
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Saddle Creek Christmas

Prologue

Snow and freezing temperatures came early in Saddle Creek, Wyoming, a small town outside Jackson Hole in the shadows of the Grand Tetons mountains.

This year, Chase, Elliott and Dillon had convinced Sheriff Mitch to attend their annual Christmas celebration on December 24th. And of course, it had to be at Rosie’s Diner in the middle of town; a mom-and-pop diner; a throwback from the 50’s.  

Rosie’s always had a tree ready to be decorated the day after Thanksgiving for anyone who wanted to place a little tinsel or ornaments. But, the most important decorations adorning the tree were the white paper angels. The “angels” listed the names, ages, sizes, and wishes of children who, for whatever reason, were without one or both of their parents. People everywhere were always very generous this time of year and in Saddle Creek, it was no different.  

The wrapped gifts were delivered a few days before Christmas and somehow the presents always made it to the right girl or boy; no matter how piled up the snow was on the ground, no matter how low temperatures were, and no matter by what means, snowmobiles, sleds or horses. 

And this year, each of the four loyal friends, would find the true meaning of Christmas. But can it be maintained in their hearts and lives throughout the coming years?  
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Chapter 1

December 20

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Chase rolled over and pulled his wife Lauren into his arms. He kissed her cheek. Her long light brown hair mussed, soft strands cast across her cheek. “I’m one lucky man. I have a beautiful wife, a six-week-old baby boy and its Christmas.” 

Lauren turned to him and kissed his lips, then turned back to the baby who had fallen asleep nestled in her arm while she nursed him during the night. She ran her hand across his furry head. “You’re right, honey, we’re very fortunate but you haven’t forgotten my parents are arriving at the airport this afternoon, have you?”

“Nope, haven’t forgotten. Don’t you think it’ll be great to see them and show off our son?” His fingers danced along her upper arm.

“Of course, but I don’t know. I’m apprehensive. You know how overbearing my mother can be.” She kissed Chase’s cheek. Her green eyes bored into his.

“I remember. Our wedding would have been a fiasco if you hadn’t interfered when you did with your mother calling all the shots. I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

The baby stretched and opened his eyes. “There’s my baby boy,” Chase said as he put a finger on each side of the baby’s face.

“That’s my little man,” Lauren said, caressing his chest. “You know, Mom wanted us to name him Camden and was quite put out when we chose Cameron.”

“She’ll have to get used to the name his parents gave him. And remember sweetheart, this is your house, your husband, your baby and you call the shots. I’ll always back you up one hundred percent.” 

“Thank you honey. I know you’ll always take care of us.” 

Chase leaned over and kissed her lips. “I’m gonna grab a quick shower and then start the coffee.”

“Okay, I’ll get up soon.” Lauren curled on her side with Cameron and yawned.

Chase showered, dried off and dressed. He leaned over a sleeping Lauren and smiled; his loving wife and his son. He gave his heart to Lauren five years ago and she made him a whole man. He had no idea a baby would add so much joy to his life. What else could a man want?

There were dark shadows under Lauren’s eyes. She’d been up and down all night with the baby; he had brought the baby to her once to nurse, but she needed some extra rest. He headed to the kitchen and coffee. It would be daylight soon.

****
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LAUREN YAWNED AND STRETCHED. She felt rested; must have needed the couple extra hours of sleep. And the holidays this year would be so special with the baby, as well as, with her parents who she hadn’t seen in a couple years other than Facetime or Skype. She inched across the king-size bed to Chase’s now-cold side and slowly pulled the covers back. Cameron was still asleep, and she wanted him to stay that way while she showered.

In the shower, the warm water sluiced down her body, she didn’t like the remaining small baby bump but knew she’d work it off soon. She ate healthy and made so many trips up and down the stairs, her legs at least got a good work out.

She toweled dry and hurriedly dressed in jeans and a sweater. Her clothes fit better now than a week ago so there had been some improvement. When she entered the bedroom, the baby snorted; his scrunched-up face so cute, arms jerked, and legs kicked in all directions. She grabbed a diaper off the changing table in their room and went to the bed. 

After his diaper change, she headed to the kitchen and poured herself a mug of coffee and settled down in a rocker in the adjoining family room. Chase and Amos arrived through the back door, cold, freezing air followed them inside. Lauren shivered and glanced at the time. OMG! She didn’t realize it was so late. 

“I’ll get lunch started for you guys in a couple minu—“

“No, you won’t. I’m making grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup for all of us. You take care of the baby.” Chase opened the fridge, retrieved the cheese, then the bread and a large griddle from the pantry. While the sandwiches and soup were heating up, he poured out the remainder of the coffee in the sink and started a new pot. 

“Quick, look at your son, honey, he’s smiling.” Lauren said as both Chase and Amos looked over. Amos was like a father to Chase since he was ten years old and Amos found him hiding in the barn. He’d run away from his home and abusive parents who’d never bothered to look for him. And after twenty-two years Amos still handed out advice. Amos, who’d never revealed his age, planned to retire somewhere warm at the end of the year. They sure would miss him, but they were happy for him.

Chase chuckled. “That’s my boy.”

“Oh, he just farted, for Pete’s sake,” Amos said. Then he took a sip of his coffee, made a face, and spit it back into the cup. 

Chase and Lauren stared at Amos until he looked at them. “What? It’s true.  It’s a fart thing baby’s do. They feel good after they fart, so they smile. If he takes after his daddy, he’ll be smilin plenty,” Amos chortled. 

Chase took his mug out of his hand and said, “How would you know, old man? You ever been around babies? Not since I’ve been here you haven’t.” He washed out the cup in the sink.

“I’s around them plenty when I was your age,” Amos mumbled, and looked out the window.

Lauren and Chase looked at him and then each other. Lauren’s eyes were wide, her mouth open.

Chase turned from the sink and asked with a smile. “Any of ‘im yours?” 

“Not for you to know now, is it, boy?” Amos continued to stare out the window.

Chase and Lauren shared a glance and Chase shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m going to put the baby down in his bassinet in the living room, so we have to be quiet and let him sleep, at least for a little while. I have some cleaning to do before my parents arrive.” Lauren took the baby to the other room.

“We’ve had this conversation before, Lauren. We can afford a housekeeper, even a full time one, even a live-in one. You don’t need to do it all,” Chase said as soon as she returned to the kitchen.

“I know, but I don’t like other people seeing our dirt.”

Amos chuckled.

Chase put a plate of sandwiches and a pot of soup on the table. 

“Well, whenever you’re ready, let me know. I know a few people who’d be glad to come even once a week.” Chase sat at the table beside Lauren.

“I bet you do, honey, I bet you do.” Lauren smiled.

“This place is clean enough for your parents, they’re family. They’ll understand and may even pitch in.”

“That’s what I’m worried about and then I won’t be able to find anything.” Lauren bit into a sandwich and dripped luscious yellow melted goo on the table.

“Here’s a napkin, honey,” Chase said. “I’m leaving for the airport in about an hour. They should be in the luggage area by then so it should be a short ride.” 

“Yes, everything will be fine,” Lauren said, trying to convince herself.

“It’s gonna be one hell of a Christmas this year, ain’t it?” Amos mumbled with food in his mouth.

Chapter 2

Lauren rinsed the lunch dishes and placed them in the dishwasher. She glanced out the side window toward the drive numerous times, expecting Chase to be back with her parents. Her cell phone rang, and she yanked it out of her back pocket.

“Hello,” Lauren said, without checking caller ID.

“Lauren, it’s Janelle.”

“Jan, it’s so wonderful to hear your voice. How are you?”

“I’m freezing my ass off here,” Janelle said.

“It’s winter, girl. It’s cold here too, with lots of snow on the ground. Great for snowmobiling.”

Janelle didn’t say anything, so Lauren asked, “Jan, you still there?”

“Yes, yes, I’m sorry. I want to tell you something and I’m not sure how to say it.”

“Hey, in all the years we’ve been friends, and there were quite a few, you’ve never been at a loss for words. Just spit it out.” Lauren said, holding the phone under her chin.

“Clint’s out,” Janelle spat out.

“What? I must have heard you wrong. Clint can’t be out of prison yet. He has another year or two.” Janelle’s knees wobbled as she stumbled to the rocker in the corner.

“He’s out for good behavior, Lauren. Can you believe it? I guess he couldn’t beat on any of the guys in prison, so he behaved himself. Now that he’s out, though...” she paused. “I’m afraid for you Lauren. I know he’s vengeful and he may come after you or the baby.”

Lauren couldn’t speak, her mouth dry, her palms sweaty.

Janelle continued, “I said all along he should have been sentenced to prison for life without parole or executed, but no one listens to me. After all the beatings you went through, and not even moving away helped either, he just followed you. If it hadn’t been for Chase, he could have killed you.”

“Ho-how am I going to tell Chase? And my parents are coming, should be here any minute. What should I do?” Lauren heard the baby cry and hurried to the bassinet.

“Oh hon, I’m so sorry to tell you this over the phone. I wish I could be there to help you,” Janelle voice cracked.

“Oh, dear Lord. Chase and my parents are here. I have to go. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll call you. Love you!” Lauren ended the call without waiting for Janelle to say good-bye.

Lauren had the baby in her arms when her mother walked through the front door, hugged both her and Cameron. Her mother took Cameron out of her arms. He was hungry, she knew, but......

Her dad came in next. He hugged her hard, like always, and she felt sheltered but not as safe and secure as she did in Chase’s arms. How was she going to tell him? He’ll put extra guards around the ranch, tell his best friend Mitch, who was also the Sheriff but all those were good things, right?

Chase dropped a couple suitcases on the front porch and went back to the truck for more. He came in the house with his next and last trip. Lauren stood inside the door and as soon as he stepped in, she latched onto him, her arms around his neck. He dropped the luggage in his hands and hugged her tight. “It’s gonna be okay, sweetie. I’m right here,” he whispered.

Lauren’s body shook uncontrollably, her hands clammy, heart racing. What am I going to do?

****
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CHASE KNEW SOMETHING was wrong, something had happened while he’d been gone, and it was bad. Lauren’s face was pale, her lips trembled, and she gasped for breath instead of breathing naturally. He pulled her back to look in her eyes, which, blinked rapidly. What the hell? 

“What happened, sweetheart?” Chase whispered and Lauren turned her head away. “Is it your parents? Because they can fly right back to Michigan as quick as they flew here.”

Lauren shook her head.

“Is the baby okay?” Chase asked as he glimpsed her mother holding him, talking baby talk, goo-goo words. 

Again, Lauren wouldn’t face him.

“Tell me sweetheart, you can tell me anything, remember?” Chase drew her closer to him, whispered in her ear.

“Janelle,” Lauren managed to say.

“What about Janelle? Is she okay?” Chase hugged her tighter. Lauren and Janelle had been best friends since childhood and remained very close to this day. Kind of like him with Elliott, Dillon and Mitch. 

“Ye-yes.”

“Then what? She called you?”

Lauren nodded.

“What’d she say? Please tell me so I can help you.” He kissed her ear and nuzzled her neck.

“Cli—Clint’s out.” Lauren could barely say the man’s name let alone talk about him. He’d scared the bejesus out of her so many times, but the last time would be the last time, if he had anything to do with it.

“Out of prison? Is that what you said?” Chase confirmed.

“Y-y-yes, what am I going to do? What if he comes after me, us, again? I can’t go through that again,” she whispered through trembling lips.

“Hey, you two. I thought the honeymoon was over once you had a baby,” her mother, Charlotte piped up. Cameron wriggled in his blanket and grunted.

“Here, I’ll take him,” Chase said, one hand around Lauren and one reaching for his son. He clasped his son and Lauren close to his chest. No way in hell was Clint going to hurt or terrorize my family, not again, not ever. I’ll kill the son of a bitch first.

****
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LAUREN HEARD CHASE say, “We’re gonna take him upstairs for a nap. We’ll be right back. Please, take your coats off and make yourself at home. The coffee’s fresh.” He turned Lauren around and placed his arm around her shoulder. They took one step at a time, his arms protecting them both. When they reached their room, he led them in, closed the door, and sat on the bed.

“Okay, sweetheart,” he patted the bed beside him. “Listen to me. I’ll protect you from him just like the last time. It’ll be fine, you don’t need to worry.” He kissed her lips, but she couldn’t meet his eyes.

“I-I need to feed the baby.” Lauren took the infant from Chase and held him against her chest. He was so precious to her, him and Chase both and if Clint, her beater of an ex-boyfriend, ever did anything to either of them, she would kill him. Chase taught her how to use a handgun and when Clint had come after her before she always had the weapon on her or within reach. But now, with the baby, it would be a little harder.

Chase pulled the bedspread back. “Here, lay down and relax a couple minutes or you won’t be able to nurse. We read that in one of those baby books, remember?”

Lauren moved closer to the top of the bed, toed her boots off and lay on the bed. It felt so much better. Chase lay beside her while she fed the baby. When Cameron fell asleep, Lauren put him in his crib, stuck the remote monitor in her back pocket and sat with Chase at the foot of the bed. He put his arm around her and crushed her to his chest.

“You and Cameron are my life, sweetheart, and I swear I’ll protect you both, no matter what.”

“But how?” Lauren wasn’t convinced he could do it without murdering the bastard.

“Well, first, I’m calling Mitch for confirmation. We don’t react to a rumor. If Clint is out, he’ll have parole or probation orders. I’m hoping he’ll have an ankle monitor and be on house arrest. Then he can’t leave the state. If he does leave Michigan, Mitch will issue a BOLO (Be On The Lookout) he’s always talking about, and we’ll increase the guards here at the ranch. It’s a slow time of year anyway.”

“But my parents? What about them? I don’t want them to know.” Lauren’s voice shook in a whisper.

“Then we won’t tell them. Only, you, Mitch, a few selected and trustworthy ranch hands and me will know. Please trust me on this, sweetheart.” He placed his hand on her jaw and turned her head to look him in the eye. “Trust me?”

Lauren stared into his piercing blue eyes, knowing what he said was true. “I trust you with my life and our son’s life. I love you so much, I don’t want anything to happen to you or to our family.” She whispered and then hugged him to her chest.

“Then it won’t. I promise.”

Chapter 3

“Thanks for joining us, you two. Everything okay?” Lauren’s mother, Charlotte, and her father Steve sat at the breakfast table with coffee cups.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” Chase answered as he and Lauren entered the kitchen holding hands.

“Are you hungry?” Lauren asked.

Steve and Charlotte looked at each other and said simultaneously, “We’re starved.” 

“They don’t feed you anything on the planes anymore. Worthless peanuts or pretzels, that’s it,” Steve scoffed.

“How about a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup?” Lauren asked. 

“That sounds really good and warm,” Charlotte said, rubbing her upper arms with her hands and Steve nodded.

“Okay, you get the soup going and I’ll put the sandwiches together,” Chase said to Lauren, then dropped her hand.

“Do you have anything planned for dinner?” Charlotte asked Lauren, wiping her mouth on a napkin. 

“I sure do mom. It’s slow roasting in the oven. We should be smelling it any time now.” Lauren set plates and bowls on the table.

“What is it? Chicken?” Steve chuckled.

“It’s a prime rib roast that we raised and harvested on this very ranch. How about that?” Chase answered, with a satisfied smile.

“Oh, sounds yummy,” Charlotte said.

“Here you go,” Lauren placed a platter of sandwiches in the middle of the table while Chase placed a small pot of soup on a potholder next to it.

“You gonna join us?” Steve asked his daughter.

“I ate earlier,” Lauren answered, “but I’ll sit with you while you eat, and you can tell me all about your trip.”

Chase kissed Lauren and stepped to the door. “I’ll be back in a little while. I need to take care of a couple things.” He grabbed his hat and coat from hooks on the wall and left.

Lauren felt the chill in the air the moment the door closed behind him. And it wasn’t necessarily from the cold air rushing in. In an effort to make conversation she asked, “So, how was your trip? Did you wait long at the airport for Chase?”

“Actually, it was a great trip. We changed planes once but had enough time to get from one gate to the other. That’s always a killer for me, the rush through the airport,” Charlotte answered before dunking her sandwich into the hot soup.

“It’s much better than driving,” Steve chirped, then slurped a spoonful of soup.

“What kind of schedule is the baby on? Will he sleep for a while now?” her mother asked.

“No, mom, he’s too little. He sleeps, eats and poops and I accommodate as necessary.” Lauren cleared the table, rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher.

“Well, I had you on a four-hour schedule and not before. If you were asleep, I woke you to change your diaper and give you a bottle.” Charlotte huffed, crossing her arms on her chest.

“So much has changed since then, Mom. Doctors gathered information from parents like you and dad and devised better formula, formed better sleep habits, and eliminated some digestive issues. Even SIDS has declined because the baby always sleeps on his back, although my baby prefers his tummy.” Lauren glanced at her mother and chuckled.

Her mother smiled at her. 

“Every parent, and doctor, and baby is different from the other, Charlotte. Nothing wrong with trying new things,” Steve said, as he lifted his mug up to Lauren, indicating he needed a refill.

Lauren filled her dad’s cup and offered the pot to her mother. Charlotte placed her hand over her mug and said, “No more for me, dear, or I’ll never sleep tonight.”  

“What did you want to do today?” Lauren asked as she joined them at the table.   

“We don’t need to do anything today but visit and rest. I need to do some Christmas shopping, but we can do that any day,” her mother answered, while glancing around the kitchen and family room.

Lauren snatched the baby monitor out of her back pocket. The camera showed the baby stretching, the tinkle on the mobile above sounded as he kicked off his blankets. “I’ll run up and get him.” Lauren exhaled to relax as she raced up the stairs.

“There’s my little man,” Lauren cooed to her baby. “Let’s get you into a dry diaper. Then you can go and visit your grandparents.” She played with him while she changed his diaper, kissing his cheeks and nuzzling his neck.

“There’s my handsome grandson,” Charlotte’s high, baby voice grated on Lauren’s nerves. “I’ll take him. Come to Grandma,” Charlotte said. Lauren placed the baby in her mother’s outstretched arms. The high-pitched voice continued and echoed off the walls.

Lauren shivered and glanced toward the barn. Where was Chase? He should be back by now. She clenched her hands together at her waist and turned toward her mother. Cameron squirmed, turning his head to Charlotte’s chest searching for a nipple. 

“He’s trying to suck me, Lauren. You need to take him.” Charlotte held him out to Lauren. “You did change his diaper, right?”

“Of course, Mom.” Lauren rolled her eyes as she took him off her hands and settled in the rocker. 

The family room had a fireplace, a big TV on the wall beside it, a sectional couch, two recliners and a rocker in the corner of a big bay window. Lauren preferred the rocker because of the cushions comfort on the arms and the view out the multiple windows. But now, with the threat of Clint possibly out there watching, she wanted to close all the blinds and check that the doors were locked. Twice.

“Well, I guess we should get our things unpacked. Did Chase take our bags upstairs or do we have to do it ourselves?” Charlotte asked.

“I’m sure Chase put them in the quest room, same room you stayed in last time.” Lauren lifted the baby up to her shoulder to burb. She rocked and watched out the window.

“If he didn’t, Charlotte, we can do it ourselves,” Steve huffed. “If you wouldn’t have packed so damn many clothes, we wouldn’t have so many suitcases and they wouldn’t be so damn heavy,” Steve said as he prepared to stand. He grabbed the edge of the table and yelped as he came to his feet. He limped after his wife.

Finally, I’m alone, Lauren thought. But being alone didn’t eliminate her fear of Clint coming after her. 
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