















Praise for First Rodeo



“First Rodeo is a sizzling read about a young woman who goes in search of herself out West. In this place filled with wide-open spaces Kate faces her real challenge, torn between head and heart, and choice over family or her imagined new future. A page turner destined for the screen.”


—Peter M. Kershaw, Director & CEO Duchy Parade Films


“Readers will love to saddle up with Kate Marino, the sassy, sexy heroine in Judith Hennessey’s debut novel. From wrenching relationships with rowdy ranchers to frank female friendships, Kate’s story gallops along, always in an entertaining tone and always, always in a stylish pair of cowgirl boots. A fun read!”


—Kelly Standing, Standing Media and author of I’m Still Standing


“First Rodeo takes us on a rollickin’, rip-roarin’ ride as disillusioned single mom Kate takes off to Wyoming, swapping martini cocktails and Manolos for snakeskin boots and smooching with her younger cowboy under a blue moon. Hennessey handles her uber-feminine portrayal of a thirty-something crisis and love affair with a deft touch. There’s real tenderness here and plenty of ‘ouch’ moments.”


—Helen Jacey author of The Woman in the Story and renowned screenplay-writer


“An engaging story of a successful St. Louis business woman who finds love, adventure, and her true calling in Wyoming’s high country.”


—Laton McCartney, author of The Teapot Dome Scandal


“Part old favorite Northern Exposure and part uber popular Sex and the City, Hennessey’s debut novel is an intoxicating tale filled to the brim with authentic settings, compelling characters, and smart twists.”


—Chris Wiedman, Director of Regional Sales CoxRep


“First Rodeo is an inside look at a business woman who’s boredom in the boardroom spurs her to embark on a string of wild adventures. Bucked, twisted, and spun in all directions, Kate finds herself in such a different state, literally; she must discover her instincts then find the courage to follow them. Expect the unexpected in this well written, entirely original story, filled with incredible visuals; it screams for the big screen.”


—Shawn Jordan, Exec Vice-President, Director Griffin Communications


“Fans of Janet Evanovich will love feisty Kate Marino of First Rodeo, book one in The Spur Series. Hennessey delivers a cast of colorful characters, non-stop action and a heroine you will find yourself rooting for until the very last line. Don’t miss this must read!”


—Lisa Farkey, President FarMor Media
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For Jon,


I hope your trail has led you to love and happiness.
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For my mother, Dr. Vera June DiSalvo, who will always be my inspiration.
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And for my son, Louis, you are the best parts of me.




“The important thing is this: to be ready at any moment to sacrifice what you are for what you could become.”


—Charles Dubois





Kate


FAIRFIELD ROAD WAS ONE OF THE busiest thoroughfares in St. Louis, yet this early April morning it was miraculously void of traffic. Even after dropping off her five-year-old son, Sam, at school, Kate would make it to Marino Motors in record time. The red, white, and blue sign glared at her a block ahead. Other than the new cars, lined up like soldiers on a front line, the parking lot was deserted. Kate smirked as she pulled into the space right next to the front door, a space reserved for her father, Joseph Marino. Ordinarily, Kate wouldn’t have behaved so defiantly, but this was no ordinary day. She killed the engine of her Jeep, and grabbed her steaming double-shot cappuccino with one hand and Gucci briefcase with the other.


There was no one to be found as she glided through the double doors, not one salesman, but more importantly, no signs of her father. She unlocked her office door and prayed he had a meeting, something—anything—to keep him out of her way.


Kate’s office was dark and cold. No matter how much light poured in from the showroom floor, the three-hundred-square-foot space always seemed to feel and look like a cave. The dirty brown shag carpet, cocoa-colored paneled walls, and outdated metal desk certainly didn’t help. In the past, none of this had bothered her; she’d been too busy to notice. But now it occurred to her how depressing it all was.


She put down her coffee and placed the briefcase on the filing cabinet that flanked her desk. The briefcase was made of beautiful Italian leather, a gift from her father. She pushed both of the brass latches with her French-manicured nails; the briefcase unlocked with a loud pop. Papers and various business cards littered the inside. The letter rested on top, like a snake ready to strike.


It had taken weeks to write that letter. So much had happened; so much had changed. Her father’s words accused her of unspeakable acts and hurt her deeply. Kate worshipped her father. They had worked side by side at Marino Motors since she was old enough to answer the phones. And now she felt as though everything she had worked for was ruined, including her relationship with her father.


Kate took a rubber band out of the top drawer of her desk, pulled back her long brown hair, and looked through the gold-tinted glass that ran along the left wall of her office. A service customer stood in the hall on the other side, waiting for the cashier. He tapped his fingers with impatience. Kate knew the signs of another high-maintenance customer, wanting something for free. Janet, the cashier, came to the window and handed the man his bill. While he studied it, Kate stretched out her left foot under the desk and fished for the Jimmy Choo pump she’d shed just moments ago.


The customer raised his voice. Kate could barely make out his words but guessed it went something like, “This is the second time I’ve been in for the same repair! I want to speak to a manager!”


Kate raced to the door of her office and eased it shut. Back behind her desk, she swiveled around so her back faced the see-through wall. She stared at a monochromatic black-and-white photograph of a finely tooled Western saddle hanging out of the side of an old railroad car. It was Kate’s work, and one of her favorites—a wonderful still life, moody, and so rich in texture. Another one of her pieces hung in the new-car sales manager’s office, a beautiful shot of the San Juan Mountains. They were both taken while on vacation in Santa Fe years ago with her best friend, Stella—before Kate was married, before she had Sam. She and Stella used to travel every chance they could get. They were perfect travel companions. Both loved hiking, horseback riding, skiing, and four-star hotels. There was no need to rough it after a long day playing in the great outdoors if there was a Ritz-Carlton or a Four Seasons nearby. They always chose destinations west of the Mississippi—Colorado, Utah, and New Mexico. The landscape made Kate feel as though she were living in a postcard, and she took hundreds of photographs. When she returned from her adventures, occasionally one shot would be so special that she would be inspired to paint. The black-and-white medium was perfect for the project. It gave Kate the freedom to feel the energy of the subject and use color accordingly. When she painted, she was transported; nothing mattered but the art she created.


But things were different now. There was no time to travel with Stella, and certainly no time to paint. Kate had responsibilities, big responsibilities, and they had gotten bigger now that she was a divorced single mother. The agitated customer’s voice yanked Kate back to the moment.


“I tell you, I want to speak to the owner, someone with authority!” he repeated.


The tall leather chair devoured her tiny frame, the perfect emergency hiding spot. Kate was not about to be the person in charge, the woman that listened to the complaint, not today, maybe not ever. She’d let James, her brother, handle it. He was always eager to be in charge.


Janet ushered the irate customer past Kate’s office toward the showroom floor. The huge room displayed more of Mr. Marino’s antiques and hunting trophies than automobiles. A swordfish hung on one wall, several ducks and a snow goose frozen in midflight across another, and an impala head hung next to the entrance to his office. But it was the buffalo head perched above the reception desk that seemed to get the most attention, more double takes than the latest model Jeep. Hunting, fishing, and traveling—those were Joseph’s passions.


And there were pictures, lots and lots of pictures: a proud Joseph Marino showing off a twenty-pound sockeye salmon in Alaska; riding an elephant in India with his best friend, Dr. Morgan; and a more local shot at his farm in Gatlin, Missouri, with a record-size turkey dangling upside down from his right hand. When James and Kate were young, he would take them there to fish in the pond. As James got older, he lost interest, but Kate was still eager to go. She shared her father’s love of the country, and they spent hours exploring the woods in their 1940s Willys, making new trails and putting out corn for the turkeys and deer.


Out of all his memorabilia, Joseph’s pride and joy was an original watercolor, a caricature of him in a fishing vest and waders, holding a fly rod in one hand, and in the other, a suitcase with stickers from all over the world plastered on the sides. He was smiling and wearing a green army hat. A photo of him with his Army Air Corps buddies in front of a B-52 bomber was the focal point of the used-car manager’s office. The Missouri Department of Conservation had given him this work of art as a thank-you after serving his term on its board back in the eighties.


Joseph Marino also used the showroom as a place to display his antique oil lamps, printing press, wood-burning stove, turn-of-the-century furniture, and the photograph of him shaking hands with President George W. Bush. The decor definitely gave the business a more personal feel.


Kate waited a good ten minutes before she went back to her door and cracked it an inch. She saw that Frank, their sales manager, had come to the rescue. Despite his gangster-type looks, he had a calming effect on customers. He listened, furrowed his brow with concern, and then spoke. Magically, the seemingly unhappy customer laughed as if Frank had told some hilarious joke.


Thank God, she said to herself and pushed the door back open. Besides being dark as a cave, her office had zero ventilation. Perspiration pooled under her armpits. She didn’t need to add one more thing to her pyramid of dry cleaning, so she grabbed the paper napkin from under her coffee cup, pulled up the side of her cashmere sweater, and quickly blotted the sweat from under each arm.


It was Friday, so there would not be a sales meeting; there would be a managers’ meeting instead. She studied the huge green chalkboard where daily and monthly sales were posted. This four-by-seven-foot slate surface faced her every day. For ten years she had worked in the sales department. The chalkboard had been the benchmark for her success. The funny thing was, Kate didn’t even like the car business. It was flooded by men pumping too much testosterone for Kate’s taste. And if you happened to be one of the few women that had infiltrated this egotistical man’s world, you’d better grow balls. Car dealers were ruthless. They’d sell their mother for a car sale.


Joseph Marino was an exception to the rule; years of hard work had brought him from a used-car salesman to owner of one of the most successful franchises in North America. He worked bell to bell. If the doors were open, he was there, usually working sixty hours a week. Joseph was competitive yet fair; people trusted him, and his reputation preceded him. Customers drove for miles to buy their vehicles from him, knowing they’d get his personal attention and the best possible deal.


And now Kate found herself standing in her father’s shoes, a pair she wasn’t so sure she liked anymore. The money was good, no doubt. Kate mentally scanned her outfit—Jimmy Choo black suede pumps, $600; Ralph Lauren wool trousers, $950; matching cashmere turtleneck, $750; and crocodile belt, $1,200. The belt was a gift, but nevertheless, her ensemble totaled $3,500, a nice chunk of change. And that didn’t even count the diamond stud earrings or the Ebel watch. Holy shit, somebody might mug me just to get my clothes!


This month Kate would be getting a huge commission check, most likely into the mid–four figures. The board showed a total of 125 Jeeps for March, a big month for Marino Motors—a very big month. Kate’s name was at the top of the list; nothing unusual about that. What was unusual, extraordinary even, was that Kate had managed to outsell the entire sales force, delivering sixty-five out of those 125 vehicles. All those lunches, dinners, birthday cards, and Christmas gifts had finally paid off. Kate was tired of being “on,” the constant entertainer. But going the extra mile for her clients made the difference between being good and being number one.


Since the fight with her father, food wasn’t looking very appetizing. This morning the scale tipped below one hundred pounds, six pounds lighter than Kate’s fighting weight. The whole thing was totally absurd. It had to be James, her brother, who had planted the story, and she just couldn’t believe her father believed him. And obviously he did; otherwise, he would never have confronted her. The scene in her father’s office was burned in her mind, a nightmare that wouldn’t go away.


Almost a week had passed since Joseph Marino summoned his daughter to his office. He had been sitting behind his huge antique mahogany desk, the king of his empire, yet he appeared surprisingly uncomfortable. The man was confident and always in control. Kate had sat wide-eyed as she listened to him nervously sputter.


“There has been talk. A few people have said that you’re getting, how do you say—” He paused and cleared his throat. “They say you are getting a reputation.” He spat out the last word as if it were poison.


Kate tried to form a reply, but nothing came out from her lips, even though she was sure they were opening and closing. Maybe her ears had deceived her. Kate managed to finally whisper, “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand what you are saying.”


“They say you are being loose. You know, sleeping with your clients.” He paused, lowered his voice, and continued as if some evil spirit had possessed him. “And something was said about your doing drugs, too.”


Kate would have burst out laughing had her father not looked so serious. She waited, thinking he was going to say it was some horrible joke. Instead, he just stared at the wall behind her. The clock ticked off the longest minute of Kate’s life as she realized her father was serious. She was too stunned to reply. Mr. Marino might as well have slammed his fist into his favorite daughter’s face. It would have probably hurt less.


“You did sell a lot of cars. I mean, how did you do that?” he asked, as if defending himself.


“Economy Plus is a big company. I’ve come to know most of the account executives very well. I’ve worked hard to build relationships. They like me, so they call me first when they’re ready to buy a car.” It was so simple; what was this all about?


Father and daughter stared at each other as Kate tried to make sense out of the surreal scene.


“It was James, wasn’t it? He told you this, didn’t he?”


“I’m not saying who it was. It was told to me in confidence.”


“It was him. I know it.” Tears of frustration poured from her eyes. She had never been so humiliated. “How could you believe this craziness?”


Mr. Marino closed his sad gray eyes and pressed his head against the rich leather chair. Kate willed him to get up from his god-awful throne, hug her, and say it was all a mistake. She was his favorite, the good girl, the one who had always done what was asked of her. When her mother, Jenny, left her father, a separation that lasted three years, Kate gave up starting college at Colorado State in Fort Collins and attended classes at Washington University in St. Louis instead. Kate felt it was her duty to stay at home with her father. Her own social life was replaced with running their family home and going to business functions with her father. His last request was the most difficult for Kate. He asked her to give up art school.


“The only good artist is a dead artist. You’ll never make any money painting.” Mr. Marino was very aware that Kate was unsure of her creative talents. “A business degree is what you need. Then you can take over the dealership when I retire. Minor in art. When you’re older, it’ll make a fine hobby.”


Kate had been appalled. First of all, James was older and deserved to run the business. He wanted to run Marino Motors. James loved selling cars; it gave him something his father could not give. And Kate loved art. Yet Mr. Marino would hear none of it. He had selected Kate as his successor. It was a tough pill for James to swallow, and even harder for Kate.


As she sat there under her father’s scrutiny, Kate wondered what had driven her father to this. They had argued lately, mostly about when he was going to retire. Kate was as ready as she would ever be. And it was perfect timing. Sam had started kindergarten that fall. Joseph Marino loved his only grandson probably more than his own children. It had been an ideal situation for Kate. Her father gave her as much time as she needed to raise her son. Sam always came first.


James wasn’t exactly thrilled about that, either. He constantly badgered Kate about their father’s favoritism. Grace, Kate’s younger sister, never worked at the dealership but shared James’s ugly jealous streak, although she’d never admitted to it. Grace left the Marino nest years ago, landed a cushy job as a financial advisor in Naples, Florida, and soon after married an attorney. Her life was pretty perfect right about now.


No, it had to be James. He had spun all the lies about her; Kate was sure of it. James was desperate to get what he thought was rightfully his.


Kate could barely catch her breath she had cried so hard, right in front of her father—an emotional luxury she didn’t often indulge in. Snot dripped from her nose. She wiped it with the sleeve of her expensive sweater, got up, and left her father’s office without another word.


In the days that followed, Kate went numb. It was easier not to feel anything than to process what had happened, avoiding the fact there was another crack in her perfect little world. She was not sure she was up to another round of self-help. Round one had occurred during the divorce from Michael. Even though it was fairly amicable, the dissolution of the marriage was painful. Fortunately, after five years, they had become good friends and raised their son with little friction. It was the breakup with Ted, the final breakup, that just about did her in.


Ted had pulled Kate in and out of his life for nearly a decade. Kate could never figure out exactly what it was about Ted that kept her hooked. Ted could be charming and attentive, but on the other side of the coin, deceiving and downright mean. Dating Ted was like being on a seesaw: she was either floating up in the air, screaming in delight, or slammed down on the ground, crying. Kate didn’t want to think about what had passed between them over the years. Sometimes she thought maybe she had ended up marrying Michael just to get away from Ted.


Yet marriage didn’t stop Ted. It actually seemed to spark his interest even more. He would call her at work and tell her he missed her, still loved her—the usual mumbo jumbo. Those calls certainly stirred the pot, but Kate remained faithful. That was the battle of the century, common sense versus “Kate, the Ted addict,” which was why this whole thing about her sleeping around was so ludicrous. She could barely have sex with her husband during their three years of marriage, much less several other men after her divorce. Even though Ted hadn’t been totally responsible for her leaving Michael, he had certainly ruined her chances for finding romance elsewhere. It was a blessing Ted lived a thousand miles away in Denver. Kate now focused on her son and career, leaving love for braver hearts.


Kate returned calls left over from the day before, then made the last few calls to her larger fleet clients to follow up on the important letter she had mailed to them. Most of her contacts were out to lunch, so she left detailed messages asking them if they received the note and had read it. The even more important letter sat waiting for her father, but noon came and went without a Joseph Marino sighting.


Kate opened the small cooler she brought with her every day and took out an egg salad sandwich. She grabbed her new purchase from Barnes & Noble, Gene Kilgore’s Ranch Vacations, thinking it would help her relax. The book, a dictionary of guest ranches, was almost as big as a bible. It felt heavy in her small hands. She smiled for the first time in days, thrilled that someone loved these places so much that he wrote an entire book about them. And apparently Mr. Kilgore had visited each and every property, tucked away in beautiful and remote locations across the United States. Kate was sure he could help her find what she was looking for.


She paged to the index and found Colorado, the obvious choice for her summer trip out West. Out of all the places she’d visited, Colorado was still her favorite. She’d been having a love affair with the state since her first ski trip her senior year in high school. The Rocky Mountains instilled a sense of peace in her that she never felt when back in the city. Fifteen years later, Kate still yearned for those mountains, pining away for them like a heartsick lover.


Whether she could pass through the state and avoid seeing Ted was the question. Most of the ranches were not even close to Denver, so she could most likely pull it off, although it was a wee bit tempting. She sat back and refocused on the letter she was about to deliver to her father. Was she making the right choice?


Thank God I’ve got Sam, Kate said to herself, now more than ever. He touched her in a way no other person ever had. Lately, it was as if Sam knew that she needed him more.


“Mom, I love you more than you love me,” Sam would say to her as she tucked him into bed.


“No way. I love you more,” she’d reply, sounding very grown-up, but inside feeling overwhelmed about being a single parent and, soon, unemployed.


“Nope, I love you more,” Sam would say, hugging her.


“That’s impossible!” Kate would squeeze him hard, then start tickling him.


“Why?” He giggled and squirmed in her arms.


“Because I’m bigger than you!” And they’d both laugh.


As she walked to her room she felt happy and light, but by the time she climbed into bed and the cold sheets scratched her skin, the emptiness returned. There was a void from Ted, no doubt, but deep inside something else tugged at her heart. Kate had begun to understand that she hungered for something more, something a love affair couldn’t feed, something she could not name.


Kate focused on Gene’s descriptions of the various dude ranches, amazed that there were so many. They came in many shapes and forms, some hosting nearly one hundred guests, others housing only ten or twelve. Accommodations and amenities varied from cabins with woodstove heat and limited electricity, to beautifully furnished lodges with spas and gourmet meals. Kate wanted authenticity, but electricity was where she drew the line. There had to be lights, heat, and running water, and decent linens would be a plus. The ranch also needed to have a kids’ program, someone who could teach Sam to ride and care for horses. She had grown up with horses at their farm, and it had crossed her mind more than once lately that maybe it was time she started riding again. Sam was old enough to ride with her, but it was important that he learned from experts in a safe environment. If he fell off, it would be hard to get him on another horse. But it also had to be fun. The cool cowboys and ranch experience would surely win him over. It would be their first vacation together. She wanted it to be perfect.


Surprisingly, none of the ranches in Colorado really struck Kate. She paged through Idaho and Montana. Still, nothing really caught her eye, or her idea of the right place for her to introduce Sam to the great outdoors. Toward the end of the book she came to the chapter on Wyoming. Kate picked up the phone and dialed Stella’s number. Stella picked up on the second ring.


“Where in the hell is Wyoming anyway?” Kate asked.


“Well, hello, Kate. How are you?”


“Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to be so short, but I’m researching a dude-ranch vacation for me and Sam, and I’m at work. You know how Dad is. He could barge into my office any minute. If I start talking about business being slow and we don’t have the budget to advertise, you’ll know he’s come in.”


“You mean you haven’t told him yet?”


“You sound like a goose! I told you, I wrote him a letter, and I’m giving it to him today!”


“You are unbelievable.”


“Stella, I have no idea how he is going to react. I wanted time to get all my clients lined out before he blew his top.”


Kate had worried endlessly about her clients, knowing they would not get the same attention she provided. But there was nothing she could do about it now. Her sabbatical, as she called it, a term she found more positive and less permanent, was about to begin. And that was why she wanted to make sure that each of her cherished customers had read the letter she had sent out. It assigned them a temporary sales contact, a representative of Marino Motors whom she had handpicked.


“Are you nervous? You have to call me afterwards and tell me what happens!”


“I will. Can we please talk about Wyoming?” Kate begged.


“No problem. Wyoming is north of Colorado, you idiot. You know, the Grand Tetons, Yellowstone National Park, ever heard of any of those places?” She laughed.


“I’ve seen pictures of Yellowstone . . . and the Tetons are there? God, they are incredible!” Kate closed her eyes, and a slide show of photographs taken by her idol, Ansel Adams, flashed through her mind. Most of her favorites were taken in or around Yellowstone National Park. Kate inhaled, slowly let out a deep breath, and looked back at her photo of the saddle behind her desk. And at that moment she realized just how much she missed her art. She shook her head sadly. What the hell happened to me?


“Kate. Are you still there?” Stella couldn’t hear a thing—not even the loudspeaker of the intercom that usually interrupted their conversation.


“Sorry, yeah, I’m still here. I was just thinking.” Kate decided to stop thinking about photography and concentrate on the fun vacation she needed to plan.


“Wyoming,” she repeated out loud. The place might as well have been on the other side of the world. Mr. Kilgore listed a plethora of quaint dude ranches across the state, many historic, most describing a real Western experience. As a matter of fact, there seemed to be more ranches in Wyoming than anywhere else. Kate wondered why she had never been there.


“I wonder how in the hell you get there?” She continued scanning the ranch descriptions with one eye and watched for her father’s imminent interruption with the other.


“I would assume by plane,” Stella said with her usual dry humor.


“I know that. Where would you fly into? What’s the biggest town?”


“I imagine Jackson Hole would be where you’d want to go, depending on where the ranch is located. Where is it?” Stella was passionate about photography and the West, like Kate. Although she had many suitors, she had never married, and the lack of ties left her with plenty of time to travel. She was also gainfully unemployed for the moment. Wyoming was definitely on her radar, but it wasn’t easy to get to from St. Louis.


“I’m not sure . . .” And then she saw it: the Prickly Pear Ranch. Adorable red-roofed log cabins, full private baths, thirty-six-guest capacity—not too big, not too small, rides skirting the Tetons, wildlife viewing, rafting down the Snake River, and a wonderful kids’ program. There was even a Saturday evening excursion into Jackson Hole to see a real rodeo. Sam would go crazy!


“Stella, I think I’ve found it!”


“John Frazier from KTZR Radio is on line five!” Janet yelled through the intercom.


“Shit,” Kate said under her breath, her visions of mountains and cowboys in tight jeans and boots erased. “Tell him to hold a minute.”


“Stella, I’ve got to go. But would you help me figure out how to get to Moran, Wyoming?”


“Sure, no problem. Call me after work!”


Joseph Marino never showed up that day, as if he knew something unpleasant was about to happen. At exactly five o’clock, Kate delivered the letter to her father’s empty office. She placed it right next to his Dealer of the Year Award.


“They’ll have to carry him out of here in a coffin,” Kate whispered to no one in particular.





Call of the Wild


JOSEPH MARINO TOOK THE NEWS of Kate’s three-month leave of absence much better than she expected. The letter she had written must have gotten through to him, Kate thought. The first part of the letter had announced her leaving the dealership for a few months, and the second part addressed James’s lies. She told her father she was not sleeping with her customers or doing any drugs other than an occasional prescription Xanax to help her sleep. She closed by telling him she found it extremely painful and embarrassing to have to explain her personal life in such detail, especially to him of all people.


Joseph Marino ended up agreeing to pay Kate full salary during her leave of absence without blinking an eye. Kate knew she had won the battle but felt a huge loss. She missed her father. As a peace offering, she asked him if he wanted to join her and Sam in Wyoming for a few days. He said yes, as Kate knew he would. Joseph Marino would never pass up an opportunity to be with his grandson.


“Maybe we just need to spend some time together away from the office,” Kate told Stella. They were at The Vine, a restaurant and bar where the local upper crust hung out when they weren’t at the country club, or in Florida or Michigan.


“I doubt that. Whatever. I can’t believe you invited him to go to Wyoming!” Stella spoke into her glass as she drained the last drop of Côtes du Rhône.


“Ted called.” Kate knew this little tidbit of gossip would distract Stella for the moment.


“No shit! What did the bastard want?”


“Well, actually he called the dealership first. Janet told him I wasn’t there, of course; she knows him. I’ve trained her how to dodge his calls for years. Anyway, he asked when I’d be back, and she finally told him I was taking a leave of absence. She didn’t know when I was coming back.”


“Good one! I bet that blew his mind. How’d he track you down?”


“He called me at home. For some reason my caller ID said private call, so I picked it up.”


“And?”


“At first he said he wanted to buy another Jeep. Someone in his office wanted his old one and made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. But then he jumped all over me for leaving the dealership!”


“Correction, you’re just taking a break.”


“I know that. He told me I was crazy. He said, ‘Why in the hell do you need time off? Are you stressed? The most stressful thing you do, Marino, is decide which pair of Manolos to put on in the morning!’”


“The nerve! What an asshole!” Stella said.


“I know! Can you believe him?”


“He just doesn’t get it. I remember when I used to work for my dad. It was a nightmare. People think you’ve got a cushy job, but they have no idea how hard it is.” Stella had worked as a paralegal at her father’s law firm for years.


“Well, he seems to think it’ll just give James more leverage to take over Marino Motors when it’s time.”


“Oh, give me a break. What? Does Ted think he’s your father or something? He’s certainly old enough to be.” Stella brought a spoonful of vichyssoise up to her mouth.


Kate sat back, tempted to defend Ted. He was only eleven years older, and even though he occasionally preached to her, and it totally bugged her, there were times when he was right.


“Well, he’s just looking out for me. James will definitely take every opportunity to make himself look good while I’m gone. So, it’s a good thing I’m having my dad come with us to Wyoming!”


Kate slid a blue-cheese-stuffed olive off the toothpick that had been marinating in her vodka martini. “He’s only going to be there for a few days. We’re going to fly into Salt Lake City, drive to Jackson Hole, and spend a few days in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Park. I’ve got him flying out of Jackson Hole on Monday before we go to the Prickly Pear Ranch.” Kate took a bite out of the olive thinking about how she and her father would, she hoped, rebond in the simplicity of nature. It had been six weeks since she left the dealership, and they rarely spoke. And when they did, Mr. Marino just rattled on about how busy it was and how hard he was working. He did manage to come by Kate’s house to see Sam, his droopy hound-dog eyes looking even sadder. In a way Kate felt sorry for him.


“I think you’re absolutely out of your mind,” Stella insisted.


“I don’t know. Dad seems really excited about going to Yellowstone. He’s never been there before.” Joseph Marino had primarily traveled abroad, to exotic locations—Europe, Asia, and Africa—all trips he had won through sales or service contests.


“I’m telling you, he’ll drive you nuts,” Stella said, finishing her soup.


“I’ve booked separate rooms at all the hotels,” Kate said, praying Stella was not right.


ON JUNE 5, KATE AND SAM met Joseph Marino at St. Louis International Airport. He scolded Kate for not being at the airport at least two hours in advance. “Things could happen,” he said.


Sam looked up at the old man and smiled angelically. “But everything is okay, isn’t it, Grandpa?”


On cue, Mr. Marino curled up the corners of his mouth, patted Sam’s back, and said, “Sam, have you ever flown first class?”


“What’s first class, Grandpa?” Sam asked as they got in line to check their bags.


Kate answered before her father could reply. “It’s a place in the front of the plane where the seats are bigger and you get to drink all the soda you want!”


“Wow!” Sam jumped up and down.


“But it’s very expensive, Sam. Your mother couldn’t afford it,” Mr. Marino said with a chuckle.


“But you can?”


“I can. But I had to work very hard,” Mr. Marino said, serious as a priest saying mass at church on a Sunday.


The airline attendant waved them forward, diverting Kate’s temper just in time. It took all her strength to drag her oversized Hartmann tweed suitcase to the desk and hoist it onto the scale. The bag weighed in right at the limit. Her father’s advice rang in her ears: never pack more than you can carry. She had heard that over and over again when her father took her to Europe for the much-anticipated high school graduation gift. That trip had been a disaster. Now that she thought about it, their yearly jaunts to Florida were pretty painful, too. Nothing was ever right or good enough, making it impossible to relax and have fun. She handed over her driver’s license while Mr. Marino put in the upgrade request.


Kate wasn’t necessarily eager to introduce Sam to the joys of “flying in the front of the bus,” as she called it. Once you flew first class you found out what you were missing in coach. The only time she had found coach palatable was when Ozark Airlines had had their Wine Cellar in the Sky program, many moons ago. Now, that made traveling much more enjoyable: free wine and cheese for all passengers. It made you forget about being stuffed into a seat the size of shoebox next to someone you didn’t want to tell your life story to.


“We do have three seats available in first, two next to each other and the other a row behind,” the sixtyish platinum blonde reported.


“Not three across, one across the aisle?” Joseph Marino frowned.


Kate smiled. Not being stuck next to her father for over three hours was very attractive. All previous deliberations about whether or not to fly first class were tossed aside.


“That’ll be fine! Dad, you can sit with Sam. I’ll go ahead and take the seat behind.” Kate knew Sam would most likely nap for at least half the flight. The other half would be spent in a trance with one of his many computerized toys. There would be a few hours of blissful peace before the next leg of their journey.


It was fortunate Kate slept on the plane. The rest prepared her for the eight hours of hell in the rental car, Mr. Marino’s choice, a Ford Taurus—a four door and safe. As they inched across the Utah border, from the backseat he yelled at Kate to slow down, keep her eyes on the road, or adjust the air conditioner. At first Kate turned up the radio, but then he complained about that being too loud. But once they crossed over into Wyoming, Kate found it easier to ignore him. The starkness of the gentle sloping hills, as far as the eyes could see, big as any ocean, drowned out all his negativity. Antelopes grazed freely, sagebrush tumbled across the road like feathers, light, following the breeze, which turned into some pretty strong winds as they got closer to Rock Springs.


Rock Springs was about the ugliest town Kate had ever seen—a blur of dusty buildings, not a hint of green. It was apparent the town was lacking in pride; trash littered the street, businesses seemed old and run-down. The place reminded Kate of her office—and of her father. God, I hope this isn’t what the rest of Wyoming looks like, she thought.


Fifty miles later, Kate passed through the one-stop-sign town of Farson—only she missed it; her eyes were glued to the rearview mirror a minute too long, checking on her father, who had miraculously shut up. What she saw made her stop and think. He was resting in the backseat, head leaning against the window, eyelids closed. There was a softer side to him, Kate knew that, and she also knew the reason he was so bitter. Anthony, her father’s firstborn, had been thrown off his minibike at their farm. He hadn’t been wearing a helmet. Anthony died on the way to the hospital in Joseph Marino’s arms. He had just turned ten the week before. Kate was a newborn when it happened. James was five. Her mother was pregnant with Grace. It had been very hard on James, although he never talked about it. No one in the Marino family did.


The more Kate thought about it, the more things made sense: her father picking up the tab on Sam’s tuition at Oak Hill School, a private and very expensive institution; the trust fund that was already set up and funded for his college education. Kate could have afforded these expenses, but her father insisted on being the provider. And then there were the endless gifts, the miniature battery-powered, candy-apple-red Jeep being the latest. Sam drove it up and down and around Grandpa’s neighborhood. Of course, Grandpa was following, at a slow trot, right behind him, beaming the entire time. Kate had never seen her father so happy. It was subtle yet obvious to Kate. Sam was receiving all the pent-up love Joseph Marino was unable to give his late oldest son.


Kate looked at her own son, who was sleeping in the passenger seat. Her parents’ ongoing grief was a difficult thing for Kate to accept. After all, they had three surviving children. But after she had Sam, Kate better understood their pain—it had to be a living hell. She couldn’t imagine surviving Sam, much less watching him die in her arms. Even now, Kate guessed her mother still blamed her father for what was clearly an accident. She reached for Sam’s coat, pulled it over his shoulders, and decided she would not think depressing thoughts, not for one more minute. This was supposed to be a vacation. Kate shoved back the past, tucked it safely away in a distant memory, and concentrated on the moment.


The odometer told Kate they were at least two hours away from Jackson Hole. How much farther Yellowstone National Park was, she did not know. What she did know was that she was determined to make it to the Old Faithful Inn before dark. Kate couldn’t wait to see the famous geyser. She checked the rearview mirror once more, then accelerated the rental to seventy-nine.


About twenty miles outside of Farson, the landscape changed dramatically. Magnificent mountains edged the distant horizon, and pine trees and aspens replaced much of the craggy sage. The highway followed a river; the pavement led into a stunning gorge. Sheer cliffs sprouted from the earth, bordering the rushing water. It was the most beautiful scenery Kate had ever seen. By the time they arrived in Jackson Hole, the unpleasantness of Rock Springs was completely forgotten.


Jackson Hole was everything Kate had imagined. Wood plank sidewalks skirted turn-of-the-century buildings, with windows displaying beautiful artwork, furs, and cowboy-chic clothing. Sam woke up and announced he was starving. Kate tried to talk him into trying one of the fun lunch spots, but he insisted on heading for McDonald’s, whose golden arches reached all the way to Jackson Hole.


“Okay, but after lunch we’re going to that store over there.” Kate pointed to Best of the West. “We definitely need cowboy hats.”


“Can I get a black one?”


“Absolutely!”


“You don’t need a silly cowboy hat,” Mr. Marino said to Sam.


“They are not silly!” Kate turned her back to her father and looked at her young son. “Cowboys wear them for a reason. The brim protects their heads from the sun, and when it rains, it keeps them dry. Isn’t that cool?” Kate turned back to face her father. He didn’t reply.


Once in McDonald’s, Mr. Marino ordered a quarter pounder with cheese and fries. Fast food was his weakness, and the greasier the better. Kate didn’t share her father’s taste and chose the least repulsive item, a McChicken sandwich. Sam was ecstatic with his Happy Meal.


AFTER LUNCH, MOTHER AND SON walked out of McDonald’s and headed for Best of the West. Half an hour later they emerged, Kate in a straw cowboy hat and Sam in brand new cowboy boots, spurs, and a coal-black hat. Sam and Kate hopped back into the Taurus, where Mr. Marino had waited.


Her father was quiet as Kate maneuvered the car into the long line of motorists and tour buses that had already bombarded Jackson Hole, all circling the town square like a wagon train. The long day of travel finally caught up with her. Kate scanned the streets for a caffeine fix. A sign reading “Shades” with a coffee cup etched below rocked back and forth in the breeze just a few car lengths ahead.


“I have a feeling this is the last stop for cappuccino. Dad, I’ll just run in. Would you mind staying in the car with Sam?” she asked, with a sweetness she didn’t exactly feel. Why couldn’t he just loosen up?


“I guess so.” He sighed as if it were a huge imposition.


“Would you like anything?” she said, keeping her smile.


“I better have a coffee. You might need me to drive soon.” He took out a two-inch wad of bills from the front pocket of his khaki pants.


“Dad, I can get this.”


“No, you need to save your money.” He handed her a five out of a stack of hundreds.


Kate took the money. Inside, she ordered a double espresso for herself and a decaf for her dad. There was no way she was going to let him get behind the wheel, no way in hell. The cute cowboy in Best of the West had told her the entrance to Yellowstone was only a half hour away, and the Old Faithful Inn two hours farther. It was four o’clock, and she fully intended to see that geyser explode before sunset. And after the torturous day with her father, she felt she deserved one very large cocktail.
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