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Chapter 1

Laura

 


They all
stare at the floor with their Stetsons laying in their laps, as I
chide them, one-by-one. The rickety, wooden chairs are lined up, a
foot apart, like a set of dominoes, and none of the men dares to
move.

“It belonged to my mother.” I continue, using a curt tone I
don’t often use with my ranch hands. “It’s very special to me, and,
like my mother, it is irreplaceable.”

Simon,
the only one with a Fedora, speaks. “Ma’am, I apologize. I found it
laying on the floor beside the beds.” He explains tritely. The
ranch hands have shared living space. Only the Lead hand, Louie,
has his own quarters, and I know that he didn’t take my beloved
mother’s brooch. He just returned from family leave this
morning.

“Then how did it get there?” I quiz him. But he just shakes
his head, looking at the floor.

“I suggest that whoever did it confess. Otherwise,
all of you are fired.” I
say firmly. “I cannot have thieves living under my
roof.”

My Lead
hand, Louie, rises. He’s been with me since the beginning. Since
Quentin died. Since Reggae, my youngest colt, was born. Since my
family all moved on, and I was the only one falling apart. Since
Huttonville, my hometown, started thriving, seemingly leaving me
behind. “It was me, Laura.” He admits, holding his head down,
ashamed. Louie started addressing me by my first name a year ago,
after he saved my prized mare from drowning in the brook. She had
escaped the pasture following a thunderstorm responsible for taking
down the fence that kept her safely in our keeping.

“Donald told me he could give me a tidy sum for it. It was in
jest, of course, but with Myrtle’s medical bills piling up, I
figured it was worth taking a chance.” Donald runs the town pawn
shop. He’s also Louie’s brother-in-law.

Utterly
shocked, I feel my jaw clench. “You’re all dismissed. Get back to
work.” I seethe, as I address my ranch hands, but look only at
Louie. Louie is stock still. His eyes are on the floor. With a
quick murmur, “Yes, ma’am,” out of all of them, they scurry out of
the feed barn like a stampede of elephants is chasing
them.

“Sit down.” I say to Louie. He does as he’s
instructed.

“Yes, ma’am.” He says, as the chair whines with his girth.
Louie is short and stout, and he’s the only one of my hands who
lives close by. He never uses his living quarters, but I keep it
vacant. With six children and a wife suffering from a laundry list
of ailments, the man is spread so thin, it’s clear that his head
isn’t on straight.

Pulling
a chair out, I sit opposite him. My voice softens like I’m talking
to a friend. “Why didn’t you tell me that you needed money.” I ask,
leveling with him.

His face is ruddy with sweat and dirt from hard work. He has
large, brown eyes, and he keeps his thick hair in a buzz cut. There
is a small indentation circling his crown where his Fedora sits on
his head. “Because my money problems are my business, I suppose. I was never
raised to ask or tell anything regarding finances.”

That’s fair. “Louie, now that you’ve tried to steal from me,
you’ve made it my
business. Do you understand that?”

His eyes
focus on the floor again. “I suppose so.” He agrees.

I sigh.
“I can’t…trust you anymore.”

“Yes, ma’am. I understand that.”

“Pick up your things. Be out by lunchtime.” I say, feeling a
lump form in my throat.

Louie
rises. His hat is on his chest in a gesture of good manners. “If
it’s worth anything, Laura, I really am sorry. I know how much that
brooch meant to you.”

“If you’d told me you were having financial troubles, Louie, I
would have helped you.” Grudgingly, everyone in this town knows
that Kelsey Ranch is the richest ranch in Huttonville. My parents
were very well off, and now that they’re both gone, my brothers and
I inherited a tidy sum, and I own the ranch that my father, Grant
Kelsey, inherited that his father, Art Kelsey, built from
scratch.

“I figured it was the lesser of two evils.” He states. “I was
taking a chance, of course, of getting caught. But if I had that
brooch, I would have had the money to pay for Myrtle’s surgery, and
I wouldn’t have to beg Stan down at the bank for a loan.” His voice
darkens. “Stan would have loved to see me grovel again, just like I
had to do when Tommy had his appendix out.”

With his
litter of children, one would think that he would be smart enough
to purchase health insurance. Being the richest ranch, I pay my
hands very well, even though there are no group benefits here. But
Louie, although very hard working, is not the sharpest knife in the
drawer. “Well, now you’re out of a job, Louie.”

“I know it.” He admits. And with that, he walks towards the
door, placing his Fedora back on his head. “Can we...um…keep this
between us?”

“If I’m called for a reference, Louie, I’m not going to lie.”
I say, my voice has returned to all business.

“Yes, ma’am.”

 



***

 


The
twilight shines into my study as I fill out Louie’s dismissal
paperwork online. It’s almost painful to complete. I never thought
I would see the day that I would have to fire him. There have been
plenty before him, mind you, but Louie, I thought I’d have to build
a plot for his grave somewhere in Kelsey Ranch, with a stone and an
epitaph that read, ‘Here lies Louie Prescott, a loyal father and
husband’. As I fill in my digital signature on the form, I hit
send, and at the same time, I see an email arrive from the job
posting site that I use when I have a position to fill. The email
confirms that the job was posted, and it shows me how many views
the ad has received.


Shocking, it’s already had at least ten clicks, and it was
only posted an hour ago. The last time I posted a job, it had only
a handful of clicks in its lifetime. As I read through the listing
again, the land line on my desk rings. “Kelsey Ranch, Laura
speaking.” I answer.

“Good evening, ma’am. This is Grayson Thomas. I’m calling
about the job posting.”

His
voice is smooth and polite. He sounds like he’s younger, maybe even
my age. Many of the calls I get for these positions are from
teenagers who dropped out of high school, or older men who want to
migrate here from Mexico or some third world country. This Grayson
fellow sounds grounded and put together. Sometimes I tell the
person on the other end that the position has been filled, before I
even set up an in-person interview, but this man, I’ll surely see
face-to-face. “I’m Laura Warner, owner of Kelsey Ranch.”

“Yes, I’ve heard some great things about your ranch. I just
moved here from El Paso.”

I’m
impressed. “I have a friend who recently moved to El Paso. She
loved it here in Huttonville, but she says that El Paso is
beautiful, too.”

“It’s lovely there, yes.” He clears his throat. “Is the job
still available, ma’am?”

“Yes, it is.” I say, switching to all business again. “When
would you be able to come in for an interview?”

“Well…I’m not sure if you run business after hours, but, I can
come by in the next thirty minutes if you can spare the
time.”

“Lots of unpacking to do?”

He
pauses. “Something like that.”

The
hairs on the back of my neck stand up, but I ignore the sensation.
“Sure. I can see you then. Do you know where Kelsey Ranch
is?”

“It’s just up past that big farm, isn’t it?”

“Chuck’s Farm, yes. You can park right in the front. I’ll be
waiting on the porch.”

“Perfect. Thank you, ma’am.”

“Oh, and don’t forget to bring your references.” I remind
flatly. I never hire anyone without checking their references
first.

“Yes, ma’am. Will do. See you shortly.”

Just as
I hang up the phone, my door knocks, and I hear my brother Will’s
voice. “Laura? You in here?”

“In the study.” I call.

His
footsteps come closer. He’s alone, not with my other brother,
Clint, who he’s normally joined at the hip with.

“Hey. Long day?” he asks, coming through the door, giving me a
perfunctory kiss and hug.

“Yeah,” I answer, hugging him back. “I had to let Louie go
today.”

My
brother Will is a foot taller than me. He’s got sandy blonde hair
like me, but his eyes are deep brown where mine are blue. “No way.
I just saw him with his youngest kid there, just down the street.
He didn’t say a thing.”

It’s
been a large convenience all these years, having Louie and his
family living so close. I never dreamed that one day it would come
back to bite me in the ass. “He asked me to keep it between
us.”

Will
guffaws. “And have you?” as if I wouldn’t keep my mouth
shut.

“Of course I have!” I smack him playfully on the
shoulder.

“You know that mouth of yours gets you into trouble sometimes,
Laura.”

If I
didn’t need him to fill the position until I hire someone full
time, I’d chastise him right here, right now. “No more than yours
does.”

He
laughs out loud. “Well, then, one of the other hands must have run
off at the mouth. I heard through the grapevine that Louie got the
boot today.” He purses his lips together. “When do you need me to
start?”

I sigh.
“Tomorrow morning. First thing. That why you’re here?”

He rests
his thumbs on the loops of his jeans. “That, and to remind you that
it’s Clint’s birthday next weekend.”

“That’s why you’re not with him.”

He
shrugs. “He’s out on a date.”

My
interest is piqued. “He is? Who with?”

“Oh…he doesn’t want me to say.” He warns, but his mouth quirks
up into a smile, like he’s enjoying keeping a secret.

“Because the last time he went on a date that I knew about, it
went south?” I guess.

He nods,
but his verbal answer contradicts his body language.
“No.”

I laugh
out loud. He smiles.

Will
changes the subject. “Did you do a job posting yet?”

“A couple of hours ago.” I nod. “The first candidate should be
here any minute.” Just as I say this, the front doorbell
rings.

“Shoot, that’s him now.”

“You want me to stick around?”

“Sure.” I answer, walking to the door.

Opening
the door, I have to look up, as the man on the other side is
incredibly tall. “Grayson?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am.” He says, taking off his Stetson, shaking my
hand. “You must be Ms. Kelsey.”

“Mrs. Warner, actually. But you can call me Laura.” I say,
shaking his hand.

“Grayson Thomas.” He introduces.

Will
takes a step forward, offering his hand. “Will Kelsey. Pleased to
meet you.”

Grayson
closes one eye. “So, that would make you, Laura’s…?”

“Brother.” Will adds. “Our father owned this ranch. We
inherited it when he died.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.” Grayson says
respectfully.

“Thanks.” Will says.

“Shall we go to the study?” I offer, gesturing with my hand
towards the study, just off the front foyer. The inside of my house
is very rustic. Everything is made of wood, including the two
rocking chairs I have in the living room. I have matching chairs on
the front, wraparound porch. During the day, I leave the two pocket
doors; one leading to the living room and stairs to the upper
floor, and the other leading to the kitchen and basement door,
closed, so only the front door and study are open to the ranch
hands. Daddy was brilliant when he installed those doors. They even
have locks on them.

As
Grayson walks into the study, I offer for him to sit on one of the
wooden chairs. Will takes the other one. The hardwood floors gleam
from a recent polishing, as do the wooden bookcases, which house
all the textbooks that I’ve purchased over the years, trying to
refresh my memory on how to do various things around the ranch that
daddy once taught us. The books are freshly dusted, and my little
oak desk is also clean and polished. The desk is an antique,
inherited from my maternal grandmother, along with the antique
banker’s lamp, which is turned off during the day.

The
curtains are open, and I leave them open, as I take a seat at the
desk. Grayson is wearing a pair of blue jeans, a blue linen shirt
with the sleeves folded to his elbows, and a denim vest. He reaches
into the inside pocket of his vest and produces a document folded
into quarters. “Here’s my resume.” He says, and he removes a second
copy from the folded sheets, handing a copy to Will, impressing
me.

“A man who comes prepared.” I comment, nodding my thanks as he
hands me a copy.

“I didn’t suppose you had a photocopier here.”

“I have a scanner, but this is fine.” I say, perusing his
resume.

“You haven’t worked at a ranch in some time, mister Thompson.”
I comment.

“I lived on a ranch all my life, ma’am. Like you, I was raised
on one. And you can call me Grayson.”

“You should put that on your resume.” I say. “I was about to
end this interview.” I look at him. “This position is for a Lead
Ranch Hand, not simply a ranch hand, which requires little
experience.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I had a few interviews back at home, and I was
told that unless the experience is recent, I shouldn’t add it to my
work history.”

Will
chimes in. “When the experience is relevant to the job, it should
be there.”

“You mentioned you’re from El Paso.” I ask, changing the
subject. “What were you doing before you left?”

Just as
he’s about to answer, we hear a gunshot blast.

“Jesus Christ.” Will blurts out quickly, as we all, including
Grayson, tear out of the study and through the front door. Our
footsteps thumping along the wood floors sounds like a stampede of
elephants. Grayson is right behind Will, running as fast as he can,
as screams come from up the street.

The
horses are whinnying to our right, trotting around nervously in the
pen outside. Grayson peers over, making some odd noise, and it
seems to settle them. Normally, I would be awestruck, but I can
hear a familiar voice crying, pleading, calling, and little
children shrieking, squealing in terror.

“Oh, God, please don’t let it be one of the children.” I beg,
praying to myself.

I see
familiar children, who were likely playing on the side of the road
a moment ago, are now wailing and shrieking in horror.

We’re
still running towards the screaming, and I try to pretend that it
isn’t coming from the house that I pray it isn’t coming from…but it
is.

…Louie Prescott’s house.


Chapter 2

Grayson

 


There
wasn’t much to bring to Huttonville, I admit. Just myself, and a
pickup truck load of stuff. A fresh, new start, is exactly what I
need, and that’s what I’ll get. It’s stupid, but I made my location
choice because I’d been to Dallas recently, and I knew that I
wanted to stay in Texas. Huttonville is a small town just outside
of Dallas. I mean, it’s a grand gesture to sell all your stuff and
move to another city. But it’s another thing entirely to move to a
different state or even a different country. If everything goes
south in Huttonville, then I’ll…move to Canada or
something.

With the
little cash that I scrounged together selling everything down to my
collector’s team jerseys, I found a cheap motel in Dallas, and
settled in. After a somewhat restful night’s sleep, the plan was to
make a few calls, get a job, and find a place to live. Some would
say that I should have found a place first, but, I wanted to feel
the area out first. I’d made up my mind by ninety percent, but it’s
always that ten percent that is the toughest.

Being
born and raised on an El Paso ranch by my parents and my maternal
grandmother was exactly what it sounds like, and you’d think that
after growing up in a Mayberry style town, being raised by parents
who might as well have been the Cleavers, and siblings who were all
kind to me, that I wouldn’t have turned out as messed up as I did.
But I did, all the same. Now, the messed-up part didn’t happen
right away, of course. I mean, I married the love of my life, had
the career of my dreams, and all was well and good, until that one
day that I’ll never forget.

Even after five years, I still can’t talk about it. Not that
I haven’t tried. No psychologist, not even my favorite brother Kurt
can get me to talk about it. Maybe I’ll never be able to talk about
it. Now that I’ve moved away, maybe I won’t have to talk about it.

After I
get up, do what workout I can inside the motel room with my own
weights and other homegrown exercises, I get showered, shaved, and
dressed, and I bring my phone to life, browsing the local job
listings. When I see the posting for a lead ranch hand, a lightbulb
goes off. Before I left El Paso, I saw a career-counsellor, who
thought I was nuts for starters, because of my background and
education, to be striving for positions that I took before I had a
post-secondary education. But I asked her to direct me to the best
way to set up my resume specifically for that purpose. We ran
through a couple of templates and I printed off dozens of copies of
various scenarios, plus references, made up mainly of my brothers
and friends. It took some doing to convince said friends and
brothers to lie for me, but since I’ve never asked for anything
from them, even in my time of need, they couldn’t say
no.

Driving around town, I check out various places, getting
myself acquainted with the small town of Huttonville, and I like
it. After growing up in a small town, I thought that getting
married and moving to the city would be refreshing, but now I admit
that I always missed small town living. After having a nice dinner
at a quaint little restaurant, and receiving several one-off glares
for dining alone, I head back to the motel to get started on the
job search. The first listing that catches my eye is for a lead
hand on a ranch. At first, I lose my nerve, but then I go for it.
What have I got to lose? Nothing…literally. The owner invites me for
an interview, and I put on a fresh change of clothes and head out
the door.

Before
going into the house, I check my face in the rearview mirror. The
necklace holding my wedding bands is sticking out of my shirt, so I
poke it back underneath, and check my breath, making sure that my
resumes are still in my breast pocket. Surprising me, my stomach is
doing flip-flops. I haven’t been interviewed in so many years that
I can’t even remember what it’s like. Luckily, the career
counsellor did some role-playing with me, so I’m a little bit more
prepared than I would have been had I not visited the Career
Center.

I’m
invited into the house, which has the interior closed off, except
for the study, and just the fresh smell of wood and horses brings
me back to my childhood. The owner is accompanied by her brother,
and the similarities between them are striking. They both look like
they’ve been born and raised on a ranch, with telling farmer’s
tans, bright eyes, sun bleached hair, and no-nonsense attitudes.
Their twang is slightly more pronounced than mine, seeing as I
lived in the city.

We’re
not five minutes into the interview when we hear a gunshot, not at
close range, but close enough, like, less than a half-mile away.
Laura and her brother Will’s instincts match my own, as all three
of us run like hell out the door. To my chagrin, a lady’s screaming
follows the gunshot. From the sounds of the shot, it’s a hunting
rifle, not a handgun, which means that it’s either gone off by
accident, since we’re nowhere near hunting grounds, or someone used
it for more grim purposes.

The
children circling the area are panicked and screaming, but the
woman screaming from inside the house trumps them all.
Blood-curdling screams come from her mouth, like those you’d hear
in a horror movie. Goosebumps form on my arms as we run inside the
house. What we find there is horrifying and heartbreaking at the
same time.

A man,
I’m guessing, has chosen to sit in his armchair beside the
fireplace…and shoot himself. Just when you think your day could not
be any worse. This man’s day was truly worse than
anyone’s.

“Oh, God, Louie!” Laura cries out, running to the deceased’s
wife’s side. She embraces her, while the woman practically
collapses in Laura’s arms. Looking over at Will, I see that he’s on
the phone, and I hear him giving details to the
authorities.

“Come on, ladies.” I say, walking towards them, trying to
avoid stepping in the puddles of blood and unmentionable biological
matter. “Let’s get you both out of here.” Wrapping both arms around
them, I support them walking towards the front door, where several
neighbors have gathered. I see a lady, about Laura’s age. “Can you
please keep the children out? They don’t need to see
this.”

The lady
nods. Another man with clearly no tact, approaches me. “Louie off
himself?”

I don’t
answer him, but I say instead. “Can you please help this lady with
the children?”

“Sure thing.” He nods, and I hear him yell out that everyone
who follows him gets ice cream. A point for him.

Laura is
all but holding the deceased’s wife up. “Myrtle,” she says to her.
“How’s your back?”

Myrtle
nods that it’s okay.

“Do you need to sit?” Laura asks.

There
are two chairs on the patio. I grab them and bring them to the
girls. “Thank you.” Laura says, as we hear sirens approach. She
addresses Myrtle as they both sit down. “You and the kids can stay
with me tonight, okay?”

Myrtle
nods.

At the
sound of the sirens, Will comes out the front door. He speaks to
the ambulance driver like they’re pals from school or something,
pulling him inside the house. I follow. “Hey, Troy. Yeah, we heard
the gunshot and scooted right on over. Found Louie like this.” Will
says.

Another
paramedic comes into the house, pushing a gurney, and I can see
that police have arrived, too. An officer is talking to Myrtle and
Laura outside. Will and I stand off to the side, while they put the
remains of Louie’s body onto the gurney, into a body bag, and zip
it up tight. One of the police officers enters as they’re zipping
the bag. “Hey, Will.” The police officer says.

“Hey, Ian. Nice to see you. Sorry for the circumstances.” He
shakes Ian’s hand.

Ian
gestures with his chin to the paramedics and looks at Will. “You
suspect foul play? Think I should get the Chief out
here?”

One of
the paramedics answers. “I don’t think so, Ian. His head was blown
off. He must have put the barrel in his mouth. Myrtle can barely
stand up with her back. She isn’t capable of doing that, nor are
the kids.”

Ian
addresses Will and I. “Nobody else was here?”

“No, sir.” I say. “Just the kids were outside playing. Thank
God they didn’t see anything.”

Ian
nods. “That right?” he checks with Will.

“Yep. Just Myrtle was standing here next to him, screaming
like her husband shot himself.”

Another
nod from Ian. “Okay, boys. Take him to the morgue. We’ll get the
coroner to do his thing.” He addresses the paramedics. “I’ll need
an official statement from you both.” He says to us.

“No problem.” I say and Will nods.

After we
give our statements to Ian, he observes the unsightly mess. “I’ll
have Pearl and her team come over here and clean this place up.
Poor Myrtle isn’t in a state to do that.” A pause. “Myrtle and the
kids got a place to stay tonight?”

Will
answers. “Laura’s invited them to stay at the ranch.”

“Good.” He frowns. “Take care.”

“Yeah, take care, Ian.” Will says, and then he looks at me.
“So, you’re new in town?”

“Yeah,”

“I’ve lived here my whole life, and this is the first suicide
I’ve ever seen. It’s a shame it had to happen on your first day
here.”

“It happens.” I frown. “And, technically yesterday was my
first day. I stayed overnight last night.” I tell him which
motel.

“Ah. Still. Don’t let this sway your idea of Huttonville.
Really. Aside from the odd nosey and opinionated person, this
town’s beautiful. I’d never think of leaving it.”

I smile,
since I don’t know how else to respond.

“Come on.” Will says. “Let’s get out of here. It’s starting to
smell.”

Walking
out of the house, we see that Laura has managed to settle Myrtle
down some. Laura sees Will and says. “Would you stay with her for a
minute? I’m just going to run into the house and get some things
for them for overnight.”

I lift a
hand. “Ma’am, you don’t want to go in there. What do you need?
Pyjamas? Toiletries for the mother and children?”

“You won’t know where anything is.” Laura states.

“I’m sure I can figure it out.”

“I’ll go with you.” Will offers.

We head
back in, avoiding the living room, and just go straight upstairs.
The upstairs has four bedrooms and one bathroom. Immaculately clean
for having such a large family. Two bedrooms have bunk beds and one
bedroom has two cribs. “How many kids do they have?”

“Six. Two set of twins, two and four years old, a six year old
and an eight year old.”

Holy
crap.

“You grab toothbrushes and things from the bathroom first, and
I’ll go find a bag to put all the stuff in. Should be something in
the master bedroom for that.”


Thankfully, the toothbrushes are all in cups with holes in
them, so I grab both cups, the tube of toothpaste sitting on the
counter, and Will tells me that he found a bag. We both make a team
effort of finding pyjamas for the kids, and when we’re done, we
head back outside. “We got everything.” Will says. “How about you
and Grayson get Myrtle settled and get the place ready for the
kids, while I go down to the ice cream parlor and get the
kids.”

Laura
nods.

As we
get back to the ranch, Laura draws a bath for Myrtle, while we go
to the guest house out back. “You sure it’s a good idea to leave
her alone?” I ask.

“She’s okay. She had her rosary beads out and she was praying.
God will take care of her.”

I have
visions of Myrtle following in her husband’s footsteps and drowning
herself in the lion’s foot tub, but I keep my fears to myself. So,
I change the subject as we begin pulling apart the two double beds
in the guest bedrooms in the guest house, leaving them on the
floor, in various places, to make enough sleeping area for eight
people. “Did you know Louie well?”

She
gives me a look that I can’t decipher. “Yes, I did.”

“Any idea that he was troubled at all?”

She
looks like she’s holding back tears. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I know this
is painful. I don’t mean to pry.”


Swallowing, she nods. “It’s okay.” She changes the subject as
she goes into a closet in the hallway of the two-bedroom guest
house and pulls out a load of bedding. As we make the beds, she
asks. “What was that…thing that you did to the horses…to help them
settle?”

“When we were running to the house, you mean?”

She
nods.

“My first horse was a stallion. He wasn’t broken in when I got
him. Just to put a saddle on him took more time than I had patience
for as a young boy.” I explain. “I tried so many times to get him
to settle, and it wasn’t until I made that noise that he finally
learned to calm. It started with a little whistle, but it turned
into a kind of whistle-hum-sigh technique that I started using with
other horses I was around, too. It doesn’t work with them all, but
I always figure it’s worth trying.”

“Did you teach it to anyone?”

I shake
my head no. “I’m not sure if it would work. But I could teach you
if you like.”

She
smiles as we put the bedding on the last bed.

“Did Louie have…an insurance policy or anything?” I ask,
suddenly coming back to tonight’s events.

“Not that I’m aware of.” Laura answers. “I know…Louie was
having financial problems, so I don’t imagine that he did. He
didn’t even have the sense to take out health insurance with six
kids and a sick wife.”

I rest
my thumbs in the loops on my jeans. “Oh, Jesus. How’s she going to
manage?”

“I’ll give her some money.”

“Well…didn’t he have job? I mean, I’m sure he’s got some pay
coming his way.”

She
looks at me and says something that chills me to my very
core.

“Grayson…Louie was my Lead Ranch Hand.”


Chapter 3

Laura

The look
on Grayson’s face when I tell him that he’s replacing a man who
just committed suicide, I’ll never forget. If he walks out that
door right now, I’d give him his blessing. At first, he’s quiet, as
we finish tucking in the last of the sheets on the bed. Leaving him
alone with his thoughts, I say nothing, and continue with the task
at hand.

“Can I ask you something?” He asks after a long
silence.

“Sure.”

“What were the circumstances of him leaving, and how long ago
was it?”

I frown.
“Those are fair questions.” Taking the pyjamas out of the bag, I
start to lay a pair on each pillow. “I let him go today. He’d been
with me for years. It’s nothing that I’m proud of, but when you’ve
run a ranch by yourself for the last ten years, your threshold for
trust wanes.”

“He lied to you?”

“Worse. He tried to steal from me.” I lift a hand. “He had
noble intentions in doing so, mind you, but he tried all the same.
I can’t have a person I can’t trust working for me.”

Grayson
nods once. “I would have done the same, ma’am.”

I look
at him bluntly. “You would have fired a man for trying to steal
your brooch to pay for his wife’s back surgery?”

“You saying you regret it now, given what’s
happened?”

“I don’t…I don’t know.”

He draws
in a deep breath. “It’s my belief that a man who takes his own life
in broad daylight, with his kids and his wife home, is weak, and
has been weak for a long time. A man who does that is so weak, he
can’t even put enough thought in it to do it discreetly, and at
least take his hunting rifle out to a wooded area first.” He clears
his throat. “You said yourself that he wasn’t smart enough to get
health insurance. He clearly didn’t bother using any birth control.
And he kills himself using his rifle, with his kids spitting
distance from the front of the door, his wife even closer. Worst of
all, he’s so weak, he’s gone and left his sick wife with six kids
to care for on her own. Naw, you did the right thing, ma’am. A man
like that has no business here.”


Digesting his opinion, I’m silent. “I thought a lot of Louie.
Until today, he never did anything to betray me. He was the hardest
working hand I had. He went over and above for me and the ranch.” A
pause. “I was taken off guard when he stood up and
confessed.”

“Well, then that’s the smartest thing he did.” Grayson
adds.

I decide
to change the subject. “I’m sure you want to head home. Thank you
for sticking around to help. I apologize that this happened
tonight. I’m sure it’s no way to start your stay here.”

“That’s fine, ma’am. I’m in no rush.”

“All the same, can you leave me with your references? I don’t
think they were listed on your resume.”

“They’re at the bottom, actually.” Grayson corrects. “You
probably didn’t get that far before we heard the
gunshot.”

I nod.
“Okay. I’ll call you in a couple of days and let you
know.”

“I appreciate that.” He takes a step towards me and shakes my
hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Warner.”

“Laura, please.”

“Laura.” He gives me a little smile before I walk him
out.

“Oh, you’re hat. You left it in the study.” I say as we reach
the front of the house. “I’ll go get it for you.”

After I
bring him his hat, he tips his head to place it on his head, and a
necklace with two rings slips out of his shirt. He doesn’t seem to
notice, even though my eyes dart to it.

“Good evening, ma’am.” He says. “It was nice meeting you and
your brother.”

“I’ll tell him you said so.”

“Thank you.”

A half
an hour later, Will has the kids corralled in the guest house,
while I give Myrtle one of her sedatives. Within twenty minutes,
after a bedtime story from Will, all seven of the Prescotts are
asleep in my guest house. Will follows me back into the house, and
I open all the pocket doors. One of Louie’s hats is hanging on the
back of the bathroom door. He’d left it there when he’d come in to
have a look at my clogged toilet the other day.

“Don’t.” Will says to me, seeing me look at it.

“Don’t what.” I say, playing innocent.

“I know what you’re thinking, and don’t go there.” Will says
firmly. “The man was a coward, a hard-working coward, but a coward
all the same.” He states. “What man
leaves his sick wife with six kids all day,
anyhow?”

“Myrtle is keen on kids. Always was.” Louie joined me long
before the kids were born. He and Myrtle weren’t even married when
he came to work here. They stayed in his quarters until the house
was ready. It was dumb luck that miserable Miss Kennedy up the
street croaked the week that the position came available. Ironic,
because it was the same week that I lost Quentin. His obituary was
listed in the same edition of the paper as the job posting
was.

“You oughta get Miss Bee over there. Give her a hand with all
those kidlets.” Will says, referring to the nanny that we had as
children. She was very young when she looked after us, and is still
in town. “She’s only in her fifties, isn’t she?”

“Last I heard she was working in the library part-time. I’ll
give her a call.”

“Myrtle’s going to need help, and you’re too busy over here.
Let’s be real.”

“I know it.” I admit.

Hanging
Louie’s hat back up on the door, I walk to the study, and Will
follows me.

“So, what do you think of Grayson?” Will asks me.

“He seems to know his way around a hunting rifle.” I snuffle,
going for comedic, but failing miserably.

“He sure doesn’t mind sticking his neck out to help.” Will
points out. “He could have said sayonara when he heard the gunshot,
but he nearly outran me to Louie’s house.

“He did something really neat with the horses. Made some noise
with his mouth. Calmed them right down when the gun went
off.”

“Oh yeah?” Will says. His interest is piqued. He bends forward
and takes a copy of Grayson’s resume in his hand, studying it.
“What kind of noise?”

“He said he’d learned it growing up, when his stallion
wouldn’t calm. It was kind of a whistle, but even though it was
loud enough that the horses and I could hear it over the screaming,
it was a quaint enough sound that it soothed them so I wouldn’t
have to do any damage control.”

“Knows his way around horses then. There’s proof.” Will takes
his phone out of his pocket, and punches something in. “I get a
good vibe from him myself. Even before all the hoopla
happened.”

“He’s married, or was, anyway.”

Will
looks at me. “Why’s that matter?”

I catch
myself before growing defensive. “It doesn’t. He was wearing
wedding rings on a chain around his neck.”

Will lifts a brow. “Who does that?”

“Dunno.” I shrug. “Maybe he bought her a new one. Mine didn’t
fit me after a couple of years.”

“Why isn’t he wearing his
then?”

Another
shrug. “Maybe his doesn’t fit him, either.”

“Isn’t wearing jewellery more of a girly thing? If neither of
the rings fit either of them, then how come he’s wearing them
both?”

I laugh
out loud. “Will, lan sakes! I don’t know! I just met the
man!”

With the
conversation at hand, Will has lost interest in whatever he was
doing on his phone. “Well, don’t yell at me!” he laughs.

“Please…as if you would know the proper place for a wedding
band, anyway.” I tease. “I’d pay money to see you walk down the
aisle and wear one until death does you part.”

“Thirty, Laura.” He says, pursing his lips into a cocky smile.
“Told you I’m not getting married until I’m thirty.”

“Well, then you’ve only got a year to meet missus right.” I
guffaw.

He
waves. “Plenty of time.”

“Not necessarily.” I correct, opening my emails and my
calendar, readying myself for tomorrow.

“Aren’t you a hypocrite.” He says, baiting me.

My jaw
drops, but I’m smiling. “And what’s that supposed to
mean?”

“You got married when you were nineteen, Laura. You and
Quentin were barely together a year.”

“I also knew him all my life. We fell in love in high
school.”

Another
wave. “Details.” He says, and then he goes silent, knowing that
this is a sensitive topic for me.

“Laura,” Quentin gasps, his face is covered in blood. “Go get
the gun. Put Tiger out of his misery.” He speaks over the horse,
crying blood-curdling cries of pain.

Quentin had been out riding Tiger, when a piece of old barbed
wire fence that my grandfather must have put up years ago, tripped
the horse, causing Quentin to be forced off Tiger, and the horse
had fallen on Quentin, not before severing his leg from the force
of the fall.

“I can’t get him off me, Laura.” Quentin grunts. “I can’t
breathe.” The blood all over Quentin’s face is not his own, it’s
Tiger’s.

After repeated warnings to Quentin that my grandfather had
fencing up in that area of land, and not to let it grow over into
greenspace, especially if he wanted to ride there, were for naught.
But Quentin, my beloved husband of ten years, was stubborn as a
mule and did not take the word ‘no’ lightly.

“I’ll go get it. Hang tight.” I say, holding back tears. ‘Now
is not the time to be emotional’, daddy would say if he were alive.
Daddy had a massive heart attack and was taken from us way too
young. Mama had terrible asthma, and we’d lost her a year before.
My daddy’s words rang in my head as I ran to the barn to get the
shotgun. How the hell we’re going to get Tiger off Quentin is
beyond me. I figure after the horse is dead, it will be more
difficult, but Quentin always knows the way out. That’s one of the
reasons why I fell in love with him.

Picking up the shotgun, I check the magazine, making sure
that there’s a round inside. When I’m sure that it’s ready to be
fired, I run back out to the pasture. My lungs burn from exertion,
and my eyes burn with unshed tears. The beating from my heart
inside my chest I can feel to my toes as I run faster than I’ve
ever run before, so I can save my husband from being smothered or
crushed, or both.

So many things are running through my head as I run, seeing
Tiger’s head lolling in the distance, and hearing his cries. Like,
that I should have called for help, but there was no time. Maybe I
can help pull Quentin out from under Tiger once he’s dead. Maybe
the gunshot blast will startle Tiger and he’ll move himself? I
don’t know.

As I reach Quentin, it feels like it’s been a year since I
saw him last. What seemed like a bleak situation a mere two minutes
ago, now appears hopeless. Tiger’s whole body covers Quentin’s.
Only my husband’s legs and feet are visible from under the horse;
kind of a sick, twisted version of the scene in ‘The Wizard of Oz’,
where the Wicked Witch of the West’s feet and legs are the only
thing visible from under the house from the tornado that launched
moments before.

Tears flood my face as I pump the hammer on the barrel of the
gun and shut my eyes tight, so I can fire at Tiger. When the
shotgun blasts, I watch Tiger’s body go limp, and I wait for him to
roll off Quentin, praying like hell that he’ll jump back up and
dance, like he once did when he played a joke on me, after his
older, much larger brother, fell on top of him when they were
wrestling in high school. But he doesn’t.

Squeezing my eyes together tightly, I start screaming for
help, hoping that somebody in the area heard the shot. My vocal
cords betray me as the tears flow, but luckily, a minute later, I
see someone running to me from the house. It’s my brother, Clint.
There was once a time when I begrudged my family for showing up
spontaneously, especially when Quentin and I were newlyweds, but
today, I couldn’t be happier to see my brother.

“Laura?” he screams, running to me. “Will!” he screams again,
calling my other brother from inside the house.

“Help, Clint! Heeeeellllppp!” It seems that my vocal cords
work better now that I see hope in sight. I see Will running from
the barn.

His legs carry him at lightning speed, and when he finally
approaches, we don’t even exchange words. Will is here seconds
later, and all three of us pull the horse off Quentin. As we get
the horse off, Will grabs his cell phone from his back pocket,
calling an ambulance.

Being a doctor, Clint kneels to check his vitals. Quentin is
unconscious.

“Is he breathing?” I ask. My hands are trembling.

Clint doesn’t answer, but slides his hand under Clint’s neck,
and begins administering C.P.R., answering my question.

The look on his face as he pumps his chest makes me nauseous.
His chest looks like it’s made of dough. Tiger’s weight has crushed
Quentin. My hand goes to my mouth as the tears pour.

“Laura? Laura!” Will says, startling me out of my reverie.
“Jesus. You’re like a million miles away.”

“Did you ask me something?”

“I asked if you’re going to hire Grayson, or if you need to
check his references first?” his eyes bulge with frustration. “God,
would you get your head out of the past?”

“You were the one who started talking about wedding rings!” I
chide.

“Geez…remind me to never do that again.”

I’m
exasperated. “Yes, I’m going to hire Grayson. But, yes, I need to
check his references. I’d be a fool not to.”

“I’ll be here in the morning. Do you want to divide and
conquer?”

“Sure.” I say, making notes in my online day planner. Will is
punching something into his phone, and is silent.

“Holy…what the….” Will says, but I ignore him. My heart is
still pounding from my flashback moments ago.

“Err…Laura?”

“What?” I turn to him.

“Have you got any questions prepared to ask Grayson’s
references yet?”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows. “No, I was just going to do that now,
why?”

He turns
his phone to face me. It’s showing a search for Grayson Thomas from
El Paso, Texas. The picture is definitely him, and my eyes go right
to his image; a penchant of mine for seeing what people, including
celebrities, looked like once upon a time, and what they look like
now.

With
slightly shorter hair and a younger-looking face, Grayson looks
very much the same. “Yeah, that’s him.”

Will
guffaws. “Do you not see what I see?”

“No…what do you see?”

“Are you blind?” he blurts, almost squealing.

“What are you talking about?” I demand, thinking that maybe he
has a big zit on his forehead that I’ve missed. Will can be that
petty at times.

“Uh…Laura…you better tack on to your list of questions for his
references, why a near middle-aged man is seeking work at a horse
ranch when he’s a goddamn doctor!”

Sure
enough, the suffix after Grayson’s surname says, clear as day,
‘M.D.’


Chapter 4

Grayson

 


The
phone rings as I’m perusing the job postings. I haven’t heard from
Mrs. Warner, Laura, in two days. I’ll assume that I didn’t get the
job. Swiping the answer button, I pick up the call, seeing as it’s
one of my brothers.

“Dude. How’s it hanging?” Kurt asks.

“Aside from living in a shabby motel, pretty good.” I admit
with a little chuckle.

“I told you to go crash at my buddy Tyson’s place.” Tyson
lives just outside of Dallas. Maybe a half an hour out of
Huttonville. He’s the one I visited recently.

“Na, that’s okay. I’m hanging in out here.”

“See any cute chicks out there?”

“I haven’t been paying much attention.”

“Hot.” He’s being facetious but decides to change the subject.
“Hey, so, I got a call from some Laura today.”

I
guffaw. “You waited a whole thirty seconds before telling me the
most important reason for your call?”

“What? I like suspense.”

“Read a novel then.” I sneer. “What did she say to
you?”

“Some stuff.” He teases.

“Uh huh. Care to elaborate?”

“She sounds cute. Your type.”

Is there smoke coming out of my ears? “Kurt. Cut the crap.”

“Fine. She asked me about your work history, and I stretched
the truth like a good little brother, just like you
asked.”

I
wait.

“She asked me how long I worked with you and I told her since
I was born.”

“Next time I see you, remind me to punch you in the
face.”

He
chuckles like he’s enjoying this. “Okay, I told her that we used to
work together at that fabricated farm you cooked up.” His tone is
on the snide side. “I almost slipped up, too, when she asked for
Kurt Willis, not Kurt Thomas.”

“She would have known that you’re my brother if we have the
same last name, stupid.”

“No kidding, stupid. I know. I suppose it’ll be easier on
Rachel, seeing as she’s using her married name. But Mitch will
probably think she’s a telemarketer and hang up. Don’t you think
she’s going to check out this farm you supposedly used to work
for?”

“I thought of that.” I admit. But it was worth taking the
chance for. My other brother Mitch took some convincing to lie on
my behalf. Not only is he a real straight-shooter, but he couldn’t
lie his way out of anything.

“Anyway, did you get the job?”

“Don’t you think I would have told you by now? God, how
dumb are
you?”

“I’m not dumb, Grayson. You’re a closed guy, man. Ask anyone.”
He says levelly.

“Even so.”

“So, what’s the ranch like? I’ve seen it from Google Maps, but
I’ve never seen the inside.”

“It’s perfect. Just like home.” I say honestly.

“Hey, did you hear about that suicide that happened just up
the street from there?”

I’m
silent.

“Grayson?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I heard about it.” A pause. “I was actually…at
the ranch when it happened.”

“Seriously?” Kurt is shocked. “I read that he shot himself
with a hunting rifle. His kids and his wife were home. That
true?”

“Yeah. It was a pretty sorry sight.”

“Geez…were you like…right there? Did you see it
happen?”

“No, we heard the shot though. Went running towards the house.
Got in seconds after he’d done the deed.”

“Holy Toledo…just when you thought you witnessed enough in
life, huh Grayson.” Kurt’s voice is solemn. “I bet that brought you
back, eh.”

“Yeah,” my voice is a murmur. “A little bit.”

“See, and now you know why I say that you’re a closed guy.”
Kurt states. “If I hadn’t mentioned anything, you would never have
told me that you were there.”

“I don’t usually go around telling people that I saw something
like that, Kurt.”

“But I’m not people, Grayson. I’m your brother.”
Kurt and I are the closest out of all my siblings. He’s been there
for me for more than I could ever repay him for.

“I know it.”

“Any idea why he did it?”

“He lost his job. Has a sick wife and six kids, all under age
ten.”

“Wait a minute…the paper said…wasn’t he…the paper said that he
was an employee over at that ranch you applied to.”

“Yeah, that’s right.” I admit.

“So, wait…did you…apply for…his old
job?”

“You catch on fast.”

Kurt
laughs without a trace of humor. “Oh, Lord, Grayson. You sure know
how to pick them!”

“It isn’t what you think, man. Laura explained it to me. She
had a right.”

The
chuckle out of him tells me that he isn’t convinced. “I hope for
your sake, that she finds out the truth about you, man.”

“Yeah, I figured that you’d eventually say that. Thanks for
the support, man.” I hate to admit it, but my decision-making
abilities have been hampered for the last five years, and my little
brother might actually have a point. He’s been right about
everything else so far.

Kurt
ignores my comment. “You know that all she’s got to do is an
internet search on you and she’ll find out, right?”

“I’ll take my chances.” I pause. “She didn’t…ask you about my
background, did she?”

“Now that I
would have told you straight up.” His voice is cocky but honest. “I
wouldn’t count your chickens, though.”

“I know I didn’t get the job, so us talking about this is
moot.”

“What about the next one?” he tests me. “Aren’t you applying
to be a ranch hand as part of your ‘new you’ strategy?”

“Maybe it’s time I find another career counsellor. Maybe this
whole plan isn’t what it’s cracked up to be.”

“Don’t lose hope yet, Grayson. You don’t know if she’s called
Rachel or Mitch yet.”

“Or if she’s even going to bother.” I interject.

Kurt
changes the subject. “Come back. Just pack up your stuff and come
back to El Paso.” Kurt and my other brother, Hawk, run the family
ranch in El Paso.

“Sure. Just what I need.” I’m being facetious. “To come all
this way and give up after two days.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Thanks for the support.”

“Call me. Keep me posted.”

 



***

 


After an
internet search on employment centers in the Huttonville area, it’s
quickly determined that there isn’t one. Anything like that I’ll
have to drive to Dallas for, and I’m not up for that today.
Instead, I check out the listings again, and another ranch not far
from Kelsey’s is looking for a ranch hand. It’s not a Lead hand,
but if they offer lodging, it may be a good start. Just as I’m
about to dial the number provided on the listing, my phone rings.
The display says that it’s Kelsey Ranch.

“Grayson Thomas.” I answer cordially.

“Grayson. It’s Laura Warner, from Kelsey Ranch. How are
you?”

“I’m well, thank you, and you?”

“I’m well. Are you able to come by the ranch today, for a
second interview?”

“Sure. I’m open all day.”

“Why don’t you come by in an hour?”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

Second
interview? That’s a good sign…I think. It’s been so long, as I said
before, I don’t know. I half consider calling Kurt back for his
opinion, but after last night, I’m not in the mood for his
mouth.

As I
pull up to the ranch, I see Laura sitting on the front porch. The
ranch hands are busy at work; three of them are exercising the
horses, and a couple others are in the pasture, doing various
things. A young woman pokes her head outside to speak with Laura as
I exit my truck. She’s wearing an apron tied around her waist. She
looks like she’s in her early twenties or late teens. When I
approach, she’s asking Laura about a meal that she’s planning, and
I keep back, while they finish their conversation.

“Oh, hi, Grayson.” Laura says. “This is Grace. She prepares
the meals for the hands part-time while completing her Hospitality
program. Grace, this is Grayson. He’s being considered for the Lead
Hand role.”

“Nice to meet you.” Grace says. She’s so shy, she can barely
look me in the eye on introduction.

“Pleasure.” I say, holding my hand out for her to
shake.

Grace
then addresses Laura. “I’ll go pick up the things when I’m finished
clearing up in here.”

“Sounds good. Let me know and I’ll give you the credit
card.”

Grace
disappears, and then another lady comes out. She’s a little older,
but not by much.

“Laura, err…sorry.” She says shyly, as she sees me on the
porch.

“That’s okay, Wendy. Meet Grayson. He’s applied for Lead Hand.
Grayson, this is Wendy, another student from the college, working
on her program as well.”

“Pleasure.” I say again, starting to feel like a broken
record.

“Hi,” Wendy says, shaking my proffered hand. Then she
addresses Laura. “Is it okay if I go with Grace? We need a few
things for the house.”

“Certainly. You two can take the company van if you like. That
way you don’t have to expense your mileage.”

“Okay.”

Wendy
gives a little nod and scurries back into the house.

Laura
chuckles. “Sorry about that. It’s a busy place around
here.”

“I see that.”

“Why don’t we go into the study, where we won’t have any more
interruptions.” Laura says, and I follow her into the house. The
pocket doors are open this time, so I can see the house in its
glory.


Beautiful antique furniture is set all over the house.
Including one of those old record players, or phonographs, set in a
glass case in the living room. The furniture is refurbished
antique, with tufted plush material on the couch. Two armchairs
have been finished in leather, and the drapes are thick, velvety
material, pulled back with tassels. There is no television, just a
stereo system, and a huge bookcase filled with various volumes;
some older with leather and gold-leaf bound spines, but others
appear to be more modern romance paperbacks. I see a few shelves
lined with old photo albums and even some modern
scrapbooks.

The
kitchen is very large, and appears to encompass the whole back of
the house. There is a table for eight in the eat-in kitchen.
Glossy, cream, polished tile flooring, juxtaposed by honey brown
wooden cabinetry and countertops make the kitchen the perfect
balance of modern yet classic. A long, wooden staircase is leading
to bedrooms upstairs, I’m guessing, behind the wall off the foyer.
There is a small powder room between the kitchen and living
room.

“Beautiful house you have here.” I comment, taking a quick
look around.

“Oh, thank you. If you want, I can show you around when we’re
finished.” She offers. I’m guessing that this is more of a good
sign. If she was bringing me here to say adios, she wouldn’t have
offered to give me the grand tour.

She
closes the study door, and gestures for me to have a seat, and she
starts. “Thank you again for lending a hand the other night. I know
that that wasn’t easy.”

“It was no trouble at all, ma’am. I was happy to do it.” I say
honestly. “Err…how is…the widow doing?”

With a
slight nod, Laura answers. “She’s doing well. I hired a nanny that
I know personally, to lend a hand. And as I said before, I’ve given
her some money to help with finances. After her back surgery, she
should be doing well.”

“That’s good to hear. When is the funeral?”

“It was yesterday.” She explains. “That’s why I haven’t called
you back until now. I was a little preoccupied helping Myrtle with
funeral arrangements.”

“That’s quite noble of you.” I state. Feeling
awkward.

Her
long, sandy blonde hair is French braided down her back, and the
body of the braid is laying on her shoulder, flowing down almost to
her waist. There is no indentation on her bare forehead from a hat,
so I’ll assume she’s been indoors today. “So, you run all the books
and take care of the administrative part of the ranch, I take
it.”

“Yes, that’s correct.” She confirms. “Ten years ago, I ran
things on my own with my husband. But things changed, and it was
necessary to hire help.”

“I suppose so.” I purse my lips into a smile.

“Yes.” She sighs, and I can sense that she feels awkward, as
do I. I get the feeling that the mention of her husband causes
anxiety. It’s hard to tell if her husband is still around, but I’m
guessing that he’s not, since her brother was present when I was
here last.

I watch
her refer to a sheaf of paper in front of her on the desk. The
window coverings are open, and one of the ranch hands walks by,
carrying a shovel. His grimy t-shirt is covered in beads of sweat
front and back. The dark hair at the back of his neck is dampening
his tilly hat.

“Mister Thomas—”

“Please call me Grayson.”

“Yes, of course.” She licks her lips. “Grayson.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Laura,” she says.

“Laura.” I repeat.

I feel
hesitation in her voice, and I almost fess up. But I wait. Hope is
not lost. There are other opportunities here, and if not in
Huttonville, as much as I’m disinclined to head to a bigger city, I
can always bite the bullet and head to Dallas. Heck, at least I can
bunk in with Tyson, and please Kurt.

“I noticed that the ranch that you claimed to have worked for
does not exist.” She looks at me speculatively. “I do not work well
with people who fabricate things or lie. Or steal, as you
know.”

“I would never steal, Laura, for one, and I can promise you
that as sure as the nose on my face, I have plenty of ranch
experience. I told you I grew up on one, and that’s the
truth.”

“Why did you make up the story about the ranch then? And why,
pray tell, did you have three other people make up the same lie for
you, on your behalf?”

That’s
it. I’m about ready to put my Stetson back on and thank her for her
time, when I’m suddenly curious. “Why did you invite me here to ask
me these questions, when you know that I lied to you, and evidently
you don’t tolerate that?”

Laura
draws in a deep breath. “Because I know you clearly have an
intimate background with horses. How else could you have pulled off
settling my herd with one practiced whistle?”

“Then why the questions?” I refute. “Can’t a man have things
about him that he doesn’t want to share with others? That he’s not
proud of? I’m sure that you have one or two things that you keep
locked away, for your eyes only, too. We all do.”

She’s growing irritated. “Grayson, why, in heaven’s name, are
you seeking a position at a horse ranch, when you were clearly
a doctor not,
what…a year ago?”

“Is that why you invited me here? So you can figure out what
makes me tick? So you can satisfy all these brown-nosed, nosy,
small-towners’ interests? I see them all staring at me in town.
They probably all know who you are, and likewise, they all know
that I’ve applied for this position. Heck, my goddamn name was in
the paper because of the suicide! Everyone knows who I am, and I’ve
been here all but four days!”

She’s
glaring at me. “Answer the question, Grayson. You can do that, or
you can walk out that door and go apply at Steely Pines on the
other side of Huttonville. But I warn you, they’ll pay you less,
offer you a shoebox for quarters, and you’ll end up answering the
same questions. Nobody is a fool in Huttonville, Grayson. If you’ve
come here looking to hide out, you’ll be sorely disappointed.” She
pauses. “For someone who grew up on a horse ranch in a small town,
you sure seem to have lost your touch for the nuances in such
places.”

My chest
is heaving. She’s got me by the balls, and she knows it. I wait for
a moment, thinking that maybe she’ll have mercy on me, seeing as,
for all intents and purposes, I’m new around here, and probably
entitled to a free pass or two on one of the items that she’s
thrown at me. But she’s silent. Stubborn as a mule. And I think,
there is no way any man would survive in her stronghold. No, her
husband’s flown the coop. Probably left tire tracks in his
wake.

Finally,
after a decent stalemate, I cave. “I drank my medical license away
a year ago.” My voice is flat and poignant. “Twenty-eight days
later, I got my first pin, celebrating my sobriety. Now I have two
others to match.” I lick my lips, studying her face. It’s softened
some, but it looks as if she’s waiting for the punchline. “I lied
for a lot of reasons. My three references are my siblings. They’d
all take a bullet for me, and I’d do the same for them. I haven’t
worked since I lost my license, because…who the hell’s going to
hire me. But I figure, after selling everything I own except for
what filled my pickup truck, moving to a new town, I might have
better luck.” I look at her. “Guess I was wrong.”

Placing
my hat on my head, I rise. “Thanks for your time, ma’am.” I say,
heading for the door. As I open it, she calls to me.

“What was the ranch that you grew up on, Grayson?”

“Coral Grove. It’s in El Paso, Texas, like I told you.” I say,
turning towards her, only in a gesture of proper manners. In my
mind, I’m already out the door and getting into my truck. “My
brother, Hawk, runs it still. You’re welcome to look it
up.”

She
looks at me whimsically. “And what made you leave the ranch and
become a doctor?”

Bowing
my head, my heart sinks, as I remember. “I did it to impress a
girl.”


Chapter 5

Laura

Grayson
walks out the door, and I let him. But as he walks off the porch, I
watch, from the window in my study, as he helps a couple of my
hands with a long railroad tie. He doesn’t even hesitate. The boys
are young and don’t have quite the strength to carry it, just the
two of them, so Grayson takes one end, while the two boys take the
other. As they carry it to the back, where we’re building a new
trough for the horses, I follow them. This…mystery man…isn’t aware
that I’m watching him.

“Now bring it down slow, partner.” He says to Ned, the overly
eager kid who I hired because of his father, one of my other hands.
As they bring the tie down to the ground safely, Grayson asks. “You
guys got the proper stakes for these?”

“I think so. My dad picked them up yesterday.” Ned answers.
His younger brother, Edgar, is very shy and quiet, and says
nothing, especially since he sees me.

“You don’t have the proper ones, and they’ll slip.” Grayson
says. “Let’s go take a look.”

I
interrupt. “Hold on, Grayson.”

I
dismiss the boys, telling them to go help their father in the
pasture for now. “I’ll put you on a three-month probationary
period.” I say firmly, making up my mind.

“Okay.” I see that those gold rings on a chain are hanging
from his neck again, dangling down past a small crest of hair on
his chest. I can’t help but wonder if those rings are the reason
why Grayson drank. Pretty sure they are, but I don’t ask. I’ve
already pried enough for one day.

“You can come and fill out the paperwork now if you like.” I
offer. “You can start today if that suits you. I have coveralls in
the barn if you need them.”

“No, that’s fine. My clothes are mostly rags, anyhow.” He says
with a slight chuckle that I take as cheerful. He’s happy that he
got the job after all. I have the grace to smile. “Thank you,
Laura. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“Ask me in three months if I regret it.” I say
firmly.

“Fair enough.”

“My brother Will will be pleased.” I comment. “He promised to
come lend a hand while I look for a replacement, but his job kept
him there. I was about to call and beg him to come when I saw the
trough broke this morning. The horses sure aren’t enjoying drinking
from the buckets.”

“From the look of it, it wasn’t put together properly from the
start.” Grayson comments and we head back to the house. “That was
one of the first things my daddy taught me when I was a kid. We
built so many things with them railroad ties. My mama’s porch and
all.”

“You helped your father build a lot, it sounds like.” I say,
as we enter the house and go into the study.

“We built everything together, tamed horses, road them, it was
quite a life.” He admits as I hand him the paperwork to fill out.
He unconsciously tucks the chains under his shirt as they dangle
when he bends over to write on the documents.

“That’s a nice necklace.” I comment.

He looks
up at me, and I notice his big blue eyes. They’re almost
mesmerizing with the late morning sunshine reflecting on them from
the side. “Thanks.” He says and leaves it at that. I deserved
that.

As he
completes the paperwork, I do an internet search on Coral Grove.
“Your brother looks a lot like you.” I comment, turning the monitor
so that he can see what I’m doing.

“He should. We’re fraternal twins.”

“Really?” Finally, a fun fact.

“Yep. Lots of twins in the Thomas family.” He says, penning
away his information.

“Remember when you sign that document, it’s legally bound.” I
tease, poking at his lying earlier.

He looks
up at me and gives me a wink, picking up on the joke. Thank God he
has a sense of humor.

“Didn’t know you had a sense of humor.” He comments, placing
his attention back on the papers, and I get a shiver. It’s like he
read my mind.

“If you grew up on a ranch, you know very well that you need
one.”

“You’ll get along great with my brother Kurt then. He’s all
jokes.”

“Will, too. You got a little glimpse of him
already.”

“I don’t have a lot of stuff. So don’t worry that living
quarters aren’t going to suit me. I’ve been living at The Acres for
the past four days.”

I roll
my eyes. “No wonder you’ve been getting the looks, Grayson.” I
chuckle.

He puts
the pen down. I’ve piqued his interest. “Why do you say
that?”

“Let’s just say that The Acres is where you take certain…shall
we say…friends…for an afternoon delight, so I’ve heard.” I raise a
hand. “At least, that’s what the word is around town.”

“How long have people been saying that?”

“For as long as I can remember.”

“Well, they don’t live up to their reputation.” He states
honestly. “The place is as clean as a whistle, quiet as a newborn
baby, and I didn’t see hardly anyone looking guilty around
there.”

I
guffaw. “Must be a slow week, Grayson.”

He
frowns. “I suppose it is.” He nods once and signs the documents at
the bottom line, and then hands them to me.

“You can head back to The Acres and pick up your stuff if you
like, or I can show you around and introduce you. Whatever you
like.” I pause. “And keep in mind that living quarters are
optional. Will it be just yourself, or will your wife be
accompanying you?” I ask, veiling the probe.

“Just me.” he says, not taking the bait. “And I haven’t got
much, as I said. So I can start now. I’ll go get my stuff at the
end of the day if it’s all the same to you.”

“Eager to start working, I see. That’s a good
sign.”

“I’m not one to spectate, Laura. When there’s work to be done,
I do it.”

“I can see that.” I take his papers from him. “Shall we?” I
gesture to the door.

“Right.”

We take
a right, heading down to the kitchen. “You’ll have your meals in
here. You’ve met Grace. She’s a wonderful cook. There’s a small
kitchenette in your quarters, too, if you prefer to eat alone.
Sometimes when the guys feel like watching television, they head
into Louie’s old room and eat while watching a game or something.
The guys are very respectful, though. You’ll get to know
them.”

“Sounds great. I don’t mind a family meal, though.”

I add.
“It’s also handy when flu season comes around.”

“I never get sick.”

“That’s what my daddy always said, Grayson.” I point out.
“Then he had a massive heart attack at a very young
age.”

“And that’s when you inherited this palace.” He states. “But I
bet he didn’t have hands. I bet he was one of them types that did
everything himself. Just like my daddy.”

“Well, you’re right there.” I admit.

“That’s how come your daddy and my daddy both dropped dead
young.” He says, opening a cupboard with etching on it, inspecting
the craftsmanship.

“Right again.”

“And I suppose you tried to do the same thing when you
inherited this place, didn’t you.”

I don’t
answer, as I’m starting to feel like a broken record.

He takes
my silence as confirmation. “What made you decide to hire help?”
he’s running his fingers along the countertop, feeling the grain in
the wood.

“Exactly what you guess. I…couldn’t do it alone, even with
Will’s help.”


Satisfied with the casual inspection, Grayson turns around to
face me.

“Let’s go see your living quarters.” I suggest. As we walk
back down the hallway, I point out the stairs to the bedrooms on
the second floor, and the living room. “The powder room you’re
welcome to use. There’s also a washroom in the barn, and a communal
washroom in the quarters. You and the boys share a washroom for
now, until I get the three-piece washroom in your quarters fixed.
There was never a need…as you know, Louie lived up the street, so
his quarters weren’t used other than for the odd day here and
there.”

“Understood.”

We leave
the house, and walk across the lawn, clipped short in a stretch,
and then we arrive at the fence to the pasture, where the horses
are outside grazing. I name all the horses off, giving a brief
history of each animal, as Grayson steps slowly, looking at each of
them individually. The pasture is large, with the broken trough
along the length of one of the wooden fence panels. Trixie, one of
my brown horses, walks over when Grayson makes a funny whistling
sound.

“That’s not quite the sound you used the other
day.”

“There are others.” Grayson explains. Trixie approaches, first
nudging me with her nose, so I give her a pat, and then she looks
at Grayson.

“Hey, there, beautiful.” He says to her. “You mind if I touch
your nose, too?”

He
carefully places his hand on her flank, petting her, and then she
lowers her head slightly, so that her nose is in reaching distance
from his hand. He pets her nose. “There you go. That’s nice, isn’t
it?”

“Maybe I’ll get you to exercise her first.” I chuckle. “She
seems to have a crush on you.”

“I seem to have that effect on mares.”

“Evidently.” I giggle, as Trixie lays her snout on his
shoulder. He pets her, leaning into her snout like he’s giving her
a hug.

“Aren’t you a little lover.” He says, chuckling. “I think
you’ll be my favorite.”

“You’re the chosen one.” I state, when we see Edgar, Ned’s
brother, come tearing out of the barn.

“Call nine-one-one!” he’s shouting.

Grayson
runs toward the boy, and I follow in their wake.

“What happened?” Grayson asks Edgar.

“It’s Ned. It was an accident. I was using the pickaxe on a
patch of clay, and I didn’t know his hand was there.” His voice is
panicked.

“Okay. Just…stay calm.” Grayson says, as we approach the patch
of land that they were working on at the back of the barn. Ned is
unconscious, and there is blood spurting from his arm. Without
hesitation, Grayson rips his shirt open, pulling it from his body,
and removes his cell phone from his back pocket, handing it to me.
“Call an ambulance.” He instructs levelly.

The dirt
is in a tidy pile, next to a visible clump of clay, layered under
soil. “I…I wasn’t looking, I guess. Ned said he saw something shiny
in the dirt, and he was trying to find it. My mind wandered, and
the next thing I know he screams and there’s blood everywhere.”
Edgar explains. “Is he dead? Did he bleed to death?”

Ned is
motionless, with a grimy face and hands. His overalls are spattered
with blood, and there are blood sprays and droplets on the pile of
dirt. Grayson rips the front panel off his shirt and begins
applying the shirt, tying it around and around the boy’s arm, near
his elbow. “Na, he’s not dead. The sight of blood must have made
him pass out.”

Johnnie,
my other hand, Ned, and Edgar’s father, approaches. He’d been
riding Weasel, one of my stallions, that is going to be a contender
in a show next month. He sees his son passed out in the dirt from
afar, and he moves the horse into a trot.

As I
dial emergency services, I watch Grayson go to work. The way he
carefully ties the boy’s arm up in a practiced motion, it clearly
indicates that this man has a knack for this kind of thing. It
almost takes my mind off the fact that his upper body looks like
something out of a magazine. But with a boy bleeding severely in my
pasture, I quickly put that thought out of my mind. After making
the call, Ned’s eyes start to flutter, as he regains
consciousness.

“How are you doing there, partner?” Grayson says. “You got a
little scratch on your arm, kid. How do you feel?”

Ned
looks down at his arm, caked with blood. His eyes roll back into
his head and he loses consciousness again. Johnnie slows the horse
and jumps off his back. “What happened?” he asks breathlessly.
Johnnie is short and stout, like Louie was, and he has a sprig of
hay hanging out of his mouth.

“It was an accident.” Edgar insists. “I hit him with the
pickaxe.”

“He’s severed his artery, but it should be fine. A couple of
good stitches and he’ll be fixed right up.” Grayson
says.


Something tells me that if Grayson had a needle and thread,
that he’d patch the kid right up here and now. “The ambulance is on
the way.” I say to Johnnie. “I’ll go get you another shirt.” I say
to Grayson.

“No, that’s alright, Laura.” He says. “I’ve got a change of
clothes in the pickup truck.”

“Okay.” Is there anything that this man isn’t prepared for?

“Have you got insurance, Johnnie?” I ask.

“No, ma’am.” He says, shaking his head. “I imagine a few
stitches won’t cost much, will it?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll pay for it.” I say, touching his
arm. Somehow, Johnnie doesn’t seem at all unsettled. Myrtle freaks
out if one of her kids stubs their toe.

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll take Weasel back to the
pasture.”

“Don’t worry about that right now.” I say, as I hear the
ambulance approach.

“Be a good boy and go flag the ambulance driver down.” Johnnie
instructs Edgar.

“Yes, sir.” He says, running like his shorts are on
fire.

The
ambulance attendants appear within thirty seconds, pushing a gurney
with them. “Twice this week we’ve seen one of these things.”
Grayson says.

“That’s two times too many in my opinion.” I say.

One of
the ambulance attendants I recognize. He’s a friend of Wendy’s.
“Hi, Ted. Ned here was accidentally struck in the arm with a
pickaxe.” I explain.

“I tied it off with a tourniquet here. He should be okay.
Looks to me like he’s severed an artery, but it’s not cut through,
otherwise he’d a bled to death by now. He’s just out because he’s a
little squeamish.” Grayson explains, just as Ned’s eyes flutter
open again. This time, Grayson has the sense to cover the rest of
his arm with what’s left of his shirt, before he sees it and passes
out again. “Hey there again.” Grayson lifts his hand in the air and
pulls down his index finger and thumb. “How many fingers am I
holding up, partner?”

“Three.” Ned answers.

“Do you know your name?”

“Ned Daniels, sir.”

Grayson
smiles. “He’s fine. Even got a ‘sir’ out of him.”

“That’s my boy.” Johnnie responds, impressed. Then he
addresses me. “I’ll go with him, if that’s okay.”

“Certainly.” I nod. “You both take the rest of the day off.
I’ll put Weasel back in the pasture.”

“That’s awful kind of you, Laura. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

As the
ambulance attendants lower the gurney and situate Ned on it, I look
at Grayson. “Thanks for doing that.”

“If Edgar here had dug any further, that boy might have lost
his arm.” He says. As Johnnie hands Weasel to Edgar, and instructs
him to take the horse back to the pasture, even though I already
said that I would look after that.

“I don’t even know why he was using the pickaxe,
frankly.”

“Boys.” He shrugs.

We watch
the ambulance take Ned, and I give the truck keys to Johnnie, so he
and Edgar can drive to the hospital with him, thankful that I have
two company vans; which was Will’s idea. Wendy and Grace are still
out picking up supplies. Grayson walks over to his van and pulls a
shirt out of a bag in the back, stretching it over his head. He
tucks it in his jeans and rakes a hand through his hair, and then
he places his hat back on his head. Why I’m watching him I have no
idea. I divert my eyes to the ambulance as it drives
off.

“Do you mind if I clean up some? I’ve got blood all over me
here.” Grayson asks, carrying his bag in his hand.

“Sure. I’ll show you to your quarters.”

We walk
to the back of the house, past the barn, where the guest house and
the staff living quarters are. The largest building is where all
the boys stay. Ned, Edgar and Johnnie live in Fort Worth, so they
stay with me all year round. Johnnie’s boys are only here for the
summer, and then they go back to school, and home to their mother.
Simon and Lloyd are also from Fort Worth, and they live here
full-time as well. I always have to hire more people when the fall
comes, and Simon and Lloyd have only been here for about six
months. This position has some turnover, but it could be
worse.

The
staff living quarters were built to resemble and function like a
small cottage. The dark wood exterior has a wraparound porch, and a
large window, so lots of natural light goes into the living space.
My boys alternate weekends off, so I always have someone to tend to
the horses and take care of the grounds. Inside the cottage is a
large living area with a couch, fireplace, two armchairs, and Ned
brought a bean bag chair with him from Fort Worth. There are three
bedrooms, each with a set of bunkbeds. The communal washroom was
built like a public restroom, but with a set of three stand-up
showers behind the toilet area.

At the
back of the house is a locked door leading to the Lead Hand’s
quarters. There is a separate entrance in the back, but the porch
is only at the front and sides of the house. I’m putting in a
firepit when the order comes in, so the boys can enjoy fires at
night. Unlocking the door, I switch on the light, and the small
futon is to the right. Beside that is a small, two-seater wooden
table. A small opening leads to the kitchenette, which has a simple
miniature refrigerator/freezer, a single sink, and a plank counter.
“I’m getting a toaster oven and a cooktop. It’s on order.” I
explain. There is a small, two-door cupboard both above and below
the counter.

“It’s cute.” Grayson says.

I lead
him into the bedroom, where a double bed, tall dresser and
nightstand are. The closet is very tiny, but it has one of those
slick organizing units in it. Grayson looks at it. “You would be
surprised what you can fit in there.” I comment. “While I had
renovations done on my bedroom when my roof leaked a couple of
years ago, I lived here. My entire wardrobe, including all my
shoes, fit in there.”

“I believe you.” Grayson is impressed.

The
bathroom is a simple three-piece, with a stand-up shower and basin
for a shallow bath, a pedestal sink with storage underneath, and a
toilet. “The toilet is also on order. Will is coming to install it
when it comes in.”

“I can do that.” Grayson offers. Somehow, I’m not surprised
that he can install a toilet.

I chuckle. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

“Oh, there’s lots I can’t do, Laura. You’ll see.” He winks at
me.

“Did you want to bring your things in?”

“Well, is there much to do around here for today? What about
that trough?”

“Yes, the trough needs to be done. But other than that, no.” I
say. “I have some paperwork to do because of Ned’s accident, so I
should go get started on that. OWCP is pretty quick on the case
when there’s an injury in the workplace. That’s the last thing I
need right now.”

“I’ll just get cleaned up and finish up that trough then.”
Grayson says. “I’ll acquaint myself with the other
boys.”

I smack
my palm on my face. “Shoot. With all the confusion, I completely
forgot! Forgive me!”

“That’s perfectly understandable, Laura. I’ll meet them
later.”

His
necklace with the rings is poking up out of his t-shirt, rather
obviously. My mind flashes back to when he took his shirt off, and
now I remember why I was staring. The rings are wedding bands, most
definitely. One smaller than the other; one large enough for a
male, the other small enough for a female. Then I wonder if they
belonged to his parents. He did mention that his father was
deceased. And I ask. “Is your mother still alive,
Grayson?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He answers honestly. “She’s alive and kicking,
and still living at Coral Grove, running the ranch with my brother,
Hawk.”

Well,
that negates my idea that the rings belonged to his parents. “So,
those wedding bands around your neck, are they your
parent’s?”

His hand
instinctively goes to his throat, as he unconsciously touches the
gold. “No, ma’am, they didn’t belong to my parents.”

“Grandparents?” I venture.

His eyes
slide down to my left hand. It’s been a year since I wore my
wedding band. Took me many years to take it off.

“I notice that you don’t wear a wedding band. Yet you
mentioned a husband earlier.”

That hit
a nerve. My eyes divert to the floor.

“Let’s say we leave our wedding band stories for another day,
huh.” Grayson suggests. “Maybe a day when there isn’t blood or
ambulances or other emergencies of the like.”

I look
up at him for a moment. “That’s fair.”

He
pinches his lips together into a warm smile. “I figured you’d
agree.”


Chapter 6

Laura

Will
walks in the door, carrying a toilet. At first, I laugh. He’s
carrying it like he’s got to go himself. Like he brought it special
for him, to use it personally. “What in heavens name are you
doing?” I cackle.

“I’m glad you think it’s funny. Clint’s already diagnosed me
with a hernia because of this thing.”

“Well, we have a house full of hands, Will. You see that thing
between your nose and your chin? Use it!” I laugh as he sets it
down on my living room floor.

“There. That looks like a good place for it.”

I smack
him in the arm. “Smartass.” I look at it. Yep, it’s a toilet. “Why
did you bring it in here? It’s supposed to go in
Louie’s…err…”

Will
pats my shoulder, and then rubs my back at my emotional blunder.
“He was a good guy. Tough on the pooper, but he was a good
guy.”

I look
at him, indicating that I’m not impressed by his ill-timed
comment.

“Too soon?” he says, knowing full well that it is.

“A tad.”

“Anyway, I brought it in here so the all Lord and Honorable
Mighty Queen could inspect it first. God forbid I install it and it
doesn’t meet your expectations.”

“I’m sure that you could handle quality control.” I
poke.

Will
jokingly undoes the zipper on his jeans, making like he’s going to
take a leak right now, just as Grayson walks in the front door. I
look at Will as Grayson’s eyes slide down to Will’s zipper. “Nice.”
I say to Will, with a smirk on my face.

“Err…Laura…ahem.” He clears his throat. “Sorry to
interrupt.”

I bark
out a laugh. “You didn’t interrupt anything. My cheeseball of a
brother is just being a smartass."

Grayson
has the grace to chuckle. “I’ve taken the toilet off. It’s ready
for the new one anytime.”

Will
does his zipper back up. “Thanks, man. You want to help me carry it
over?” he scratches his nose. “I was just doing some…quality
control there.”

“Sure.” Grayson tips his chin. “You do know that the toilet is
in the middle of the living room…and not hooked up,
right?”

“Yeah. I was just trying to get a rise out of
Laura.”

I go
over and smack him.

“No worries, man.” Grayson says. “I have a sister,
too.”

“They’re fun to screw with sometimes.”

Grayson
lifts a brow. “My sister’s a lawyer. I don’t screw with
her.”

Will
guffaws a laugh. “No, I suppose not.”

I play
the part of the door person as they trolley the toilet over to
Grayson’s new quarters. When we arrive in his portion of the
cottage, I take a look around. He wasn’t kidding. He has no stuff.
A bible and a small pile of paperback thrillers are on the table in
the living room, a blanket is on the futon couch, and I see just a
pile of clothes on the bed. The closet is open, but the only thing
I see is a winter coat hanging on one of the rods. I assume the
drawers are full of stuff. There is a lone box on the floor in the
closet, but that’s it.

The
bathroom has a small toiletry bag hanging off the towel hanger on
the side of the sink, and a robe hanging off the back of the door
on a hook. As they set the toilet down, I remember that I forgot to
tell Grayson a couple of things. “Wendy does laundry for the boys
if you’d like her to take care of yours, too. There’s a hamper in
the common area, and she comes to collect it every second day. She
also cleans if you would like her to keep your area tidy. You just
have to make sure that there is nothing on the floor or on any
surfaces. But you can also clean your own area if you prefer
privacy, and there is a laundromat in town.”

“Okay,” he says simply. “It’s like living in a
hotel.”

“Believe me, there is a lot of work to be done around here.
And your job entails six days of work per week. The last thing
you’ll want to be doing on your day off is laundry and
housework.”

Will
chimes in. “She never did mine when I lived here.”

“That’s because you needed to learn how to keep house and do
your own wash.” I say, pushing him in the chest. “I pity the girl
who dates a man who can’t look after himself.”

“Amen to that.” Grayson says. “Did you bring installation
materials? Wax gasket? Hacksaw? All the fixings?”

Will is
cocky. He opens the lid and the back of the toilet tank. Both are
filled with various supplies.

“Alright, let’s get to it.” Grayson says, pleased.

I leave
them to install the toilet, while I go do some paperwork and check
on the other hands. The horses are happy as they continue to graze
in the pasture. Dale, one of my stallions, is missing, but so is
Simon, one of my hands, so I assume that he’s out exercising him.
As I enter some expense receipts into my accounting software
program, I hear one of the company vans pull up. Wendy and Grace
disembark, carrying bags full of things. I give them a hand
carrying it in and putting things away, and then I take their
receipts, and add them to today’s entry.

After
making myself a tea, I sit on the porch, taking a break, when I see
Grayson and Will come around the corner. “All done?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Grayson tips his head.

“Flushes and everything.” Will says flippantly. “I’m going to
head out now. I’ve got a million things to do at the
office.”

“I’m sure you do.” I say. “You could have just told me that
the toilet was ready. You didn’t have to go get it yourself.” I
rise to kiss him goodbye. “I’ll see you later.”

Will
salutes Grayson before hopping into his pickup truck and driving
off.

“I think Grace is putting dinner together in the kitchen. If
you’re hungry, I can get her to fix you a snack.” I
offer.

“No, that’s fine. I can wait until supper.” Grayson says, just
as the other company van pulls up.

Ned,
Edgar and Johnnie disembark. Ned looks a little pale, but otherwise
unscathed save for his arm being bandaged up.

“Well, is he going to make it?” Grayson asks.

“Sure is.” Johnnie answers. “He got the artery good, but they
sewed him up like new. Both boys know never to touch that pickaxe
ever again unless I’m present or another adult is.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” I say to Johnnie, and then I
address Ned. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine, ma’am. A little woosy.”

“Did they check your red cell counts?” Grayson
asks.

“Yeah, they took his blood. He’s fine.” Johnnie answers, as if
Ned can’t speak for himself. “Gave him a Tetanus shot,
too.”

“I was just going to ask.” Grayson says.

“Gave me and Edgar here one as well. Neither of us have had
one before. When the doctor realized where we worked, he
insisted.”

“That’s good. Did you see Clint?” I ask, knowing that my
brother is on call weekday mornings at the hospital this week,
covering for another doctor who is on vacation.”

“Naw, but the doctor who saw Ned asked if we knew him.”
Johnnie says. “Ned here’s got to be off for a day or two. He can’t
get the wound wet.”

“That’s fine.” I say, waving.

“Did he get dissolvable stitches, or does he have to have them
removed?” Grayson asks.

“He’s got to have them out in a week. Appointment’s already
been made.” Johnnie answers, throwing me a glance, as if to say,
‘why is this guy asking me so many questions?’

“You boys can go wash up.” I say. “Grace has dinner on the
stove.”

“Sounds good, ma’am. Thank you.” Johnnie tips his hat, and the
boys walk with their father like they’re a small herd of little
ducks.

Grayson
removes his hat and scratches his head. “I should probably not ask
so many questions.”

“It’s okay. They don’t know that you’re a doctor.” I say,
sitting down on the wooden chair. “I don’t suppose you tell too
many people that.”

“No, ma’am.” He shakes his head, leaning on the railing for
the stairway that leads up to the porch from the lawn. “I hear your
brother’s a doctor.”

I nod
once. “Yes. My brother Clint. He’s a general practitioner. He has a
small office in town, but he breaks up his time working at the
hospital, too.” I pause. “Did you have your own practice as
well?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He answers, but I notice that his tone is
clipped.

I know
I’ve hit a nerve, but I want to see how far I can go before
crossing the line. “Did you…have a malpractice case?”

He folds
his hands together, dipping his head down. I can tell that this is
a painful subject. “No, not exactly. I had insurance for
that.”

“I know that Clint has the Cadillac of malpractice insurance.
He’s always said that being in a small town, he could be shut down
for just about anything.”

“I agree.”

I stay
silent for a moment, testing the waters, to see if Grayson will
take the opportunity to escape. When he doesn’t, I continue. “If
you had malpractice insurance, how come you lost your
license?”

“I didn’t exactly lose it.” he says after a beat. He licks his
lips. “Some patients stopped coming to see me and a complaint was
filed with the medical board.” He clears his throat. “I figured
that…one-by-one…word would get around that I made a drunken mistake
in the office. Got out of there while I still had some dignity
left.” He clears his throat again. “The day that I closed up shop
was the day that my brother pulled me by the scruff to get dried
out.”

“Sounds like one hell of a brother.”

“Kurt told me he’d do it.” Grayson states. “He saw that I was
going downhill and he warned me. He held up his
promise.”

I look
at my fingers in my lap. “Sometimes we need a little bit of tough
love.”

“That why you hired help around here?”

I smile
warmly at him. “Yes. That’s exactly what happened. It was like one
of those…interventions that you see on television…literally. All my
family came over one day, sat on this very porch, and told me that
if I didn’t hire help, that they’d take the ranch away from me.
Either that or I’d die trying to keep the place up
alone.”

Grayson
looks up at me. “Well, they weren’t wrong. It’s one hell of a job
keeping a place like this up.”

“Well, yes. I didn’t have the guest house or the staff
quarters then, and I only had a few horses, but yes, it was quite
an undertaking.”

“How come your family didn’t offer to stay and help you?” he
asks, resting his boot on the step. I’m half wanting to invite him
to sit with me, but I don’t want to interrupt this string of
conversation.

“They had. Will was here until he left the nest to go to
school. Clint was in medical school. My other siblings came and
went, helping when they could. Still do. This place is like a
revolving door, and has been, since my parents died.” I decide to
change the subject. “Have you ever thought about going back into
practice? I mean, especially now that you’re out of El
Paso?”

He tips
his head to the side and then scratches a spot on the side of his
face, like a fly has landed there, but one hasn’t. “I’d be lying if
I said I hadn’t thought about it.”

“I’m sure after cleaning up and starting afresh, that would be
the first thing on my mind.”

“One day…maybe.” He admits.

“If you’ve been out a year, you’ve only got another year
before your license expires, Grayson.”

He
sighs. “Yeah, I know it.” he taps his toe on the stair. “If my
brothers were here right now, they’d be jumping on me.”

“Rightfully so.”

He lifts
his head, as though he’s going to look at me, but instead he stares
off into the afternoon sun. “Laura, you ever been around a
drinker?”

“Can’t say that I have, no.”

“There’s a reputation there.” He explains solemnly. “People
look at you different. Especially me. You lose trust. In the four
years that I drank, I promised so many times that I’d quit and
clean myself up. Did it a couple of times, too, but I always went
back. There’s always going to be that uncertainty in my mind. Will
I wake up tomorrow and want a drink? I don’t know. This is the
longest that I’ve been clean, so I’ll give myself that, but who
knows how long that’ll last.”

“I see you keep a bible with you. I saw it on the
table.”

This
time he looks straight at me, but then he looks down again.
“Yeah,”

“Grayson?”

He looks
up at me.

“Have faith in yourself. Have faith in God. Didn’t your
program teach you that?”

He nods.
“A little, yes. But you can have all the bible knowledge in the
world, and deep down it’s you who makes it all stop. God’s just
there to hold your hand.”

“Then hang on tight, Grayson.”


Chapter 7

Grayson

 


My hand is in hers while we walk from the car to the theater.
It’s dark and the place is crawling with an influx of people from
all walks of life. One corner of the street is a woman dressed
fancier than my wife, but on the other side is a bum, sitting on
his ass, back against the brick wall, holding his hand out for
spare change. This place gives me the creeps, but Kelly loves to go
to see these Broadway-calibre shows.

Our house isn’t far from here, but thankfully it’s in a safe
part of town. We moved here three years ago and chose this location
to satisfy us both. On the one hand, it keeps us happy because it’s
close to both of our workplaces, and on the other hand, it’s not
far from the heart of the city, so Kelly can not only keep her
finger on the pulse of the city, but she can also satisfy her need
for keeping up somewhat of an elite lifestyle.

Kelly and I are total opposites, but as they say, opposites
attract. She’s a reporter for one of El Paso’s top newspapers, and
I’m a doctor in a quiet nook in town. This woman, who I grew up
with, and who I’ve known since we were in Elementary School
together, has seen me through thick and thin. She’s the reason why
I went to medical school instead of staying on my father’s ranch.
Not that I don’t adore what I do, because as God is my witness, I
do. Becoming a doctor has been my dream for as long as I can
remember. I just couldn’t find the courage to tell my daddy that I
didn’t want to carry on the family business. It was because of
Kelly that I did that.

As we walk along the street, the din from cars honking,
people shouting, and shoes clanking along the concrete tiles, I
hold her hand tighter. My nerves are completely shot in this place,
but she drags me out at least once a month. Says it’s good for me
to be exposed to this kind of life. Lord knows why. But when we
hear a scream, Kelly’s reporter hat immediately goes on. “Babe,
ignore it. We’re right at the theater. Let’s just go in where it’s
safe.”

“Grayson, what if it’s something really exciting? I have my
camera with me, let’s go.” She whispers, as if it’s a secret. Never
mind the fact that someone could be hurt or in need of help. This
is the part of me that clashes with the part of her that is hungry
for a story. Another scream, and a gunshot blast, and Kelly bolts
to the bank of stores just up ahead. Forget about calling
nine-on-one, forget about running like hell in the opposite
direction, away from danger, and to safety. No, my wife is running
to the scene.

“Kelly!” I shout out. Half of me wants to catch up to her and
grab her arm, dragging her back to the car, so we can get the hell
out of here, and the other half knows to just let her go. She was
born a reporter, and that part of her instinct will never change.
Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I dial nine-one-one to report
that a shot was fired. As I approach, I see that a throng of people
have collected outside the store. Nobody has run away, carrying a
bag full of money or anything, so I’m curious as to what is going
on.

As I get closer, after hanging up with the police, I see that
it looks more like a domestic dispute. Whoever had the gun has
either fled or put the gun away, because all I can see is a cluster
of people shouting and in each other’s faces. Of course, my wife is
off to the side, getting footage of everything. When I hear the
sirens approach from a distance, the crowd doesn’t change behavior
at all, until the sirens get louder. Somebody yells,
“Police!”

The next ten seconds are ingrained in my brain forever.
Another gun shot is fired, and then another. The crowd thins, and I
shove off to the side, not wanting to leave without Kelly. Screams,
cries, shouts fill my ears, as the sound of the gunshot blast still
reverberates through my head. When a final gunshot is heard, a
blood-curdling scream comes from a woman, and as the crowd moves
out of the way, I see Kelly laying on the polished linoleum
floor.

Her camera is inches from her hand. I run to her, ignoring
the knowledge that the gunman could still be nearby. “Kelly! Jesus
Christ, you’re hit! We need a medic!” I yell as loud as my lungs
will shout.

There is blood coming from her abdomen, and I shake my head,
knowing what that means. Pulling her blouse from her skirt, the
blood is staining her clothes faster than I can pull them away.
Immediately, I pull my shirt out of my pants and rip it off,
ignoring the buttons flying in all directions. Placing it on the
wound, I apply pressure as much as I can without cutting her breath
off. “Stay with me, baby.” I say, looking deep into her
eyes.

She nods, but her breathing is ragged. Her face has lost its
color entirely. Blood is pooling beside me. The knees of my pants
are soaked in my wife’s blood. Reaching for her camera, her hand is
trembling. The blood is pooling around her camera, and it’s like
she’s trying to save it, as though her camera’s life is more
precious than her own.

Her voice quivers as she utters. “Take this. I love
you.”

“I love you, too, baby.” I say, looking her directly in the
eye. “You’re going to be fine. Just hang in there. The ambulance is
here.” My hands haven’t left her belly, even though they’re both
soaked in her blood. My shirt is red, when it was once white. “Stay
with me.” I say to her.

But as she takes a cleansing breath, her eyes stop blinking,
and her belly stops rising and falling. Her grip around the camera
loosens, and her camera falls to her side. “No!” I shout. “No!
Kelly, baby, stay with me!” I beg, feeling tears pool inside my
eyes. A lump is in my throat as I scream from the top of my lungs.
“We need an ambulance!”

I look at her, and her eyes are still open, lending me some
hope. But as I look at them, they stare off into space. She’s left
me…my Kelly has left me. And as I imagine her hand rising to brush
the sides of my face, I awake.

My body
is bathed in sweat as I awake in the porch chair out front. It
takes me a minute to remember how I got there. Sleep wouldn’t come
last night, so I decided to take a walk to the main house. At four
o’clock in the morning, the front porch was vacant, so I sat there,
taking in the inky blackness of the sky, and the silence, when I
must have drifted off. As I awaken, I see that the sun is coming
up, and I hear the front door open.

Laura is
standing at the door in a white robe. Her hair is dripping wet and
curly all down her shoulders. With bare feet and a cup of tea in
hand, she says. “Good morning. Did you sleep out here?”

Rubbing
my eyes, I answer. “Not exactly. I couldn’t sleep last night. Took
a walk. Ended up out here.”

She sits
in the chair next to me and sips her tea. Then she looks over at
me. “Well, you look like hell, Grayson. If you don’t mind me saying
so.”

“Don’t mind at all. I know it.” I chuckle. “Had myself a
nightmare.”

“I get those a lot.” She admits. And I wonder what hers are
about.

“Yeah? Are they like a ‘too many crackers and cream cheese
before bed’ kind of thing?”

She
giggles. It sounds like an owl and gets a little chuckle out of me.
“No. Nothing like that at all.” Taking another sip, she swallows.
“What about you? What are yours about?”

“Oh, that’s getting a little too heavy for five o’clock in the
morning.”

“You want a coffee?” she offers. “I’ve got a pot on for the
boys.”

“No, thanks. I don’t drink coffee.”

“Well, Grayson. You’re not giving me a whole lot of wiggle
room here.”

“Sorry about that.” I say warmly. “I’ve learned over the years
to keep things to myself.”

“I get that.” She touches my hand. “I suppose after going
through what you did with your medical practice, that you keep a
lot of things under your hat. I don’t disagree. But at the same
time, you also have to have someone that you can talk to. Someone
you can trust. Someone who won’t share your troubles with anyone
else unless it’s to keep you safe.” Laura pauses. “Now, I’m not
saying that that has to be me or anything. I know we just met. But,
I think it’s important that you have someone like that in your
life.”

“I do, Laura. My brother Kurt is that for me.” Which is a
half-lie. Kurt wouldn’t sell his soul to the devil in exchange for
dirt on me, but he’s also used my confidentiality against me once
or twice. I suppose as a sibling, that’s to be expected at one time
or another, but what Laura is saying is that you need to have
someone who offers that position unconditionally.

“Well, I’m glad.” She says warmly. “Would you like some
freshly squeezed orange juice?”

“Well, now, that sounds delicious.” I admit.

“Good. Oranges are in the fridge.” She says, and then I look
over at her, and she’s smirking. She bursts into a laugh and it’s
contagious.

“Laura, you’re a spitfire in the morning.” I comment, still
chuckling.

“Sorry. My brothers and I have used that trick so many times.
I just wanted to try it on someone that isn’t family for a change.”
She says. “I usually get a punch in the arm for that, but I’ll
thank you for showing restraint.”

Bending
to her, I punch her lightly on the arm, and as I lean back into the
chair, I hear tinkling on the porch floor. My hand goes immediately
to my throat, and I realize that it’s my rings. They’ve fallen.
“Ah, shoot!” I sputter. Laura sees the rings rolling around on the
floor. She places her tea on the floor and kneels to pick one up.
The other is headed towards one of the spaces between the slats on
the floor. I grab it before it goes down and is lost
forever.


Inspecting one, Laura peers down at Kelly’s wedding band. “To
Kelly, Love Grayson.” The inscription says around the inside of the
band. Handing me the band, she looks at me expectantly.

“No points for originality for me.” I say, taking the
ring.

“At least you had the forethought to do that.” She
says.

She’s
looking at me, waiting for me to look at her. “Divorced?” she asks
carefully.

I shake
my head no.

Laura
looks at me with a sincerity that I haven’t seen from anyone in a
long time. “I’m sorry.” She says so softly that I can barely hear
her.

I nod
once and tuck the rings in my front pocket.

We both
take our seats again. She’s the first to talk after a beat. “I
didn’t see your chain. Did it fall down your shirt?”

After
looking, to no avail, we quickly search the floor. “It must have
fallen down the gap.” She says.

“Yeah.”

“At least the rings didn’t.” she points out. “You can always
get a new chain.”

“Kelly…bought me that chain.” I say softly. “But I don’t
expect you to tear up your porch to find it for me.”

Laura is
silent.

“I suppose with this line of work, I shouldn’t be wearing
jewelry at all, anyway.”

“I haven’t so much as worn a bauble in many years.” she
volunteers. “But taking off your wedding band, that…that takes
work. I suppose your way is clever though, kind of like a smoker
moving from cigarettes to nicotine gum.”

I smile.
“Never really thought of it that way.” I look at her. “I assume
you’re speaking from experience.”

She nods
once.

“Divorced?” I ask, mirroring her earlier question.

She
shakes her head no.

I look
at my lap. “I’m sorry, too.”

She
pinches her lips into a smile that I take as thanks. “How
long?”

“Five years. You?”

“Ten.”

I lift
my brows. “Geez. You couldn’t have been married long.”

“We knew each other all our lives. Married at nineteen.
Married ten years.”

“We were high school sweethearts. Married at twenty-two, and
we were married for thirteen years.”

“So that makes you forty?” she checks.

“Not yet. A couple more months to go.”

“Ah, so we’re the same age.” She smiles. “I just turned
thirty-nine.”

“Well, Laura, I have to say.” I place my hand on hers. “I
guessed you couldn’t be more than thirty. You could even pass for
your late twenties.”

She
smirks at me. “Forget it. No raises until your probation is
over.”

“I’m serious.” I shake my head. “This line of work tends to
age the face, but you…you must have some secret youth
serum.”

“It’s the horses.” She says whimsically. “They keep me
young.”

“I hear ya there.”

“That and very good sunscreen.” She says, winking at
me.

Spewing
another laugh, I look at her. “Do I get hazard pay for all this
laughter you’ve bequeathed me?”

“What, you don’t like to laugh?”

“Haven’t in a lot of years. Jokes usually irritate me.
Especially when one of my brothers makes me the brunt of
them.”

“Well, then, that’s the difference. My jokes are usually of
the self-deprecating nature.”

“I can see that.” I chuckle.

“And Will is a card. He’s always making me laugh.”

“I see that, too.” I smile. “I’m glad to see that my first
boss has a sense of humor.”

“Your last boss didn’t have one?”

“My last boss was myself.” I say, matter-of-factly.

“I understand your pain, Grayson.” She says, touching my hand
again. “I am the
boss.”

“That’s what I hear.”

“And as your boss, I think you shouldn’t take life so
seriously.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“Working with horse shit might help.”

Another
laugh comes out of me. “Are you going for a record?”

She
laughs with me. “How am I doing so far?”


Chapter 8

Laura

It’s
kind of nice, I’ll admit, to be in the presence of another widow.
That’s something you don’t stumble upon often, unless you’re at the
senior’s center, which I don’t frequent. Being a relatively young
widow has always been difficult, too. Living in a small town can go
either way in that respect. On one hand, everyone knows what
happened to Quentin, so they look at me differently, but on the
other hand, I find that I don’t have to explain myself on a lot of
matters. Like when I go to the bank, I’m not asked my marital
status, and things like that.

It is my
hope that Grayson’s wife didn’t die of some long, horrible disease.
At least that’s something that kept me strong after Quentin’s
death. He’ll be forever young in my mind and everyone else’s who
knew him. His death was, although likely excruciatingly painful, it
was quick. Lots of people aren’t graced with a quick
death.

Grayson
heads out to his quarters to take a shower and get ready for the
day as Wendy and Grace arrive for theirs. I run upstairs and get
dressed, and as I’m standing in my bedroom, I’m compelled to open
my jewelry box. Inside it is the set of wedding bands that were
once worn by me and Quentin. I didn’t tell Grayson that I only
stopped wearing mine about a year ago. And the only reason that I
stopped was because it got caught in a grate for the drain in the
stable. If it hadn’t been for that, I’d probably still be wearing
it.

Hanging
on a hook in my jewelry box that looks like a humidor, is one of
Quentin’s chains. Pulling it off the hook, I place it in my pocket.
He hardly wore it. It was a gift from his mother when he was a
teenager. Quentin always said that it made him look like a pimp or
Liberace, so he only brought it out when it was a special occasion
and his mother would be there. He hated jewelry. In fact, he hardly
wore his wedding band, except for the above-mentioned
circumstances.

As I go
downstairs, I see that Grayson has almost finished his breakfast.
Grace hands me a plate, and I stand off to the side,
eating.

“Laura, sit here. I’m done.” Grayson says with his mouth full,
taking the last bite.

“No, that’s fine.” I wave. “I always eat standing
up.”

“She does.” Simon says. “I’m always offering her my seat, but
she never takes it.”

“It’s not healthy to eat standing up.” Grayson advises. “Your
food doesn’t settle properly.”

I give
him a wink, but I don’t respond with the comeback that I want to,
to respect his privacy. He winks back, as if reading my mind.
Putting my plate down for a moment, I say to him. “Let me see you
in the living room for a second.” I gesture with my
chin.

“Yes, ma’am.” He says, following me.

Pulling
the chain out of my pocket, I hand it to him. “It’s the least I can
do. It belonged to Quentin, but he hated it. He never wore it. He
would have been happy to give it away.”

His face
falls. “Oh, Laura, I couldn’t. That’s too much.”

“No, really. It’s just collecting dust in my jewelry box.” I
plead. “Quentin absolutely hated it. It has no sentimental value at
all. I promise.”

He tilts
his head. “Really, Laura. I couldn’t. It may not have any
sentimental value to you, but it’s a memory all the same. There
aren’t too many of those left once a loved one is gone. I simply
can’t take it.” he says, handing it back to me.

“Well, let’s see if we can look down the patio floor. Maybe we
can reach it from there somehow.”

“That’s okay, Laura. I appreciate it. I’ll have a look later.
It’s quite alright.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, feeling so guilty for him losing it. I
feel like it’s my fault somehow.

“It’s absolutely fine. But thank you.” He says, tipping his
hat by lifting it off his head slightly.

We hear
a knock at the door. “I’ll get it.” I say, trotting to the front
door.

As I
open it, I see an eight-year-old child on the other side of the
door. It’s one of Louie’s children, Elizabeth. “Well, hello there,
little Miss. What can I do for you? I say with a huge smile.
Elizabeth, Louie’s eldest daughter, is just a delight. Next to her
is a large dog; a collie.

“I was just wondering if you knew this dog.” She looks down at
the beautiful animal. He’s got a shiny coat and his tongue is good
and pink. His face and eyes are clear. I notice that he’s not
wearing a collar. “We found him wandering at our place, in the
yard.”

“Gosh, no. I haven’t seen him before.”

Her face
brightens slightly. “Mama said we can’t keep him if he’s got a
home.”

“Well, he certainly doesn’t live here.”

“Mama says that he’s a collie. And that collies are natural
herding animals; that you might have better use for
him.”

Grayson
walks closer to the door, having overheard the exchange. “Have you
got a shelter around here, Laura? Maybe I can take him over and see
if anyone’s missing a dog.”


Elizabeth kneels, hugging the dog. “Oh, no, mister. Please
don’t take him to a shelter. If they don’t find his owner, they’ll
put him to sleep. He’s such a fine animal.”

“She’s right.” I admit. “We should take him up to the vet and
get him scanned. If he’s got a microchip, we’ll hopefully be able
to find his owners.”

“Can I come?” Elizabeth begs.

“Oh, now, did your mama send you over here?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then you should probably get back home, so she doesn’t worry
about you, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She says solemnly. “But what if you don’t find
his home? Can I keep him?”

“You better ask your mama, Elizabeth.” I warn.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now you go on home. I’ll see you later, okay?”


Elizabeth nods, leans over to kiss the dog’s head, and runs
off down the street.

“Cute kid.” Grayson comments.

I sigh.
“That’s the last thing that poor Myrtle needs. A dog. She’s already
got six kids and a nanny to house and feed.”

“You’re probably right. If he doesn’t have a chip, then we
should post signs, in case someone’s looking for him.”

“Yeah. We can also go door-to-door. Word will get around fast
enough here.”

“I’ve got to pick up different stakes for that trough, and the
fence around the pasture could use more wire and fasteners.”
Grayson says. “Why don’t we take my pickup truck and I’ll go with
you to the vet?”

“That sounds fine.” I say. As we walk, the dog follows us, as
though we’re his owners. When Grayson opens the passenger side door
of his pickup truck, the dog jumps right in. “This boy has been
properly trained. There’s no way he’s a feral animal.”

“He’s a full breed, too, from the looks of him. Someone paid
big bucks to the breeder for him.”

The dog
sits like a king in the cab of Grayson’s pickup, and he’s as well
behaved as a well-trained animal. Grayson looks over at me. “You
ever think about getting a dog? This breed suits horses really
well. We had one when I was growing up. His name was
Chip.”

“I don’t even have kids. I certainly wouldn’t know what to do
with a dog.” I say with a chuckle.

“I never had kids, either, but save for the last two years,
I’ve always had a dog.”

“Then if we don’t find him a home, he’s yours.” I lift my
brows and tilt my head.

“How come you never had kids? You were married longer than I
was.” He asks conversationally.

“It just…never happened.” I shrug. “We never discussed it. We
never used any birth control, either, so I’m not sure what happened
there.” I look out the side window contemplatively. “I suppose with
all the work…we forgot to try for kids.”

“You mean you and your husband never…?” he trails off, letting
me fill in the blanks.

“Well, I mean, we were married. Of course we did, but, I
suppose we didn’t in the times when we were supposed to.” I look at
him. “How come you never had kids?”

“For the same reason, I guess.” He explains. “Laura was a
reporter for a national newspaper, and I was a full-time physician.
Things got busy. Life got hectic. We never discussed it,
either.”

“But you wanted to have kids?”

He looks
at me from down his nose. “Laura, I come from a huge family. Making
kids is what we do.”

“Same here.” My voice is flat and matter-of-fact. “So…how come
neither of us had any?”

“Beats me. I’m too old for kids now.” Grayson states, pulling
into the driveway of the veterinary clinic, five minutes from the
ranch.

“You’re a year younger than me.” I state. “If it’s too late
for anyone, it’s too late for me.”

“I hear ya.” He pulls the emergency brake up and unbuckles his
seatbelt. “You ready to go, buddy?”

The dog
wags his tail. He has no idea that he’s going to the vet. “I
thought dogs were supposed to hate going to the vet?”

“Not anymore.” Grayson says, opening the door. “They have
treats there.”

As
Grayson opens the door for me, the dog trots inside first. He
enters the building and immediately sits. “He’s not stupid.”
Grayson says. “He knows what to do to get a treat.”

There is
nobody in the waiting room at such an early hour. The clinic has
just opened. A man in a white smock, with a stethoscope hanging
around his neck, walks into the waiting room. “Good morning.” He
says. The nametag on his right breast pocket says, ‘Dr.
Green.’

“Good morning.” I say. “Do you have a scanner? This dog showed
up in our neighbor’s yard a little while ago, and he has no collar
or tag.”

Dr.
Green nods. “Certainly. I’ll go get it.”

Grayson
sees the bowl of dog treats on the counter and tosses one at the
dog. He catches it and eats it up. A second later, Dr. Green
reappears, carrying a contraption that looks just like a scanner at
a department store. “Come here, little fella.” He says to the dog.
The dog approaches and sits. “Well trained. Definitely not feral.”
He slides the scanner over the back of the dog’s neck a couple of
times, and then looks at the display. “Nothing is registering, I’m
afraid.”

“What do you suggest we do?” Grayson asks. “Keep him and post
signs…put an ad in the paper?”

“I’d offer to keep him here, but, my largest kennel is being
used right now.”

I lift a
hand. “No, that’s fine. We can take him. I own Kelsey’s Ranch. We
have plenty of room.”

Dr.
Green’s face brightens. “Oh yes, Kelsey’s Ranch. Doctor Burrows
tends to your horses, doesn’t he?”

Dr.
Burrows is the best equine veterinarian in town. “Yes, he does.
Luckily, I haven’t had to knock on his door for a
while.”

“Well, if you need any help with this dog, please give me a
call.” Dr. Green says. Then he reaches under the counter where the
dog treats are, and hands me a few small bags of food. “These are
samples, but it should be enough to get him through a couple of
days.”

“Thank you. That’s awfully kind.” I say.

“Have a good day.” Dr. Green says.

“Thanks so much.” Grayson says.

The dog
trots along with us happily. “We should probably call him
something. At least while we’ve got him.” Grayson
suggests.

“How about Chip? You said you had a dog named Chip
once.”

“That sounds good. I’ll remember that name.”

The dog
seems to settle well once we get him back to the house, after
visiting the hardware store. Grayson takes his supplies back to the
barn, and Chip follows him around so naturally, you’d think that he
belonged here. I print off a bunch of signs after taking a couple
of pictures of Chip, and I take my tape gun and start taping the
signs to light posts, I take a few over to the grocery store, the
drugstore…you get the idea.

When I
return, Chip and Grayson are sitting on the porch. Grayson has a
large glass of ice water, and Chip has a metal bowl with water in
it, half empty. Grayson’s shirt is beaded with sweat, and he looks
to be still catching his breath. “You’ve had a busy morning.” He
says to me as I approach.

“I was about to say the same to you.” I comment.

“Takes a lot of power to hammer those stakes into the
ground.”

“How come you didn’t let Simon do it? He always handles the
heavier stuff.”

“He did some, and then I did some. Believe me, there were
enough of them to go around.” He looks at Chip, who is drinking out
of the bowl. “I hope you don’t mind him using that bowl. Grace was
careful to give me one that isn’t breakable.”

“Not a problem. A bowl is a bowl.” Then I remember something.
I’m in charge of making my famous punch for Clint’s birthday party
this weekend. “As long as she didn’t give him my good punch bowl,
it’s fine. I need that this weekend.”

“Having a party?”

I nod.
“Clint, my brother. It’s his birthday this weekend. He’s turning
thirty-five. We’re having a thing here at the ranch. Everyone’s
invited.”

“Everyone?”

“Including you and all the other boys.” I say, grinning. “It’s
black tie.”

He
cranes his neck.

I smile.
“Gotcha.” A laugh. “But you should have seen the look on your
face.”

He tilts
his head sideways and shakes his head. “You’re something else,
Laura. One of these days…”

“Go ahead. I have enough practice fighting with boys, seeing
as I’m related to half of them in town.” A chuckle at the obvious
exaggeration.

He
grins. “That’s fine. But I’m…not much into parties.”

“Aw, come on, Grayson.” I say levelly. “A fat man still has to
learn to be around food.”

“Well…that’s true, I suppose.”

“You’re telling me that in the last year, you haven’t been
to one birthday
party?” I’m feigning exasperation.

“I usually opt out of them, yes.”

“Well, let me tell you something, Grayson. If you keep opting
out of all the fun things in life, just because you’re afraid of
slipping up, you’re fixing to miss out on a lot.” I raise my brows
and nod once for emphasis. “My family is very fun, and you might as
well get used to birthday parties…with the number of siblings I
have, we just about have one every month, if not for each other,
for girlfriends, boyfriends, you name it, we get together a lot.
And this is Clint’s thirty-fifth, so you’d best be
there.”

“Can I bring my dog? For moral support?” the look on his face
is adorable, as he bends down and pets Chip’s head.

“Yes, Chip can come, too. If he’s still here, that is.” I
state. “I think every light post in Huttonville has a poster on
it.”

He bends
to pet him again. “To be honest, I hope he can stay. I’ve kind of
grown to like the little fella.”

“I can tell.” I look over at the horses. “I feel like going
for a ride.”

“Care for some company?”


Chapter 9

Grayson

 


My mare
is in a trot, as is Laura’s stallion, as we ride out of the
pasture. Chip follows us, not even a bark out of him towards the
horses.

“Your stallion is riding well.” I comment as she tosses her
long sandy blonde braid onto her back. With a hat on, and matching
boots, she looks rather fetching. Laura keeps herself well, too. I
don’t think she realizes how attractive she is.

“He’s tamed nicely. Simon and Johnnie have been great with
him.” she responds, squeezing her legs together so the horse will
go a little faster. “They’re my two horse experts.”

We break
into a gallop as we travel across a healthy patch of pasture, then
into greenery. A few yards away, it turns into kind of a trail, and
then back into open land. “This all yours?” I ask, raising my voice
as the horses gallop.

“Yes. It ends where that manmade pond is over there.” She
gestures with her chin to a small body of water barely visible in
the distance. “We’ll stop there.”

As we
approach, Chip runs straight for the water, dipping his nose in,
taking a drink. Dismounting, we both lead our horses to the water,
and they take a drink as well. “We dug this moat to mark the end of
our property. That was before I bought that patch of woods back
there.” She says. “It’s also a great place to stop for a break.
Took a lot of work to do this, you wouldn’t think to look at
it.”

There
are large boulders on both sides, in graduated heights. Laura takes
a seat on one of them. One of the boulders has an inscription
chiseled out and stained black. It says, ‘Quentin Warner…Forever
Young’ and his birth and death year underneath. “This is also where
my husband died.” She says softly.

“Did he have a heart attack or something?” I ask, cupping
water into my hands and taking a drink as I squat by the
water.

“Before this pond was built, it was all overgrown and years
ago my grandfather had put up fencing, for the same reason why this
pond is here. The fencing fell over time and as it became
overgrown. Quentin was out riding one day, and the horse tripped on
the fencing. Quentin was crushed by the horse.”

His eyes
bulge. “Jesus Christ. What a way to go.” I shake my head in
disbelief.

“How did your wife die?”

“I mentioned before that she was a reporter.”

Laura
nods.

“Always hungry for a story, Kelly was.” I say levelly. “So
hungry that she put herself in danger chasing a story and took a
bullet in the gut. Bled to death at the scene.”

“Good…Lord.” Laura gasps. “How awful.”

I
nod.

“I thought Quentin’s death was terrible.” She looks at me.
“You win.”

I
chuckle a little. I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen the
slightest bit of humor in the situation.

“They didn’t erect any boulder with her name on it where she
died, either.” I add.

She
chuckles. “No, I suppose not.”

Chip
jumps up on the boulder and lays down, resting his head on Laura’s
lap. “Wow, he’s really taken a liking to you.”

“He’s very sweet.” She says, petting him. “You miss your
family, Chip?”

He
doesn’t answer, but he licks her hand. “Aww…what a
lover.”

The
horses finish drinking the water and stand back.

“We should probably head back.” I suggest. “Unless you want to
ride out further.”

“No, I just wanted to go for a quick ride. It’s been a couple
of days. Normally I ride out every day. That’s how I gauge when I’m
getting too busy.”

“So far you’re not doing so well then.”

“No, but I’m out now.” She smiles.

“I’ll make sure you get out every day. I’ll join
you.”

“Sounds good to me.”

As we
ride back to the ranch, we both notice a car in the driveway. “My
brother Clint’s here.” Laura says as she dismounts.

“He the doctor?”

She
nods. “Yes. He must be off his shift at the hospital.”

Chip
comes in the house with us, and this tall man, with darker hair
than Laura’s, but with the same eye color, sees the dog right away.
“Hey, there…Laura? You get a dog?” he asks, seeing his sister at
the door. He gives her a kiss on the cheek and nods to me as Grace
hands him a cup of coffee.

“Clint, Grayson. He’s our new Lead Hand.” Laura says by way of
introduction.

We shake
hands. Clint has an honest face. His hair is cut short and tidy,
lending him a professional air. Definitely doctor material.
“Pleased to meet you.” He says to me, and then he addresses Laura.
“How’s Myrtle doing with Louie gone?”

“Fine.” She nods. “Missus Bee is helping her out. Elizabeth
brought the dog over this morning. He seems to have fled from his
owners. We’ve got signs posted but for now he’s staying with
us.”

“I see.” He smiles. “You can always use a dog like that here,
at any rate.”

The
front door knocks as we all stand there, and as I’m just about to
say that I’m going to get back to work.

“Laura, you in there?” a voice calls from the storm
door.

“Come on in, Lisa.” Laura chuckles.

Lisa has
short, dark curly hair, framed nicely around her face in spirals.
She’s Laura’s height and has pink gloss on her lips. When she
enters the house, she gives me an evaluating glance that makes my
hairs stand on end.

“Well, hello.” She says to me, with a somewhat suggestive
tone.

“Hello, ma’am.” I say, lifting my hat off my head, and
offering my hand for her to shake.

“This is Grayson. I’ve just hired him as Lead Hand.” Laura
explains, giving her a slap for her flirty behavior. “This is Lisa,
my sister-in-law.”

“Lisa.” Clint says warmly. “You behaving yourself?” he says,
accepting a quick hug from her.

“Well, what fun is that?” she purrs, giving me another
look.

Laura
slaps her from behind.

“And you? Have you whisked some hot young woman off her feet
yet?” she asks Clint.

“No. Not yet.” He chuckles. “I’m too busy lately.” He lifts a
finger. “And no…you may not set me up…again. Not after the last
time.”

Lisa
taps her foot on the floor. “Do you know how many of my people are
in line to date you? Do you know how much of an eligible bachelor
you are…being a handsome, rich doctor and all?” she pauses for
emphasis. “Hell, I could pull in a profit setting you up,
Clint.”

He
smiles. “You’re making my head swell, Lisa. Thanks all the same,
but, I’m not interested.”

She leans in and whispers, as if she’s going to tell him a
secret. “You’re not…gay, are you, Clint?” my face turns pink, and I
want to climb into a hole. As if we wouldn’t be able to hear
her…good God!

Clint
shakes his head and smiles. “No, no, I’m as straight as an
arrow.”

“Well, that’s too bad.” She comments. “Because I’ve got a
couple of guy friends who would love to meet you, too.”

For
that, Clint rolls his eyes. “Laura, can I talk to you for a
second?”

“Sure.” Laura says. “Do you want to come into the
study?”

He nods
and follows her into the study.

I look
at Lisa and she smiles like the Cheshire Cat. For the first time
ever, I’m nervous around a woman. “Hi,” she says. Her voice is
smooth.

“Hello, ma’am.” I tip my head.

“So, you must be from out of town. I’d remember seeing you.”
She states. The way she’s talking, she should be clawing her way up
my chest, but she’s showing restraint, thank God. I want to dismiss
myself and say that I have to get back to work, but I have to
answer the question first. My innate manners keep my feet planted
to the floor.

“That’s right, ma’am. I moved here from El Paso.”

“And what did you do there?” her eyes slide down to my lips
and an unsettling chill runs down my spine.

“I was unemployed there, actually.” I take a step back, but
she follows me.

Her
voice is like silk but it’s making my skin crawl. “Are you
married?”

“No, ma’am.” I want to say that I’m widowed, but fear that
will beg more questions. For an attractive woman, Lisa spoils her
appearance by being about a hundred times too forward.

“Ah,” she breathes. “Are you looking?” the smile on her face
could break world records.

“No, ma’am.” I shake my head, taking another step
back.

She lifts a brow. “Are you
gay?”

I
chuckle, totally surprised at the vulgarity of this woman. I’ve
taken so many steps back, I’m almost at the closed study
door.

When suddenly, it opens. Thank
God!

“Lisa. Let’s go in the kitchen.” Laura says, rescuing
me.

“I…I’ve got to go fix the stable.” I stutter, trotting as
quickly as I can out of the house, with Chip in my wake.

As I
head into the stable, I see Simon inside, fixing the door on the
stable, and I go over there, readying to start fixing the one next
to it.

“Lisa here?” he asks, chewing on a sprig of hay.

I crane
my neck backward and my eyes bulge. “Yes.”

“You got out alive. Good sign.” His voice is flat.

“Are all women like that in Huttonville?”

He
shakes his head. “Naw. She’s in a class all by herself, I’m afraid.
Shy men get eaten alive by the likes of her.” He switches the sprig
of hay to the other side of his mouth. “She set me up once.
Hooooeeeee! With one hell of a woman.”

“Really.” I’m intrigued. “Well, what happened?”

“Ah, she wasn’t my type.”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows, but I’m smiling. “What do you
mean?”

He sets
down the screwdriver that he’s holding and stands with his feet
hip-width apart and his arms crossed over his chest. His overalls
are stained, and one strap is hanging down, unfastened. His
ten-gallon hat is stained with sweat in a ring all around the brim.
Bits of his brown hair are sticking out under the hat. “Grayson, do
I look like the kind of guy who would know what in hell a Manolo
Blahnik is?”

My neck
cranes backward. “Well…what is it?”

“It’s a damn brand name for fancy women’s shoes. This
woman…into all of that.” He emphasizes with his hand, sweeping it
in the air in front of him.

“So, Lisa isn’t much of a matchmaker then. I heard Clint
begging her not to set him up again, too.”

“Shoot…Clint’s here, too?” Simon says, in disbelief. “They
must be making plans for the party this Saturday.”

“I suppose so.”

“You coming to that?”

“Laura has informed me that I am expected to be there,
yes.”

Simon
lifts his hand, angling at his mouth, as though he’s going to tell
me a secret, even though we are the only two inside the stable.
“Word of advice, Grayson.”

I
nod.

“Wear a cup.”

I bark
out a laugh. This guy is a card. “Why on earth would I need
to?”

He pats
my shoulder. “Trust me, my boy.” He says, even though we’re roughly
the same age. “Last birthday party, I got sacked so hard, I
couldn’t ride for a week.”


Snuffling a laugh, I shake my head, picking up a hammer from
the open toolbox on the tiled floor. “They’re that crazy, are
they.” I state, hammering out a dent in the fencing on one of the
kennels.

“I’ll say.” He agrees. “The whole lot of them are nuts. Lotta
fun though. Except for getting nailed by a runaway
horseshoe.”

“Horseshoe?”

“They play horseshoes.” He says as if I should
know.

“Oh.” I bark. “Well, that’s not too crazy.”

He lifts
his brows. “You wait and see.”


Chapter 10

Laura

When
Clint asked to speak with me, I hesitated at first. Poor Grayson, I
thought. Lisa can be very forward, even though she means well and
is as sweet as pie. Like with Quentin, Lisa and I grew up together.
She and I have been best friends since forever, and she was only
too tickled when I married her brother. When Quentin died, she was
my rock. We leaned on each other like you could not imagine. The
woman is so much fun, she’s half the reason I got through being
widowed at twenty-nine. But she’s respectful of me not being ready
to date. If anyone would understand, it’s her, seeing as she’s my
deceased husband’s sister.

As I
close the door to the study, Clint takes a seat, inspecting his
hands for what, I don’t know. “So, what happened with
Louie?”

“He tried to steal mama’s brooch to pawn it.”

He
shakes his head. “Jesus Christ.” He looks up at me, as I take a
seat at the desk. “And you had no indication that he was in any
financial trouble?”

“Why would he tell me?” I scoff.

Clint
lifts a shoulder. “Too late for that now, I guess.” A pause. “So,
you’ve got Missus Bee over there?”

“Yes. And I’m covering her wages. I’ve also given Myrtle a
good sum to get her off her feet. I’m hiring a nurse when she has
her back surgery, so she’ll be well looked after.”

“Need any help? You want me to look after her
post-operatively?”

“No, she says she has a good doctor.” I name the doctor, and
Clint nods his agreement.

“So, what’s Grayson’s story?”

I trust
all my siblings with my life. They have never betrayed me, so I
know that sharing Grayson’s personal details with Clint will be
fine. “He’s widowed. Wife was shot.”

“He from Dallas?” Clint guesses.

“El Paso. His wife was a reporter for a newspaper.”

Clint
shakes his head, and I assume that he’s put two-and-two together
that she got shot chasing a story. Drawing in a deep breath, I get
down to the nitty-gritty. “He’s a recovered alcoholic.”

“I bet. Did he witness the shooting?”

I
nod.

He
shakes his head again. “Jesus…what a world.” He lets out a nervous
chuckle.

“He has a medical license.”

That
statement gets a ‘v’ in between Clint’s eyes. “He’s a
doctor?”

Another
nod. “He closed up shop after his reputation was tarnished from the
drinking.”

“He ever talk about giving it another go? It wouldn’t be hard.
How long’s it been?”

“A year.”

“That could be reinstated if he doesn’t let it
lapse.”

“I told him that.”

“I’m sure he knows.”

I rise.
“I should go rescue him before Lisa eats him alive.”

Clint
rises with me. “One more thing. Hey, don’t go nuts with my
birthday, okay?”

I tilt
my head, searching his eyes. “It’s your thirty-fifth,
Clint.”

He
presses his eyelids shut. “Fine. You want me to talk to
Grayson?”

“Not unless he brings it up first.”

“Deal.”

When I
open the door, I see Grayson and Chip scoot out of the house so
fast, Clint starts to giggle.

“Let’s go in the kitchen.” I say to Lisa.

“I’ll see you later, ladies.” Clint says, and I lean back and
give my brother a little kiss on the cheek.

“Where’s mine?” Lisa purrs.

Clint
points to the door. “Out there. I’m not getting any closer to you
than this.” He smiles, joking.

“Coward.”

He leans
in and kisses her cheek, good-naturedly. Lisa smiles, satisfied.
“That’s better.”

“See ya.” Clint says, as he leaves.

Lisa and
I start walking towards the kitchen. “Lord, Laura, you sure know
how to pick them. Man, is Grayson a hunk, or what?”

I smirk.
“I hadn’t noticed.”

Her jaw
drops. “Oh, honey, open your eyes! He’s the sexiest thing this part
of town has seen in years! Did you see his eyes?! And don’t get me
started on that hair, and the drawl!” she gushes.

“I could tell that you were into him. You almost
licked him in my living
room.”

Lisa
giggles. “He’s delicious. So…” We’re sitting at the kitchen table,
directly across from each other. Her hand reaches out to mine as
she gives it a squeeze. “Are you…interested…at all?”

My
expression is flat. “He’s an employee. No.”

“But office romances are so hot, Laura!”

“Um…this isn’t an office. And I just hired him. I would never even
think about such a thing.”

She
tilts her head to the side. “And if he wasn’t part of your esteemed
staff?” one of her eyebrows lifts.


Hesitating, my mouth opens. But before I get anything out,
she cuts me off.

“Ah, ah!” she warns, her voice raising an octave. “See?? You
would totally go
for him.”

“I was going to say that he’s still wearing his wedding
band…around his neck, of course…but it’s still there.”

That
shuts her down. She releases my hand, like she just saw a piece of
snot on it. “Oh…really?” her tone suggests that she doesn’t believe
it. “Well, that’s just…how long ago did she die?”

“Five years.”

“Okay, that’s just wrong.”

“Why is it wrong? I only stopped wearing mine a year ago.” I
point out.

“Yeah, but this is a small town, Laura. Everyone knows
that you’re widowed. For you, it was just like a piece of jewelry. You
could have left it on your right hand, or your index finger and it
would have had the same effect.”

“My point is…he’s not ready for anything like that.
Obviously.”

Lisa
pulls a banana out of the fruit bowl in the center of the table and
peels it. I can feel her wheels turning as she takes a bite, and
then she starts talking with her mouth full. “But if he was
ready…would you go for it with him?”

I’m
suddenly uncomfortable. I rise to go put the kettle on. “I don’t
see the point in discussing this, Lisa. It will never
happen.”

Scraping
the leg of the chair on the floor, she turns around to face me.
“Never say never, Laura.”

I scoff. “You’re the one who’s still single at age forty! Why
are you hounding me to pair up! I’ve already been married once!”

Lisa
waves. “I’m not the marrying type. You know that as well as I
do.”

“This is true.” I agree. “You couldn’t settle down if your
life depended on it.” I change the subject. “Why don’t
you go after
Grayson?”

“He’s waaaayyyy too shy for me. Heck, even Clint’s too shy for me.”

“Don’t go there.” I smile. They dated for a little while. But
Clint is the
marrying type. Too much so. He’s scared off every woman that he’s
ever dated, because he’s too quick to get serious.

“Anyway,” I change the subject. “Are you coming on
Saturday?”

She
gives me a knowing look. “Do I ever miss an opportunity to be
amongst eligible bachelors?”

“I was just checking. And what are you bringing? Just so I can
add it to the meal plan.” For everyone who is coming and bringing
something, I keep a tally, and whatever we’re short on, I get Grace
to fill the gaps. One year I even hired a caterer, but us Kelsey’s,
we’re more about potato salad and hot dogs, so catered food was way
too fancy.

“I’ll bring a couple dozen buns if you like.”

“Sure. That works. I’m going to put Grayson on barbecue duty,
FYI. So, if you feel so inclined to romance him…” I trail off,
teasing.

“You’re funny.” She rises to put the banana peel in the
garbage. “I have to get going. I only stopped by to see this hot
new guy you have working for you.”

I’m
confused. “How did you even know about him? And more important, how
did you know he was hot?”

Lisa
shrugs. “It’s a small town, Laura.” She gives me a quick hug. “And
I’m glad that you agree that he’s hot.”

I give
her a look like she’s just put words in my mouth. “You’re all
charm.”

“That’s why you love me. See ya!” She says as she walks to the
door.

An hour
later, I’m checking emails in the study, and adding up all my
numbers, so I’m prepared for month end processes. When Grayson
walks into the house, the study door is open, but he knocks softly
on the door. “I’ve just got to go take Chip up to the vet. He’s run
over something and needs some stitches in his paw.”

Concern
washes over my face. “Oh no, is he okay?”

“He’s yelping pretty good, but Simon’s got him in the truck
already, with one of the rags covering the wound. Looks like he ran
over one of the farming tools that fell in the barn. Not sure what,
though. Lloyd’s checking it out. He should be okay. Any word on his
owner?”

I shake
my head no. “Not a word. Do you want me to come with
you?”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll take him. It shouldn’t be
long.”

I rise
and give him the company credit card. “Here. Take this. Get him
whatever he needs.”

“Thank you, Laura.” He says. “That’s awfully kind.”

“I hope he’s okay.” I can hear the anguish in my voice. Part
of me can’t go see him. I know my heart will sink if I have to hear
him crying.

“I’ll take good care of him.”

“I’m sure you will.” I say with certainty.

An hour
later, when they’re not back yet, I start to worry. As I work my
way to the porch, I see Grayson’s truck pull up. Trotting over to
the truck, I can’t believe how concerned I am over this animal.
It’s odd. I’ve never had a dog before. Grayson exits the truck and
I can see Chip laying on the front seat. His snout rests on the
seat, and his head is stuck in a plastic cone. The injured paw is
bandaged up with white tape that looks like a saw couldn’t cut
through it.

“He’s not very happy.” Grayson says as I move out of the way
so he can get the dog. “He was fine until Dr. Green put the cone on
his head. Then he started whining.”

“Did he have to put him under anesthetic?”

Grayson
shakes his head no. “They just gave him a local. Three stitches.
But he has to wear this cone until the stitches come out. Dr. Green
says that the paw is pretty mangled and if he chews through the
stitches, he could lose his paw if it gets infected.”

He opens
the door and Chip doesn’t even lift his head. “Poor little guy.” I
whine. “Is he unable to walk?”

“He’ll be sore.” Grayson answers, picking Chip up.

I wince
as Grayson grunts with his weight. “Does he weigh a
lot?”

“Just awkward. Is there some place we can put him, so he’ll be
comfortable?”

“Can you manage taking him up to my bed?” I ask,
unsure.

“Sure. Lead the way.”


Grayson’s biceps are bulging right out as he carries Chip to
the house, up the stairs, and lays him on my bed. There is a thick
quilt at the bottom, which is a perfect spot for him. “Is it
alright to lay him there?”

“Certainly.”

My
bedroom hasn’t changed in years. The only thing I changed since
Quentin’s death was the hideous moose head and antlers he insisted
we hang over the bed. We argued over it for years, but that was the
first thing to go after he died. The thing gave me nightmares when
he wasn’t around, even when he was alive. I replaced it with a
large, black & white framed photograph of Kelsey Ranch back
when it was first built by my grandfather. Lisa, my sister-in-law,
is a photographer, and she had an aerial photograph done when she
dated a helicopter pilot, after the new barn, guest house and staff
quarters were built. It’s gorgeous, and it’s hung on the opposite
wall, over the gas fireplace, in black & white, of
course.

It’s a
rustic room, just like the rest of the house. The bed is oak, with
a carved head and footboard, and the spindles are also carved. The
dust ruffle hangs over the raised bed, and the matching oak
nightstands have antique touch lamps on them. Also oak, the double
dresser has twelve drawers and a large, antique oval mirror hung
above it. On the dark oak floor are area rugs with accent colors in
red and purple, which are mirrored in the pillows, curtains, and
some decorative candles I have peppered around the room.

Lisa put
my room together, in case you’re wondering. I do not have the eye
for décor that she does. The only modern things in my bedroom are
the laptop, charging dock, and the vertical blinds covering my
large windows. That’s also how I get away with having such a dark
color palette in my room; because the window is open all the time,
lending much needed natural light. Lisa insisted I put blinds up
and leave them open when she did the final touches. This is the
room I grew up in. The master bedroom I turned into a small sitting
room. All the bedrooms still have the beds they had when we were
growing up. The family was so large that many of us had to double
up.

Chip
lifts his head when Grayson lays him on my bed. He sniffs the air
but otherwise doesn’t move. “Beautiful bedroom.” Grayson comments,
looking around.

“Thank you. I can’t take credit for it. Lisa did it for
me.”

“She a decorator?” he asks, hooking his thumbs through the
loops on his jeans, as he walks over to the aerial photograph and
observes it.

“Part-time. She’s also a photographer. All her work is
freelance.”

“Impressive. Beautiful photography.”

“Thanks.”

Chip
lets out a little whine as he licks his lips from inside the cone.
“You okay, Chip?” I ask, petting his head as best as I can through
the hole.

He just
licks his lips again. “Maybe we can take it off when we’re watching
him?”

“Dr. Green said that we can take it off here and there, yes.
Especially when he eats and does his business. But I wouldn’t
recommend leaving it off overnight. He’ll likely have chewed
himself out of the bandage by morning.” Then he adds. “I can take
him down to my room later, when you’re ready for bed.”

“No, that’s fine. He can sleep here. He’ll be more
comfortable. Your bed is only a single.”

Grayson
shrugs. “He may keep you up.”

“It’s okay.”

“Your brother’s party is the day after tomorrow. You want to
be fresh for that, right?”

I smile,
petting Chip. “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

“I’m sure you can.” As Grayson pats the door, on his way out,
Chip whimpers. “What’s the matter, buddy?” he chuckles, walking to
him.

“Do you think his paw is sore?” I ask.

“The freezing is probably still active.” Grayson says. “Maybe
we should take the helmet off for a while. See if he perks
up.”

I giggle
at ‘helmet’.

Grayson
smiles. “Well, you wouldn’t like to have one of these…flowerpots on
your head, would you?”

“Not even a little bit.”

He
unties the hood and pulls it off. Chip immediately raises his head
and wags his tail. “It appears that you read his mind.” I
comment.

“Doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out.” Grayson winks.
“I’ll get back to work. Call me if you need me to pick him up. He
should probably go do his business shortly, anyway. It’s been a
while since he went. I wouldn’t want him to pee on your nice
quilt.”

“We’ll deal with it.” I decide to change the subject. “What
did you think of Lisa?” I smile, like I’m expecting a quirky
answer.

He lifts
a brow, drawing in a breath. “She’s a…spitfire. That’s for
sure.”

“She likes you.”

“No.” he growls sarcastically, like he’s one hundred percent
sure that she does. “My guess is that she likes every male she
bumps shoulders with.”


Grinning, I look at him. “Any of your family or friends ever
ask about you dating again?”

He
chuckles. “Only all the time. You?”

“Same.”

Another
chuckle. “At least for the last year I had an excuse. When you’re
in recovery, you can’t date anyone. But that only lasted a year.
I’ve got to come up with another excuse pretty soon.”

“You better. Lisa’s after you, and threatening to fix
us up if that doesn’t
work.”

He
scoffs, good-naturedly. “What, is she the town
matchmaker?”

“Close enough.” I giggle. “You ever think about dating again?”
I ask, peering down at his shirt, where his wedding bands used to
dangle.

Looking
at me speculatively, he says. “Someday, maybe. But I need to look
after other things first.”

“Other things?”

“Yeah. Like moving here and deciding what to do with my life.
Paying off debt. Then I can move on.” He explains sincerely. “I
shot myself in the foot when I started drinking, and it was a long,
downward spiral on the way to get dried out.”

I look up at him, after petting Chip on the head. “That part
about what to do with your life…have you ever thought about going back into
medicine?”

He
searches my eyes as he slides his hand down Chip’s back. “I suppose
that’s part of the reason why I moved out of El Paso. I guess I
just didn’t figure that part out yet. My gut was telling me to
leave, I just didn’t know why.”

As he
says this, he speaks so softly, it makes me shiver. That’s when I
wonder if maybe there is another reason why he felt inclined to
move out of the city, and maybe it wasn’t his gut driving him to
it…maybe it was his heart.


Chapter 11

Grayson

I’m
still hungry when bedtime comes, so I head down to the house, and
knock on the front door. Laura answers the door in her robe. Her
hair is all out, in waves down her chest, all the way to her waist.
Somehow, it looks longer than it did the other morning. “Sorry to
bother you, but I’m starving. I meant to pick up some snacks the
other day for my place, but I didn’t get around to it. Grace said
that there were leftovers from dinner. Do you mind if I raid the
fridge?”

“No. Not at all. Come on in.” she says, opening the door. She
smells like lavender, like she just took a bath.

“What do I smell?” I ask, drawing in a deep breath.

“Essential oils. It helps relax the muscles.” She explains.
“If you ever want to use my soaker tub, feel free.”

“I love the smell.” I chuckle as I walk to the kitchen.
“There’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.”

“Wasn’t that potato salad Grace made delicious?” Laura says
conversationally.

“There’s some left. Plus a hamburger or two. You want some?” I
ask, pulling everything out of the fridge.

“I’ll have some potato salad.” She says, getting two plates
down from the overhead cupboard. “I could eat all the time if you
let me.”

“Same here.”

“You’ll enjoy Saturday then. Plenty of food to go
around.”

“What are you making?” I ask, eating potato salad right from
the bowl.

“It’s like a Hawaiian salad. Pineapples, whip cream, jello,
marshmallows. It was my mother’s recipe.”

“Sounds amazing.” I say, scooping salad on Laura’s
plate.

“You want me to warm up the burger in the toaster oven?” she
offers.

I point
to myself with my thumb. “I’m a guy. No need to warm anything up
for me.”

“Well, pardon me.” she says, feigning irritation.

I give
her back a little rub, smiling.

She
looks at me and smiles.

“You know, so far, you’re a pretty cool boss.” I comment,
taking a bite of the burger. “I figured you were all business.
Rigid. Maybe even a little bit bitchy.”

“When your longest employee blows himself away, it changes you
a little.”

“Point taken.” I agree. “But, from the other guys, I don’t get
the feeling that you’re like that, anyway.”

“Cross my path the wrong way and I turn into a tiger. Stay on
my good side and I’m as reasonable as a grandparent.”

“I see that.” I agree. “Oh, that reminds me. I forgot to give
you the credit card back, and the receipt.” I say, pulling it out
of my pocket. I’m showered and changed from the day’s work, but
that was the other reason I wanted to come down to the house. If I
left Laura’s credit card in my room all night, I’d never sleep. I
place the credit card on top of the receipt and hand it to her. She
tucks it into the pocket of her robe with thanks.

“How’s Chip?” I ask.

“Sleeping on the bed. I don’t want to leave him alone for too
long, though. I left his cone off.”

“Do you want me to go check on him?”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll go back up in a minute.”


Something in me wants her to stay. I enjoy her company. She’s
sweet and funny, and her voice is always warm and soothing. As I
scarf down the rest of the burger, she says goodnight and heads
upstairs. Cleaning up the mess, I hear her call for me from
upstairs. “Grayson? Can you come up here for a minute?”

“Sure. Be right there.” I say, putting the last dish away. As
I trot upstairs, I can hear her chuckling.

She’s on
the bed with Chip. And as she tries to tie the bow in the material
around Chip’s neck, he keeps pawing her away. “He’s a clever
man.”

“Here. Let me help.” I gently push his paws down. “You have to
wear this thing, little man. It’s for your own good.”

As she
ties it around his neck, he starts to whine again. Just
once.

“Thanks, Grayson.” Laura says.

“Any time. Goodnight.” As I get up, Chip whines
again.

I
chuckle. “Oh, this could be interesting.”

“He doesn’t want you to leave.”

“Seems like.”

Laura
pats the bed. “Come sit for a while. Maybe he’ll fall asleep and
then you can sneak out.”

Sitting
on her bed, my butt sinks in. “Wow. Now that’s comfortable. Better
not let me lay on here or I’ll be history.” I say honestly. I’m dog
tired from work, and now that I’ve eaten, I feel a food coma coming
on.

“I just took a bath in sleep-inducing oils. If anyone’s going
to fall asleep first, it’s me.” She says
matter-of-factly.

“That’d be a funny rumor going around town, huh.” I joke.
“Laura Warner sleeps with Lead Hand the first week on the job.
Story at eleven.”

She
snorts a laugh. “You can tell that you once lived with a
reporter.”

“There’s that.” I chuckle. Her skin looks so soft as she pets
Chip. For working on a ranch all her life, her hands don’t have a
wrinkle on them. Even her nails are clean. “I’d like to know your
secret.”

“What secret?”

I show
her my hands. They’re wrinkled, stained with grime, and the nails
are only ever clean when I freshly clip them, which I haven’t done.
“Look at your hands compared to mine. Is that because of all those
books you do all day? You’re not exposed to the horses as
much?”

“No, you’ve seen me out with the horses. I’m only in the
office for a couple of hours a day. Some days not at all. It’s the
baths. They draw the goo out. A trick my mom taught me. She grew up
on a cattle farm until she met my dad, then she was here. Not once
did she have a scrap of dirt on her hands.”

“Well, I’ll have to remember that. Maybe I’ll soak my hands in
a bowl while I watch television or something.”

“I’m sure the boys won’t poke at you for that at all, Grayson.
Remember that there’s no television in your room, only in the
common area.” She reminds, smiling.

“Oh, yeah.” I puff out air quickly. “I totally forgot about
that.”

“Would you like a television in your room? I can arrange it if
you like.”

I wave,
and then pet Chip. “No, that’s fine. I don’t watch a lot of
television anyway. I read novels.”

“Have you been to the library yet?”

“No, but I download them onto my phone and read them from
there.”

“How very modern of you.” She grins. “But we do have an
excellent library if you ever want to check it out. I’ve borrowed a
bunch of books from there recently.”

“A big reader, are you?”

“Might I remind you that I don’t have a television.” She says,
almost impressed with herself.

We’re
both petting Chip, when Laura yawns. She lays her head down beside
Chip and continues petting him. Stretching her body out, so her
feet almost touch the pillows, she pulls her long locks of hair
over her shoulder, so it’s laying all down her back, invisible to
me from in front of her. Chip’s eyes close intermittently with the
affection.

“You’ve got the Midas touch there, Laura.” I say softly. “But,
do you want to know what truly puts an animal to sleep.”

She
yawns again. “Listening to your boring stories.” She can’t help but
giggle halfway through the word ‘stories’.

“Hardy har.” I rebuke gently as I lay on my side, mirroring
her, and use my index finger to stroke Chip between his eyes,
slowly down his nose. I repeat that, watching his eyes close.
Resting my head on my opposite arm, I continue this procedure,
until his head incrementally lowers, and his snout touches the bed.
When I look up, Laura’s eyes are closed, but her hand is resting on
Chip. Fearing I’ll wake her, I keep massaging Chip’s
snout.

…and then I fall asleep.

In the
middle of the night, I awake slightly. Laura has flipped over, so
her back is to me, and she’s inched her way closer to me. Chip is
out like a light, so I slowly try to get up out of the bed, but he
lifts his head the second I move. “Shoot.” I mutter under my
breath, as I start stroking his snout again. He lowers his head
almost instinctively, and I rest my head back on my arm. When I
wake up again later, Laura is in the middle of the bed, right up
against me, and my arm is resting on her waist. I am frozen and the
dog is out of it, as is Laura. And then, she inhales a deep breath,
and pulls my hand over her belly, tucking it under her.

Such an
odd sensation, as I realize she must think that I’m Quentin. There
is no way that she would permit such a gesture with me. All the
same, she’s warm and soft, and it’s been so long since I’ve been
intimate with a woman, that I’ve forgotten how comforting it can
be. I allow myself to snuggle in closer to her and take in her
scent. Her hair is oceans long and so incredibly beautiful, just
like her. And as much as I know that I’m pretending Laura is
actually cuddling with me, not a figment of her dead husband, it
still feels…wonderful.

The next
time I awake, the dawn sunlight is starting to present itself.
Slowly, quietly, I inch my way off the bed, making sure I keep
contact with Chip as I do, so he doesn’t whimper. As I make it off
the bed, I carefully pull him to me, and carry him with me out of
the bedroom, closing the door in my wake. When I get him outside, I
set him down on the porch, to see if he is able to walk. His limp
is very pronounced at first, but then it becomes less obvious as he
takes a few steps. I help him down the stairs. The grass must be
more comfortable for him because he takes off to find the nearest
tree.

Looking
at my watch, I see that it’s almost four o’clock in the morning.
After Chip does his business, I head back to my room, taking the
dog with me, and get another hour of sleep. When my alarm goes off,
Chip is laying on the floor without his cone on, and he is none the
wiser. His bandage is unscathed, and I’m relieved. After I prepare
myself for the day, I head out to the barn and get started before
breakfast. It’s always my goal to get at least one thing done
before I’m called for breakfast.

Lloyd
comes around the corner with a shovel in his hand. “Breakfast is on
the table.”

“I’ll be right in.”

Laura is
standing at the counter, eating eggs. “Good morning.” I say to
everyone, but I’m looking at her.

“Good morning, Grayson.” She says pleasantly.

“Hey, Grayson.” Johnnie says and runs some things by me that
he wants to do for today. “You think that’ll work?”

“Yeah, sure.” I agree, taking my plate from Grace with a nod
in thanks. “Just, you boys make sure that those horses get
exercised every day.”

“Trough’s done.” Lloyd announces.

“Excellent.” Laura says, impressed.

We eat
breakfast in relative silence, and then one-by-one, we each scurry
on out the door to get the day started. I’ve noticed that the whole
time, Chip has remained at Laura’s feet. She fed him, and he
cleaned his bowl, but otherwise, he’s stayed with her the whole
time.

As I
rise to leave with the boys, Laura asks. “Do you think we should
put the cone back on him for the day?” she looks down at him. “I
can probably keep him with me so I can make sure he won’t chew his
bandage.”

I cross
one leg over the other. “If you can keep an eye on him, I suppose
there’s no need for him to wear it.”

Grace
walks out of the kitchen, taking the garbage with her. Laura looks
at me. “We must have fallen asleep last night.” her face is
forcibly impassive, like she’s fishing but trying to keep it on the
Q.T. “When did you…leave?”

Drawing
in a deep breath, I can see that her eyes are trained on Chip. She
can’t look at me.

“We didn’t….” she trails off.

“No, ma’am. We fell asleep, that’s all.” Then the lie becomes
apparent as I remember her pulling me to her as she slept. But that
pleasant memory is quashed as my subconscious reminds me that she
wasn’t pulling me to her, rather, she was pulling Quentin’s memory
to her.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





