reach out to his dad.”

“Daniel had chosen between his boys by lack of participation in what was going on.  Pure and simple.  I get that he thinks he was staying neutral, letting the boys sort out their differences, but to not step in to ensure his family doesn’t tear at the seams, that’s downright irresponsible.  Now look at ‘em.  That Thanksgiving debacle.  That’s just terrible.”

Helen nodded, remembering when Chad had showed up during dinner after the blowup at his dad’s house.  She couldn’t disagree with what Henry was saying, though.  But she knew that Chad was having a difficult time with the move.  He hadn’t regretted moving in with her; after all, it had barely been two weeks.  He still felt some tie to his dad.  Henry had a point about Daniel choosing between his boys.

Hunter was the heir apparent to the ranch.  But in the empowerment of one son, Daniel had left the other son by the wayside.  He had assumed that Hunter would be level-headed and incorporate Chad into the family business.  But not laying down that foundation or even trying to put the idea in Hunter’s head and just hoping for the best was a fool’s errand.

“Chad is just hopeful there is still a line of communication open between him and his dad. That’s all,” Helen said.  “He knows that he and Hunter are too far apart to even consider talking to him.  They may never get on the same page, which is just sad.”

“This whole thing is sad,” Henry said.  “Hunter simply went off the rails.  He’s the reason all this happened.”

“No.  That would be me.”

Henry looked over at Helen sympathetically.  He shook his head.

“You cannot take the blame for how someone handles a situation.  Whatever was done, his inability to rectify that and move on is on him, not you.  He was lit on fire the moment you stepped over the county line.  He didn’t take the opportunity to talk it out with you, hell, he didn’t just tell you off and get it out of his system.  He went down this path.  He chose to handle things this way.  He chose to honor his plan to torture you over being level-headed.  He even chose it over his own blood.  Stop blaming yourself for his poor life choices.”

Helen had not stopped to think about all of it from that perspective.  She knew that what she had done to Hunter back in high school was ground zero, but, yet again, Henry had a point.  The way Hunter was going about dealing with it still, it was all on him.  She just needed to start embracing that fact.

“So, he’s headed over there now?” Henry asked, breaking her from her thoughts.

“Yeah, he wanted to get over there first thing, figuring that Hunter would already working.  Less of a chance of running into him over at the main house.”

“I don’t know how this is going to work.  I mean, it is honorable to try, perhaps a little fool-hardy, but if he has to plan visits by dodging his brother, that just begs the question of what happens when they do run into each other?”
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Chad made the turn to the road that led up to his dad’s house.  He looked ahead, scanning to make sure he didn’t see Hunter’s truck parked out front.  He had a momentary surge of panic when he saw a truck just past the porch, but as he came up to the house, he realized it was his dad’s.  Chad pulled up and parked alongside it.

The fact that he had panicked upon thinking Hunter was there almost made him turn right around.  The normal reaction to family shouldn’t be to worry about seeing them, he thought.  Chad sat there in the truck, engine still running, trying to decide if what he was doing there was even worth it.  A tap at his window drew his attention before he could make a choice.

Chad looked over to see his dad standing there, his morning coffee in his hand.  Chad rolled down the window.

“You going to keep sitting out here all morning, or are you going to come in?”

“Sorry, yeah.  Lemme just, uh...” Chad trailed off and motioned that he was going to roll up the window.

With the window up, he turned off the engine and hopped out of the cab.  His dad had moved to the back of the tailgate.  He stood sipping his coffee and watched as Chad walked up to him.

“I was starting to wonder about you, sitting out here for about ten minutes.”

Chad looked at him blankly, then at his watch.  He hadn’t realized he had debated getting out of the truck for that long.  He figured he’d just come clean.

“Well, to be honest, when I pulled up to the house, I thought that was Hunter’s truck.  Threw me a bit.  It made me debate even getting out of the truck.”

“Fair enough,” the elder Rutherford said.  “Let’s head inside.  It’s a bit cool out here this morning.”

Cool, Chad thought.  He watched as the heat of their breath drifted as they spoke.  The previous snowfall crunched under their boots as the two walked up to the front porch.  Chad followed his dad up onto the porch and through the front door.

Upon entering, he was greeted with a wall of warmth followed by the distinct smell of a freshly brewed pot.

“You shouldn’t worry about running into Hunter this morning.  In fact, you just missed him,” Dainel said over his shoulder.  “But I’m sure you planned it that way.”

Chad just made an agreeable sound as he continued to follow his father into the kitchen.  He saw the remnants of what he assumed was Hunter’s visit as his coffee cup sat drying in the dish drain beside the sink.  Chad opened the cupboard, took a mug for himself and moved to the coffee pot.

His dad had gone past the pot and sat at the small kitchen table in the breakfast nook area.  Chad could feel his eyes on him the whole while he fixed his coffee.  He eventually joined his dad at the table.

Now that he was there, he found that he was unsure of even what to say now.  His dad put down his mug and started the conversation for him.

“Look, Chad.  I know that things have been hard with Hunter and all.  Thanksgiving did not go how I expected it.  I did appreciate you not adding fuel to the fire.  It shouldn’t have gotten to that point.  I hadn’t realized it had gotten that bad with him.”

Chad had to choose his next words carefully.

“I had tried to tell you before.  But seriously, where did you think our fist fight came from?  We didn’t start there.  It had been building for some time.  Hunter has been running unchecked for some time.”

His dad came back with a grunt. “Hunter is a grown man, and his actions are his own.”

“True, but if you hand someone the keys to the kingdom, you should know what kind of person he’s become.  How could you have not seen what he was doing, how he was treating people?”

“You’re speaking of you and Helen.”

“Namely, yes.  Okay, Helen and Hunter, that’s an issue that doesn’t seem like it will ever get resolved, not the way he’s been acting.  But again, you sat back and watched son go after son.  I still cannot understand you watching that develop and not doing anything about it.”

“You both are adults.  You can resolve things like men.”

“Well, our definitions of ‘resolving things like men’ apparently are different,” Chad said.  “Hunter let his ego dictate everything he did, and it didn’t matter what he did to who.  He was angry still with Helen, and me taking her side, trying to foster some peace between them, well, that was just treasonous to him.  He turned on me and made my life hell.  Giving him the reins of the ranch in the midst of that, well, now he had the means to hold things over me.  He had some taste of power to lord over me.  That was adding fuel to the fire.  And you were either just sitting back, hoping it would all just sort itself out on its own without lifting a finger, or you were so disconnected that you had no idea what Hunter was doing to your blood or to your good name.”

Daniel looked like Chad’s words had hit, but if they did, the feeling didn’t last long.

“There is only so much I could do.”

“Only so much...what did you do?” Chad’s voice raised higher than expected.

“I can’t solve your problems for you, is what I’m saying,” Daniel said to his youngest son.

“You can at least involve yourself when you’re the one who contributed to them.  You admitted that you let this all go to see how we would resolve it on our own.  As this escalated, you stood by and did nothing.  So, what am I to think now?  You were either in on the whole thing when Hunter tried to dupe Helen out of her family ranch, or you were clueless.  You either knew that Hunter was lashing out, mentally and physically, or yet again, you had no idea, or even worse yet, you didn’t care ... there is no way you’re not to blame somehow in this.  You don’t get out of this scot-free.  You have to know that, right?”

Daniel drew his lips tight and didn’t respond to anything Chad had said.  He simply raised his coffee mug and took a sip.  Chad stared back in silent astonishment.

“You knew, didn’t you?  You knew about it all.  You’re not that disconnected from what was happening.  You’ve been letting me think this whole time that Hunter pulled all this crap without you knowing.  How could you approve of anything he was doing?”

Daniel put his coffee mug down.  He took a deep breath and exhaled before he met Chad’s gaze.

“Here’s the God’s honest truth,” he started.  “At first, I didn’t know.  I thought we covered that over at your place after the fight you two had.  Once I did find out about it, I spoke to him about it.  He was angry, but I fell for the act, too, as did Helen, it seemed, when she first came back.  Nothing ever stays a secret too long, people talk.  I got wind of what he was trying to do and had him pull back.  He said he would.  And, well, you know the rest.  I’ve not lied to you, Chad, but I have not done right by you, it seems, either.”

Chad was skeptical now at anything his dad had to say.  Every conversation he’d had with him lately had been him saying he didn’t help Hunter, and he had been tricked, too, but there was something hollow in his words.  His dad was a badass.  He wouldn’t stand for Hunter sullying the name of the ranch for a minute, and yet Hunter had done so, several times over.

Chad knew their father couldn’t send them to their rooms or give them some crappy work to do around the ranch, but it seemed to Chad that all he did was merely speak to Hunter without doing a damn thing to stop the attacks.  Chad grew more and more angry at the whole situation now.

“So is that all you did?  You wag your finger at Hunter and say ‘just don’t do it again’?  Was that it?”

“He said he would abandon his plan to usurp the ranch out from under Helen.  I took him at his word.  I taught you both to mean what you said.”

“Well, he didn’t.  Time and time again.  He tried to take the ranch in every way he could try.  He tried to play her, he badmouthed her to the distributors, he tried spreading rumors, and you had his word.  After all that, he started treating me like his own personal whipping boy, and you stood by and did nothing.”

“I spoke to him...”

“Yeah, Dad.  You threw words at him.  They didn’t help,” Chad yelled back, cutting off his father.

Chad shook his head in frustration.  He realized he was not going to get what he needed from his dad, not anymore.  He started to even question why he bothered.  Perhaps this conversation was too soon after the blow-up at Thanksgiving, he thought.  Chad just wanted to get out of there.

“Look, I’m not even sure what I was hoping to get out of this now,” Chad admitted.  “You are still saying the same things, and the situation with Hunter is getting worse and worse.  Hell, that fight at Thanksgiving was between you two fueled by me and Helen, and while she wasn’t there and I was, I might as well have not been since nothing that happened even included me.  I just think I should go.”

Chad rose from the kitchen chair, feeling deflated.  His eyes stayed downcast towards the table for the most part.  Just as he moved to grab the back of the chair to step away from the table fully, he looked up and caught the look on his dad’s face.  Chad couldn’t quite understand what he was seeing.  There was a mix of emotions displayed across the elder Rutherford’s visage.  His dad looked sad, perhaps regretful.  But there was something else.  It wasn’t dominant, but if Chad had to venture a guess, he would almost call it apathetic.

It wasn’t clearly scrawled across his face, but Chad got the impression that while his dad may have felt bad he’d gotten the dirty end of the stick, he certainly didn’t feel sorry about it.  His dad’s remark that there wasn’t much he could do, and that he wasn’t going to solve his and Hunter’s problems for them suddenly felt like his dad really didn’t mean “them” as much as he meant “his”.

Chad was blindsided by the realization that his dad had pretty much written him off.  He knew now that whatever ties there were between the two were severed.  He certainly wanted to get out of there, and fast.  His dad was playing him the whole time with half-truths and manipulations.  The whole thing started to make him feel sick.

“Don’t leave things like this,” his dad finally spoke up.

A little too late, Chad thought.

“I’ve got to go.”

It was all Chad could muster at the moment.  He wanted to yell or punch something, but the way he was feeling he wasn’t sure if that something would be a wall or his dad.  He turned and headed to the door, ignoring the sounds of his father getting up from the table to follow him.

His dad’s half-hearted efforts were not going to sway him now that he’d finally figured out that his dad was no longer on his side at all.  Everything he had told him, every conversation, even sitting in his house and his dad looking him in the eye, it all meant nothing.  Smoke and mirrors.  Chad felt ill.

Just as he got to the front door, his father tried once more to get Chad to stay and talk.

“I get that you’re mad, but you got to understand how this all works, son.  You weren’t ever bred for this.  It was always going to be Hunter.  I had hoped you two would find a way to work it out between you, but the reality is that Hunter’s not built that way.  Yeah, I didn’t handle this correctly.  That’s on me.  I just wish we could all just sit down and talk.”

“Talk?” Chad barked, griping the doorknob so tight his fingers turned white.  Without letting go, he turned to face his dad and said, “That’s all any of this was, Dad.  Talk.  None of it was real, not anything said to me, that is.  You keep saying how you take the blame for this going the way it did.  ‘That’s on me.’  I’m not sure why you keep trying to drive that point home.  No one ever said it wasn’t.”

With that, Chad turned his back on his now-stunned father and left the house.  He couldn’t get to his truck fast enough.  Climbing into the cab, he felt his hands shaking.  Chad turned the engine over and backed up, about to turn around to head back up to the main road, when he saw Hunter’s truck driving up from the barn area.  Chad threw his truck in gear and tore away from the house, nearly hitting Hunter’s truck in the process.  Chad sped past the house and didn’t look back.

Hunter parked his truck and hopped out.  He made his way up the porch where his dad stood.

“What the hell was that about?” Hunter asked.

“That was probably the last time Chad will come home and see his old man.”

Hunter looked over at his dad who now looked genuinely sorrowful.
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Chapter Two
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Helen sat on the porch swing in the late afternoon, enjoying the cool breeze.  She would casually wave to the ranch hands as they passed by on the way to their homes.  Thankful her work for the day was done, too, she reflected on the past few months.

She was grateful the winter was not as harsh as predicted.  Once that whole feed shortage situation was handled, everything went as expected.  Henry ran a tight ship, and Helen was happy about it.  They had some heavy snowfalls, but not anywhere near troublesome, well, at least not for long once Henry got out his trusty Bobcat.

Helen was glad the holidays were behind her as well.  It was the first Thanksgiving and Christmas without her mom.  It was hard, but having Henry and Chad to spend them with made things a bit easier.  While it was Helen’s first holiday without family, it was Chad’s as well.  They had not patched things up since his last talk with his dad, and Helen couldn’t help but think that it might actually stay this way.

The two of them were never so far apart, Helen thought.  Helen felt a pain in her heart at the fact that Chad had lost his family, despite them being a five-minute car ride away.  What hurt her the most was that she was in the center of it.  Despite what anyone tried to tell her, this all was about her, at least at the heart of it all.  Yeah, sure, she thought, Hunter could have always been going to be an ass and take on the ranch like he had, making Chad bend to his will.  No one could ever know for sure.

Helen attributed that to him already been hell-bent to make her suffer, and once he had gone down that path and let in all that hatred, then there was no telling who else would have fallen victim to his newfound power.  She figured that perhaps he’d be a little less of an ass, but an ass all the same.  If he was this way now, then there was something always in him to be that way.  She just amplified it in him.

She toed the floorboards of the porch, gently swaying the bench.  One leg was tucked up underneath her and the quilt she had snagged from the couch was wrapped around her.  Spring was just around the corner, and Helen was hopeful for the first time in a long time.  She’d finally gotten a handle on the ranch and the business dealings.  Everything was finally settling down after Hunter’s attempt to derail all her distributors.  It had all been quiet for a while.  But something inside Helen worried that it was all too quiet.

It was the classic calm before the storm, she worried.  Perhaps Chad’s talk with his dad actually had done some good, and his dad had stepped up and put a halt to all the crap Hunter was pulling.  But, she thought, what if he hadn’t?  What if Hunter was just lying in wait?

She half chuckled to herself to think Hunter had put his plans on hold for the holidays.  She hoped it wasn’t that or any such temporary situation, that it was all behind them and that they could just move on.  She hated that she felt she had made Chad make a hard choice between her and his family.  But the way Chad described to her how the meeting with his dad had gone, it was clear that he was just plainly written off.  It was if his dad saddled up with one son and turned loose the other.  That she put squarely on Daniel’s shoulders.
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