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      “Hold on, Pop. Let me help you with that.”

      Spencer Reed raced around the side of her truck and grabbed the laptop from her grandfather’s hand. He held tight for a moment, resisting any kind of help that he felt made him look weak, then let go with a curt “thanks.”

      Despite having to walk with a cane, Evan Reed was anything but weak. A fall from a two-story roof over a dozen years earlier had left him crippled and dealing with constant pain. Lesser men would have packed it in, but Spencer’s grandfather kept fighting. That’s the way Reeds were made.

      Six months earlier, her grandfather’s newly hired, personal care aide had hooked him on heroin, claiming that it was a new experimental drug.

      Today Spencer’s grandfather was being released from the Tucson-based, drug-and-pain rehab center that had helped him kick the highly addictive heroin.

      It hadn’t been an easy journey for her grandfather. The heroin masked the pain, and once off the drug Pop had been forced to deal with it again.

      Spencer looked across the truck hood at the man who had filled the role of father for most of her life. Pop looked good, she decided. The dry heat of Tucson’s desert climate agreed with him. He had regained the weight he had lost while weaning off the heroin, and his face no longer had a gray cast to it.

      Her grandfather looked handsome, Spencer realized with a start.

      His thick white hair, neatly trimmed earlier that morning, framed a rugged, tanned face that had lost some of the deeply etched lines she had thought were permanent. His blue eyes were bright and clear and settled on her with a piercing look.

      “What are you smiling at,” he grumbled. “Do I have catsup on my shirt or something?”

      Spencer’s smile widened. “I’m smiling at you. I was just thinking how handsome you look. The old ladies at the Wind Star Ranch Retirement Home will be falling all over themselves trying to get your attention.”

      Her grandfather frowned, but she could tell he felt pleased by her compliment.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ve spent enough time at this place. It’s depressing me.”

      “Whatever you say, Pop. Let’s go see if there are any beautiful señoras waiting to meet a cranky old Iowan farmer.” Spencer winked at her grandfather and climbed into the truck.

      She turned on the air-conditioner, stared out the windshield, and waited patiently for him to climb into the truck’s cab. She didn’t offer to help, knowing the gesture would offend him. Evan Reed might be crippled but he was no invalid.

      Twenty minutes later they arrived at the twin longhorn bull statues that guarded the entrance to Wind Star Ranch.

      Spencer caught her breath. Set in the western foothills of the Tucson Mountains, the ranch commanded a spectacular view of the Saguaro Desert.

      Giant saguaro cacti, strangely manlike in form, dotted the dusty-gray and tan landscape. A bank of clouds hung over distant purple-tinted mountains. The air smelled of dust and sagebrush.

      Spencer loved it.

      She pulled into the ranch’s circular drive, parked under the wide front portico, and shut off the ignition. She listened to the cooling engine ping and pop while she inspected the house.

      Hacienda, she corrected herself. Wind Star Ranch was no mere house. The two story dwelling appeared much larger than she had expected, with a long wing built onto each side of the central portion.

      Two horse sculptures bookended the wide entry.

      “Wow, Pop, this is quite the place. How did you ever find it?”

      “My roommate at the rehab center told me about it. Derek’s family is from Tucson. He moved to the Wind Star Ranch last week. He called me a few days later and told me a room had opened up and suggested that I join him.”

      “That was nice of Derek.”

      Pop snorted. “Nice had nothing to do with it. Derek wanted some male company. Apparently most of the residents here are old ladies who like to play Scrabble. Derek prefers poker and gin rummy.”

      “Soooo, there are señoras here,” Spencer teased. Seeing her grandfather’s glare, she suppressed her smile and changed the subject.

      After her grandmother’s untimely death nearly forty years before, her grandfather had never dated, nor, to her knowledge, looked at another woman. He had loved his Nora with all his heart. There hadn’t been room in it for anyone else.

      Spencer was hoping that would change. Her grandfather was young enough still to attract a female companion, someone he could grow old with. Not that she would ever say that aloud to him—but if she found an opportunity to nudge him in that direction, she would.

      “What a beautiful ranch this must have been. How long has it been an assisted care facility? Do you know?”

      “Not too long. Derek said the family had fallen on hard times. Rather than sell, they rent out the bedrooms in one wing of the house.”

      “But they have nurses on staff, right Pop? I don’t want to leave you here if this is some scam facility that separates the elderly from their money.”

      “Who you calling elderly?” Pop narrowed his eyes at her.

      “You don’t have to worry about that, Miss,” said a male voice. “I assure you, my family takes great pride in meeting a resident’s needs. We have a reputation to uphold, you see.”

      Spencer jumped at the deep voice at her left shoulder. She turned and eyed the handsome, dark-haired man standing beside the truck. Intelligent brown eyes gazed down at her.

      “I’m sorry,” Spencer said. “I didn’t see you walk up to the truck. I’m Spencer Reed and this is my grandfather, Evan Reed.”

      The man inclined his head in a slight bow.

      “Welcome to Wind Star Ranch, Miss Reed. Mr. Reed. I am Eduardo Kraft. Allow me to carry your bags inside. I assume you will be staying with us tonight, Miss Reed, before starting your journey back to Iowa?”

      “That would be great, thank you, Mr. Kraft. I’d like to know that my grandfather is happily settled before I leave him here.” Spencer jumped out of the truck, grabbed her duffle and her grandfather’s laptop from the rear seat, and showed Eduardo Kraft her grandfather’s bags in the truck bed.

      “Call me Ed, please. Mr. Kraft sounds so formal.” He grabbed the two bags and led Spencer and her grandfather into the house.

      “It’s beautiful!” Spencer looked around the large, cool foyer with delight. Dark wood floors gleamed underfoot. The thick, white-washed adobe walls kept the interior space light and provided a neutral backdrop for the metal sculptures scattered around the space.

      Scatter rugs woven in tans and reds dotted the floor. Mission style chairs placed in small, cozy groups looked comfortable and inviting. A large wrought-iron chandelier hung from the middle of the two-story ceiling. Decorative wrought-iron rails lined balconies on three sides of the second story.

      “Who’s the artist?” Spencer asked, pointing to a sculpture of a mare nursing a foal. Her own artist’s eye detected the similarity between the sculptures. She felt sure they had been created by the same hand.

      “My grandfather, Harold Kraft,” answered Eduardo. “He wanted to be an artist but decided there was more money in ranching. He should have stuck to art.” This last remark carried a slight bitter tone.

      “I raised cattle myself,” Spencer’s grandfather said. “It’s tough work. This place looks prosperous. Has your ranch been here long?”

      “My great-grandfather built the main house where we are now standing, Mr. Reed. My grandfather added more land and built the two wings. My family occupies the left wing. The central portion beyond the foyer houses the kitchen and dining area and what is now used as a common room. Your room is on the first floor through that door to the right.”

      Spencer noticed that Eduardo had not acknowledged the statement about his family’s prosperity. Why would he? Obviously they had once been wealthy but had fallen on hard times. Why else would they open their private home to strangers?

      They followed Eduardo Kraft through a curved archway on the right into another large, open room. A massive wooden desk, its broad surface polished and empty but for a single clipboard, sat near the doorway on the left.

      A short, bald man with powerful-looking arms, dressed in green scrubs sat behind the desk. He looked up as Spencer came through the door. A brief scowl flashed across his face when he saw Eduardo. He turned his attention to Spencer and smiled.

      “You must be the Reeds. I’ve been expecting you. My name is Tony Capelli. I’m one of two emergency medical technicians who work the day shift. You’ll meet Mary shortly; she’s helping one of our residents do her hair for the new arrival. I’ll get the bags, Mr. Kraft. Just leave them there.”

      Apparently the hired help was not invited to address Eduardo Kraft as Ed, noted Spencer. She sensed the tension between the two men and hoped it didn’t spill over onto the residents. The last thing her grandfather needed after what he had recently endured was a tense atmosphere.

      Tony waited for Eduardo to take his leave before handing Spencer a clipboard and pen.

      “If you could just fill out these forms, please, I’ll get your grandfather settled and then bring him back here and give you both the nickel tour.” He grabbed the two bags and headed down the wide hallway without waiting for Spencer’s answer.

      “Mmmm. I hope Pop’s friend hasn’t led him into an unpleasant situation,” she said to the empty room. She took the forms over to the seating area and made herself comfortable in a large, soft brown leather chair.

      Muted voices carried down the hall and she heard a bark of male laughter. Laughter was a good sign, she decided. She relaxed and concentrated on the forms while she waited for her grandfather and Tony to return.
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      Early that evening, Spencer took the seat beside her grandfather at the long dining table set for dinner. The “Residents,” as they were called, turned out to be a diverse and lively group.

      Pop’s friend Derek sat across from her. He was a large Irishman with a big voice, a florid complexion, twinkling blue eyes, and curly red hair dulled with age.

      Spencer had immediately liked Derek’s boisterous personality. It gladdened her heart to know that her grandfather had a friend here amongst the group of strangers. Despite the obvious health benefits of the desert climate, Spencer had been hesitant about her grandfather’s decision to stay in the Tucson area. Meeting Derek had changed her mind.

      “Spencer dear, you must tell us all about Evan. Does he have a girlfriend back in Iowa?” Mrs. Sarah Donahue fixed her bright, dark eyes on Spencer.

      Spencer choked on the sip of water she had just taken. Sarah Donahue’s shiny birdlike eyes, vivid red and orange dress, and arms covered in multi-colored, cheap bracelets, reminded her of a brightly plumed parrot.

      “A girlfriend? N-not—“ she stopped. Pop had just pinched her thigh under the table. She looked at him and frowned. Why had he pinched her?

      He was giving her his narrow-eyed “stern” look, a look he had perfected and used on Spencer whenever he wanted her to pay particular attention.

      Okay, she was paying attention. What did he—and then she got it. If these women knew that Pop had a girlfriend they would be more likely to leave him alone. She had met at least three female residents this afternoon who made no effort to hide the fact that they were looking for romance.

      Spencer hesitated. If she told the truth, then perhaps Pop would find romance with one of these ladies. On the other hand, none of them seemed to be Pop’s type and he would be miserable if they began to hound him for attention.

      “Well, actually there is one special female,” she answered. “Her name is Belle. She’s quite magnificent, really, a gypsy I believe.” She could almost see the calculation in Sarah Donahue’s eyes. No need to let anyone know that Belle was Spencer’s Gypsy Vanner horse.

      “Iowa is a long way from Tucson,” Sarah said with a coy look. “I’ll bet that girlfriend never comes to visit. But don’t you worry, Evan, I’ll make sure you don’t get too lonely.” Sarah actually simpered at Spencer’s grandfather.

      “That’s enough, Sarah.” A woman’s voice cracked sharply from the doorway. “I’ve warned you before to leave the male residents alone. I don’t run a bordello here. The last thing I need is for you to drive off the paying guests.”

      Sarah Donahue flushed an ugly red and pressed her thin, orange-painted lips together.

      Spencer glanced over her shoulder. Eduardo stood in the doorway to the dining room with a small, elegant woman on his arm. She wondered if the woman was his grandmother. Despite the softening of the woman’s facial muscles due to age, she could see that they had the same intelligent eyes and long, thin nose.

      Definitely related, she decided.

      Eduardo led his grandmother into the room and pulled out the chair at the head of the table for her before taking the chair at the opposite end for himself.

      The woman hooked her gold-headed cane on the chair arm and looked down the table at Spencer and her grandfather.

      “You must be Evan Reed. Welcome to the Wind Star Ranch, Mr. Reed. I trust your stay here will prove to be a pleasant one. I am Evelyn Kraft. I’m sure you’ve already made the acquaintance of my grandson, Eduardo.”

      Evelyn Kraft turned her gaze to Spencer and inspected her face without saying anything.

      Spencer felt as if she had been pinned under a microscope. She refused to allow the older woman to intimidate her and kept her gaze on Evelyn Kraft’s face.

      Spencer wondered why the obviously elderly Mrs. Kraft dyed her hair a glossy black. Although she could see that Eduardo’s grandmother had once been a beautiful woman, the mass of dark hair piled atop her head looked out of place against the slack skin and wrinkles on her face. Who was she trying to fool?

      Mrs. Kraft finished her inspection. She turned her gaze to the table and made a remark about the weather. The remainder of dinner passed quietly until Eduardo led his grandmother away from the table.

      “Phew. The old dragon is gone, now we can relax,” Derek joked.

      “I don’t know who she thinks she is,” Sarah Donahue complained. “My family pays her good money to let me live here. She always acts as if we’re nothing more than cockroaches beneath her feet.”

      “Maybe she resents that she was forced to open her home.” Spencer observed. “I haven’t seen the entire ranch, but from what I’ve seen of the house and the stables it must take a full staff to maintain this place.”

      Althea Pippin, a fit, slim-but-not-thin woman with a cap of short, white hair that emphasized her blue eyes, snorted delicately.

      “Don’t waste your sympathy on Evelyn Kraft, young lady. The old biddy has plenty of money—now. She just hates to let it go. She’s one of those people who can never have enough and enjoys lording it over others. Having us all under her thumb gives her great pleasure.”
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      Dinner broke up after the diners ran out of opinions about Evelyn Kraft’s behavior. Spencer escorted her grandfather back to his room and then stepped outside to enjoy the night desert air. She made her way down to the stables where she sat on a rail fence and watched the small herd of Arabians eating hay.

      The soothing sound of the horse’s quiet munching gave her a brief stab of homesickness. The beautiful but harsh Arizona desert was a far cry from the lush green of Iowa. She missed the Rocking Bear Ranch and her Gypsy Vanner mare, Belle.

      She smiled as she recalled how she had passed Belle off as her grandfather’s girlfriend at dinner. They had laughed about it later in his room.

      Poor Pop. In spite of her effort, he would have to guard against the amorous advances of the female residents. The thought of Pop with a girlfriend made her smile. The women she’d met at dinner would not take no for an answer easily.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?”

      Spencer nearly fell off the rail. Somehow, Eduardo had managed to sneak up on her again. She wondered if he tiptoed around the ranch looking for opportunities to startle unwary guests.

      “Yes, they’re beautiful,” she answered. “But to me, even the ugliest nag is beautiful. Has your family always raised Arabians? I would have guessed that cow ponies would be more useful out here.”

      Eduardo joined her on the top rail. He placed his elbows on his knees and let his hands dangle loosely between his legs as he looked out over the land. Spencer got the impression that he wasn’t seeing the desert or the horses in front of him, but some image inside his head instead.

      “My great-grandfather started with cattle and a small herd of horses. Long-horns and cow ponies actually. After my great-grandfather died and my grandmother married my grandfather, she convinced him to breed Arabians. Evelyn felt that if the Arabians were good enough for the desert Bedouin, then they would be perfect for the American desert.”

      “Really? I’m surprised your grandfather listened,” Spencer said. “It’s true that Arabians have amazing stamina, but they seem too delicate to be used as cow ponies. How did that work out for your grandfather?”

      “It didn’t. The other ranchers laughed at him and wouldn’t buy any of his horses. He lost money hand over fist until he heard about a guy in California who was cross-breeding Arabians with Morgan horses from back east. The resulting Morabs were tough, nimble-footed, and loved herding cows. Granddad built a new herd of long-horns and saved the ranch from bankruptcy.”

      The horses heard their voices, and after much snorting and dancing around, came to investigate.

      “I must not know what a Morab looks like,” Spencer said as she gently ran her hand down the fine-boned head sniffing her jeans-clad knee.

      “This horse seems to have the dished head that I associate with Arabians,” she continued. “I would have guessed him to be an Arabian rather than a Morab.”

      “Oh, you’re not wrong, Miss Reed.” Eduardo’s voice sounded bitter. “As soon as my grandfather died, my grandmother sold off all but a few of the cattle and all of the Morabs, and went back to breeding Arabians. Once she did that, the Wind Star Ranch, famous for its beautiful cattle and tough cow ponies, declined. And now we take in old folks for a fee.”

      Spencer didn’t know how to reply to the bitter words so she said nothing. The Arabian finished sniffing her legs and moved off to rejoin the rest of the herd around the hay feeder.

      “Well, enough about the Kraft family. Tell me, how did a girl from Iowa end up in the desert southwest?”

      Spencer gave Eduardo an abbreviated version of her grandfather’s recent misadventure. Eduardo nodded occasionally but she didn’t think he was really listening. He excused himself shortly after and left her alone again.

      Spencer sat and listened to the desert creatures wake up around her. With the setting of the sun, the air temperature had cooled significantly, and she was glad she had thought to tie her wool sweater over her shoulders. She jumped off the fence, pulled the sweater free, and put it on.

      Too restless to head inside for bed, she decided to walk around the ranch grounds. She stopped by the stable first and spoke with Manuel, the stable manager. She had met the older man earlier that afternoon and liked him very much.

      Manuel was short and slim, with dark, friendly eyes. His silver-edged black hair framed handsome, intelligent features. He took an obvious pride in caring for the horses and treated them with a great deal of expertise as well as affection.

      Spencer sat and talked with Manuel for a half hour, stroked the nose of every horse stalled inside the stables and gave out carrot pieces, then continued wandering around the ranch.

      She circled around the wing that housed the residents and came upon a long veranda with outdoor seating and large pots of fragrant flowers. The heavily perfumed blossoms glowed white around the veranda’s edge.

      All but one window of the resident wing was dark. The old folks had already gone to bed. A second dim light showed from the first floor room that housed the EMT’s desk.

      Spencer stood in the dark shadows just beyond the veranda’s edge. She turned her back to the thick adobe walls and looked up at the velvet sky. In the clear desert air she could see millions of stars stretching from horizon to horizon. The Milky Way spanned the sky overhead, packed with so many stars that they looked like clouds.

      She had never seen such a beautiful sight.

      A quiet rattle followed by a soft scuffling noise sounded behind her. Spencer froze, not wanting to frighten off whatever desert
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