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Chapter 1
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Jack entered the small town of Santo Milagro in a plume of red dust. His shiny new Ferrari was not meant for dirt roads and was so covered by dust it was indistinguishable from every other car in town unless you spied the fancy wheels or the logo on the trunk. He drove slowly down the three blocks of Main street, shaking his head at the potholes and lack of pavement. Slowing to a stop in front of the only saloon in town, he checked his instructions again. Yes, he knew about GPS capabilities, but he had been warned about the absence of a signal out here. Sitting back in his seat, he gaped as a tumbleweed rolled down the street. Why would anyone choose to live here? He didn’t see any signs of life other than an old man with some dogs a block down.

Jack read the sideways-hanging sign creaking loudly as it swung back and forth. ‘uck Horn loon’... close enough. He pulled into one of the diagonal parking spots and looked sadly at the reflection of his not-so-shiny car in the darkened windows. The sounds of playful barking and shutters clacking in the breeze joined the creaking sign, reminding him of the movie Tap.

When he opened the car door and put a shiny, black shoe down, he was rewarded with another cloud of dust. The dogs he’d seen on the corner came running over, kicking up more dust as they vied for attention. Jack sighed and decided to let it go; there was no way he was leaving here without everything he owned being covered in dust. He took a shallow breath through his nose, squinting and trying not to breathe, as he ventured inside.

Greeted by a dark, beer-scented interior, it took a minute for Jack’s eyes to adjust. When they did, he was greeted by a plump, gregarious waitress wearing a bright, pink dress.

“Hello,” she said, smiling. “Welcome to the Buck Horn Saloon! I’m Alley. Is there anywhere, in particular, you’d like to sit?”

There were no other customers in the saloon, so Jack indicated a corner booth. The floor was old, scuffed, wooden planks but clean, a jukebox sat in the back next to a small dance floor, and bare bulbs hung from the ceiling served as lighting. “Are all of these photos local?”

“Yes! This saloon has been here since the 1800s. The photographs and memorabilia all have historical significance. If you’d like a guided tour around town, you should ask Randy, at the hotel. His brain is plumb full of knowledge.”

“That sounds interesting,” he fibbed, “but first, I have a meeting with someone named Sam.” Jack sat in the padded green booth and wiped at the sticky table with his handkerchief. He looked up as the doors swung open with a thwack, and in walked the most striking woman he had ever seen. Tall and slender with spiky, fire-engine red hair, she exuded understated confidence.

Alley elbowed him and giggled. “Seems like you have good timing, mister. There she is now!” She moved aside and said, “Hey, Sam!”

Sam smiled at Alley as she strode over and stuck out her hand. “You must be Jack.”

He stood and took her deeply tanned hand, his eyes quickly running up her trim, muscular arm to her beautiful face and unusual hair.

“What?!”

“I apologize.” The hard, uncompromising look in her green eyes surprised him, and he found himself sweating. “I expected to meet with an elderly man. My father instructed me on his deathbed to repay an old debt.”

Her eyes softened. “I was named after my dad. He passed away last year.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. My father left me a letter to read once I was with your father. It seems they were both a little too late. Why don’t we order a drink and see what he had to say?”

Sam narrowed her eyes and seemed to consider before nodding.

Alley hovered nearby. “Are you ready to order?”

“Modelo Negra, please, Alley.” Sam slid into the booth across from Jack”

“Hey! That’s my favorite! I’ll have one too.” Jack watched Alley leave. “She’s like a candle in a squalid cave.”

“She might not appreciate your description of her saloon, but she does add some cheer.”

Jack pulled out an envelope. “Would you like to read the letter, or shall I?”

“You read it.” Sam’s voice wavered.

Jack grew concerned about what might be in the letter. His father could be singularly tactless. “Do you want me to read it to myself first?”

“No, just read it aloud.”

He took his butter knife and slowly opened the envelope, pausing while Alley delivered their beers. The letter was hand-written on the same rich-looking parchment as the envelope.


Son, if you have followed my instructions, you are now sitting with your uncle, my brother, Samuel Olivares. A couple of years ago, I was in financial difficulties, and he lent me some money to keep my business afloat. I know that he put himself in a difficult situation to help me out, and I have worked hard to live up to the faith he had in me.

So, Sam, I have instructed Jack to return your money ten-fold upon my death. More than anything, I wish I could be there to return it to you in person. I wish I could give you one last hug and tell you how sorry I am and how much I love you.

This illness came upon me suddenly and I cannot, but I want you to know how much your generosity meant to me and my son in our time of need.

I love you, brother, and I hope you can get reacquainted with your nephew, Jack, and find joy in your extended family.


Jack glanced up and found Sam staring at him. He took a drink and remained silent as he watched her process the letter’s contents.

“Wow. All this time, I thought my dad had been swindled. I thought someone had taken advantage of him and caused him to work too hard and have a heart attack. I didn't even know he had a brother.”

“I didn’t know either. I wonder why they didn’t tell us.”

Sam and Jack stared at each other. Cousins. Jack had grown up with a father who didn’t seem to love him. Most of his life, he had tried to make him proud. He had thought he was alone in the world, but he wasn’t, and neither was Sam.

“Sam... I thought I was just coming here to repay a debt and was planning to leave right away, but you’re the only family I have, and I’m on vacation. I think it would be nice to get to know each other.”

“You should stay a while if you have time.”

They looked at each other, searching for some family resemblance.
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THE WESTERN-STYLE SALOON doors swung open again with such force the capacity sign fell off the wall and shattered. “Who’s the joker off-roadin’ in the flash-mobile?” a man bellowed, rolling his eyes and giving a booming, fake-sounding laugh.

Sam’s lips formed a thin line, and her eyes glinted dangerously.

“You get out of here right now, Peter!” Alley lost some of her composure and poked him in the chest. “I don’t want any trouble from you today.”

“Aw, come on, sugar. You know you still love me.” He smirked.

Sam stood, knocking over her drink.

“You sit back down, cowgirl. This is none of your concern.”

Jack took Sam’s hand and nodded toward where she had been sitting. She jerked her hand away but slowly sat back down. Jack got out of the booth and strode over to Peter, extending his hand. He was a good head taller and twenty years younger, causing Peter to lose a little of his bluster, but not much. “I hear you don't think much of my ride.” Jack smiled without mirth. “How about you and I take a little stroll?”

Despite not wanting Jack to feel like he had to fight her battles, Sam was impressed by his assuredness. He reminded her of a jaguar, tall and lithe, with wavy black hair. He managed to command respect with the utmost restraint. Peter, on the other hand, was all ‘sound and fury, signifying nothing,’ as Faulkner would say.

“I’ve got business right here.”

“No, you don’t, you snake! You stole my land and my house. There’s nothing more you can do.” Alley crossed her arms and stepped back defensively.

Peter’s evil chuckle gave Sam goosebumps. “You a little behind on the mortgage, sugar? ‘Cause I’ve got a banker owes me a favor.” He looked her in the eye until she looked away, then gave Jack a shove on the way out. “You mind your own business, pretty boy!”

Sam rushed to Alley, hugged her, and led her to the booth.

“I don’t know why he has to be so mean.” Alley’s hands shook.

“I don’t know either, but we’re not going to let him take the saloon. I wonder what he’s got on Mark.”

“Who’s Mark?”

Both women stared at Jack with surprise.

“I forgot you were here. Jack, this is Alley Carruthers. She owns the saloon. Mark’s her brother. Alley, this is my cousin, Jack.”

“Your cousin! How exciting!” Alley exclaimed with her usual enthusiasm. “I didn’t realize you had a cousin!”

“I didn’t either. We just found out.”

“Here we should be celebrating, not worrying about Peter and his plans. Let me bring another round.”

As she bustled off, Sam squinted at Jack. “How much money did you bring for my dad? Would it be enough to pay off a smallish loan?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t opened it. Here, take a look.” He passed her an envelope.

Sam ripped it open and grew very still.

“What is it? Are you okay?”

She took a deep breath. “It’s more than enough. Did your dad leave you anything? Do you need some of this? It’s a lot.”

Jack smiled. “My dad left me plenty, and I have my own career. That is all yours to do with what you like.”

She stared at the cashier’s check, made out to Sam Olivares, and wondered what she should do with it. She certainly didn’t want Mark to get his hands on it.

“Sam, why would Mark foreclose on his own sister? Don’t they get along?”

“No, it’s not that; it’s Peter. He seems to have a little dirt on everyone, and he has a way of making people do what he wants.”

“Even you?”

“Yes, he has some photos, but when he tried to get to me, I told him to do his worst.”

“Not a terrible secret, then?” Jack raised his eyebrows.

“I suppose it depends on who you ask.” She grinned.

Alley set their drinks down. “What are you two smiling about?”

“Well... it just so happens my uncle left me a little money,” Sam explained. “Just enough to get us both out from under a certain banker's thumb.”

Alley’s eyes went wide and a little teary. “You would do that for me? I would pay you back. I promise.” She paused. “Mark’s not a bad person, and I know he loves me.”

“I know.” Sam put her slim hand on Alley’s. “This will take the pressure off Mark too.”

Alley nodded and began to cry in earnest.

“Why don’t you close up and take the afternoon off? I’ll sort things out with Mark once the check clears.”

Alley nodded and sniffed before shuffling over to the door and turning off the Open sign. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you. You’ve been my only real friend in this town, and I just...”

“We’ve all been through a lot, Alley. We’ll get through it together.” Sam gave her a kind smile and nudged Jack. “Come with me, cuz. I’ll show you to the hotel and introduce you.”

––––––––
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THEY WALKED THREE DOORS down to the Los Milagros Inn. Jack hadn’t even noticed it because all the storefronts blended together, giving the street an “old west” feel. Although the exterior wasn’t much to look at, the interior was ornate. Sam introduced Jack to Randy, the proprietor, then said, “I have some errands to run, Jack, but I’ll come back, and we can have dinner if you like?”

“That sounds great.”

After Sam left, Randy handed Jack a large brass skeleton key on a metal ring and smiled. “I’ll give you the grand tour on the way to Room 5.” As they went up the grand, central staircase, he said, “The elevator works sometimes, but my general rule of thumb is don’t take it unless you have to.”

Jack wasn’t sure if he was expected to laugh, so he coughed politely into his fist.

“There are toilets and a shower room on either end of the hall,” Randy continued. “If you have an emergency, like after Edna’s jalapeño surprise, there is a chamber pot out on your balcony.”

Jack’s eyes widened.

“All I ask is that you don’t use it inside the room and make sure you clean it before checkout. There is a fifty-dollar charge if you don’t.”

Jack started to sputter.

“Edna makes the surprise but expects reparations if someone tries to return it.”

Unable to hold it in any longer, Jack doubled over with laughter. “I’m sorry if that wasn’t a joke.” He gasped.

Randy looked at him with a twinkle in his eye. “I wondered how long it would take you to crack.”

“I was trying so hard to be polite,” Jack said, regaining his breath.

“I could see that. Just don’t laugh when you see Edna.” Randy chuckled.

“Is Edna your wife?”

“Lord, no, but she might as well be. She’s been giving me hell for thirty years."

Outside Room 5, Randy said, “If the key doesn’t work, just jiggle it. If there’s a fire, you can either brave the fire escape or slide down the banister. I find they are equally effective.”

Jack laughed and entered his room. When he turned to thank Randy, he wasn’t there. He peeked out the door, but his host had vanished. Shrugging, he closed the door and looked around. The room was sparsely furnished with an old-fashioned bed with giant, squeaky springs, a sink, a wardrobe, a chair, and a lamp. I won't be in here much anyway, but maybe I should have brought a book... and a toothbrush.

––––––––
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SAM HAD LIVED IN SANTO Milagro her entire life, except for college. It was home. She walked by Melissa’s shop, incense wafting through the open door. Tia waved from her nursery window across the street and motioned toward her new floral window display. Sam reminded herself to pay Tia a visit. The air was filled with the tantalizing aroma of grilled beef and onions as she passed The Ugly Orange Cafe. Her destination, Our Lady of Milagros, was not as tiny as might be expected.

Built in the 1800s, in southwestern adobe style, the community kept their place of worship in good condition. Sam entered through the heavy, wooden doors and saw Father Garcia sweeping the stone floor in front of the altar. Behind him, a handcrafted crucifix hung backlit on the wall, striking because of its size and relative simplicity. Two tall sconces stood on either side of the stone altar, and kneeling rails lined the front of the platform.

Father Garcia was an older gentleman, but it was impossible to guess his age. He wore a plain, black cassock, and his curly, gray hair was tousled by the wind. “Good afternoon, Samantha. It’s so good to see you.” He smiled and set his broom aside. “Have you come for confession?”

Sam glanced toward an unfamiliar middle-aged woman with long blond hair lighting a candle on the far side of the sanctuary, then shook her head. “No, I’ve just come to pray, Father.”

“You don’t have to be here to pray, you know. God hears you wherever you are.”

“It just feels more official when I’m here.” She smiled.

“You know, your abuela used to come here and pray. She was the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever met. She had a powerful faith. She even pulled me back from the brink once.”

Sam raised her eyebrows.

Father Garcia lowered his voice. “I sank into a deep depression, and my mind began to stray toward suicidal thoughts. I couldn’t hear God and thought he had abandoned me.”

“What happened?”

“Somehow, your abuela knew. She counseled me and prayed with me, then took me to the hospital.”

Sam stayed quiet.

“It took medication and therapy. I don’t know what caused the depression, but we are only human. All of us. And God will always take care of us and forgive us. He sent your abuela to help me in my darkest hour.”

“Forgive me, Father, but why are you telling me this?”

“I have seen you struggling, and I wanted you to know that I see a lot of her in you. God has a plan for you, and he will provide what you need.”

Sam lowered her head. “Thank you, Father. I needed to hear that.”

He smiled kindly and retrieved his broom before moving away to give her privacy.

Kneeling in one of the wooden pews, Sam bowed her head. She didn’t pray aloud, but she knew God could hear her.


Dear heavenly father, I think you have answered my prayer. My cousin Jack came to town today. He’s not really what I meant when I prayed for someone I could love and trust, but maybe family is what I need right now. I feel surprised and grateful, Lord. Thank you for answering my prayer. Please help me to find common ground with him and to allow myself to trust again. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen.


She crossed herself and stood, blinking away unshed tears.

––––––––
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WHEN JACK ARRIVED DOWNSTAIRS at the hotel restaurant, across from the reception desk, he saw a large A-frame chalkboard at the entrance. ‘Special: Edna’s jalapeño surprise’ was written in beautiful, cursive letters that reminded him of his grandmother. Looking through the doors, he saw that it wasn’t very busy, and most of the customers already had their food. He waited for Sam to arrive and wondered how brave he was after Randy’s colorful jokes.

He could sense Sam’s arrival before he saw her. He didn’t know why, but she exuded a pleasant, almost palpable energy. Once they were seated at one of the gleaming wooden tables, he said, “What exactly is the jalapeño surprise?”

“No idea,” Sam said, wrinkling her nose. “I think that’s why it’s a surprise.”

“Let’s order one just to see.”

“If you order something that starts with ‘Edna’s’ and you don’t eat it, she will come stomping out here to ask you why and then stand, tapping her foot while you do.”

“Come on. We have to order it now. It sounds like an experience I don’t want to miss!”

“You’ve been warned.”

A pretty, young server named Sally took their order. They decided on a steak dinner, a salad to share, and Edna’s surprise.

When the food arrived, Jack ate his salad and a piece of the steak and tasted the jalapeño surprise. He grinned at Sam, put his fork down, and waited.

“What are you doing?”

“After Randy’s jokes and your warning, I just have to meet this lady.”

There was a ruckus in the kitchen, after which the doors flew open, and a tiny, white-haired woman flew out of the kitchen, wearing a white apron and a pair of pince-nez glasses.

Jack smiled as she marched toward their table.

Hands on her hips, she asked, “Why are you smiling, young man?”

“I told my cousin, Sam, that I wanted to meet the incredible chef who made my dinner, and she told me the only way I could meet you was to not eat it. And here you are, just as she told me. Would you like to join us while we eat?”

Edna’s eyes sparkled, and she smiled so wide Jack thought her face might crack. “I would love to join you. But first, let me get you a warm plate and some dessert for Ms. Smarty Pants.” She whisked his plate away and headed for the kitchen.

Out she came with a piping hot plate, followed by a waitress carrying three pieces of pie and a bartender with three shots of apricot liqueur. She sat at the table and watched Jack enjoy his jalapeño surprise, answered his culinary questions without giving away her secrets, and surreptitiously watched him interact with Sam. Jack even shared a bite with Sam, who agreed it was delicious.

After they had finished her fresh pear pie and sipped their liqueur, they thanked her graciously and moved to the bar area so the waitresses could clean up.

“That rascal Randy told me all kinds of tales.”

“He always does; that’s why I wanted you to meet him.”

“Speak of the devil.”

“Hi, Randy.”

“Hello, my dear.” He turned toward Jack. “You’ve made our Edna very happy this evening. I have a special present for you.” He smiled as a bartender brought over a large fruit bowl-sized glass filled with frozen, green liquid and two straws. “It’s our new specialty, reserved only for customers who aren’t driving. Give it a try, and tell me what you think.”

They each took a sip. “This is really good! I was expecting a margarita taste, but it’s very delicate, not overly sweet.”

“Fruity. It doesn’t taste like alcohol at all.” Sam nodded.

“Yeah, be careful about that. There’s quite a bit in there.” He gave them a grin as he wandered over to another table.

“You’re sure good at making friends,” Sam said a little enviously.

“What are you talking about? They all love you.”

“They’ve known me my whole life. If I walked in here as a complete stranger, no one would even talk to me.”

“They are only talking to me because I’m with you.” Jack laughed. “Now, help me drink this behemoth.”

Glancing around the bar, he asked, “What is there to do around here?”

“We could go riding tomorrow.”

“ATVs?”

“Horses. Do you have any other clothes with you?”

“No.” He glanced down at his expensive business clothes. “I wasn’t planning to stay.”

“I have some you can use.”

He looked her up and down. “Even though we both seem to be of the long, narrow variety, I don’t think they’ll fit.”

Sam laughed. “Not my personal clothes. Clothes that will fit you.”

“Whew!”

They started talking about the ranch, had another fruit bowl of drink, and the time flew. At closing time, Jack said, “You’d better stay here tonight. I’d hate to lose my favorite cousin to a drunk driving accident.”

“I’m your only cousin.”

“Yes, I know. Steady there. Do you need a hand?”

“Nope.” She shook his hand off.

Once in Jack’s room, he pulled her over next to him in front of the mirror, almost causing both of them to land on the floor. “When I look at you, I don’t see myself, but we must have some similarities since our fathers were brothers.”

“The shapes of our eyes are the same.” Sam studied their reflections in the mirror. “It’s just hard to tell because there are four of us.”

“Our smiles are the same too.”

“Your nose is smaller, and your face is more oval.”

“My mom was Japanese, but there’s definitely some family resemblance.”

“Peter called you pretty boy.” Sam laughed. “I need to sleep,” she mumbled, falling across the bed.

Jack grabbed a blanket and made himself comfortable in the reading chair.
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The next morning, the ice broken, Sam said, “Why don’t you just stay at the ranch while you’re here. There’s plenty of room.”

“I don’t want to cause you any inconvenience.”

“It’s more inconvenient having to drive to town every day.” She laughed. “We should stop by the restaurant on our way out. They have a breakfast buffet, and I could use some coffee.”

“Sounds like a good idea. I am starving for some reason.”

Down at the restaurant, the chalkboard read ‘All You Can Eat Breakfast Buffet.’ Jack watched Sam as she worked her way through bacon, fried eggs, hash browns, toast, pancakes, yogurt, cereal, mixed fruit, and coffee. “You eat like a trucker. Where do you put it all?”

She squinted at him. “Look at your own plate, troublemaker.”

“You have a point, but still, most women I meet don’t seem to eat at all.”

“Everyone has to eat. Maybe they just do it when you’re not looking. Are you ready to go?”

“Sure. How far is your ranch?”

“About seven miles. That could take five to twenty minutes depending on the weather and the vehicle.” Once outside, Sam took one look at Jack’s blue-green Portofino and shook her head. “You’d better not leave that here. Why don’t you follow me, and we’ll put it somewhere safe.”

She leaped aboard her tractor, and it roared to life as Jack gingerly got into his precious car. He grimaced at the storm-sized cloud of dust the tractor was throwing at him as he followed her home.
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UPON REACHING THEIR destination, Jack looked around in awe. He didn’t know how much of the land belonged to Sam, but it stretched in every direction as far as the eye could see. The red cinder driveway spread between the house and three barns in the shape of a large speech bubble; not quite round, but not square either.

The large, white three-story wooden house and three barns reminded him of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. Papa bear was enormous. Jack imagined Sam kept equipment in there, like her tractor. The mama bear housed stables, and the baby bear, well, he wasn’t quite sure. Wooden post fences with gates separated the driveway from the fields, where field fencing crisscrossed and encircled the pasture. Pasture was not quite the word he was looking for. Yes, cows were grazing, but scraggly-looking plants, juniper trees, and boulders grew wild in red, clay-filled dirt. The sky seemed to stretch forever, with mountains in the distance. It’s beautiful in a wild way.

“Let’s get your car stowed, and I’ll give you a tour.” Sam hopped from the tractor. “The small barn will do, I think. We can give it a wash tomorrow if you want.” She grinned, then guided him into the barn and helped him get his things from the trunk. Sam kept talking as she moved from one location to another, and Jack missed most of it because he was too busy looking around.

At the house, Sam said, “Just leave everything here in the mudroom, and we can put it away later. My friend Melissa’s coming over tonight, but I’m sure she’ll be glad to meet you. We don’t have too much time, so we’d better get a move on. You do ride, right?”

“I have been on a horse once or twice, but not since I was a kid.”

“Great! It’s like riding a bicycle. You never forget!” She turned and shouted, “Roger! Bring out Ghost and Parsnip for us, will you?”

“Sure thing, boss!”

“It’ll be easier to get around on the horses. Oh! I forgot about your clothes. Come on!”

Sam led him back into the house and into a spare room behind the stairs. On the way, he noticed that they were being followed by a white cat with half a black mustache. His tail was pointing straight up, and he looked like he was keeping an eye on them.

“Someone is following us.”

Sam glanced behind him and smiled. “That’s Chiquito. I named him ‘little boy’ because he has that half mustache. He’s my buddy, but he usually hides when I have visitors. He seems pretty interested in you. Do you have a cat?”

“No, I’ve never had a pet.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Not even a goldfish?”

“My father didn’t want the hassle. I learned to stop asking after a while.”

They entered a nondescript room. There was a bed and a dresser, but no pictures or knick-knacks. The large walk-in closet, however, was full of men’s clothing and shoes in different sizes.

“See if you can find something that fits. There are underwear and socks in the dresser. I’ll be outside with the horses.”

She closed the door, and he could hear her footsteps recede down the hall as he turned his attention to the closet. T-shirts, flannel shirts, hoodies, and all types of jeans hung neatly, arranged by size. Athletic shoes and boots lined the floor, also by size. Jack’s mind spun, but he easily found everything he needed and quickly changed.

“Ooh, look at you!” Sam said when he joined her by the horses. “You look like a proper cowboy! This is Parsnip. She’s pretty easygoing, so you shouldn’t have any trouble with her.” She stuck an overturned five-gallon bucket by the left stirrup and held the reins while he mounted. “She’s been trained to turn using the reins together, so just hold them in one hand and use them to guide her.”

Parsnip pulled at the reins, bobbing and shaking her head. She moved forward and back, swishing her tail while Sam called to her horse, Ghost. Sam leaped aboard her horse much like she leaped onto her tractor, holding onto Ghost’s mane.

“Where's your saddle?” Jack asked, admiring her skill and athleticism.

“Oh, no need. Ghost and I are buds.” She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck. “Right. Let’s go!”

She pressed her legs against the sides of her horse and took off at a canter. Roger had opened the gate, so she flew right through, into a large field dotted with cows and juniper trees. Jack didn’t have to do anything except hold on because Parsnip didn’t want to be left behind. He did have to hold on, though. He almost came off his saddle when they began to move.

At the far end of the field, Ghost slowed to a walk. Sam pointed beyond the fence. “The creek and the land on the other side are all part of the ranch. We have guest cottages, stables, and a mess hall over there. People come here on vacation for fishing, riding, and water sports.”

“Is that why you have the field fenced off?”

“Partly. But there are also certain plants growing along the river bed that can make the cows sick. I’d rather not take any chances.”

Jack nodded and followed her to another fence. She leaned so far over he thought she might fall off her horse, but she got it unlatched and latched it back up behind them. The entire tour lasted two hours and ended with Sam pointing out another ranch. “The property line is just beyond this field. That’s Peter’s ranch. He bullied my dad, trying to get him to sell, and pressured Mark to call in his loan after he lent your dad that money. Dad worked hard alongside the ranch hands, trying to make enough to get it up to date by the deadline. He did it but then had a heart attack and ended up in the hospital. When he came home, I thought he was gonna be okay, but he died two weeks later from a second one.”

Jack could see her fighting not to cry.

“I blamed his death on anyone and everyone, including your father.” She looked at him with shame. “The anger kept me going, but its been poisoning me. It’s time I try to let it go.”

This cousin of mine is really amazing. Love and admiration welled up in him like nothing he had ever felt before. And the funny thing was, it wasn’t a romantic love; it was brotherly... cousinly? He caught himself before he laughed.

“Am I amusing you?” Sam demanded.

“No! I was just thinking about how amazing you are and how it seems like I somehow know you. It’s like my heart knows you’re family and loves you already. Does that make sense?”

“Grandma always told me love is our greatest treasure. She said without it, we aren’t really living. I thought I found it once...” She looked sad and angry, then her face took on the stoicism he had seen when he met her. “Let’s get back. We should clean up before Melissa comes.” She nudged Ghost and went flying across the field toward the house. Jack hoped they could both find Grandma’s treasure someday. Maybe it can heal some of Sam’s pain. And mine.

Roger was waiting for them when they got back. He helped Jack dismount and stuck out his hand. “I’m Roger, the head ranch hand.”

“I’m sorry, Roger. This is my cousin, Jack. He’ll be staying here for a while. I should have introduced you before we left.”

“Glad to meet you, Roger. Is that your dog?” He pointed at a medium-sized red and white dog.

“Yes, that’s Red. He likes to help herd the cows.”

“How old is he?”

Roger scratched the light stubble on his chin and frowned. “About four, I guess. I’d better get a move on. It was nice meeting you, Jack.”

Jack nodded amiably before following Sam to the house.

They entered the kitchen through the mudroom at the side of the house. The kitchen was the heart of the house, large and comfortable, with lots of counter space and seating for guests.

“May I use your phone? Mine doesn’t seem to have a signal.”

“Of course.” Sam led him around the corner to her office. “Make yourself at home.”

Glancing around at her messy desk and file cabinets exploding with paper as he dialed, he didn’t know how she could work in there. “Hello, Penny. I know I said I was taking a week, but it’s going to be longer. Could you let Dr. Charles know and give him this number in case he needs to reach me? Cell phone coverage is very spotty up here.”

Sam walked in as he was hanging up. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, just extending my leave.”

“You can do that?”

“I haven’t ever taken a proper vacation. My staff might be doing cartwheels.”

Sam gave a little snort and said, “I doubt that very much. Why don’t we get cleaned up? I have spare everything, so I’ll give you a little tour first and show you where to find things.”

As usual, Chiquito followed them from room to room. Jack could see the living room just past the kitchen and the office. Small, cream-colored sofas and recliners surrounded a coffee table. A flat-screen TV sat on a stand in front the far wall, which mostly consisted of floor to ceiling windows. Bookshelves lined the wall near the office and the other side opened up into a family room.

“This is the fun room,” Sam said as she walked through and flipped a light switch. Jack stared in wonder. Video games, a karaoke machine, a ping pong table, and a baby grand piano caught his attention. “We need fun stuff to keep us occupied when we’re stuck indoors. You can come back and play later.” She laughed.

The room with the magic closet was behind the staircase, along with a second bedroom, the laundry room, and an extra bathroom. “There’s a laundry chute upstairs and it comes out here.” They went back around and up the stairs. “My room is next to my father’s bedroom on that end. I haven’t been through his room yet, so I keep it locked. Not sure what I’m waiting for.”

Jack noticed a bright red painting behind her. “Did you know that painting is the same color as your hair?”

“Is it? Grandma Olivares painted it. She told me that cardinals represent the visiting spirits of loved ones who’ve passed on. I always think of her and my father when I see it.”

“Maybe we should call you the cardinal.” Jack smiled. “Some of my colleagues call me the crow. We can be birds of a feather.”

“Why do they call you a crow?”

“Because my eyes are so dark, and I like to solve puzzles.”

“That makes sense, I guess. I like the idea of being birds of a feather. But onward. You can take the room at the other end of the hall. They all have their own bathrooms. Towels are in this cupboard.” She showed him the cupboard in the hall and the laundry chute, then she led him to his room. “Put anything you like from the clothing closet in here and there are soaps, shampoos, toothbrushes, everything you might need in the bathroom drawers. Any questions?”

“No, I think I
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