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Chapter 1

 


“Oh no Stanley, you’re not serious.” Zoë
Andrews said with shockwaves radiating through her body. She felt
as if she’d spent the last three weeks in a haze. It all began with
a phone call from Matthew Callahan to her office in New York to
tell her that she had to come home because her father was ill. She
arrived on the Oklahoma cattle ranch, where she was raised, in time
to make peace with her cantankerous father, but apparently not in
time for him to warn her about the absurdities of his will. She’d
spent the last two days since his death lost in grief, but at that
moment more than any of the past few days she wished that Jacob was
alive and standing before her… so she could tell him just what a
mean, crazy old man he was.

 


“Stanley you’ve been daddy’s attorney for
years. How long has the will been like this?”

 


He shrugged. “A few years.”

 


“Well it is obvious that he was just old and
crazy. I mean surely I can contest this.”

 


“Judge Wanamaker signed off on it.”

 


“Uncle Blink? Blink Wanamaker was daddy’s
best friend for fifty years. That can’t be legal!”

 


“Zoë, it’s legal.”

 


She sighed and ran a hand through her
shoulder length mop of auburn curls. “I don’t get it Stanley. I’m
his only child. I thought that as the only child I was entitled to
a child’s portion.”

 


“If the terms of the will are not met and the
ranch sells you’ll be entitled to all the profits.”

 


“But I can’t do that Stanley. I can’t do that
to all the other ranchers or Matt or… to the ranch itself. This is
my home! There has to be a loop hole.”

 


“There isn’t Zoë. Either you uphold the terms
of the will or you sale it to land developers and become a very
rich woman.”

 


“Ooohhh” She groaned. “I should do it! He’d
roll over in his grave if I did!”

 


“But you love this ranch as much as he did so
you know good and well you won’t.”

 


She shook her head. “But it isn’t just up to
me. Matth… Matt has to agree to it too.”

 


“Matt loves this ranch more than anything.
He’ll agree to it.”

 


Unbidden she was struck by an image of
herself on her seventeenth birthday, partially clad in her first
“little black dress” and stretched out on the floor of the pool
house with Bradley James. Suddenly Matthew Callahan kicked down the
door and pulled a stunned Bradley off of her before beating him
senseless. She sighed. “Matthew and I have a… contentious
past.”

 


“How old was Matt when he came to work here?”
Stanley asked.

 


“Seventeen.” She answered. She still
remembered being twelve-years-old and watching this tall, lanky
cowboy with jet black hair and piercing blue eyes walking out of
the coral. She prayed that Jacob would hire him, and, even though
he was too young, Jacob gave him a chance. “That was… seventeen
years ago.”

 


“He’s lived his whole adult life here. He’s
raised his daughter here. Jacob’s groomed him since he was a kid to
take over this place. Jacob treated him like a son. He’s not going
to let it sell to strangers.”

 


“He doesn’t know what he’ll have to do in
order to keep it… does he? You haven’t told him yet have you?”

 


Stanley shook his head. “Should I call him in
now?”

 


“No!” She protested. “I mean… I should tell
him.”

 


“What about your… contentious past?”

 


Zoë shook her head. “I should tell him.”

 


***

 


Zoë Andrews fell in love with Matthew
Callahan the first time she laid eyes on him at twelve years old.
She tried, unsuccessfully, on more than one occasion to make him
see how much they belonged together. And then, at some point,
things had changed. Over the years they’d been friends and enemies,
and a few times they’d almost been more, but for many years they’d
become virtual strangers; strangers who knew each other far too
well. That was why his phone call the week before had set her world
upside down before she even knew what it was about.

 


“Zoë Andrews.” She answered distractedly as
she leafed through the previous days’ columns. Zoë’s column Z to A
with Zoë Andrews ran Sunday, Wednesday and Friday in the New
Yorker, but she liked to keep up with the ones that occupied her
spot on her off days.

 


“Zoe; It’s Matt.”

 


She suppressed a gasp and realized that even
after a decade he needn’t have identified himself. She would have
known his voice anywhere.

 


“Matthew, what’s wrong?”

 


She heard him take a long breath before he
spoke. How like Matthew to try and soften a blow that no words
could lessen. Finally he spoke, “It’s Jacob. He’s not doing well
Zoë. He’s… he’s had several mild heart attacks and with the major
one he had six years ago… he just can’t fight them off anymore. His
heart can’t take it.”

 


She felt the blood drain from her face and
she heard herself say, “I’ll be on the next flight home.”

 


“Do you want me to meet you at the
airport?”

 


“No… I’ll rent a car.”

 


She wasn’t sure how, since she didn’t really
remember it, but she’d obviously booked a flight, packed her bags
and reserved a car that was waiting for her at the airport in
Tulsa. She didn’t remember driving out to the ranch either, but she
would never forget her first sight of the ranch that had been her
home through her entire childhood. As she looked at it that day she
realized that it was her only home. Sure, she had a beautiful
apartment that she loved in Manhattan, but this sprawling house
with acres of grazing land and a thousand head of cattle was the
only home Zoë Andrews had ever known.

 


“If I were not so happy to see you young lady
I would smack you on both sides of that pretty face. I have missed
you something awful. Just because you’re mad at everyone else in
Oklahoma doesn’t mean you can’t come see me.” Bev Curtis scolded
when she came through the back door. Bev had been the housekeeper
since Jacob’s father and mother owned the ranch. Her husband had
been a hand there most of his life and they’d raised their children
in a small house close by. Since her husband died and her children
had moved away, Bev had lived in the main house with Jacob and Zoë
and then with Jacob. She had three children, seven grandchildren
and a great-grandchild on the way, but she still treated Zoë like
one of her own.

 


“I’ve missed you too Bev.” She said, hugging
her tightly. “Oh God. Your hug still feels like home.”

 


Bev held her tightly, smoothing her hair.
“You poor baby. Are you all right?”

 


“I can’t believe he’s…” Her words trailed
off. “Daddy wasn’t supposed to get sick. He’s Jacob Andrews. He was
supposed to die hunting buffalo or climbing Mount Kilimanjaro. Not
in a hospital bed with tubes and an oxygen mask.”

 


“Death is no respecter of persons Zoë. And
look at it this way. If he’d been there you couldn’t have seen him.
You wouldn’t have the chance to say all the things you need to
say.”

 


Zoë could still hear Bev’s words when she
walked into the room where Jacob was staying. When she’d gotten
Matt’s call she’d pictured her father in his own room, with the
deer, and elk and bears and ducks mounted on the wall. Instead he
was in a guest room downstairs that allowed easier access for the
home healthcare nurses. The first thing she saw was the foot of the
hospital bed, then the IV, the monitors, the oxygen tank. And then
she saw Jacob.

 


“Daddy.” She whispered, racing to his
bedside, suddenly unable to cry. She knew that tears would come
later, but at the moment, all she felt was happy. Because even in a
hospital bed, with tubes and monitors, he was still Jacob and he
was still alive. “Daddy, it’s me.”

 


“Zoë.” He said weakly, opening his eyes. “Who
called you?” He said irritably.

 


“No one. I just woke up this morning and
decided to come see you.” She said defiantly.

 


“You haven’t been home in three years… not
even for Christmas.”

 


“What can I say? I missed you.”

 


He reached up and touched her auburn hair.
“I’ve missed you every day for the last eleven years.”

 


“You could’ve called me.”

 


“I couldn’t make your mother stay here. I
wasn’t going to beg you either. I told you I didn’t want you to
go.” He argued.

 


“I was eighteen years old. Telling me you
didn’t want me to go was like packing my bags. But after I left,
once I was gone, you wouldn’t have had to beg me. You wouldn’t even
have had to ask. All it would have taken was for you to tell me you
missed me.”

 


He squeezed her hand. “I missed you.”

 


She covered his hand with her own, and said,
“I’m here.”

 


It was almost two hours later when Zoë
finally left Jacob’s room. They talked, about everything and
nothing at all. She sat with him until he went to sleep, and then
she watched him sleep for quite a while. When she left she walked
out and ran smack into her past.

 


“Zoë, you’re here.”

 


“Yes, thank you so much for calling me
Matthew. If I hadn’t made it in time…” Her words trailed off. It
was too much to even think of.

 


“I wouldn’t have let that happen. I’ve been
asking him for weeks if he was ready for me to call you. He said
when the time was right, he’d call you, but… I knew you’d never
forgive yourself or me if you didn’t get here in time.”

 


She nodded. “What about Carol?”

 


“What about her?”

 


“Has he asked to see her?”

 


“He talks about her sometimes… when he’s
medicated. I’ve asked if he wants her and he says no.”

 


“Of course he says no. He said he didn’t want
to see me too.”

 


“No, he said he’d send for you when it was
time. He says he doesn’t want to see her.” Matt said
vehemently.

 


“Are you sure that’s his decision?”

 


“What is that supposed to mean?”

 


“You hate her. I don’t know why, but you
do.”

 


“I do not hate her. I hate what she did to
him.” He didn’t add that he hated what she’d done to Zoë too.

 


“Matthew, I know how much you love Jacob.
You’re like a son to him. You’ve spent every day with him for
seventeen years. And the truth is that you know him better than I
do. But I know that I’m right about this. They’re my parents and
despite everything they both love each other. They need to say
goodbye.”

 


“Matt, I found you.” She said, rounding the
corner and finding him at work in the tack room.

 


He looked up and nodded. “I guess you didn’t
have to look too hard.”

 


She shook her head. “No, not really.” She
said with a smile. “You’re just like daddy. Whenever there were too
many people here, he’d suddenly have important work to do. He hid
out in his office, and you hide out here in the tack room, but…
you’re both pretty predictable.”

 


“I guess so.”

 


She cleared her throat and then said, “I uh…
I just came from the reading of the will.”

 


“Are you all right?” He asked concern
suddenly etched in his face. “I mean… someone should have been with
you.”

 


“It’s fine. I’m fine.” She said before
clearing her throat. “It wasn’t the official reading. All of you
will be expected to be there. That will be in a few days, but
daddy’s lawyer wanted to go ahead and meet with me. I need to talk
to you about it.”

 


He nodded. “I know what this is about.”

 


“You do?” She asked confused.

 


“Your father left you the ranch and you don’t
know what to do with it so you want to keep me on to run it,
right?”

 


“What makes you think I couldn’t run it?” She
asked defiantly.

 


“So you want to run it?” He challenged.

 


She shrugged. “Say that is what I want… would
you do it?”

 


“What?”

 


“Would you stay on and run the ranch for me…
would you work for me?”

 


He sighed. “I don’t know. Payton’s just
graduated. I’ve got tuition to pay. It’s probably not the best time
to be job hunting.”

 


“What if I told you that Payton’s tuition is
paid for?”

 


“What?”

 


“Daddy left Payton enough money to go
anywhere she wants to go. That’s not an issue.”

 


She watched her words register on his face
and he blinked as they sank in, but his reaction surprised her. He
shrugged again and said, “This place is my home Zoë. I’ve lived
here half my life. I know the land, the men, the cattle. Besides, I
feel like I owe it to Jacob to stay here and help you out… if
that’s what you want.”

 


She laughed hoarsely. “How like you Matth…
Matt. How like you to put everyone else’s needs and wants ahead of
your own. You seem so noble. The thing that everyone else doesn’t
know is that you aren’t noble. You’re a coward. It’s easier to give
everyone else what they want instead of deciding what you want!”
She shouted angrily.

 


“And what is it you think I want?” He spat
back.

 


“I gave up trying to figure you out a long
time ago Matt!” She said, before turning her back on him and taking
a deep breath to compose herself before continuing. “It doesn’t
matter. That isn’t what it’s about. The thing is… you won’t be
working for me. Daddy left us the ranch… 50/50.”

 


“What?” He said incredulously and then
repeated it. “What? You’re not serious.”

 


“I’m serious.” She said cruelly waiting for
him to process what she’d said. When she felt sufficient time had
passed she said. “Don’t get carried away. I haven’t told you about
the catch yet.”

 


“The catch?”

 


“The catch. You get half of the ranch. But
first you have to marry me.”

 


***

 


“Can I come in?”

 


Zoë looked up and saw her mom standing at her
door. “Sure.”

 


Carol Stevens was a third year law student
from New Jersey when she met Jacob Andrews. She was dealing
blackjack in a hotel-casino to put herself through law-school, and
he was in Atlantic City for the weekend. They fell in love at first
sight, and Jacob ended up staying more than three weeks. He went
back and forth to New Jersey for the rest of the semester and
proposed to her at graduation. She married him and arrived in
Oklahoma, sight unseen, as the wife of a rancher. Ranch life wasn’t
what Carol had imagined, picturing something more like Dallas and
getting something closer to Little House on the Prairie. But Carol
was determined to make it work, and soon gave birth to Zoë. It
wasn’t as if all of her marriage was bad. She loved her daughter
and even when things with Jacob weren’t happy, they were always
entertaining. But when Zoë started to school and Jacob was pushing
for a son, Carol realized that she needed more from life. She
decided it was time to take the bar. She passed it and started
attracting attention from some Tulsa law firms. She began working
in town, which Jacob didn’t approve of, which caused them to fight
more and more. Finally he gave her an ultimatum… either give up the
law or get off the ranch. Carol called his bluff and filed for
divorce, making plans for her and Zoë to relocate back to New York.
It never even occurred to her that she wouldn’t take Zoë with her,
but then at the last minute… she didn’t. She’d regretted every
minute of Zoë’s life that she’d missed, but she’d never regretted
leaving her with Jacob.

 


Carol walked in and joined Zoë on her pink
canopied twin bed. “I lost you after we got back from the service.
I was planning to stick close to your side through all the brutal
visitors, but you disappeared on me.”

 


“I was talking to Stanley Baker, daddy’s
attorney. He was telling me about the terms of the will.”

 


Carol nodded. “I’ve already heard.”

 


“How? He just told me less than two hours
ago!”

 


“Honey, you know gossip travels faster than
an F5 tornado around this place.”

 


“And does about as much damage.”

 


“The rumor is that if you and that hunky
Matthew Callahan don’t get married and stay married for a year then
the ranch will sell to condo developers thereby destroying not only
Jacob Andrews’ legacy, but the property values of everyone on his
border. Is that pretty accurate?”

 


“Right down to the hunk.” Zoë said
dismally.

 


“What did Matt say?”

 


Zoë shook her head. “You know Matt and I have
some history. It didn’t go especially well. He’s going to find his
own lawyer. But Stanley says we’d spend more time fighting it than
we would in the marriage.”

 


“He’s probably right. I’ve done probate work
before and it is very intricate. If you two want me to look at it…”
Zoë gave her a look and Carol smiled. “He doesn’t like me very
much, does he?”

 


“Don’t take it personally. You left Jacob and
me. Charlotte left him and Payton. You can’t really blame him.”

 


“I think there’s more to it than that.”

 


“What?” Zoë asked quizzically.

 


“He’s just like Jacob. They always blamed me
because you came to New York. In their mind you wouldn’t have left
if I hadn’t been there for you to come to.”

 


Zoë shook her head. “It wasn’t like that. If
you hadn’t been in New York I might not have gone there, but I
would have gone somewhere. I didn’t leave because of you. I left to
get away from Matt… or to make him come after me. I’m still not
sure which one. But then daddy stopped speaking to me so then I
just… stayed away.”

 


“I tried to tell him that. I think he finally
believed me.” Carol said softly. “Zoë, you do know how much I
appreciate you getting me out here before he was gone. I know Jacob
and I couldn’t live together, but… he’s still the only man I ever
loved. If I hadn’t gotten to say goodbye I wouldn’t have been able
to take it.”

 


“I know.” Zoë whispered. “He felt the same
way.”

 


“Oh baby…” Carol said, putting her arms
around Zoë and pulling her close. “You know you are welcome to fall
apart. I know how much you loved him.”

 


“I will fall apart, but right now I am too
angry with him.”

 


Carol laughed ruefully. “Jacob is so good at
making people angry.”

 


Zoë laughed too. “One of his best qualities.
One I inherited.”

 


“On both sides.” Carol added. She sat with
Zoë at her side for a few minutes longer, looking around the room.
“I can’t believe you never changed this room. It looks exactly like
it did when you were nine years old.”

 


Zoë shrugged. “Daddy didn’t know anything
about decorating. It was the last room you did for me so… I guess I
didn’t want to change it.”

 


“Zoë…”

 


“Don’t mom. There is no point apologizing
now. I will never understand why you hated Oklahoma more than you
loved me and I will never understand why daddy chose this ranch
over our family, but you did… I love you both. I’ve forgiven you
both. There’s no point rehashing it.”

 


Carol nodded. “It still amazes me that you
can forgive something like that.”

 


Zoë shrugged. “You forgave me for choosing
daddy over you.”

 


Carol stroked her cheek. “Baby… I knew you
didn’t choose Jacob over me. But you were just like him. That’s why
you chose Oklahoma.”

 



Chapter 2

 


Matt Callahan had lived and worked on the
Andrews’ ranch since he was seventeen years old. At nineteen an old
girlfriend had shown up on his doorstep with a three year old
daughter with his piercing blue eyes and a single dimple. Charlotte
begged him for his signature claiming that at nineteen she couldn’t
handle raising a three-year-old. She wanted to give Payton up for
adoption. Matt countered by offering to marry her. She’d refused,
insisting that all she wanted was out. After more than a week of
arguments, Matt realized that it was too late. He was in love with
his three-year-old daughter. Instead of his signature, he’d ended
up with Charlotte’s. He didn’t love Charlotte. He’d never really
loved her at sixteen when they’d dated. But he still expected that
after a few days away she would come back and accept his offer of
marriage. Payton was eighteen now and they’d never heard from her
even once.

 


“Zoë, can I talk to you for a minute?” Matt
said, knocking on the door of Jacob’s office. Zoë was sitting at
Jacob’s desk going over papers. She refused to tell Matt that the
papers might as well have been in Greek. She was very smart about
some things, but she realized that when it came to the business end
of running the ranch she was clueless.

 


“Sure Matt. Come on in.” She said, motioning
him toward the desk. “I mean, it’s your office too.”

 


“Not yet. Not till we’re married.” He said
ruefully.

 


“Did you talk to a lawyer yet?”

 


He nodded. “Three as a matter of fact. They
all say that the will is airtight.”

 


“I’m sorry to hear that Matt.” She said
truthfully. “You look surprised. What did you think? That I had
orchestrated this whole thing just to get you down the aisle?” She
asked angrily.

 


“No.” He said vehemently, then softened. “Of
course not. I know you don’t want this any more than I do.”

 


She shrugged. “Once upon a time…”

 


He walked toward her. “Zoë, what are we going
to do?”

 


She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve
looked at this from every angle and I don’t know what the right
thing is. I don’t even know if I know what I want. Part of me wants
to just get on a plane and run back to my life… let this place go
and never look back.”

 


“If that’s what you want, then that’s what
we’ll do. Payton’s tuition is paid for. I can afford to change
jobs.”

 


“Matthew…” She said softly. “You don’t
honestly think that if I did that I wouldn’t give you your fair
share? You’ve run this ranch for years with very little help from
daddy. It’s as successful as it is because of you.” She sighed and
said, “If ‘we’ decide to sell then you get half. You can buy your
own land… start your own ranch. It’s your dream.”

 


Matt nodded. “That’s probably the best thing.
That’s probably the right thing to do.”

 


“So I’ll call Stanley tomorrow and…”

 


“Zoë I don’t want this.” Matt said in a
rush.

 


“What?”

 


“I know it’s the best thing, and I know I’ve
always dreamed of owning my own spread, but… I can’t stand the
thought of this place selling to condo developers. This is… it’s
home. My home and Payton’s home and…”

 


“My home.” She said, fighting tears. “Matthew
I don’t want to do that either. I love this place. I love my father
and he spent his whole life making this place what it is. You’ve
spent your whole life on it too. I can’t throw all that away.”

 


“So, are you saying… are you saying?”

 


“Are you saying it Matt?” She asked
nervously.

 


He nodded. “I guess I am. Zoë Andrews, will
you marry me?”

 



Chapter 3

 


Payton Callahan walked into the barn and
called her father, but jumped when Zoë was the one who
answered.

 


“I’m sorry Zoë. I was looking for my dad.”
Payton said nervously.

 


Zoë nodded. “Me too, but he must still be out
on the range.” She said, looking Payton over. “Oh Payton Callahan…
look how much you’ve grown up. You are beautiful.”

 


“Thank you.” She could scarcely remember a
time when she hadn’t worshipped Zoë. Zoë was eleven years her
senior, and everything Payton wanted to be. Unfortunately she had
barely ever acknowledged her presence. “Zoë, I’m really sorry about
Jacob. I wanted to be here so much, but being a counselor at this
summer camp was a big deal. I needed it for my college transcripts.
But still… I wish I’d been here. I loved Jacob.”

 


“Oh honey.” Zoë said stepping forward to
embrace her. “Daddy loved you too. And he would have wanted you to
stay and get that credit. Jacob was very big on living up to your
commitments.” She said.

 


Payton was amazed. She couldn’t remember Zoë
ever hugging her. “Thank you.” She said awkwardly.

 


Zoë smiled and looked at her again. “I can’t
believe you’re eighteen. Gosh, it just shows how little time I’ve
spent here in the last ten years. You were a baby when I left and
now look at you. Starting college soon. I hear you’re going to be a
Sooner?”

 


Payton nodded. “Looks like it.”

 


“Oklahoma’s a good school. I thought
seriously about going there, but… well a journalism degree from NYU
is tough to pass up. And my mom was there.”

 


“Of course. I mean, anyone could see why
you’d choose to go.”

 


“No not anyone.” She said sadly. “Not Jacob.
He was so angry at me. And the angrier he got, the less he talked
to me, and the less he talked the more I was determined to go and
stay gone until he asked me to come home… but he never asked and I
hardly saw him for ten years.” She said, suppressing a sob. “You
know you always think you’re going to have time, but sometimes… you
just don’t.”

 


“I’m so sorry Zoë.” Payton said, not knowing
what else to say.

 


Zoë shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. Crying
doesn’t help anything. So… did Matt tell you about the will?”

 


“The will?”

 


“Oh Payton… I meant it when I said that daddy
loved you. He really did. You were… well he thought of Matt like a
son so I guess that made you like a granddaughter. You… I know
you’ve been one of the bright spots in his life for a lot of years.
Thank you for that.” Zoë said truthfully. “And in his will he left
you enough money to pay all of your tuition.”

 


“What?” Payton said incredulously. “Enough
money to pay my tuition. Do you mean tuition to Oklahoma?”

 


“Well… the will didn’t stipulate where you
went. But I can tell you this. I don’t know much about the cost of
tuition, but I’m guessing with this, the sky is pretty much the
limit.”

 


“I… I can’t believe this.” Payton said,
flinging her arms around Zoë. “I mean… I’m not excited, but…”

 


Zoë laughed. “Honey, Jacob would have wanted
you to be happy about it. He loved giving people what they wanted
even if he had to buy it himself.”

 


“Payton… Zoë… what are you two doing out
here?” Matt said, striding into the barn and finding the two of
them together.

 


“I was just telling Payton about the
will.”

 


“You were doing what!” He bellowed. “Zoë, of
all the stupid, insensitive things that you could have done! Did it
ever once occur to you that I might want to tell my daughter that
we were getting married myself?”

 


“You’re getting married?” Payton gasped.

 


“What?” Matt said.

 


Zoë sighed. “I was telling her about the
tuition money Matt. You just told her we’re getting married.” She
said before angrily stalking away.

 


Matt stared after her, and then back at
Payton. He didn’t know whether he should chase Zoë down and
apologize or stay and try to explain things to Payton. In the end
he opted for the latter… knowing it was definitely the easier of
the two.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


“So what are you going to wear?” Payton
asked, as she and Zoë went through some of Jacob’s personal items.
Everyone told Zoë it was too soon, but it had been a week since the
funeral and she had to do something to keep busy.
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