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      Icy rain splattered the helmet shield and rolled off the rider’s rain suit. No matter how many layers a motorcycle rider had on, riding in wet weather when the temperature was just above freezing was miserable, or at least it was in Magda Hobbs’s opinion. And since it was her ass on the Harley-Davidson Fat Boy tonight, she figured her opinion was the only one that counted.

      Of course, she’d done all the right layering to stay warm, including shoving today’s newspaper down the front of her jacket as a wind barrier, but her glove-covered hands and fingers still felt a little stiff from the low temperature. If she’d had time, a heat pack in each glove would have solved that issue, but two hours ago she’d been at her latest crappy job—Santa’s elf helper—when the call had come in about her father. Mild heart attack, Mitch Landry had told her. There was nothing mild about a heart attack.

      She’d quit her job on the spot—no loss really—packed everything she owned into her saddlebags and top box and taken off for Texas. In the five months since she’d left Whispering Springs, Texas, she’d worked her way across Arkansas, taking one dead-end job after another. Dish washer. Hotel maid. Store clerk. Any job that paid weekly and didn’t require a long-term commitment. She never stayed longer than a month anywhere she stopped. She’d hit Memphis in the middle of December, found a cheap, furnished room, and taken the job as Santa’s helper, which wouldn’t have been a bad job if Santa hadn’t been a sexist drunk who couldn’t keep his hands off her ass.

      It was after ten o’clock at night when she passed over the Memphis Bridge into Arkansas. Ahead of her was an eight-hour ride, which any biker knew was insane. That was too far and too long of a ride in one stretch, but if her dad died before she got there, she’d never forgive herself. Zeb Hobbs was the only family she had.

      Zeb hadn’t known he had a daughter. It’d taken California social services three years to notify him about Magda, and another two years for him to find her. She’d been nineteen when Zeb had rescued her off the streets where she’d been living after running away from her last foster home. He’d pretty much saved her life.

      And how had she repaid him? By leaving. Not immediately. She’d hung around for four years, but then she’d seen herself headed down the same road as her mother, and she couldn’t face that.

      Her mother had loved her. Magda had no doubt about that. However, as the only child of a single parent who’d barely finished high school, their lives had consisted of one crappy apartment after another as her mother had tried to make ends meet with a series of minimum-wage jobs. Her mother spent her short life waiting for her knight in shining armor to come sweep her off her feet and give them a perfect life.

      When Magda’s mother died, leaving her alone at age twelve, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t become her mother. She wouldn’t make the same mistakes.

      Magda was stronger than her mother. She didn’t need a man to complete her, a man to give her life purpose. She’d known her biological father was a cowboy, so dating a cowboy had gone straight to the top of her never-do list. And yet, somehow, a cowboy had penetrated her heart. That had been a mistake on her part.

      She’d needed to put some distance between her and her cowboy, so she’d quit her job and left. Between the multiple moves with her mother, the numerous foster homes and her two years making it on the streets, Magda was sure she wasn’t meant to stay in one place very long. She never intended to go back once she’d moved on. Except for tonight. Tonight she was headed back to Whispering Springs to check on her dad.

      On the outskirts of Little Rock, she stopped long enough to buy a couple of hand warmers and slug down a cup of hot but nasty black coffee, and got back on the road. At this pace, she should be in her father’s hospital room by morning.

      At six a.m., she rode into Whispering Springs. Exhausted. Shivering cold. Starving. Ass aching. Legs throbbing. But she’d made it. Part of her was scared to walk into the small community hospital. What if he’d already died?

      She found a spot in hospital parking, grabbed her saddle bags and backpack and headed for the front door. Even though it was early, the doors had been unlocked for the day so she had no trouble gaining access. Her bladder demanded immediate attention before she went anywhere else. Luckily, there was a women’s restroom adjacent to the lobby.

      After she’d finished her business and was washing her hands, she chanced a glance into the mirror and drew back. Her dark hair, not one of her better features on a good day, was plastered to her scalp. Her face wore the pallor of the recently deceased. The combination of wind and her constant licking had made her lips chapped and cracked.

      She washed her face with warm water, which helped get some blood flow and a little color to her cheeks. Accepting the fact that she could do nothing about her helmet hair, she collected her belongings and went to find an elevator and the cardiac unit. Mitch had told her Zeb was in room forty-one-eleven.

      The elevator doors pinged open on the fourth floor and Magda stepped out. The halls were still quiet. Too early for the day staff to be arriving and too late for the night staff to be hustling about.

      She found Zeb’s room without difficulty and without running into anyone. Reading his name on the door’s tag sent her heart into machine gun-fire rate again. But his name was here, so he had to have made it through the night.

      Easing open the door, she slipped her head around the edge. And there he was. His eyes were shut. His mouth hung open as a snore bounced off the walls, which made her smile. But he was pale. It could be the white hospital sheets or the moonlight on his face, but she was used to seeing Zeb on a horse, a cowboy hat on his head as he shouted orders to the other ranch hands. This Zeb looked frail, old even.

      She let herself in and shut the door quietly behind her. He didn’t stir. After dropping her bags in the corner, she made her way to the side of his bed.

      “I’m so sorry, Dad,” she whispered. “I should have been here.”

      “Damn. I must be worse than they told me.” Zeb opened his eyes and gave her a weak smile. “Since when do you call me anything other than Zeb?”

      Magda had jumped when he first spoke. Now, even though her heart was skittering around her chest, she laughed.

      “Hey, old man. This a trick to get me back here?” She kept her tone light and teasing.

      “It’s not, but if I’d known it’d work this well, I’d have done it months ago.”

      She reached through the bedside rails and took his hand. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      He squeezed her fingers. “Scared you? Ha. Nothing scares you.”

      “This did.” Her eyes began to sting with building tears. “Don’t do it again,” she warned.

      He chuckled. “I’m not going to die, at least not right now.”

      A nurse’s aide entered. “I need to take Mr. Hobbs’s vitals,” she said, pulling the portable blood-pressure machine to the side of the bed.

      Magda released Zeb’s hand and stood quietly as the aide did her work. After a few minutes, the aide left and they were alone again.

      “You look exhausted,” Zeb said. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      Magda replied with a small laugh. “I can’t. My ass is still vibrating from the ride here.”

      He shook his head. “The weather was too bad for you to have ridden all night,” he chided. “You should have waited until the morning.”

      “I was fine.” Her standard defenses rose. “I’m used to being on the road.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s time to finish that nonsense and come home.”

      Home. The word stirred the butterflies in her gut. Whispering Springs, Texas, had been home for more than four years, the longest she’d ever lived anywhere since her mother’s death. She missed it, missed her friends, her old job. She even missed seeing a cowboy or two every day.

      “I’m back,” she said. “At least until you’re better.”

      “You don’t have to nurse me back to health,” he said. “I’ll be fine. But I won’t argue with you about coming home.”

      “Can I stay at your place until I land somewhere?”

      “Of course. As long as you need. You still have a key?”

      She nodded.

      “Then make yourself at home. I—”

      A knock at the door interrupted whatever he was going to say. Mitch Landry, her old boss and Zeb’s current boss, pushed his head through the door.

      “You up?”

      “C’mon in,” Zeb said. “It’s a regular party this morning.”

      Mitch and Olivia Landry entered the hospital room.

      “Thought we’d check on you before church,” Mitch said and then he seemed to notice Magda. “Morning, sunshine.”

      Olivia’s face lit up and she hurried around the bed to grab Magda in a tight bear hug. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you so much.” She pulled back to look into Magda’s eyes. “But not as much as Adam. He misses you a lot.”

      Magda smiled. “I know. He calls me all the time. Thank you for programming in my cell phone number. I love getting his calls.”

      Olivia put her arm around Magda’s waist. “When did you get back? Are you here to stay?”

      “Got in this morning. I’ll be here as long as Zeb needs me.”

      “Well, then,” Zeb said, “I guess you’re back for good, because I’ll always want my kid near me.”

      “Where are you staying? Do you want to stay at our house?” Olivia asked.

      “You’d sure be welcome,” Mitch said.

      “Thanks, but I’ll head to Zeb’s house.” Magda started to ask about her old job but decided at the last minute that this wasn’t the time or place.

      “Plan on Christmas Eve with us,” Olivia said. “It’s our year to host, so the entire Montgomery clan is headed to our house this year.”

      “That’ll be a madhouse,” Magda said, thinking of all the marriages and babies that’d come along in the last couple of years.

      “No kidding. But you’ll come, right?” Olivia said with a squeeze on Magda’s waist.

      “Thank you for the invitation. I’ll come as long as Zeb doesn’t need me.” She looked down at her father. “Will you be home by then?”

      “Don’t know. Have to ask the doctor when he comes by today, but it doesn’t matter if I am. Like I told you, you don’t have to babysit me.”

      “We’ll take it a day at a time,” Mitch said. “If you can come, Magda, we would all love to see you.”

      Maybe most of the Montgomery clan would be glad to see her, but one particular Montgomery male might wish she’d just stayed gone.

      “I’ll come, even if it’s only for a few minutes. I need to see your kids.”

      “Adam will be so happy. You’re going to be shocked at how much Eliza Grace has grown since you last saw her.” Olivia looked across the bed at her husband. “Let’s not tell Adam that Magda’s here. We’ll keep her as a Christmas surprise for him. Heaven knows, he’s rattled and snooped through all of his presents under the tree.”

      Mitch laughed. “We’ll tell him that Santa dropped you off,” he said to Magda.

      “Seeing as how my last job was Santa’s elf helper, that’ll work.”

      Olivia broke out in a laugh. “Oh my God. What a horrible job.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “You’ll have to tell me all about it tomorrow night.”

      “We need to go if we don’t want to be late for the early service,” Mitch said, looking at his watch. “Get better, Zeb. We need you back.” He held out his hand.

      Zeb shook it. “Be back before you know it.”

      Olivia leaned over the bedrail and kissed his cheek. “We all miss you. See you soon.”

      The responding smile and slight flush to Zeb’s cheeks made Magda wonder what she’d missed in the conversation that made Zeb blush. But then Zeb didn’t blush, so it was probably just her imagination.

      After the Landrys left, she rolled the room’s recliner closer to the bed. She settled into it with a fatigued sigh.

      “Why don’t you go on to the house?” Zeb said. “There’s clean sheets on the guest bed.”

      “I’ll wait for the doctor and then I’ll go.” She frowned. “Clean sheets on the guest bed? Since when are there any sheets on that bed, much less clean ones?”

      He chuckled. “So I’ve changed. Lean back. I’ll wake you up when the doctor gets here.”

      She flipped the lever on the side and lowered the back until she was almost supine. Her muscles groaned and popped as she stretched her arms over her head and rolled side-to-side. The only sounds in the room were the nursing staff in the hall and the pinging of ice on the window. The ride to her father’s house would be difficult on slick roads, but she’d take it easy.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hobbs. How are you feeling today?”

      The booming male voice startled Magda awake and she quickly popped into an upright position. A white-coated older man stood on the far side of the bed.

      “Good morning,” he said to Magda.

      “Morning,” she muttered.

      “I’m Dr. Myles. I’m a cardiologist. Dr. Montgomery asked me to take a look at you, Mr. Hobbs.”

      “What’d ya find?” Zeb asked.

      “I’m sure they told you last night that your cardiac enzymes were elevated, which is indicative of a heart attack. But I’d like to do some additional tests to ascertain the extent of the damage.”

      The doctor’s words sent fear sliding through Magda’s system, but Zeb seemed to be taking it all in stride.

      He nodded. “That’s fine. Do what you need to. I’m not ready to meet my maker just yet.”

      Dr. Myles smiled. “We’ll be doing an echocardiogram this morning. That’s just a fancy name for an ultrasound of your heart. I’ve asked the nurses to schedule you for a cardiac catheterization this afternoon.”

      The doctor explained how the cath would be done, what they’d be looking for and the potential for Zeb to have stents put in if any blockages were found. The words were like Greek to Magda, but she trusted Dr. Caroline Graham-Montgomery, Zeb’s admitting doctor. If Caroline thought this guy was the best cardiologist for Zeb, then Magda did too.

      After the doctor left, Zeb once again started on Magda to leave and get some sleep. “Besides,” he added, “the weather forecast is not great. You need to get off that damn bike. Go home and get some rest. If you want to come back, drive my truck.”

      She stopped by the nurses’ station on her way out and spoke with the nurse in charge of Zeb’s care, who promised to call Magda if there were any changes in his condition.

      The ride to Zeb’s house was as horrible as she’d feared it would be. The slick roads, mostly wet and not frozen, made the normally hour-long drive take almost double the time. She’d never been so glad to see his small house as she was when she rolled into the drive and around to the small shed in the back where she stashed her bike out of the weather. She sloshed her way back to the front door and let herself inside. What she found stopped her dead in her tracks.
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      Reno Montgomery opened the door to his brother’s bedroom and kicked a pair of dirty boots in from the hall.

      “God, you’re a pig,” he said to Darren, his twin brother. “Leave your nasty boots somewhere other than outside my door.”

      Darren just laughed. “I was in a hurry last night.”

      “Well, you’d better get in a hurry this morning. That cold front moved in and the ponds are frozen over.”

      “Crap.” Darren swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there scratching his head. “I was looking forward to sleeping in this morning.”

      “You have,” Reno replied. “It’s almost nine.”

      “No shit?” Darren’s gaze whipped around to his bedside clock. He stretched and stood. “I’ll go hack the ice.”

      “Good. I fed the herd already. I’m headed out to the barn to see to the horses.”

      “Fine. Is there coffee?”

      “Yep.”

      Darren lifted a pair of jeans off the back of a chair. “One of us needs to do some laundry.” He shoved his legs into the denim. “These jeans can almost stand by themselves.”

      “Your turn, bro. I did it last week.”

      “Remind me again why we fired the housekeeper.”

      “We didn’t. She quit after one look at your underwear.”

      Darren laughed and threw a dirty shirt at his brother’s head. “I think it was your socks that did her in.”

      “Not hardly.” Reno tossed the shirt back at his brother. “Catch ya later.”

      He headed downstairs to grab a cup of hot coffee to warm himself up before he headed out again. A kitchen, living room, office, bathroom and small bedroom made up the lower level of the ranch house he shared with his twin brother. Stepping off the bottom step into the living room, he glanced at the stack of ranching magazines piled by the fireplace listing to one side. They’d probably fall into a heap when Darren tossed the next magazine on top.

      When they’d bought the acreage to start up the D&R ranch, the house had been part of the deal. It was old and a little tired in appearance, but the walls were sturdy and the bathrooms worked, and for he and Darren, that was all that was important at the time. They’d been more interested in prime grazing land for their cattle than sleeping arrangements for themselves. But a couple of years had passed, and neither of them had had the time or energy to invest in whipping the house into better condition.

      Two housekeepers had come and gone in the past year. It wasn’t that Reno was a slob, but Darren? That was where the problem lay. Apparently, Reno had gotten all the neatnik genes and Darren had gotten all the good-looks genes. But truth to tell, mopping and dusting weren’t on Reno’s to-do list often either. He dragged his finger through the thick layer of dust on the coffee table. Maybe after the holidays were over, they’d give that housekeeper idea another try.

      Darren clomped down the stairs. “Why you are standing there looking at the table? Something wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, if you don’t count the inch of dust.”

      Darren laughed. “Want me to invite Sarah Jane over to dinner again? You know she can’t stand the dust and will have the vacuum out before dinner.”

      As much as Reno hated to admit it—and he knew it wasn’t right—he gave some serious thought to letting Darren do just that. But Sarah Jane Mackey was too infatuated with Darren for her own good. Darren was a player. Sarah Jane was a marrying sort of girl.

      “No. Don’t do that. You know that girl has a serious thing for you.”

      Darren shrugged. “I can’t help it if I’m good looking.”

      Rene rolled his eyes. “Please. Our bulls are better looking.”

      Darren grinned.

      “Besides you should leave Sarah alone. She gets her hopes up when you ask her out.”

      “I’m honest with her,” Darren said. “She knows I’m not in the market for a wife.”

      “Neither of us are,” Reno agreed. “Keeping this ranch in working order and you in line is all I can handle right now.”

      “Kiss my ass,” Darren said with no heat in the insult. He headed into the kitchen but tossed over his shoulder, “I’m the one who keeps your butt going.” He poured a cup of coffee and took a long swallow. “Any problems this morning with the herd? Any new calves?”

      Reno shook his head and picked up the cup of coffee he’d left on the counter to refresh it. “Nope. But we might need to get that old indoor arena prepped in case we need to move the moms and calves in.”

      “This is Texas,” Darren scoffed. “Not Montana. We’ll be fine.”

      The brothers headed out at the same time but went in different directions. Reno walked down to the barn and let himself in through a small entry door, which helped keep the coldest air outside. Horses pushed their heads over stall doors and nickered as he walked past. Compared to outside, the barn was downright comfortable.

      “Yeah, well,” he told them, “be glad you ladies and gents are in here. It’s frosty out there.”

      Gordo, his gelding, shook his mane and nickered as though in disagreement. Reno reached up to rub Gordo’s neck. “You just think you want to run and play.” He pulled a carrot from his pocket and Gordo took it like he hadn’t had a meal in days.

      Reno had a treat for each of the other four horses in the barn, which he provided as he refilled water troughs and feed boxes. While he liked Sam, Archie, Layla and Jasmine, Gordo would probably always be his favorite. He hung around in the barn for another hour, taking care of some repair work on the bridles. Mostly, he dreaded beating his brother back to the house since one of them was going to have to do some housework. He figured first one back would be it.

      The twins had been raised on a ranch located in the middle of Florida where cold weather had been unusual thirty-degree temperatures that happened only a few nights out of the year. Growing up, he’d always felt the pull for Texas, but he hadn’t expected winters to be this cold, regardless of what his father had told him about his childhood in the Lone Star State.

      Of course, this winter was an aberration compared to the past two. It’d started earlier and with more force. But if the television weathermen were to be believed, this cold front would pass through and they’d be back in the forties and fifties by the New Year.

      Reno killed as much time as he could in the barn and then headed back to the house, resolved that he’d have to find where the last housekeeper had stored the vacuum. Maybe he could convince Darren to pick up his crap all over the house. After all, Christmas Eve was tomorrow night, and he knew their parents would be there sometime tomorrow. They had to break down and do some cleaning today, but only the bare minimum was needed. Their parents wouldn’t be staying with them. They’d had the good sense to book a suite in the Evergreen B&B in town.

      

      Magda was stunned at the first look of her father’s house. It looked so different. The hardwood floors shone as though cleaned and polished within an inch of their lives. The living room tables were clear of magazines and various clutter. The living room had been vacuumed recently. Even the fireplace mantle had a fresh shine. Who was living in Zeb’s house and what had they done with her father?

      The kitchen was like the living room, clean and neat. No dirty dishes in the sink. No moldy food in the refrigerator.

      She dropped her bags in the guest bedroom with its new curtains and patchwork bedspread. Not a trace of dust anywhere. It was as if he’d known he was having company and had hired a cleaning service to get everything ready.

      Snooping in Zeb’s personal space would be such an invasion of privacy, but that didn’t stop her from opening his bedroom door and taking a quick look inside. Bed made. Hardwood floors shiny. No dirty clothes tossed over the dresser. No nasty boots on the bathroom floor. Magda turned in a circle, looking around. The house was amazingly dirt-free and neat.

      This was not the Zeb Hobbs she knew.

      Something was definitely amiss here.

      And as much as she’d love to know what, her brain decided it’d had all it could take and refused to process any more facts at this time. Magda headed back to the guest room, stripped and hit the hall bath for a hot shower. Afterwards, she fell asleep as soon as she slipped between the fresh sheets.

      She awoke to her cell phone ringing. Stumbling out the bed, she staggered over to her coat and found her phone.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Magda Hobbs?” The female voice was unfamiliar to Magda.

      “Yes. This is Magda.” She pulled her phone away from her ear far enough to see the time but kept it close enough that she could hear. Two p.m. She’d been asleep for five hours.

      “Hold on. Your father would like to talk to you.”

      There was a rustling as the receiver changed hands.

      “Magda?”

      “Hi, Zeb. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine, honey. Just fine. Dr. Myles is going to do that cardiac cath test in about an hour. I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Right. I’m awake. I’m on my way.”

      “Blanche says the weather is clearing up so you should have no problem on the roads, but will you make your old dad happy and drive my truck? You know I hate that damn motorcycle.”

      Magda smiled. Her dad, who used to ride bulls professionally, thought her motorcycle was dangerous and she took too many chances riding it.

      “I will. Thanks for letting me borrow it.”

      “The keys are in the kitchen on the hook by the back door.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll find them and be there soon.”

      As she hung up, she wondered who Blanche was. Knowing her dad, probably some cute nurse young enough to be another daughter.

      Magda made great time getting dressed and to the hospital. She was in Zeb’s room before he left for the cath lab. There was no Blanche there. She started to ask her dad who Blanche was but she let the subject drop when the tech came to take him.

      The waiting room for the cath lab was fairly empty when she followed Zeb down. But that probably wasn’t surprising given it was almost Christmas and only the most necessary tests were being done. The tech had told her it’d take about an hour. Magda watched the hands of the big wall clock inch around the face for the longest sixty minutes of her life. When the double doors hissed open and Dr. Myles walked out, she stood.

      “He did great,” Dr. Myles said. “He had a one-hundred percent blockage in one vessel and an eighty percent in another. I put a stent in the worst one and we’ll do the other one after the holidays.”

      “Why didn’t you go ahead and do both today? Is he that unstable?”

      Dr. Myles smiled. “No, no. Nothing like that. I like to do one at a time, so if there is a problem, I know where it is. If I did both of them and there was a problem, I couldn’t know for sure which artery had the issue. This way, when he comes back for the second stent, we’ll know the first stent is working as expected.”

      Magda nodded. “Got it.”

      “He’ll be a little sore and there could be some mild pain. He has to stay lying on his back with his legs straight for four hours.”

      “Okay. I’ll stay with him.”

      “He’ll be in recovery for an hour or so. You can go back and stay with him.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Myles.”

      “I’m going to keep him in the hospital for a couple of days, but he’ll be home and ready to ring in the New Year shortly after that.”

      She chuckled. “Great. Thanks.”

      “Happy holidays,” he said.

      “You too.”

      Magda stayed in recovery until Zeb was moved back to his room. The recliner looked promising, so she stretched out in it to sleep. But sleep didn’t come, at least not quickly. She knew she’d be facing the greatest threat to her heart tomorrow. Reno Montgomery. She had no doubt he’d be at the Montgomery dinner at Olivia and Mitch’s house. If there was a Montgomery family function, it was expected that all Montgomerys would attend. The Montgomery clan was tight that way.

      As far as she knew, her relationship with Reno was not common knowledge. Relationship. Even as she used the word, she flinched. Was that what they’d had? A relationship? A real connection? She didn’t know. What she did know was they’d come together like lightning and thunder. Their lovemaking had been hot and out of control. Their touches had been frantic and consuming. Their lust for each other hadn’t abated after each time together. Instead, sex between them had been gasoline poured on a fire. All flame and passion.

      No words of love had been professed. No promises for the future exchanged.

      And that’s how she’d known she needed to go. She’d known that much heat would incinerate her heart and leave her alone, just as it had for her mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve morning, Magda woke with the worst crick in her neck. The recliner in Zeb’s room looked more comfortable than it actually was. The television was on and he was watching one of the morning shows.

      “Morning,” she said and stretched her arms over her head.

      “Merry Christmas Eve, honey.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “A little sore. My back is aching from lying flat so long yesterday.”

      “Do you want me to get the nurse to get you something for your back?”

      “Nah. I remember a bull once that made it hurt a whole lot more than this.” He pushed the button to raise his head higher. “Listen. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Sure. What do you need?”

      “Christmas presents. I was heading out to do my shopping the night my ticker decided to give me a good scare.”

      “Of course. Who and what?” She glanced around for a piece of paper and settled for yesterday’s newspaper. Retrieving a pen from his table, she prepared to write in the newspaper’s white margins. “Ready. Shoot.”

      “Pretty simple. Something for Mitch and Olivia. For Adam, I promised him a new cowboy hat. Get him something grownup looking, okay? Not a kid’s hat. For Eliza Grace, probably anything will do. At her age, she’ll probably like the wrapping paper better than the present anyway. I ordered your present, so you might want to check my post office box and see if there is a package. But if it’s there, don’t open it until tomorrow.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I know.”

      “Go by the liquor store and make sure the ranch hands all get a fifth of Jack Daniels.” He hesitated and then cleared his throat.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Well…” He cleared his throat again. “I’ve been seeing this lady friend and I need to get her something.”

      “You old dog, you.” Magda hiked her eyebrows for effect. “Some sexy lingerie?”

      “She’s not like that.” His voice held a tone of censure. “She’s a nice woman.”

      “Oh.” Magda blinked a few times trying to take in what her father was actually trying to tell her. “Well, I might need some ideas for your lady friend. What’s her name, by the way?”

      “Blanche. Blanche Jenkins.”

      The tumblers in her mind fell into place. Blanche of yesterday’s phone call.

      “I see. Well, what would you like to get her?”

      “I don’t know,” he snapped. “Something nice. Pretty. Just use your judgment.”

      “Okay.”

      The room was quiet for a minute.

      “Um, do I know Blanche?”

      “Doubt it. She didn’t move to town until after you’d left.” Zeb’s voice was brusque and his tone sharp. She almost took offense until she realized that he was embarrassed or maybe nervous talking about this Blanche person. Very interesting.

      “I see. How about a scarf? Or a pair of gloves? Or does she collect anything? You could add something to her collection.”

      Her cell phone rang before he answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Magda? Olivia Landry.”

      “Good morning, Olivia. What’s up?”

      “Just checking on Zeb.”

      “He’s doing great. A little grumpy.”

      Zeb snarled at her and Magda snickered in response.

      Olivia laughed. “All men are little boys when they’re sick.”

      “True.”

      “Can Mitch or I do anything to help?”

      “Don’t think so. I’m doing some shopping this afternoon, but that’s about it.”

      “We’ll see you tonight, right?”

      “What time? What can I bring?”

      “Bring yourself. That’s it. Come about six.”

      “See you tonight.”

      After she clicked off, Magda leaned over and kissed Zeb’s cheek. “I’m heading out. Call me if you need anything.”

      Magda’s spirits were as light as meringue as she left the hospital. It was Christmas, her favorite time of the year. Plus, drunk Santa was far, far away. And she had presents to buy. As much as she personally hated shopping, using someone else’s money for payment put a whole different slant on it. What could be more fun than spending someone else’s money?

      The stores were crowded with last-minute shoppers. Present-wrapping lines were long. But it seemed as though most people were in the holiday spirit.

      The first gifts were easy. The last one, the present for Blanche, was much tougher. What did you buy for a woman you didn’t know that your dad was apparently seeing? Clothing was totally out since Blanche could be anywhere from a size two to size twenty-two. Besides, wasn’t clothing a little personal? So nothing that required sizing and yet was special. Now that was a tall order.

      She wandered through department stores sniffing lotions and perfumes and decided a woman’s scent was too intimate to buy for someone she didn’t know.

      Finally, she called Olivia. “Hi, Olivia. I know you’re busy getting ready for tonight, but I have a quick situation you might can help me with. Zeb said he’s seeing some woman named Blanche. I’m blanking on her last name. Jennings or Jacobson, or something like that. You know her?”

      There was a pause and then, “I do know her. Blanche Jenkins.”

      “Yeah. That’s her. I’m supposed to buy her a present from Zeb, but I have no clue what she might like. I don’t even know how old she is.”

      “Blanche is…” Olivia hesitated again. “Well, she’s closer to Zeb’s age than yours.”

      “Super. Do you know her well enough to know what she might want from Zeb for Christmas?”

      “Hard to say.”

      “You’re not helping here.” Magda looked around the store. “It’s the last present I have to buy. Give me something to work with.”

      “She’s a nice lady. Simple tastes. Not a fancy person.”

      Magda stopped in front of the Coach counter. “What about a new purse? Hearon’s is having a sale on Coach purses.”

      “You know, that’s a great idea. I think she would love it.”

      “Great. Sold.” She leaned in to look at the prices. “Damn. Even on sale these are expensive. Oh well, not my money. And Zeb did say get her something nice.”

      Olivia laughed. “That’ll be the last time he’ll send you shopping on his nickel. Gotta run. Eliza Grace is crying, so I’m sure Adam did something. See you tonight.”

      

      “You about ready?” Darren called up the stairs. “We need to be going.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Just a minute.” Reno shoved his shirttail into his jeans and fastened his belt. He stomped his feet into his dress boots and headed down.

      “Finally. Grab Mom and Dad’s presents and let’s go. We’re supposed to be at Mitch and Olivia’s in an hour.”

      “Coming.”

      Sometimes Reno wondered why they’d bought a ranch so far away from the rest of the Montgomery clan. The D&R wasn’t really near anywhere. A weekly grocery trip was an hour there and an hour back, and that was when one of them found time to go.

      But he knew the answer to his own question. This in-the-middle-of-nowhere ranch was all they’d been able to afford. If it’d been closer to Whispering Springs, or any real town for that matter, it would have cost three times what they’d paid. That would have put the ranch completely out of their price range. As it was, they’d barely been able
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