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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The cry of a hawk startled Leonora Morgan awake. As she wondered what prey had eluded the raptor, she stirred and turned to the clock. Then, with a sigh, she leaned back on the pillows to gaze at her husband still fast asleep. As handsome as the day we met, she thought, reaching over to smooth back his thick salt-and-pepper hair.

      Their fortieth anniversary, the wedding of their son, Kyle, and Christmas were less than a week away, and she had a million things to do. She snuggled deeper into the mass of down pillows and let her mind drift back to a crisp fall day in California.
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      As she walked across campus with her dearest friend, Suzie Miller, they met Spark and Patsy Foster. Newlywed twenty-one-year-olds, Spark and Patsy had married a week earlier against the wishes of both of their families. Patsy came from money, Spark did not, but he was well on his way to making his fortune in alternative energy. An engineering major, the previous summer he had experimented with methanol, which had bombed. Now he was investing heavily in solar.

      “Hey, ladies, glad we met you,” Patsy said, smiling at Suzie, whom she knew well. Leonora had only met the perky redhead once. “We’re having a small wedding celebration tomorrow night, and we’d love for you both to join us.”

      Alongside the newlyweds stood a tall, lanky young man with eyes the color of cornflowers and chestnut hair thick and tousled as if he’d just hopped out of bed. His eyes never left Leonora, a gentle, steady gaze that felt warm and comfortable. Like the home I’ve had never had, she mused.

      “That sounds fun,” Suzie said, smiling at her friend. “You remember Nora?”

      “Sure we do,” Patsy said, eyes twinkling as she gazed at Leonora. “And this is Spark’s best friend, Ben Morgan.”

      “I’ve seen you,” Suzie gushed, stepping forward to shake his hand. “Will you be at the party?”

      “You bet,” he replied, smiling at Suzie, then turning to Leonora. “Pleased to meet you, Nora.”

      As Ben Morgan shook her hand, Leonora’s knees wobbled and she felt light-headed. His hand trembled as it grasped hers. When she looked up, she was startled to glimpse a depth of feeling in his eyes.

      “Yes, hi, you too,” she finally managed to sputter. Drop-dead gorgeous, that’s what he is. Completely unlike any of the men she knew. Lanky and solid, Ben wore jeans, a collared dress shirt open at the neck, and scuffed cowboy boots. Different pair, but the same brand he still wore today. He towered over her at six feet six, as did his handsome best friend, Spark. Even as a young man, Spark was often mistaken for the actor Fred Thompson.

      Ben shook her hand. Later, he told her that his first sight of her had hit him like a lightning bolt and he knew right then that he was looking at the woman with whom he would spend his life. About a foot shorter than him, she was slender, with full, rounded breasts. She wore a short pencil skirt and matching green cashmere sweater. And oh those legs!

      “Please say you’ll both come,” Patsy said, squeezing her husband’s arm. “It would mean so much to us.”

      “Of course we’ll come, won’t we, Nora?” Suzie said, looking from Patsy to her.

      “Of course.” Leonora nodded, afraid to look up into those blue eyes again.
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      Drawing her back from her remembering, Ben reached for her. “Hey, beautiful, good morning.”

      “Hey, yourself.”

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      “Well, if you must know, I was thinking back to Stanford and the first time I set eyes on a certain handsome cowboy.”

      He chuckled. “Country bumpkin next to Ms. Bel Air Sophisticate.”

      “Yet you still managed to sweep me off my feet and carry me off to the valley you couldn’t stop talkin’ about.”

      “Desperate times require desperate measures. ’Sides, I was afraid if I stopped talking, you’d get bored and walk away. The Valley was the only topic I could say more than two syllables about.”

      “Well, we know that’s not true. Desperate?”

      “Couldn’t imagine livin’ another day without you.”

      “And, now here we are. Forty years later.”

      “Blink of an eye, darlin’. Wouldn’t change a second.”

      “Nor would I,” she said, smiling as she slid down beside him.

      “That’s more like it.” He kissed her as he drew her into his arms.

      “Mmm,” she said. “Someone’s perky this morning.”

      “Always.”

      After four decades, the elder Morgans were more in love with each other than ever, still learning what gave the other pleasure. This morning was no different as his gentle, rough hands moved under her satin night shirt to caress Leonora’s magnificent, full breasts. As he trailed kisses from her lips, down her long slender neck, she unbuttoned her top and moved against him.

      As her husband took one breast, then the other into his mouth, tongue circling, teasing her nipples, she murmured, “Oh, sweetie, you’re still pushing all my buttons. Please, please, put me out of my misery.” As she spoke, Leonora’s hands caressed him, then slid his boxers down over his hips, casting them aside with her toes.

      “Gladly,” he said, gently parting her legs and entering her. Home, he sighed as they moved as one toward a tremulous, loving climax.

      After, as they lay entwined, he kissed the tip of her nose and said the same words he uttered every time they made love. “Thanks, darlin’.”

      “You’re welcome, cowboy,” she said, responding as she always did.

      “You ready for the big parties?”

      “I’d rather stay here and snuggle with you,” she said, settling into the crook of his shoulder.

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “But, there are lists a mile long, Ben. Are you sure we should be doing this along with Kyle and Harriet’s wedding? I hate to steal their thunder.”

      “No danger of us ole fogies stealing thunder or anything else from those two young firecrackers, darlin’.”

      “I suppose not, but there’s so much to do. Yikes, that list is long! Then there’s the celebration for Gail and Tim and the rehearsal dinner! Not to mention Christmas! Thank goodness we decorated early. That’s done, at least. I want everything to be super special.”

      “It will be. Vermillion’ll do a great job with the party for Gail and Tim,” he said, referring to a nearby farm-to-table restaurant. “And Friday night’s a barbecue. Spark has Aria and her crew handling all that,” he added, referring to their dear friend and his chef Aria Firorelli.

      “I know, I know… That’s what we should have said about our party: low key!”

      He grinned, hand massaging her back. “How many people are comin’ to this shindig?”

      “About a hundred.”

      “Hmm…a little more than low key by Valley standards, but not too much for our crew.”

      “Ever the optimist.” She kissed his cheek. “That’s why I love you so much.”

      Instead of rising immediately, Leonora lay back down and snuggled against him.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      “I was just thinking back to what a snob I was.”

      “Never.”

      “Yes, I was. Awful.”

      “Don’t remember any such thing.”

      “Yes, you do, because you were the one reining me in. Think how nasty I was about Maggie when Ben started dating her.”

      “You love your children, that’s all.”

      “Oh, pish tush.” She gave him a peck on the cheek as she moved away and sat up. “You have a blind spot where I’m concerned. Always have.”

      “Always will.”

      She smiled. “I love you, Ben Morgan.”

      “Right back at you, darlin’.”

      As she stood, Leonora grabbed the side table, faltering.

      “That’s it. We’re gonna see the doc.”

      “It’s just my pesky old knee.”

      “It’s more than that, honey, and you know it. You used to love to ride, but you haven’t gone near Misty for three years.”

      “Misty is busy enough with all the lessons and pony camps,” she said, referring to her beautiful white Andalusian, an anniversary gift from her husband years ago.

      “That’s not the point, and you know it. You hurt, and I hurt for you.”

      “Let’s talk about this later. Okay? I’ve got a million and one things to do.” She leaned over, kissed his forehead, then disappeared into the bathroom, forestalling any further discussion.
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      “You sure you’re okay with this, babe?” Kyle asked as they settled in the plane for the trip west.

      Harriet smiled. “What? Getting married?”

      “Ha-ha. No, I meant with the wedding at the ranch and the whole triple event with my parents’ anniversary and the celebration for Gail and Tim.”

      She leaned over and kissed him. “Of course I’m okay with it. Mom’s keyed, and my sisters can’t wait to see the Valley.”

      “I just don’t want anything to steal your special day.”

      Her hand grazed his cheek, tracing a line along his firm, handsome jaw. “My special day happened the day we met. Now, if you’re standing beside me, that’s all that matters. You know I’m not much of a limelight person.”

      “You okay about your dad being there?”

      Her face clouded, and Harriet frowned. “He wanted to come. I didn’t feel I could say no.”

      “But I can. To protect you and your mom.”

      Harriet smiled at him, hand gently caressing his jawline. “It’s okay, my champion. Mom’s strong, and I’ve made my peace with it and Dad. As you know, my wicked stepmother is coming too, since she’s ‘dying to see the Valley.’ She’ll have to babysit him.”

      Kyle gazed at his fiancée, who rarely spoke harshly about anyone. He had only met her dad once, and the impression he took away was of a depressed, late-middle-aged dreamer. Rita had been traveling at the time, so he had not yet met Jud Morgan’s second wife. “Where are they staying?”

      “The Lodge,” she said, referring to the large inn and spa on his parents’ ranch, Morgan’s Run. “They don’t get in until Friday afternoon, thank goodness. And they’ll be gone early Sunday.”

      “They the only ones at the Lodge?”

      “No, Frankie’s there. She can handle Dad and Rita. Most of Tim’s family are at the Lodge. The only other Yarners coming are Tim’s aunt Grace and Mavis, and they’re there. My guess is Dad and Rita will be so intimidated by that crowd that they’ll keep a low profile.” The Darn Yarners, including Frankie Brown and Harriet’s mom, Helen, were a group of dear friends from the village of Horseshoe Crab Cove, friends who had supported and loved each other for many years.

      “Karen’s with you at Spark’s, right?”

      “Yup. Remarkably, Spark’s managed to fit Karen and most of my family since he has a million bedrooms. What about your friends? I have to admit I haven’t been keeping up with the guest list.”

      Kyle smiled, reaching over to take her hand and squeezing it. “Why would you with my mother in charge? I only have a couple comin’ from vet school and my college roommate, John. John’s staying with Beth and Lang, and the two vet school buddies are at the Lodge too.”

      “It’s gonna be fine, isn’t it?” she asked as the plane took off.

      “Course it is, babe.” If your father behaves.
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      “So what can Maggie and I do?” Ben Morgan asked. “Kids are at the Cottage right now and Mag’s at the stables, but we can do airport runs, get food in. Anything you need.”

      His parents sat at the dining room table enjoying a late lunch. “Thanks, honey,” Leonora said. “I think we’re set for now. Spark has ordered a fleet of cars for the week, and they’ll be running to and from the airport. Between Aria and her crew and Carmela, the food is well in hand. Johnny arrives tomorrow, and he’ll be a huge help.” She referred to chef Johnny Stockdale, who ran the kitchen for Emma’s Dream, the ranch’s summer camp for handicapped children.

      “Remind me who’s staying with us,” her son asked.

      “Richard’s daughter Ava and her family. Their children will have such fun with Emma and Bennie.”

      “We’re excited. Who’s here with you guys?” Her dark-haired, handsome son looked from one to the other.

      “Just Kyle and Harriet, her sister Hazel, and Sam and Rose. We’re holding out the last two bedrooms for stragglers,” Ben Senior said. “We wish we could have everyone here.”

      “I can’t wait to meet my next precious grandbaby,” Leonora said.

      “Maggie was surprised she’s traveling now,” her son said.

      “Doctors have their own rules, I guess,” Ben Senior replied. “Maybe she’ll have a Valley baby.”

      “We’d sure love it.” Leonora grasped the table as she rose on shaky legs.

      “You okay, Mom?”

      “Fine, fine. Just a little stiff.”

      Ben Senior observed her but said nothing.

      His son stood. “Well, okay, then, I’ve gotta get movin’. I’ve got some errands in town, then I’ll pick up the kids and head back to greet everyone.”

      “Dinner’s at the Lodge tonight,” his father said. “See you all later.” When the door closed behind their son, he turned to his wife, who was stacking their lunch plates. “Okay, let’s talk, darlin’.”

      “Didn’t I tell you later?”

      “This is later, and I can’t sit by and watch you limping around. You wince every time you stand up.”

      Leonora waved her hand. “It’s nothing. Just a funny range-of-motion issue. When all the festivities are over, I’ll get it checked out.”

      Ben frowned. “I’d rather you do it now.”

      “Didn’t slow me down this morning, did it?” She winked at him as she headed for the kitchen.

      Ben followed her as she handed the lunch things to Carmela, their cook and housekeeper. “Can we talk about this Nora? I’m serious.”

      “Thanks, Carm,” she said, leading the way to the back terrace, where she sat on a bench in the shade. She patted the seat beside her, and he sat down. “There’s nothing to say. It’s this,” she said, raising her legs out straight in front of her. “I can’t get them farther apart than this. That’s why I can’t get on a horse, and I wouldn’t feel comfortable riding even if I managed to somehow hoist myself into the saddle.”

      “You haven’t wanted to ride for at least a year.”

      “You were more accurate this morning. Three years.”

      “So this has been comin’ on?”

      She nodded.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I kept thinking it would get better. You know I do my stretching every morning and yoga.”

      “I’m gonna call Lang and get a recommendation for an orthopedic doc. Today. They interact with those fellas all the time through Rambler Sports.”

      “That’s not necessary. Besides, I don’t want the kids to know,” she said, tears rimming her eyes.

      “I’ll ask Lang to keep it quiet.”

      “He’d better. Besides, I’m just getting old, that’s all.”

      He reached over to envelop her in his strong arms. “Never, darlin’. You look as young as you did the day we met and even more beautiful.”

      Leonora smiled. “Then we’d better make an appointment for you to see an eye doctor.”

      “So do I have the go-ahead to call Lang?”

      She nodded. “Okay, but hush, hush, hush. And no interfering with any of the party planning and events. Promise?”

      “Promise,” he said, kissing the tip of her nose. “I love you, Nora.”

      “Right back at you,” she said, hugging him.
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      Family and friends arrived throughout the day. Spark’s fleet of limos was kept busy shuttling people from Grenville Airport. Wedding guests were staying everywhere. Bebe Corcoran, the assistant manager at the Lodge, had created a schedule that listed events for the next four days as well as a listing of guests and where they were staying. There were copies in all the Lodge guest rooms, and Bebe had dropped off copies at the Big House and Spark’s. Each limo driver also had a stack to present to guests upon arrival.

      
        
        Events

        Wednesday, 6:30 p.m.: Dinner, at the Lodge at Morgan’s Run

        Thursday: All day by appointment, Trail Rides, Stables at Morgan’s Run

        Thursday, 7-10 p.m.: Celebration of Gail and Tim Miller’s Nuptials, Vermillion

        Friday, 6:30-11 p.m., Rehearsal Dinner for Harriet and Kyle, Spark Foster’s

        Saturday 4 p.m.: Harriet & Kyle’s Wedding, Saguaro Valley Chapel, Reception at the Big House, Morgan’s Run

        Sunday, 3 p.m.: Ben and Leonora Morgan: A Celebration of 40 Years of Marriage, The Lodge at Morgan’s Run

      

      

      “What a house,” Tim said as he, Gail, and her three brothers stepped out of the limo at Harley and Ruthie’s.

      “Come on up,” Harley called as he descended the steps of the front walkway, a toddler with red curls on his hip. “Ruthie’s still at the farm, but she’ll be home soon. Welcome.” A tall thin young woman with straight flaxen hair walked by his side. “This is our daughter Willow, and this is Charlotte. Fortunately for them, they both take after their beautiful mothers.” Pride shone in the handsome wrangler’s eyes as he gazed from one daughter to the other.

      “Hi,” Willow said. “Can I help with your bags?”

      Gail smiled at her. “Thanks, but with these four guys and your dad, I think we’re all set.”

      They were ushered in and up to bedrooms, all with breathtaking views of the mountains and valley. Teddy and Ben were sharing a room, Rich a smaller room that also served as an office, and Gail and Tim a large room furnished with a rustic four-poster queen-size bed adorned with an exquisite patchwork quilt. The dresser and end tables were finished to match, and Navaho rugs in bright earth colors were scattered on the wide pine floors. “Come on down for a drink once you get settled,” Harley said, leaving them to unpack.

      “Wow, we’re not in New England any more, are we?” Gail turned to her husband, arms circling his broad shoulders.

      “Sure aren’t, but this is pretty cool. Can’t wait to explore.”

      “Think we dare go riding tomorrow?” she asked, nuzzling his neck.

      Tim kissed her lightly. “I’m game if you are.”

      “Always. Now let’s unpack and see the rest of this spectacular house.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      One of Spark’s stretch limos arrived at six to pick up the adults at Harley and Ruthie’s. Despite her father’s protests, Willow had
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