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Chapter 1
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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.”


      [image: image-placeholder]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
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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.”
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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.
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