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Chapter 1: Chuck




Pounding rain drums on my back. My long raincoat protects me from so many raindrops striking my shoulders and arms. 

Nothing can protect me from the driving rain from stinging the back of my neck. Rain pours off my hat. I have to hold my head to one side to stop the water from falling onto my hands.

I work as fast as I can to drive my shovel into the ditch. Water blocks me from seeing what I’m hitting at the bottom.

My shovel sinks halfway up the handle before the blade strikes what sounds like solid rock. Whatever is down there, it must have gotten packed in by the force of so much water trying to drain away through this ditch.

I pull out the shovel and use all my strength to thrust it in again, but I can’t work very well from this angle.

I throw caution to the wind and step right down into the flooded ditch. So much rain drenches Turning Point Ranch. It blocks the drainage channels and threatens to overflow onto the driveway and into the pastures.

I sink up to my thighs in the muddy water. The puddle saturates my jeans and seeps into my boots, but who cares, right?

I’m the only man out here. My brothers are all working elsewhere on the property to clear out drains and dig new ditches to compensate for all the extra water.

I can drill my shovel much harder into the blockage. I stab the rock and step on the shovel to split the blockage apart.

It starts to give way. I have to pry the shovel out, raise it above my head, and stab in a second time.

I hit it so hard my hat falls off. It falls upside down in the puddle and rain spatters the interior. 

I don’t have time to mess with it. I snatch up the hat, toss it right-side up onto the nearby grass, and keep working. 

The rain pounds me on the head and soaks my hair, but I really don’t give a damn anymore. I’m already as wet as I can possibly get. It isn’t like I’m going to melt if I get any wetter.

I step on the shovel again, twist it back and forth, and the blockage falls apart. Water floods through the gap and runs farther down the ditch to meet up with the main channel.

The gap isn’t wide enough yet. This shovel isn’t the right tool for the job, so I toss the shovel out and pull my pickaxe forward.

I chop away the rest of the blockage and then dig all the rock and debris to open up the ditch completely.

I’m covered in mud and completely soaked by the time I finish, but at least this part of the ranch is safe—for now. My brothers and I will have to keep an eye on things as long as this heavy rain lasts.

I’m just climbing out of the ditch when a pickup drives alongside coming from the ranch house.

The truck stops and the driver’s window rolls down. My brother Nathan’s eyes widen when he looks down at my clothes. “Oh, man! What the hell happened to you?”

“I sneezed,” I tell him and make him laugh. “Did you get the west side cleared out?”

“Jack and Nolan are still over there with the hired men, but they’re almost done.” He jerks his thumb at my young brother-in-law, Hank Earnhart, sitting in the passenger seat. “We’re meeting up at Hollow River Hill to help out Ben and Ethan.” He looks down at the ditch. “Are you done here? You can come with us.”

I nod. “I’ll ride in the back. I don’t want to get your truck dirty.”

He smirks at me. “You’re gonna scare the rain away getting that wet.”

I stick on my hat. “Let’s hope so. We’ve had enough rain for the next three years.”

I throw my shovel and pick into the truck bed and climb in there before he drives off onto the highway. 

The rain chills me, but I ignore it. I’ll get warm and dry when I go home from work tonight. The ditches and drains are more important.

We pull into the driveway at Hollow River Hill Ranch just as Nolan pulls up in his truck coming from the west side of Turning Point. We drive up to the ranch house and spot Ben and Ethan working with their picks to dig a new ditch across one of their pastures.

The new ditch cuts straight through the grass where the cattle usually graze, but we all recognize the situation for what it is. 

The rain pools on the grass in wide lakes that get bigger all the time. The pasture dips right there. The water has nowhere to go. 

It will block the whole pasture if the water can’t meet up with the ranch’s main drainage ditch that runs parallel to the driveway.

The cattle stand huddled in one corner of the pasture. They can’t go anywhere and they can’t graze with all that water covering the grass.

Nathan pulls his truck to a halt in the driveway. I jump out, grab my pick and shovel, and head for the pasture.

Ben and Ethan barely glance at me before I find a spot behind Ethan and start hacking my pick into the ground to dig out more of the ditch.

Nathan, Hank, Jack, Nolan, and our two hired men, Colin Watts and Harlan Wayne, all unload and start working just as hard.

No one says a word. I’m sweating under my jacket and it does nothing to keep me dry. Water runs down the back of my neck and soaks my shirt anyway.

I wind up taking off my jacket and hat—and then eventually even stripping off my shirt. I’m too hot from working this hard. My skin is more waterproof than my jacket.

I’m more sweaty than rainy by the time Ethan joins his section of ditch to mine. Water from the pasture is already running into the ditch, but the water still won’t have anywhere to go until we meet up with the main drainage ditch. 

The boys leapfrog behind me. As soon as they finish one section of the ditch, they move positions behind each other to keep working on another section. The process goes much faster this way.

My hair is so wet it sticks to my neck and shoulders, but at least that keeps it out of my face. 

I’m not the only guy working out here shirtless. Ethan and Colin both strip, too. It’s simpler to work this way than trying to move around in wet clothes.

My section meets up with Ethan’s and I run behind the boys to the drainage ditch itself. I hack away at the walls and shovel mud onto the driveway before the water gushes through the channel.

I collapse onto my seat on the bank panting hard. The pasture is already starting to drain.

Ethan falls onto his back with rain sprinkling all over his chest. The cold rain actually feels good when we’re all so hot.

Ben props his hands on his knees to catch his breath. “You boys are heroes. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Let me guess,” I husk. “You have the same problem in your other pastures, too.”

His eyes dart around the property. “You said it, not me.”

I snort. Of course. We were never going to get off easy with only one ditch.

Ethan heaves himself into a sitting position. “We better get to it before the situation gets any worse. Gather up your tools, boys. You can leave all your wet clothes on the porch. We don’t need them.”

He, Colin, and I return to the center of the pasture to get our clothes and hats. The cattle are already milling around and spreading out. They can graze now.

The three of us meet up with the others. Ethan pauses there to shut the gate before we walk away. 

I can already see the same lake developing in the pasture right across the driveway. At least we won’t have to go anywhere before we start working again.

We’re just about to cross the driveway when a sleek brown town car pulls into the driveway. “Who the hell is that?” Ben mutters.

“Are you boys expecting anyone?” Nathan asks.

“Not unless one of us bought a lottery ticket we don’t know about,” Ethan adds.

The boys and I have to stand back against the fence and wait for the car to pull into the driveway. It parks next to Nathan’s truck.

Whoever it is didn’t come here to see me. I cross the driveway and hang my jacket, shirt, vest, and hat on the fence rail. They’re all soaked anyway. Putting them on the porch won’t help anything.

I’m just about to climb into the pasture and start digging when the driver’s door of the car opens.

The driver sticks out an umbrella, unfolds it, and then a woman in a business suit gets out.

She tries to use the umbrella to protect herself from the rain, but it doesn’t work out too well. The rain comes at her from the side and the wind nearly knocks the umbrella out of her hands.

She has to hold the umbrella all the way off to one side to block the rain from hitting her.

It still hits her skirt and legs. She wobbles on her high heels while she tries to pull what looks like a folded piece of paper from inside her car.

“She better be bringing me my lottery winnings,” Ethan mutters.

No one else says a word as the woman comes straight toward us. She doesn’t go to the house. There’s no question about it. She’s coming to see us.

We get a clear look at her when she gets near us. She’s a tall, willowy woman with black hair, black eyes, and a slender, almost sculptured face. 

She’s beautiful in a sultry, mysterious kind of way. She looks like she could have stepped out of any time or place in history. 

I can’t place who or what she is. I’ve never seen her before—and yet there’s something about her that strikes me as familiar.

She squints into the wind when it blows her hair out of place. Her hair is slightly wavy and done in a loose, full cascade past her shoulders.

Her narrowed eyes dart from face to face. She has to raise her voice above the howl of the wind.

“Ethan Ingram?” she asks.

“Yeah?” Ethan replies. 

She hands him the piece of paper. It’s already soaked. “You’re served in the lawsuit of Resolution Initiative vs Ingram, Ingram, Crenshaw, et. al.”

“Lawsuit?!” Ben gasps. “What lawsuit?!”

She turns to him. “You must be Ben Ingram. You’re named in the suit as a co-defendant.” She casts her eye over the rest of us. “All of you are—except for you, Chuck.”

I freeze to the spot when she looks right at me. “What does this have to do with me?”

“You’re the injured party in this suit.” She turns back to Ben and Ethan. “Marjorie O’Claire and Jackson Keller owned this property before they sold it to Josiah Montague—your biological maternal grandfather.”

“So what?” Ben asks. 

“Marjorie O’Claire and Jackson Keller were Chuck’s biological parents—and his brother Jonathan’s parents. Marjorie and Jackson were drug addicts. They sold Hollow River Hill to Josiah Montague to pay for their drug habit.”

The hair stands up on the back of my neck. I don’t like where this is going.

No one in the Crenshaw family has ever asked me anything about my life before I came to live with them. They all assume the worst and that doesn’t even begin to cover it.

“Hollow River Hill used to be tribal land belonging to the Salish Tribe before allotment laws broke up the area for private ownership in 1904,” the woman tells us.

“That was over a hundred years ago,” Nathan counters. “That only proves that the ranch has been in private ownership long before Chuck’s parents owned it.”

“My name is Chloe Rainier. I’m a lawyer representing the Resolution Initiative. Our mission is to restore tribal lands that may have been used for ceremonial or burial purposes to the tribes that once called this area their home. Hollow River Hill is one of the named properties.”

My brothers exchange glances. I feel them looking at me, but I can’t look at them.

I glare at the woman in front of me. She just had to drop out of the clear blue sky to spring this on me. She couldn’t just leave me be to live my life. She had to go dragging up the past with this shit.

She looks straight back at me. “This ranch is your rightful legacy, Chuck. The Resolution Initiative will make a case that your parents weren’t mentally competent when they sold the ranch. The land will come back to you, and by proxy, to the tribe where it belongs.”

“Like hell it will!” Ethan snaps. “This ranch is ours! We inherited it fair and square! This place is all we have! You are not taking it away from us! Over my dead body you will!”

She pulls another piece of paper from the inner pocket of her blazer. I really don’t want to know about all the pieces of paper she might have stashed on her person.

Chloe holds out the paper to Ethan. “This is a cease-and-desist order from the court ordering you to stop all ranching operations until the court comes to a satisfactory decision about who is the rightful owner of this property. You’re expressly prohibited from making any further modifications to the property, improvements, earthworks, construction projects, or disturbing the ground in any way.”

“How the hell are we supposed to survive the next week of floods if we don’t drain these pastures?” Ben fires back. “All our cattle will starve.”

“How you do it is your business. This is a legal matter in the hands of the court. The Resolution Initiative will conduct research on the property and off it to determine if the land was ever used as a tribal burial site or for any other ceremonial purpose.”

“You can shove your court order right up your ass, lady!” Ethan snarls. “If you want to play legal games, I’ll slap you with a court order forbidding you or any other researcher from setting foot on this property.”

She only shrugs. She has trouble controlling her umbrella. The rain keeps hitting the side of her face and soaking through her fancy suit, but none of that stops her from delivering the hammer blow that could ruin our family forever.

The rain doesn’t seem to bother her. That’s the weird part. She looks like a city girl, but she stands there taking the lashing. She never flinches once. She acts like she doesn’t even notice it.

She turns back to me. “This suit will succeed, Chuck. The courts have been very accommodating of Indigenous claims in recent years. The tribe and the Resolution Initiative have a strong case that this ranch is rightfully yours. It will come back to you. It’s only a matter of time.”

“I don’t want it,” I blurt out. “Ben and Ethan can have it. It should be theirs. They can keep it.”

“The Resolution Initiative is already bringing the suit. They’ll continue with it until they reclaim what rightfully belongs to you and the tribe. If you don’t reclaim the land, it will go to the tribe in your stead.” She smiles at all of us. “Have a nice day, gentlemen.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Chuck




My brothers and I stand in silent shock watching Chloe Rainier get into her car. She reverses out of the driveway and drives off leaving all of us frozen in place. 

This is not happening. The Salish Tribe can’t be taking Ben’s and Ethan’s inheritance away—especially not to give it to me. This is a nightmare—and I can’t even stop it.

Ethan recovers first. He hurls his pickaxe on the ground. “To hell with this! This is our place! No one is going to take it from us!”

“Hell no,” Ben growls. “We’ll drag the bastards through the courts if we have to.”

“What if she’s telling the truth?” Jack asks in a small voice. “What if Chuck’s parents weren’t mentally competent to sell the land? That would negate the whole sale. Your grandfather never should have owned the ranch in the first place.”

Nathan turns to me, but he doesn’t ask if it’s true that my parents were out of their minds on drugs when they sold the ranch. They were. No one remembers that better than I do.

I can barely make myself heard and I can’t look up at my brothers—not for anything. “I don’t want it. You take it. It’s yours. I won’t accept it.”

“You heard what she said!” Ethan roars. “They’re going to take it from us whether you accept it or not!”

My head shoots up when I hear his tone. “I never asked for this, Ethan! I never asked for any of this! I never would have stepped out of line to take this place from you boys! What the hell do you take me for? Do you honestly believe I had something to do with this?”

“What the hell difference does it make if you had anything to do with it?” Ben snaps. “You’re up to your eyeballs in this whether you want to be or not! The outcome for us will be the same either way! You started this. You fix it.”

“How the hell am I supposed to fix it when I’m not the one doing it?”

“I don’t give a flying shit how you fix it!” Ethan rages. “You take over the place if it’s rightfully yours! Ben and I put our blood and guts into this place and now some tramp from the city comes along, snatches it out from under us, and hands it to you? No damn way! This is outrageous!”

“The outcome to you won’t be any different at all!” I counter. “So I’ll take the ranch and put it back into the family trust. That’s where it is right now. It’s no different!”

Ethan gets right in my face and bellows at the top of his lungs. I’ve never seen him so furious.

“This ranch is our inheritance! Do you hear that, you big stupid son of a bitch?! This place is ours—not yours! You don’t put it into the family trust! We do! This is our place to put where the hell we see fit! You don’t make decisions about this place—not now—not ever! Are you too deaf to hear that?!”

Nathan steps between us and plants his hand on Ethan’s chest. “Back off, man. Chuck didn’t do any of this.”

“Ethan is right,” Ben interjects. “This ranch is ours by right. It’s all we have and it’s the only good thing that came from our parents. Why should we put another ounce of effort into this place if someone is going to just take it away from us?”

Ethan slaps Nathan’s hand away. “Every last rotten one of you boys get the hell off our property. Don’t ever come back! Do you got that? Don’t let me see your stinking faces again. Go on! Get the hell out of here!”

He takes a swing at us, but he stops himself from actually hitting anyone. He spins away and storms off back to the house. He only waits long enough to grab his soaking-wet clothes and pick up his tools before he leaves us standing there.

Ben glares at us before he does the same thing. Actually he doesn’t glare at us. He glares at me. That’s me. My own brothers are turning against me—and for what?

Nathan waves at me next. “Come on home, brother. We can work this out.”

I throw my elbow at him. I have to stop myself from hitting someone, too. “Leave me the hell alone. Just get the hell out of here and leave me alone.”

I storm off in the other direction. I don’t even take my jacket, hat, or clothes with me. I’m already too wet as it is.

I don’t care about anything. I don’t care about Hollow River Hill. I don’t care about Turning Point. I don’t care about the Crenshaws or the Ingram brothers or the Salish Tribe or anything.

I care least of all about myself. I just want to walk away from everything and disappear.

I felt this way all the time when I was young. I felt it around the damn clock before I went to the Crenshaws and for years afterward.

They made it okay. They made me see that I didn’t have to disappear. They made me see I could actually have a family—a family worth having—a family that actually cared about me instead of torturing me on a daily basis.

The rain on my skin is the only thing I can feel right now. I don’t want anything standing between me and the rain. I can’t cope with any of this without that one point of contact with reality.

Now that hollow feeling is back with a vengeance. I don’t have a family. I don’t have a home. I don’t have a tribe. 

I don’t care what Chloe says. I’ve never had a tribe and I never will. Giving me Hollow River Hill won’t change that.

I could just keep right on walking. No one would ever know. I would dissolve into the land and disappear. Maybe that would be for the best.

Jack doesn’t have a tribe, either. What is it like for him? He never acts like it bothers him. I’m too much of a chickenshit coward to ask my own brother a question like that.

Only one thought stops me from throwing it all away. My mom. She saved me—her and the old man. Now he’s gone and she’s still here.

She would die if anything happened to me. It would break her heart if I turned my back on the family—but how can I be a part of the family with this hanging over my head?

This lawsuit will ruin the family no matter what I do. Ben and Ethan already told the boys to leave and never come back. That’s it. What is the family without them?

They’ll leave if they can’t keep the ranch. They didn’t say so. They didn’t have to. If this drives a wedge between them and the family, they’ll move on somewhere else.

The Ingram family is already its own little nucleus. Anyone can see that. This is just the last straw that drives them away from the Crenshaws completely.

I can’t let that happen—but what can I do to stop it? The tribe will do it anyway whether I want them to or not.

I have to stop it. I don’t care what it takes. I can’t let Ben and Ethan leave. I can’t let anything happen to this family.

My parents aren’t the only ones who saved me. They all did. Wade. Ethan. Nathan. Ava. Ben. Jake. Gabe. Emma. They’re everything to me. I’m alive right now because of them—all of them.

I spin around. I don’t give a damn about myself. I never have. 

The family is more important. I have to do this for Ben and Ethan more than anything. I owe it to both of them. Christ knows they’ve done enough for me over the years.

I walk back to Hollow River Hill. None of the boys are around. Ben and Ethan aren’t working the ranch anymore. 

They won’t. The cease-and-desist order doesn’t mean anything to them. They won’t work a ranch that isn’t theirs.

They must be in the house. I walk onto the property, collect my stuff, and head back to Turning Point. 

I put my wet clothes in the laundry, hang up my jacket and hat to dry, and head upstairs. 

I have to pass all the rest of them in the living room on my way there. I completely ignore them and go up to my room to dry off and change.

Nathan shows up just as I’m getting a towel out of the bathroom. “Hey. Are you okay?”

“Leave me alone,” I snap over my shoulder. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“It has everything to do with me. It has everything to do with this whole family. Whatever you do affects all of us.”

I barely look at him. “Ben and Ethan want me to fix it, so that’s what I’m going to do. You don’t need to know anything else.”

He takes a step into my room and holds out his hand, but he knows better than to touch me. “Hey! Talk to me. I’m your brother. We can help you.”

I turn my back on him and start getting my clothes out of the closet. “No one can help me,” I snap over my shoulder. “This is my shit to deal with and that’s what I’m going to do.”

“You don’t have to do everything alone,” he insists. “When are you gonna learn that? I thought you understood that after living here for so long. You’re part of a family. You can turn to us when you need us.”

I force myself to turn around and face him. “Nathan—walk away. I won’t say it again. Walk away and leave….me……alone. This has nothing to do with you. You can’t help me. You being here talking to me is only making this harder. Now go. Don’t make me say it again.”

He stares at me in shock. He has absolutely no idea what any of this means, but at least he’s smart enough to realize how serious I am.

He leaves and I shut my door—not only because I’m about to take my clothes off. I don’t want to see or talk to anyone. 

My mom will come up here next to try to help me. I couldn’t stand that.

This is between me and the tribe—which means it’s between me and the past. The past wants to take over my present. That’s what I have to deal with—my past.

None of the Crenshaws knows what happened. They think they do, but they don’t. 

No way on God’s green Earth would I ever let them find out. They’re too good.

I want to keep them safe from all of that. That’s why I have to go alone.

Turning Point Ranch and the Crenshaw family is a little slice of Heaven I got to visit for a little while. I don’t care if I have to leave it forever as long as it’s still here for all of them to enjoy.

That includes Ben and Ethan. They should be here. I don’t need to be here.

Now I have to ride off into the past and battle a bunch of demons I thought I slew a long time ago. I should have known they wouldn’t stay dead forever.

Maybe they’ll just keep coming back to haunt me forever. Maybe they’ll never really die and I’ll keep dragging my sad, sorry carcass through the world leaving bloody footprints behind me until I really do disappear.








  
  
Chapter 3: Chloe




Ijump a foot in the air when someone slams my office door open so hard that it leaves an indentation in the wall. 

It takes me a minute to recognize the huge Native American guy storming into my office.

It’s Chuck Keller, the guy I met when I served Ben and Ethan Ingram with the lawsuit papers.

Chuck looks different now. He looked so much bigger and more primal with his shirt off and the rain all over his hair and body. He looked like an untamed force of nature then.

He looks like an untamed force of nature now, too, except that he’s fully dressed.

He wears a black button-up shirt under a leather vest with laces running up the sides. His jeans are dry now and he’s wearing a black cowboy hat over his long, loose black hair.

He barges into my office without knocking and storms over to my desk. “I want some answers, lady. Who is bringing this lawsuit against the Ingram boys?”

I blink up at him before my brain catches up with what he’s saying. I try the usual tactics to try to calm the situation down.

“I told you. I represent the Resolution Initiative….”

“Don’t give me that line of bullshit!” he snaps. “I know someone is behind this. Now you’re going to tell me who it is. Hollow River Hill Ranch hasn’t been owned by anyone Native in a hundred years. It was sold immediately after the allotment laws were passed and the ranch has been owned by white people ever since. My parents were the first and only Native owners the land has ever had. There is no record anywhere that the land was ever used for ceremonial purposes as far back as records have been kept. I checked, so don’t lie to me about it. The ranch was never tribal land. It was private property even before the allotment laws were ever passed. The courts have been giving back tribal burial land for decades, so why is this lawsuit coming now of all times? Who’s doing this? Tell the truth.”

I stare up at him. He looks a lot bigger from this position when I’m sitting down.

His black eyes spark with fire. His whole face locks up in a wall of granite. He’s one of the most intimidating men I’ve ever laid eyes on.

I have to deal with him, though. He’s the wronged party in a lawsuit I’m bringing against his adoptive family.

I force myself to stand up. He’s five inches taller than I am, but maybe I can level the playing field this way.

I fight my voice under control and soften my tone as much as possible. “All right, Chuck. You’re right. Your maternal grandfather is the one who contacted the Resolution Initiative about your situation. He feels you’re being robbed of your inheritance by the land going to the Ingram brothers.  He wants to make it right for you after what happened with your parents.”

He throws up his hands and spins away. “I knew it! I knew the tribe would come back to ruin my life a second time! It was only a matter of time.”

I frown at him from the side. “What do you mean? The tribe never ruined your life. Your parents might have, but they weren’t involved with the tribe at the time. The tribe never did anything to you.”

“No?!” He wheels back around and stabs his forefinger in my face. “You really need to do your research, lady! The tribe could have taken me in! The tribe could have done something for me when I first went into the foster system, but did they? No, they didn’t! Do you really think my grandfather or whoever the hell he is gives a shit about me? Where was he when I needed him? Where were any of them when I needed them? Where was this glorious tribe I’m supposed to be a part of? Huh? They never did jack shit for me. They dumped me on the system. The Crenshaws were the ones who took me in. See? That’s the thing. I already have a tribe! It’s the Crenshaws. Marjorie whoever the hell she is and her drug-addict husband—they aren’t my parents! They never were! Tom and Camille Crenshaw are the only parents I have ever had! The Salish Tribe means nothing to me! They abandoned me even more than my parents did! So whatever the hell this grandfather wants from me…..”

“His name is Roy,” I murmur. “Roy Eastridge.”

“Do you think I give a crap what his name is!” he practically bellows. “Tell him to drop the suit! I don’t want the ranch! He has no business sticking his nose into my life after almost thirty years of leaving me to the wolves! Doesn’t he get that?”

“Tell him yourself,” I murmur. “That’s what he wants. He wants to see you. He wants you back.”

“Back!!” he roars. “He could have had me in the first place! The authorities tried to send me back to the tribe before the social workers even told the Crenshaws about me! The social workers contacted every single one of my living relatives—which means this Roy Eastridge could have gotten me then! They were all too messed up or they refused to take me! He could have gotten me out of there! No one can convince me that everyone in the whole damn tribe didn’t know what the hell was going on—and he could have saved Jonathan’s life! Doesn’t anyone realize that?! Jonathan is dead because of him!!”

I can’t keep standing up taking his rage. I sink down into my chair. “Why don’t you tell him that? I’m sure he would appreciate hearing all of that from you.”

“Appreciate it?!” he thunders. “He would appreciate it?! Well, I would appreciate it if he vanished out of my life and crawled back under the same rock he’s been living under all these years! I don’t need him! I never needed him before and I sure as hell don’t need him wrecking my life now!”

I raise my hands. “Then tell him that. I can’t tell him for you.”

He glares down at me with smoke billowing out of his ears. I’m starting to understand his point of view—now that he unloaded all of that.

He must have been sitting on this for years. He must have buried all this rage against the people who hurt and abandoned him. Now it’s all coming to the surface.

I can’t represent his tribe or his grandfather in this. That isn’t my job. 

He has to direct this anger toward the people who deserve it. That isn’t me.

I get why he holds such fierce loyalty to the Crenshaws. They were there for him. They gave him a family when he most needed one. The tribe didn’t do that. The tribe left him to his fate.

That has to sting—and I bet he’s never expressed his anger over his brother’s death, either.

Chuck is dead right about that. I know enough about Native American culture to know that.

No one can convince me that Marjorie’s and Jackson’s families didn’t know what was going on. They turned a blind eye. Chuck got badly abused and Jonathan got killed. Who would be to blame for that if not the tribe?

I can just see the wheels turning in Chuck’s head. He’s actually really smart—a lot smarter than I gave him credit for. He understands this whole situation better than anyone—maybe even better than I do.

“Would you like me to set a time when you can go out to the Kootenai Reservation and meet your grandfather?” I ask in my softest tone. “I know he would love to see you—even if you just stand there and yell at him. He wants that. He wants you to tell him everything you’re feeling toward him and the whole tribe.”

Chuck snorts. “Something tells me he doesn’t.”

I find myself smiling at him. “Actually, yes,  he does. He wants to see you even if you hate him. What harm can it do? He’s the one behind this suit. Talk to him. Maybe you can get him to see it your way.”

He curls his lip and sucks his tongue between his teeth. Wow. He is really mad. I guess I can’t blame him.

“Fine,” he snaps. “When do you want to do it?”

I check my planner. “What about Thursday? Are you busy then?”

“I’m always busy,” he snaps. “I have a job unlike some people.”

I can’t help but smile. “I’m sure you are. Why don’t I meet you at Turning Point? We can drive out to the reservation together and I’ll introduce you.”

He points at me. “I swear to God, if he tries anything, I’ll break him in half.”

“He won’t try anything. He’s an old man who can barely walk—and he genuinely wants what’s best for you. He feels bad about what happened to you….”

“Well, he should feel bad. He would have to be a raving psychopath if he didn’t feel at least partially responsible.”

I raise my hands a second time. “I understand completely. I’ll see you on Thursday. I’m sure we can come to a satisfactory agreement on this.”

He snorts at me again. “You’re dreaming, lady.”

He walks out without another word and slams the door extra hard behind him. 

I wilt back into my chair. He isn’t what I expected. I don’t know what I expected, but I am certain of one thing. 

He’s unlike anyone I’ve ever dealt with before. I’m going to have to bring my A-game to deal with him.








