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Dedication


To the brides from my family who came before me:

Two great-grandmothers who left their homes and crossed an ocean on their own

to find their happily-ever-afters;

two grandmothers who married the men of their dreams and then pulled with them

through hardships I can’t imagine to live their happily-ever-afters;

and finally to my mother who is the most incredibly faithful bride still after sixty-plus years

of happily-ever-after marriage.

Thank you all for giving me my belief in romance.
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Chapter One


THANK GOD FOR the chickens. They knew how to liven up a funeral.

Harper Crockett crouched against the rain-soaked wall of her father’s extravagant chicken coop and laughed until she cried. This time, however, the tears weren’t for the man who’d built the Henhouse Hilton—as she and her sisters had christened the porch-fronted coop that rivaled most human homes—they were for the eight multicolored, escaped fowl that careened around the yard like over-caffeinated bees.

The very idea of a chicken stampede on one of Wyoming’s largest cattle ranches was enough to ease her sorrow, even today.

She glanced toward the back porch of her parents’ huge log home several hundred yards away to make sure she was still alone, and she wiped the tears and the rain from her eyes. “I know you probably aren’t liking this, Dad,” she said, aiming her words at the sopping chickens. “Chaos instead of order.”

Chaos had never been acceptable to Samuel Crockett.

A bock-bocking Welsummer rooster, gorgeous with its burnt-orange-and-blue body and iridescent green tail, powered past, close enough for an ambush. Harper sprang and nabbed the affronted bird around its thick, shiny body. “Gotcha,” she said as its feathers soaked her sweater. “Back to the pen for you.”

The rest of the chickens squawked in alarm at the apprehension and arrest of one of their own. They scattered again, scolding and flapping.

Yeah, she thought as she deposited the rooster back in the chicken yard, her father had no choice but to glower at the bedlam from heaven. He was the one who’d left the dang birds behind.

As the hens fussed, Harper assessed the little flock made up of her father’s favorite breeds—all chosen for their easygoing temperaments: friendly, buff-colored Cochins; smart, docile, black-and-white Plymouth Rocks; and sweet, shy, black Australorps. What a little freedom and gang mentality could do, she mused, plotting her next capture. They’d turned into a band of egg-laying gangsters, helping each other escape the law.

Despite there being seven chickens still left to corral, Harper reveled in sharing their attempted run for freedom with nobody. She brushed ineffectually at the mud on her soggy blue-and-brown broom skirt—hippie clothing in the words of her sisters—and the stains on her favorite, crocheted summer sweater. It would have been much smarter to recruit help. Any number of kids bored with funereal reminiscing would have gladly volunteered. Her sisters—Joely and the triplets, if not Amelia—might have as well. The wrangling would have been done in minutes.

Something about handling this alone, however, fed her need to dredge whatever good memories she could from the day. She’d chased an awful lot of chickens throughout her youth. The memories served her sadness, and she didn’t want to share them.

Another lucky grab garnered a little Australorp who was returned, protesting, to the yard. Glancing around once more to check the rainy yard, Harper squatted back under the eaves of the ostentatious yellow chicken mansion and let the half dozen birds settle. These were not her mother’s pets. These were her father’s “girls”—creatures who’d sometimes received more warmth than the human females he’d raised.

Good memories tried to flee in the wake of her petty thoughts, and she grabbed them back. Of course her father had loved his daughters. He’d just never been good at showing it. There’d been plenty of good times.

Rain pittered in a slow, steady rhythm over the lawn and against the coop’s gingerbread scrollwork. It pattered into the genuine, petunia-filled, window boxes on their actual multipaned windows. Inside, the chickens enjoyed oak-trimmed nesting boxes, two flights of ladders, and chicken-themed artwork. Behind their over-the-top manse stretched half an acre of safely fenced running yard, which was trimmed with white picket fencing. Why the idiot birds were shunning such luxury to go AWOL out here in the rain was beyond Harper—even if they had found the gate improperly latched.

Wiping rain from her face again, she concentrated like a cat stalking canaries. Chicken wrangling was rarely about mad chasing and much more about patience. She made three more successful captures and then smiled evilly at the remaining three criminals who eyed her with concern. “Give yourselves up, you dirty birds. Your time on the lam is finished.”

She swooped toward a fluffy Cochin, a chicken breed normally known for its lazy friendliness, and the fat creature shocked her by feinting and then dodging. For the first time in the hunt, Harper missed her chicken. A resulting belly flop onto the grass forced a startled grunt from her throat, and she slid four inches through a puddle. Before she could let loose the mild curse that bubbled up to her tongue, the mortifying sound of clapping echoed through the rain.

“I definitely give that a nine-point-five.”

A hot flash of awareness blazed through her stomach, leaving behind unwanted flutters, and she closed her eyes, fighting back embarrassment. Her voice was still missing when a large, sinewy male hand appeared in front of her, accompanied by rich, baritone laugher. She groaned and reached for his fingers.

“Hello, Cole,” she said, resignation forcing her vocal chords to work as she let him help her gently but unceremoniously to her feet.

Cole Wainwright stood before her, the knot of his tie pulled three inches down his white shirt front, the two buttons above it spread open. That left the tanned, corded skin of his neck at Harper’s eye level. She swallowed hard. His brown-black hair was spiked and mussed, as if he’d awoken, and his eyes sparkled in the rain like blue diamonds. She took a step back.

“Hullo, you,” he replied.

His pirate’s grin, wide and warm and charming, hadn’t changed since they’d been kids. It had been dorky when he’d been ten and she eight and they, together with Harper’s five sisters, had played at being the only pirates who’d sought treasure on horseback rather than from a ship’s deck. Then she’d turned twelve and one day found she would have rather been a captured princess than one of the crew. Because that smile had no longer been dorky. It had been a nice fantasy—but Amelia had always made herself the pirate’s princess. The highest Harper could rise was to being the round butterball of a maid servant.

Cole’s family had owned Paradise’s neighboring ranch the Double Diamond. The Crockett daughters and the Wainwright son had all stayed friends through high school, even though Cole had chosen Amelia for, first, the homecoming dance, then Snow Ball, and finally prom. Once the years of exploring their adjoining land on horseback and hanging out being ranch kids had ended, Cole and Amelia had quickly become The Super Couple—gorgeous on gorgeous. Harper had let her secret Cole fantasies fade away, finished high school, gone off to her wild and failed college years, and kept track of Cole and Amelia only the rare holidays they all visited Paradise Ranch at the same time—like last Christmas when she’d spoken to Cole one-on-one for the first time in years.

His relationship with Amelia had been complicated. Dating for two years after graduation, staying apart for another three years, getting back together so that the family had, for a long time, considered Cole and Amelia all but married. Then, unexpectedly three years ago, the Super Couple had broken up—amicably but permanently, they’d insisted, even though some people still believed, even hoped, they’d reunite.

They hadn’t. It didn’t look as if they would. But everyone was still friends.

Except for the eighteen months after Harper’s father had purchased the Double Diamond. Cole and Mia had broken up, and Cole had disappeared without a trace.

Eventually he’d come back, and the past two winters he’d worked for Sam Crockett on Paradise. Everyone said he was fine.

“Earth to Harpo.”

His hand waved in front of her face. She shook her head, and suddenly she was staring at him, having missed every word he’d said. And there were flutters, deep and unmistakably caused by his proximity.

She blinked. “Oh! I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

He laughed again. “Are you all right?”

No. No, no, no. This was unacceptable. As happy as she was to see him, these were not the memories she’d been after. This was not a reaction she wanted—this electric anticipation that had been thrumming through her body ever since he’d walked into the church that morning almost late for the service.

“I’m fine.”

“You still do it.” He peered at her, grinning again.

“Do what?”

“Go off into that little artist’s daze. I always wondered what you were seeing while you were in those trances. Usually you’d disappear after one of them, and we’d find you in some corner painting or drawing. But you weren’t big on showing me your work. I was left thinking you’d gotten some great vision or prophecy. Like now.”

She nearly choked on her laughter. “I do not do that! And believe me, I was having no visions of any kind. I was seeing three chickens laughing at me, so I was plotting revenge.”

That was a lie, but he didn’t need to know it.

“Well, you did go into trances, but who am I to argue? If this was only revenge plotting, I think you’re justified. You are kind of a mud ball, aren’t you?”

His familiar, mischievous voice finally calmed her, sent her gaze downward to survey the damage to her only dressy clothes, and, most importantly, made her think the whole episode including the wet clothing, was funny. She lifted her eyes.

“I dunno. I think mud is the new chic.”

“Aw, Harpo, if mud is in, then you look fantastic.” He hesitated and studied her, his bright blue eyes as warm as his smile. “You look pretty fantastic even if mud isn’t a fashion statement.”

She lifted her face to the sky, letting the rain that was starting to slow into huge drops burst like little water balloons on her cheeks, keeping the heat in them from showing.

“Yeah? Well, thank you, my old silver-tongued friend. But you know you’re going to look equally fantastic if you stay out here much longer.”

Without thinking, she brushed raindrops off the shoulders of his shirt, skimming their broad expanse twice with cupped fingers. Then she flicked drops from his hair. The tousled, just-out-of-bed look was beginning to flatten like the chickens’ wet feathers.

He stared at her, and she jerked her hand away, dismayed by her bold touches.

“You should get back inside,” she said. “I was on my way to the barn to find Joely, but the chickens’ gate got unlatched. I had to side track. I’ll get these last three chickens and join you.”

“I’ll help. It’ll go faster.”

“That’s silly. You’ll only get muddy, too.”

“No, just wet. Because unlike you, I’m good at this.”

“Oh, wow. There was a gauntlet hitting the lawn with a giant, rippling splash.”

He grinned. She returned it.

“He who returns the most remaining chickens to the yard, gets to . . . ” Cole made a show of thinking up the prize. “Put anything he wants on a piece of Melanie’s lefse and make the loser eat it.”

“Oh my gosh, what are you? Ten?” She sputtered with more laughter.

Melanie Thorson, the Southern belle wife of Paradise Ranch’s foreman who was, in contrast, a first-generation Norwegian-American through and through, had learned to make the best lefse this side of Oslo. The trouble was, a mean person could stuff it with anything from cinnamon sugar to pickled herring.

“Deal or no deal?” Cole asked, his handsome nose now dripping water.

“Oh, it’s a deal. But I warn you, the winner? She is going to come up with something really disgusting.”

“Dream on. One, two, three, go. Catch one if you can, Harpo.”

The three chickens had huddled for safety and shelter beneath a huge linden tree, but the instant Harper and Cole took off, the birds clucked into panic mode and went three different directions like possessed bobblehead dolls. Harper went after the Cochin that had left her in the grass and caught her in seconds.

“Hah!” She held up the chicken in triumph, only to see Cole with a flapping Plymouth Rock hen.

“Lucky,” he called.

“You keep thinking that,” she replied.

They reincarcerated the two chickens and turned to the last escapee. This hen, Harper knew, was the oldest chicken in the flock, the only Rhode Island Red, a hen that had been around at least five or six years. She was wily and stubborn and laid a lot of eggs.

“Roxie Red,” Harper said, in the same tone she might have said “Lizzie Borden.”

“They all have names, don’t they?” Cole asked.

“He always named them, but I don’t know what they are. Who can tell them apart? She stands out, the old, cranky biddy.”

“Don’t you worry your head,” he teased. “Let me take care of her.”

“Not on your life.”

The ridiculousness of their impromptu game felt a little disrespectful given the reason she and Cole were really here, but Harper couldn’t rein in the streak of temporary insanity she’d obviously caught from the chickens. At last she’d found the release—the relief—she’d wanted.

They chased the crafty old hen for five full minutes, cutting each other off, herding her into corners, cooing softly but then charging when she dodged and bobbed like a running back. Harper swore the old girl was having as much fun as they were. At last she managed to streak ahead of Cole and reach Roxie as the hen made it to the rabbit fencing around her mother and grandmother’s huge vegetable garden behind the coop.

“Gotcha!” She sprang forward, but she tripped and landed on Cole’s arm. His hand covered hers as both of them grasped simultaneously for the scolding Roxie.

“Get away from my bird!” Harper shot Cole a withering look.

“Hands off my chicken.” His voice was high-pitched with mirth.

Roxie flapped easily away, and Harper dissolved into laughter, splayed once again face down on the ground. She lifted her head to find Cole flat on his back gasping for air. He reached across her back, grabbed her arm, and rolled her over, until she, too, lay on her back, her head cradled on his shoulder.

Her first shivering instinct was to leap away, but his laughter held her in place—rumbly and comforting beneath her.

“Remember when we used to do shit like this all the time?” he asked.

“Again,” she said, firming her voice so it didn’t match her wayward, quivering insides, “when we were ten.”

“It’s really good to see you, Harpo.”

“Yeah.” She closed her eyes while the rain splashed her face again, definitely feeling closer to ten than her sometimes ancient-seeming thirty.

They lay a moment longer, letting their laughter ebb, but then, with her heart pounding, Harper came to her senses and scrambled to her feet. It had to be the raw, see-saw emotions of the day causing this unwarranted reaction to him. Her friendship with Cole went back too far for her to allow some rogue attraction to take root. He and Amelia might be ex-lovers, but there was a code between sisters you didn’t break.

She held out her hand this time, and he took it. Once he was standing, she dropped the contact.

“I declare this a tie,” she said. “I propose we work together to get the chicken and neither of us has to eat lefse.”

“We call it a tie. I’ll help you catch the chicken. We both eat lefse,” he said, making a counteroffer.

“Oh, fine.”

Once they weren’t sabotaging each other, they cornered Roxie and had her in custody within two minutes. Since Harper was the dirtiest—and she was extremely dirty—she carried the ticked-off chicken to the coop. Once she’d double-checked the gate, she sagged against it, wet to the skin and slightly chilled from the breeze, despite it being August.

“Thank you,” she said, as her adrenaline drained away and took her energy with it. “I’m sorry you got caught up in the rodeo.”

“Don’t be. The company inside was . . . frankly, not this much fun.”

“I never asked why you came out here in the first place.”

He gave a quick frown, an attractive wrinkle forming between his brows. He’d changed over the past decade. All signs of the cute-faced boy and young man he’d been had disappeared beneath the angles and planes of a stunning adult-male face.

“Oh yeah, I guess I did have an official mission,” he said. “Joely got back from the barn fifteen minutes ago, and we wondered where you ended up. Your grandmother has called an all-hands meeting.”

“Grandma Sadie?” She shouldn’t have been surprised. Sadie Crockett had to be the only nonagenarian who could still command her family like a naval admiral. “What’s our matriarch got under her bonnet now? Another private prayer meeting? A final eulogy? Can’t be about the will; that isn’t a secret.”

“I don’t know,” Cole said. “The only thing she told me was that attendance isn’t optional.”

“Crazy old lady,” Harper said fondly, feeling the mood start to slide.

Grandma Sadie wasn’t even a little crazy. She was still sharp as a pinprick, and if she wanted a meeting, she had all the moral authority in the world. At ninety-four she had buried a son.

As Harper and her sisters had buried a father.

As their mother had buried a husband.

And not one of them understood how Samuel Crockett could be dead. In the space of a finger snap, the hurricane that had been his big, intense life had gone aground and dissipated long before any expert had predicted or expected.

She tried to cling to the silliness of the chicken chase, but it was fully gone. A tear escaped, and she swiped it away before it could traverse her cheek. They’d all cried plenty in the past days. Wasn’t that enough of a tribute to the man who’d inspired awe, respect, sometimes even adulation, but never warm, schmaltzy emotion?

Cole’s arm came around her, and he pulled her close. She felt his kiss on the top of her head.

“Look.” He pointed across the yard, past the working heart of Paradise Ranch with its barns, sheds, and cattle pens, to the view of Grand Teton National Park sixty-five miles away. In the deep purple sky over the mountains, one fat sunbeam had beaten back the rain clouds to create a brilliant rainbow. “I think that came out for you,” he said. “You’ve always known how to pull hope out of a rain cloud.”

How did he know to say something that would soothe her so perfectly?

“If only my father had shown me a fraction of that kind of insight. After all these years—that was really nice of you to say.”

“You weren’t big on letting us see your work when we were younger, but I still caught wisps of your talent. We all did. I know you still have it.”

She wanted to tell him then. She’d promised herself not to say anything to anyone about her news until after the funeral. This was not about her and her dreams—this was about her father and the end of his. She stared at the sky and, in her mind, mixed the oil colors that would approximate its vivid beauty on canvas.

Her fingers itched for her brushes. Her head and heart longed for a secluded room and an easel. But she hadn’t brought any supplies with her from Chicago. She’d contented herself with a sketchbook and case of pencils. This trip was not about escape, and a good daughter wouldn’t keep wishing for it. Then again, when had she ever been the good daughter?

The rainbow intensified. Cole held her more tightly. The rain slowed further, and after a few more moments, she realized it had stopped altogether.

“I guess we should go in. I volunteered to find Joely for purely selfish reasons—I wanted to get away.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“I should be in with the rest of the family. It seems better if I don’t spend too much time with Mia, and I was one step from having to organize food with her. Not a good plan.”

“Your Mia? Dr. Amelia Crockett, the very one who keeps all order and makes all peace? Why would you need to keep your distance from your sister?”

“Amelia moved out a dozen years ago and has never looked back. We haven’t lived together in all that time. But to her, I’m still the hippie screw-up, the sister who couldn’t be organized if her life depended on it. She’s a lot like Dad. I get tired of her telling me what to do as if I don’t understand the world.” She laughed humorlessly. “She was always the border collie, and I was the sheep she couldn’t get into the pen.”

“I miss the border collies,” he said. “Loved the ones we had. But Mia is no border collie, Harpo. She doesn’t care where the sheep go—she’s only worried about her own destination. She’s more like a bloodhound.”

“I disagree. Mia could organize squirrels to line dance if she wanted to. Sorry. I’m speaking ill of your ex.”

Harper hoped no old bitterness bled through the words. Childhood pettiness had no place in their lives anymore, especially at a time like this.

“I love Mia,” he said, “and I’m sorry things are strained between you. But ‘ex’ is the operative word here, so I’m not necessarily on her side. I think this is a hard time, and you sisters haven’t been around each other enough to smooth things over. Give it time.”

“Okay, enough of the sensitive cowboy.”

That was another thing she was remembering about Cole. For a ranch-loving cowboy, he’d always been accused of having a streak of insight and chivalry in him that most macho guys lacked. The soul of a cowboy poet. It was why he’d once juxtaposed so well with the straight-shooting, ultra-efficient Amelia.

“Hey, I’m no cowboy anymore. At least not most of the time.”

“Oh yeah,” she said, glad to leave talk and thoughts of Mia behind. “You have some sort of mechanic’s job now.”

“I work for a company that contracts out big-machinery mechanics to anyone who needs them. It’s not a bad fit for me during the summer. I always liked working on the equipment around here and home. I’m staying on here through the winter now, though. I left the other job early when I heard about your dad. Leif and Bjorn will need all the help they can get, and I was coming back in three weeks at the beginning of September anyhow.”

Her heart squeezed at the mention of Leif and Bjorn Thorson. Leif had been her father’s right-hand man for forty years. His son, Bjorn, was now the best foreman any ranch owner could ask for. They were devastated by the loss of their tough, savvy boss. Harper felt worse for them than she did for herself.

“You’re a good guy, Cole. It can’t be easy for you to come back since the Double Diamond was sold.”

He shook his head. “I was really angry at first. But not at your father like you might think. He did my dad a favor by buying him out so we didn’t have to sell to developers. But I was furious at my father for giving up. For selling off our legacy.”

“And still, you came back to work for the enemy.”

“I got over it. I understand what happened to the Double Diamond, and my father made the only choice he could. But I won’t lie. I’m not letting it out of my sight, and I’ll stick around until I can get it back. I’m damn close, Harpo. I’d almost convinced Sam he didn’t really want to keep that little piece of property.”

“It is a gorgeous hunk of land.”

“The Double Di was in my family as long as Paradise has been in yours. I’d like to be the one to restore the legacy.”

“Ironic.”

“What is?”

“Out of four tries and six children, my dad didn’t get a son—or even a daughter—who wants this place as much as your father’s one child wants his. You lost yours to our passel of ingrates.”

“I wasn’t going to say it.”

“Hey.” She frowned. “You’re not supposed to agree with me.”

“Hey.” He echoed her. “This is an astounding legacy you girls walked away from.”

She felt the slight, sudden tension. “C’mon, Cole. You know how he was. It was impossible to fall in love with a place that was run like a cross between boarding school and a tough-love boot camp for delinquents.”

“I do admit, your father was the nicest asshole I’ve ever known.”

The accurate oxymoron drew rueful laughter from Harper, and the tension dissipated. “Yeah. And nobody said that out loud at the service did they?”

“Funerals aren’t for honesty. You know that. And Sam was a good man. He wasn’t cruel.”

“Just obsessed,” she said.

“Exacting. Demanding.” He nodded.

“Arrogant.” Harper sighed. “He chose Amelia to take over, but in truth I think he had his best chance at an heir with Raquel. He lost her when the other two triplets left. She wasn’t about to stay here alone. Besides, my father’s hired workers always did better dealing with his rigidness than we did.”

“If you did your job around him, showed a little initiative, based on his standards, of course, he left you alone,” Cole said. “On the other hand, look what he built because of those standards. This place is spectacular. The man was brilliant.”

“He was that.”

She looked up, surprised to see they’d left the chicken coop and nearly reached the long, triple-level back deck of the big log ranch house, surrounded by its trellises of stunning blue and lavender morning glories—her mother’s favorite flowers. The chickens might have the Hilton because of her father, but the family had this warm, wonderful place, Rosecroft, because of their mother. Bella Crockett had designed and decorated the big house, planning its charm from the ground up, including the name because she’d fallen in love with the tradition of naming homes during a trip to Scotland in her youth. It was the one place on Paradise Ranch Harper always missed.

To her surprise, Cole picked up her hand and squeezed it between both of his. He’d held it plenty of times in their lives—after she’d been teased on the school bus, the first time she’d been bucked off a horse—but the strong, long-fingered, broad-nailed hand engulfing hers caused as much trembling as it did comfort. “The bottom line is Sam Crockett left us too soon.”

“Not that long ago, sixty-eight would have been old,” she murmured.

“He might have been an ass once in a while, but your father was not old.”

She nodded and sighed. “I figured he’d live forever.”

They both hesitated, as if heading up to the back door was something neither of them wanted.

“I hear you’re not staying long,” he said. “That’s too bad. Are you sure you don’t want to hang around another week or so? Take some rides around the old place, for the heck of it?”

She debated only a moment before lifting her eyes to his, a slow burn of excitement taking the place of heavy sadness. “Can I swear you to secrecy?”

“Ah, intrigue. Sure.” He crossed his heart, eyes sparkling.

“Tristan, you remember me talking about him? He booked me a gallery showing.”

The genuine pleasure in Cole’s eyes thrilled her. “Seriously?”

She nodded, and before she could elaborate he crushed her into a bear hug and twirled her in place hard enough to swirl her wet skirt in a dripping circle.

“Tristan. He was that hippie-assed boyfriend of yours, right? The one who promised to make you famous?”

Tristan Carmichael was her de facto manager—a fellow artist with far more connections than Harper would ever have. He’d been a . . . What? A lover for a while. But a boyfriend? She laughed. “He’s definitely not my boyfriend.”

“Not what I heard.”

She frowned at his teasing and finger-flicked him on the shoulder. He laughed and set her down. “The point is, Tristan found a small, classy private gallery and gave them three of my paintings. The owner loved them, sold one the day he put it on display, and he agreed to host a full show. It’s scheduled to open a week from tomorrow.” Her words came in a rush now. “The gallery is called Crucible—it’s on the lakefront in Chicago—and I have a million things to do to get ready . . . ”

He bent. To the shock of her entire body, he slipped a kiss onto her mouth, and she froze. Wrong. This was very wrong. But the kiss fit as if it had been custom made for her lips. Sparklers zipped to life deep inside her belly, and she closed her eyes when she should have pulled away. Whatever scent or aftershave it was that made him smell like a spicy movie star turned her knees to rubber, and she couldn’t stop drinking it in.

As kisses went, it was simple. No tongue, no sound. He opened and closed his mouth so lightly on her bottom lip she should barely have felt the butterfly touch, yet shivers rolled down her neck and across her shoulders like explosions.

This was insane.

She gasped and pulled away, avoiding his eyes. “Cole, no. We can’t . . . ”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Mia is—”

“No longer anything except a friend.” He turned her face gently with one finger, so she had to meet his smiling eyes. “But still, I know that was too quick. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Especially if there’s anyone else—I didn’t even ask. I honestly just got excited for you.”

Mia was more than his friend. She was and always would be his ex-girlfriend, lover, almost fiancée. No matter how strained her relationship with her sister might be, Harper would never do the stealing thing. The comparison thing.

“There’s no one else.”

She stared, dumbstruck at herself. That wasn’t what she’d intended to say.

“Well, then. That’s good.” He let her go. “And for the record? It was a good kiss.”

It definitely had been that.

“And congratulations on the art showing. I know this is your dream.”

“Uh . . . ” She scrambled to regain her composure. “It is. But don’t tell anyone.”

“Why would you keep it a secret?”

“I didn’t feel right celebrating it before Dad’s funeral. Tomorrow is soon enough.”

“Okay. But then you’re shouting it from the rooftop.”

Her composure wouldn’t quite cooperate by fully returning, but Cole looked down at their clothing and made a face that at least dispelled her awkwardness.

“We’d better go in. I’ve pushed the limits of your grandmother’s timeline. I was supposed to have you back ten minutes ago. She didn’t seem much inclined to be patient.”

“Grandma gets what she wants, that’s for sure. But I’m sure it’s something simple like what to do with all the flowers. It has to be.”

She looked to him for confirmation, but a surprising shadow of concern crossed his eyes. “I don’t know,” he said. “In all honesty I got out of the house to procrastinate, too. I had the weird feeling this meeting might be something we all wish it weren’t.”





Chapter Two


THEY HADN’T BEEN in the house ten seconds before they were accosted by Amelia, a wineglass and a dishtowel clutched in her hands, her long brown hair spilling from a bun-like thing on the top of her head. Cole knew the harried look—the one she wore whenever she took on too many tasks at once.

“Where in the world were you two?” Mia scolded like the chickens he and Harper had just corralled.

“Relax, it’s okay,” he said. “Got into some chicken wrangling. Harpo saved the day and rescued a bunch of escapees.”

“Oh, for the love . . . ” Mia shook her head. “Mother let some of the little kids go see the chickens. They probably left the gate unlatched. I told her—”

“Mia, don’t worry,” Harper said softly. “They’re all back where they belong. No need to say anything about it. I’ll go change as quickly as I can.”

“Fine. Yes, go, go, hurry.” Mia swapped her annoyance for bustling marching orders. “Grandma and Mother are already waiting in the study.”

“Do you have anything to change into?” Harper looked at him. “I can probably find you something of . . . Dad’s.” Her voice caught.

Warmth at her emotional offer spread through his chest. “It’s okay. I’m staying in the guest room for now. My things are there. Thanks, Harpo.”

She nodded; gave a quick, sad smile to her sister; and headed out of the kitchen. Mia sighed and shook her head.

“You picked a brilliant time to jump into champion mode, Cole. Honestly, she was really chasing chickens?” She turned with a scowl, set the wineglass on the counter, and hung the towel neatly on a holder. “You didn’t have to fall into her crazy, you know.”

“In fact she told me to go in and not get wet, but I ignored her. Look, Harper isn’t crazy, she’s fine. She used this as a little bit of therapy, I think. Be nice now.”

“Sure, she’s fine. Harper is always fine.” For the first time, bitterness crept into Mia’s voice—an echo of what he’d heard earlier in Harper’s. “It doesn’t surprise me a bit that she disappeared to drench herself in the rain with chickens. It’s typical, actually. She’ll say it inspired her. She’ll probably wander off now and paint them, complete with her wackadoodle colors to ‘express the emotion.’ ” The prickles in her voice made him turn to her with gentle chastisement.

“Let me say it again. Be charitable, Mia. Nobody is doing well today. Pretty much anything goes for crazy emotions, don’t you think?”

She immediately bowed her head and covered her eyes with one hand. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’re allowed the emotions, too.” He reached for her hand and squeezed it.

She allowed the tiniest uptick of a smile. “Kind as always. It’s good to see you again, Cole. I’m sorry we haven’t had much time to catch up.”

“We will,” he replied. “Everything’s good in New York?”

“It is. I applied for a new job in the hospital—chief resident in pediatrics. I’ve been working on pediatric surgery rotations, and the last step in certification is to hold a position of leadership. If I’m lucky I’ll have my certification this time next year.”

“Pediatric as well as general surgery. Impressive goals, as usual. Will we have to call you Dr. Dr. Crockett?”

“Sure. I’m that arrogant.” She actually smiled. “Don’t be ridiculous. Now go. Get cleaned up. You look like you’ve been mud wrestling.”

He looked to where Harper’s swinging black braid was disappearing through the dining room attached to the kitchen. He didn’t know what had happened to him outside, but whatever it was, he wished he could re-create that chicken dive and have Harper’s head wind up cushioned against his arm for a little while longer. It wasn’t mud wrestling—but getting down and dirty with her again . . . He turned back to Mia.

“I’m happy for you,” he said. “Good luck with the job. When do you find out?”

“A couple of months yet. The beginning of November. It sounds a little puffed up, I know, but I’m fairly confident.”

“I’m sure you have every reason—as usual. See you in a few minutes.”

He was lucky. Rarely could a person spend six years dating someone, mutually and completely agree to separate, and remain genuine friends. He loved Mia, but they’d accepted long ago they’d never really been in love. It would take the family even longer than the two years that had already passed to believe they’d never get back together.

AS HE WENT through the huge dining room and the smaller sunken living room—smaller but still spacious enough to host a presidential reception—Cole smiled at Bjorn and Melanie Thorson and two of their kids, and a remaining handful of Bella’s relatives who were staying in the tiny nearby town of Wolf Paw Pass. Rosecroft could have been an ostentatious monstrosity, with its nine bedrooms and five bathrooms and all this space on the main floor, but despite the size it embraced its people like a much smaller cottage. Bella had always seen to the friendliness of her home. The furniture was upholstered in reds, maroons, and subtle oranges—and their conversational groupings on thick, pale blue area rugs made the space warm as a sunset.

He climbed the wide wooden stairway to the second floor and followed the airy hallway to his temporary room at the end of the house. Each of the girls still had her own bedroom, despite the fact that the triplets had moved out five years ago and none of the sisters had lived here since each had left for college.

The guest room was simply decorated in blue and white, with a view toward the mountains, an attached bathroom, and shelves filled with books of every genre. The walls were decorated with photographs of Paradise Ranch—amazing images he knew had come from Harper’s camera. The girl was artistic in more ways than painting.

Harper.

He stood by the bed and shucked off his soaking shirt, glad to have the cold, mucky fabric off his body. His mind moved from his moment in the mud with his old best friend, to that unplanned kiss they’d shared.

Absolutely unplanned.

In all truth, he couldn’t say he’d never imagined kissing her. Seeds of feelings for Harper that were more than friendship had been germinating longer than he’d ever admit out loud, but she’d never seemed interested—and Mia had. He couldn’t explain what had made those feelings sprout today after so many dormant years. Sure, he’d spent a lot of time talking to Harper the past Christmas, for the first time in years. And, yes, after that, he’d found himself unable to stop wondering about her: how her painting was progressing or how the community education classes she taught were going. But those thoughts weren’t attraction—he’d simply rekindled the friendship they’d always had.

Seeing her today, however, all the latent thoughts he’d once had about her had risen out of hiding and boiled over: how unique among the six sisters she was; how soft-spoken she could be until her adamant, highly opinionated side would burst through; how sweetly curvy and feminine, like her Grandma Sadie, she’d always been, compared to the other five who’d gotten their mother’s taller, slighter build. Twenty minutes ago, wet and bedraggled and stubbornly determined to catch the damn chickens, she’d suddenly struck him as fifties-movie-starlet sexy. And stoic. And vulnerable. It had always been rare to glimpse Harper Crockett being vulnerable. She knew how to bury that weakness. In a way, Sam Crockett had taught that to all his girls. But Cole had fallen into, what had Mia called it? Champion mode.

Ridiculous. Harper might need, even appreciate, a shoulder to lean on, but she was no damsel in distress. She didn’t need a champion. God knew he didn’t need the complication of an attraction to her.

His dress pants came off, and he dragged on dry jeans.

Starting anything with Harper would be a fool’s pursuit. He had a plan, and it would not work with a long-distance relationship or a woman, however much he admired her and found her sexier than hell, who’d made it clear years ago that she wanted no part of ranch life. He’d told her already—he was going to get the Double Diamond back. It wasn’t an idle wish.

He was it. The last of his line. Poor health had robbed his mother of having more children. His father had been robbed of passing the Double Di down to his only son by timing and economy. Now all Cole had was his own brand of stubborn determination. He’d worked his ass off the past three summers, making great money in North Dakota, riding the oil-rich economy as a mechanic. He’d learned to repair everything from transport vehicles to parts of oil wells. He’d come back to Paradise in the winter, when the demand for manpower in North Dakota waned, and it was hard for Sam and Leif to keep help on the ranch for the harsh winters. He didn’t know how much longer the work in North Dakota would last, since oil prices were falling. But it didn’t matter. He was close—within a year or two of having enough money to buy his property back from Paradise.

And once he did, he wanted to make sure it wouldn’t leave his family again. He wanted a wife someday, one who’d love the land as much as he did. And he wanted kids. A passel of them, like Sam had raised.

Girls. Boys. He didn’t care. The difference would be, they wouldn’t want to leave.

So maybe the last parts of his dream were still in the wishing phase. It didn’t make them any less real.

He still had no right to push anything with Harper—it wasn’t fair to either of them. No matter that the kiss had been more than fun. It had scared him with its honest intensity. And Harper had shied from it like a day-old foal. He didn’t blame her. At the very least, he could admit that a day like today was not the best time to mess with the shaky status quo. Everyone’s heart was broken—his included. He hadn’t lied. He’d believed Sam Crockett would live forever. He’d liked the man despite his iron will and unbending vision.

And his death was going to throw a wrench into Cole’s goals. Sam alone had known the details of a potential sale.

He pulled on his favorite old V-neck sweater, ignoring the fraying cuffs and the slightly stretched-out hem. He didn’t need to be formal anymore. He pulled on clean socks and his worn boots, then longingly eyed his everyday Stetson sitting on the small desk by the window. He wished he could wear it—it always made him feel complete. On the job in the Midwest, they’d called him Cowboy, and it had made him unique. Here, it was who he was.

He didn’t want to go to the meeting Sadie had called. But she’d specifically asked for him and for Leif to attend. He couldn’t imagine what it was about, but he closed the bedroom door behind him and made his way down the stairs.

HARPER HESITATED AT the door to her father’s office, trying for the hundredth time to imagine what this meeting was about. She’d changed into jeans, a comfortable tank top, and a thigh-length, loose-knit cardigan that was her favorite “curl-up and get warm” sweater. Her well-loved Uggs would assure that Mia continued picking on her clothing, but she was beyond caring. Too many emotions took precedence over whether her sister thought she dressed like a crazy artist. Like what would Mia think if she knew Harper had just kissed her ex-lover? Did that matter?

With a deep breath, she entered the room and was swept away from every emotion but the conflicting ones over her father. She might have had her issues with him, but this room embodied everything Samuel Crockett had been—good and bad.

The office walls were navy blue, the masculine darkness offset by a lighter patterned area rug on the pine floor in blues and creams. The chairs and sofa were burgundy leather, the desk a massive cherry piece handed down from Sam’s father, Sebastian. Her father’s signature pipe tobacco, dark and spicy, had permeated the furniture and fabrics and hung in the air—as if his spirt stood watching in the background. An oil painting of him with his favorite horse, Smokey Jasper, hung in a row with portraits of Harper’s other Crockett relatives: Benjamin, her uncle, who’d died in Vietnam; her grandfather Sebastian, who’d been Sadie’s husband; and her great-grandfather Eli, who’d homesteaded the ranch in 1916. All the men looked alike—tall, broad-shouldered, sandy-haired, intense-eyed.

Harper turned from the memories and faced the living people in the room. Cole wasn’t there yet, but her mother, tall and regally beautiful in a soft gray dress, smiled with stoic, buried grief. Beside her, leaning heavily on the black-and-red flowered cane, stood stooped-but-indomitable Grandma Sadie.

Brilliant, organized, no-nonsense Amelia held a deep discussion with Bjorn. The triplets, Raquel, Kelly, and Grace, her adorable, accomplished baby sisters named for their father’s favorite two movie stars, sat in front of their grandmother. And then there was Joely, standing like a sunbeam in the middle of the room—the only sister with their father’s light, honey-colored hair, and the one who could have worn puce- and mustard-colored pajamas to a state dinner and pulled them off. If Mia was brilliant and no-nonsense, Joely was her opposite—social and popular. The homecoming queen, the rodeo queen, and, six years ago, Miss Wyoming, she’d been the first and only sister to marry. That had been four years ago, and Joely was still, and probably always would be, beauty queen stunning.

The sisters represented the entire breadth of the country now. Harper liked her crazy life in Chicago with her painting and teaching. Mia had her surgical practice in New York and seemed to love it there. Joely lived in California with her husband, Tim, and the triplets were in Denver with their very successful organic coffee shop and restaurant called Triple Bean.

Each of them had found success in her own right. Just not at ranching—to their father’s now-permanent sorrow.

“You okay, little Harpo?”

She looked into Leif’s familiar old face and tears finally threatened. By “little” he meant, of course, to invoke the spirit of the Harper he’d watched grow up. With all the surreal emotions sitting on her heart, today she felt just shy of ancient.

She accepted his hug, feeling a touch of desperation in the old cowboy’s embrace. He’d been hired for this job by Sebastian practically upon getting of the boat from Norway almost fifty years earlier. Now he was a true American cowboy—right down to his handlebar mustache and bowlegs.

“I’m okay, Leif, but how about you?”

“It’s hard. Didn’t think I’d outlive two Crockett bosses. But we’ll go on.”

Her mother appeared quietly beside them and rested her hand on Leif’s arm. “Yes, we will. Hello, sweetheart,” she said, turning to Harper.

“Oh, Mama.” Harper kissed her cheek. “Is this meeting something you have to do now? It’s not too hard on you?”

She smiled, a wounded half-lift at the corner of her mouth. “Sadie is adamant that we tell you girls how your dad left things, and the triplets have to leave tomorrow. No, I don’t want to do this, but we have to. It’s all right.”

“It doesn’t sound like you have good news.”

Her mother cupped her cheek. “Not the best. Come sit down and you’ll see.”

A boulder dropped into the pit of Harper’s stomach.

“Ah, there’s our boy.” Her mother turned Harper to face the door.

Cole stood just inside the room. The sound around her seemed to fuzz in her ears, and all Harper could discern was her own thumping heart. The sensation lasted only a few beats before she shook it off; still, he was a sight for sad eyes. The dress shirt and loose tie were gone. In their place was a softly worn gray sweater that hugged his frame the way Harper would have like to. It showed off his strong, muscled chest and shoulders and his tapered waist and hips. Below that, his long, denim-clad legs led her to the toes of his cowboy boots, which looked as worn and as comfortable as her suede Uggs.

He reached her with an unhidden smile and followed her to an armchair, indicating without words she should sit. He perched beside her, and without a single touch he eased the anxiety churning inside.

Grandma Sadie rapped on the desk with the handle of her cane and the talking ceased immediately. All eyes turned to their matriarch like subjects to a queen.

“I know you’re all displeased with me for pulling you away from guests and food and chickens and whatnot.” Sadie’s voice, naturally forceful, had mellowed with age. Harper took in her wizened grandmother’s snow white hair and naturally pleasant features, and she caught a knowing little smile at the word chicken. “I’m sorry for that, but even though this is one of the hardest days of my life, of all our lives, the rest of the world doesn’t stop. And business must be discussed.”

“You don’t need to do this.” Her mother’s soft voice juxtaposed with Grandma’s slight rasp. “I can handle—”

“Isabella, you sit now and let the children comfort you. I don’t have much left to do on this earth, but I can still act the part of the testy old matriarch. Your time will come quite soon enough.”

“Don’t say that, Grandma,” Kelly said. “Today we need to think you’re staying with us forever.”

“Hush, child. I appreciate the sentiment, but that’s far from the point. I have called you all here today because you’re entitled to know the state of the ranch your father left to you, and the struggle your mother has in front of her. Let me say right up front that Bella has my highest respect. If my Sam was the backbone and heart of Paradise Ranch, she’s been the blood. And Leif and Bjorn have been the muscle and bone.”

Sadie’s pale eyes slid around the room, missing nothing, hiding nothing.

“The rest of you,” she continued, “have fallen far short over the past decade. And we are about to pay the piper.”

A punch to Harper’s heart was echoed by the collective gasp around the room. A quick glance proved that everyone felt the sting of the blunt criticism.

“Oh, Sadie, come now—” Her mother stood.

“No, Bella.” Grandma Sadie put up a hand. “This is not the time for pussyfooting. Paradise is in trouble, and the girls need to know it.”

“Trouble?” Harper blurted out the word. “What possible kind of trouble? I don’t understand.”

“That is true. You could not understand.”

She took in her sisters’ faces; each one looked like someone had slapped her puppy. Harper couldn’t deny the sense of guilt building inside, but there was no point in acting wounded now. They’d all made choices.

“Then it is good you called us here. Sounds like we need . . . enlightenment.”

Cole rested a hand on her shoulder and gave her a thumbs-up.

“Thank you,” Sadie said. “Enlightenment is a good word. Something neither I nor your mother could ever get your father to embrace. He insisted the problems no longer concerned you girls. He was not going to use the threat of financial deterioration to guilt you into coming home. I, however, have no such compunction. I’m very old. Too old to mince words. Paradise Ranch is, for all intents and purposes, nearly out of money. And everybody in this room needs to think about what’s going to happen next.”

Another round of gasps and murmurs spilled through the office. Out of money? Harper’s jaw slackened. Only three faces besides Grandma Sadie’s registered no shock—her mother’s, Leif’s, and Bjorn’s. It wasn’t at all clear yet how long this had been brewing, but obviously the topic was not new to the family leaders.

“All right,” Harper said, since even super-practical Mia was still staring dumbly. “What exactly do we need to know?”

“To start with, you all need to understand that the cost of every single basic need on this ranch has skyrocketed in the past decade: fuel, feed, equipment repair, wages, transportation, veterinary care. Everything.”

“But hasn’t the price of beef gone up as well?” Cole asked. “The cattle industry is in a boom period—aren’t the rising costs covered?”

“Cattle ranchers across the country took a big hit several years ago when that wasn’t the case. Ranchers were forced to diversify to survive.”

A sudden spark of angry understanding ran through Harper’s body and she stood. “You mean they’re calling in the oil and gas companies.”

“That’s always been an important option. It’s long-term security if there’s oil on the land,” Amelia said.

“It’s no option.” Harper tried hard to tamp down the surge of annoyance that rose like one of the oil wells they obliquely discussed. “How could you forget what happened to Martin Buckner?”

“You’ve always blown that out of proportion, Harper,” Mia said.

“And you never saw it for yourself.” Harper held back her anger with effort.

None of the others had seen the devastation that day. Harper had been eight, and she still didn’t know why she’d been with her father the day he’d gone to help Mr. Buckner, a neighboring rancher, with some equipment problems. She’d been in a barn with the Buckners’ kids when she’d heard the explosion. She rushed out with everyone else to see the oil geyser—something she’d been told over and over was so rare as to be nonexistent with modern wells. Not only had the chaos that had followed scared the devil out of her, but the revolting mess left by the oil, spread over acres, had also made her extract a promise from her father. He’d never let that happen to Paradise Ranch.

She’d made it clear from that young age on that if she ever ran a ranch, it would be different. To the endless teasing of family and friends, she’d thrown herself into learning about the environmentally green side of life. She’d forced her mother to recycle and her siblings to conserve water and her father to treat his cattle and all animals with the least amount of chemicals and pharmaceuticals he’d agree to. They indulged her to a point, but she’d been the tree-hugging, weirdo hippie Wyomingite ever since.

The epithets had long since ceased to bother her.

“If we’re in trouble, we need to consider everything,” Mia said.

“We?” Harper replied. “Who is ‘we’? Grandma’s right, none of us has been here recently. There’s no ‘we.’ ”

“Harper, your father took your oil concerns seriously,” her grandmother said. “He wasn’t one of the landowners who looked into drilling. But because of that, he made some other investments that didn’t work out as well.”

Surprise didn’t begin to describe Harper’s reaction to such news. When had her father ever listened to her?

“Fine,” Mia said. “But we have fifty-thousand acres. We’ve always been able to run enough cattle to do well.”

“It’s been a slow, steady decline,” their mother said. “In the past six years, your dad had to reduce herd sizes in order to let some workers go and pay off immediate debts. Leif is looking at only three extra hands this winter, including himself—and we’re running only thirty-five hundred head.”

“Really? That few men?” Cole asked. “Down from eight last winter. How are beef prices?”

“They’re good,” Bjorn replied. “But building back up is taking a very long time, and the costs per cow have skyrocketed. If we could get ourselves up to eight thousand head and hire back some hands, we’d have a chance. The problem is the debt load. Sam invested in a couple of businesses that didn’t pan out.”

With a gush like a broken dam, Harper and her sisters surged into speech at the same moment. Her head spun in the chaos, mostly because she couldn’t comprehend how a ranch with a helmsman as adept as she’d always heard Sam Crockett had been, could fall into such disastrous straits. She took out her frustration in the form of questions right along with the others, and it took Sadie with the help of Leif long moments to quiet them.

“We will have time for all these questions,” her grandmother said. “But the reasons for the problems on the ranch are not our first priority. The important issue is that your mother cannot run Paradise alone.”

“I don’t want to run it alone,” her mother said, clarifying the point. “Not without your father.”

“You’re smart enough to run anything, Mama,” Grace said.

“Thank you, sweetheart. But it has nothing to do with intelligence. Paradise Ranch is not my legacy.”

“And that’s why I insisted we call this meeting,” Sadie continued. “It is not my legacy either, although it certainly has fallen to the women to figure things out. It is your legacy, girls.” She sent her piercing gaze once again over her granddaughters. “Your father left the ranch entirely to you six, and your mother. There are not too many options inherent in that bequeathal. In fact, you really only have two choices: one of you, or more than one of you, take over for your father, or you sell Paradise.”

“What?”

“What?”

“No way!”

The triplets’ exclamations emerged simultaneously. Harper shook her head at them—they had their own idiosyncrasies, she thought. The three had thoroughly distinct personalities, but they were still connected by the mysterious, slightly eerie thread that often made them seem like one conglomerate person.

“We’re not here to make that decision at this moment.” Her mother spoke quietly. “That needs very careful thought and discussion.” She roamed the room with her eyes. “Or maybe not. You all have such full and busy lives built far from Wyoming.”

It was telling, Cole thought, that nobody contradicted her.

“We can get through the next month or two talking about the options,” she continued. “But it’s the end of August, and starting next month, the cattle must be brought from the high range to winter-over. Then starts the pregnancy testing, shipping, weaning, fence riding, equipment repair . . . ”

“COLE, YOU COULD do it. You could take it over.” Grace spoke for the first time, her voice as quiet and calm as her name.

Harper looked at Cole. His eyes had gone wide and his mouth opened and closed without a sound. Finally he managed a choked, “Excuse me?”

“You could.” Grace smiled almost beatifically. She was the Crockett who most perfectly reflected her name—ever kind and gracious. “You know this place far better than we do anymore. We could hire you to be the . . . what?” She looked around as if for suggestions. “The manager, the CEO . . . ” She shrugged. “Heck, the King of Paradise.”

“That sounds vaguely blasphemous.” Raquel smiled, albeit a little wanly, and crossed her legs, showing off the rich, polished brown leather of cowboy boots beneath her long jewel-toned skirt. She was the rough-and-tumble compared to Grace’s feminine-and-refined. The three oldest girls had done plenty of exploring and tree-climbing and falling out of trees as kids, but Raquel had taken “tomboy” to a whole new level. She’d found the caves in the hills and collected the snakes and frogs. She’d never wanted to be the pirate princess. And she had a logic and thought process definitely inherited from their father. She was the closest Sam had come to having a son. If she’d had the will, Harper thought Raquel would have been the best choice of all to take over the ranch.

“No, ladies, it’s not me you want,” Cole said. “I’ve told your mama many times that running the Paradise isn’t in my blood. And I’m not here year ’round. I’m willing to help however I can, though. You know I have a vested interest in this place.”

“Are you still trying to buy your father’s section back?” Raquel asked.

“I am. No apologies.”

“You shouldn’t apologize. I admire you for working toward that.” She rubbed her forehead. “What about the rest of us? I feel awful now that Kelly and Grace and I have to bug out tomorrow. But our new location opens the day after that, and there’s nothing we can do at this late date. I guess that means, though, that we’re not the choices for new CEOs either.”

All three triplets wore expressions mixing regret with torn emotions. It was hard to begrudge them their conflicted feelings. They’d opened Triple Bean while they’d all still been in college. Between Kelly’s culinary arts degree, Raquel’s business degree, and Grace’s art and psychology double major, the little college endeavor had turned into a super-successful Denver business. They were opening a second branch of Triple Bean only a few years after graduation, and as far as Harper was concerned, the sky was going to be the limit for the three of them.

“Don’t you dare feel awful about anything,” Harper said. “You need to go back and make that new store a wonderful second success.” She took a deep breath and forged ahead. “I wasn’t going to say anything today, but I have to leave by the end of the week myself. I, ah, have a gallery showing of my paintings the following Friday. My first one. I promised to be around for the week in order to help with the preshow work. I’m sorry the timing is poor.”

With a squeal Kelly jumped from her chair and crossed the five feet to Harper’s chair. Ignoring Cole still on the arm, she grabbed Harper in a fierce hug. “Oh my gosh, that’s the most wonderful thing! I’m thrilled for you, Harpo.”

“Can it be rescheduled?” Amelia asked, out of the blue.

The room, which had started to buzz again, went still.

Harper closed her eyes and tried to call up her yoga Ujjayi breathing. “I probably should want to reschedule, Mia, but this show took years to get, and for me to renege at this point would screw my reputation, which isn’t all that big to begin with. I probably should love my father’s memory a little more, huh?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Harper. That isn’t what I meant.”

“Are you going to stay?” Harper asked.

“I have surgeries scheduled nonstop next week.”

“And can they be postponed?”

“All right,” Cole said. “That’s enough for now. Mia, we’re not in crisis this second. I think something your sister has waited for most of her life can take precedence.”

“I’m sorry,” Mia replied. “We’re all in shock, and I thought maybe she was looking for an excuse to get out of her commitment. It wasn’t meant to be a slam.”

“You’re right,” Harper said, reluctant to say much. “We have no idea about each other’s lives or priorities anymore. We had a bomb dropped on us after we’d already been through a disaster, and it’s hard not to get defensive. We should be more careful of each other’s fragile spirits right now.”

“Fragile spirits? If that wasn’t spoken like the gypsy artist you’ve always been.”

Anger flared again. “Is this your normal bedside manner?”

“Girls, that’s enough,” Bella said. “It’s time to put the big differences among you aside. You’ve always been six unique people, and that’s why you’re all creative and have found your own ways. Try to celebrate that.”

“No.” Grandma Sadie held up her hand. “I have to disagree, Isabella. It’s not time to coddle each other; it’s time for some ruthless honesty. I say it again. I’m a very old woman, and I remember back before what you young people call political correctness took over. We didn’t have time to say things we didn’t mean. Nor do we now, because the decision that must be made is going to change lives, mark my words. I’m not telling you what that decision should be, but it has to be made without the burden of secrets and hard feelings, or it’s going to ruin lives.”

“You,” she fixed her stare on Amelia, “are a wonderful doctor. Most commendable. You must figure out what’s important to you here, if anything is. There are no wrong choices, but you can’t not make a choice.

“You,” she turned next to Harper, “have always had a free spirit. I envy you, but live your dream and stop defending it as if it needs defending.

“Joely, you seem the most wounded by this. I know you think we don’t notice, but if there’s something wrong, you need to learn to tell your family.

“You three . . . ” For the first time, Sadie’s tired-but-firm mouth softened into a smile that actually looked like a grandmother’s rather than an ancient, exasperated monarch’s. “Our little caboose babies, as my mother used to call the youngest children. You’re making your ways, too, very impressively. I’m sorry this is being forced on your young shoulders.

“Finally, you, Cole Wainwright, the prodigal son. This ranch is not your responsibility, as you’ve so adamantly insisted. And you say you know where you’re headed. Make sure that’s truly where you want to go.”

As all the pronouncements settled on their recipients, Grandma Sadie took in the uneasy quiet without apology. “That was too many words for me to say and too many for you to hear. My part in this is over, and my purpose has been served. I will accept whatever decisions are made, but you had to know the problems are here to be dealt with. I’m tired. I’m going upstairs to my bedroom, and I’m going to weep again for my son. But lest you think the last tough-minded Crockett is gone, think again. You are each more like your father than you’ll ever admit.”

Sadie eased her way slowly from behind Sam’s desk, leaning heavily on her cane. For all her forceful words, she suddenly did look tired and a little frail, stooped in her plain black dress, snowy pearls stark against her chest, and her thick white curls starting to relax from the long, sad, rainy day. Leif and Bjorn followed her through the room, each on an arm. She stopped in front of Harper and placed a warm, gnarled hand on her cheek.

“My sweet Harper Lee. Find your common ground with Amelia. You two are the keys.”

For the first time, Harper felt the full force of guilt, resentment, and sorrow. She kissed her grandmother and offered a hug, which the old woman accepted. “I don’t think we can be as wise and tough as you are, Gram,” Harper said. “I’m certainly not.”

“Well, you have to start thinking differently. If anyone can change the course of her long-held ideas, it’s you. You have the imagination for it.”

Once Sadie was gone, the room burst into noise again, but Harper had no heart for the arguments and questions. Her mother sat quietly at the desk, her face a mask of endurance, while her girls talked around each other like traders on the stock exchange. After five minutes, Harper could stand it no longer. She moved to the front edge of the desk, sat on its gleaming surface, and placed two fingers in her mouth. She let loose a window-rattling whistle.

“Excuse me?” Amelia’s brows furrowed at the interruption.

“Sorry,” Harper said, smiling despite the tension. “A ten-year-old community ed art student taught me how to do that. I think we need to stop and all take time to think. This moment isn’t the time to make a decision. The movie stars have to leave, but Mia, Joely, and I have five days yet, which gives us time to look at all the options, and we can keep in touch with Kel, Rocky, and Gracie.” She twisted to look behind herself. “Is that okay with you, Mama?”

“It sounds perfect,” she replied.

“We’ll make something work out,” Joely said. “There are six of us. We can keep Paradise. We’ll figure it out.”

That’s when Amelia stood. With a calm that almost chilled the room, she stared at the group. “For once I agree with Harper,” she said at last. “This is the wrong time to be making maudlin promises.”

“Aw, c’mon, Mia.” Grace looked up. “This is a maudlin day. An awful day. We can’t be logical and detached either. Doesn’t the thought of losing Paradise double the pain of losing Dad?”

“On the contrary.” Amelia’s voice remained calm. “It should be clearer than ever. Paradise Ranch drove us all away, and it killed our father, just as it killed his father. I, for one, don’t intend to let it kill any more of us.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Joely turned from the huddle. “Dad loved this place.”

“Dad sacrificed everything to this place, including his family.”

“That isn’t true, Amelia,” their mother said, with the same quiet intensity her daughter exuded.

“It is true, Mother. Don’t get me
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