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Chapter One

 

 

“So, that means I’m coming home for Thanksgiving!”

Juliana felt her heart drop.  “You’re coming here?” she squeaked.

“That’s home, silly, of course I’m coming there.  But don’t tell a soul.  I want to surprise everyone,” her sister said.

Juliana could picture Stephie’s face, the delight at her anticipation of the expression of surprise on their grandfather’s face when she showed up unannounced.  She loved surprises.

Her heart sank even more when she imagined the expression on Matt Carstairs’s face when he saw Stephie.

Juliana knew he’d be stunned most likely.  That cowboy had told her last summer that he hadn’t heard from Stephie in over a year.

“When are you coming?”  She could hardly get the words out.  Her throat ached with the thought of Matt seeing Stephie again.  He’d be bowled over by her looks and her vibrant personality.  And the mousy younger sister would fade into the background–again.  A third-grade school teacher couldn’t compete with a glamorous actress.  Never had, never would.

“Expect me when you see me.  Just don’t tell anyone.  Promise!”

“Why are you coming?” Juliana asked.  She wanted to shriek the question, demand to know why now, why not a year ago, or five years hence?  Why now when she and Matt had been seeing each other for months.  When she had hoped–

“To see everyone, of course.  It’s been too long.  I’m between jobs right now, so what better time?  I know I risk being overlooked in case anything comes along, but I trust my agent to find me.  And this time of year is slow.  Actually from now until the January it’s going to be slow.  This is perfect for me, no better time.”

No better time.  If she had some acting job lined up, taking time to see her family would be the last thing on her mind.  

Juliana rubbed her palm against her slacks, wishing she could be happy her sister was coming for the holiday rather than dreading the visit.  The plans she and her grandfather had already made to share the holiday feast at the Carstairs ranch would have to be changed.  

Now she’d have to plan dinner at their place, get food, cook all day.  She didn’t want to do that.  She’d been looking forward to spending the day with Matt and his family.  It wasn’t fair that Stephie could show up and change everything.

“Remember, don’t tell anyone.  I want to see the surprise on their faces,” Stephie said gaily.  “I can’t wait.”

“Okay.”  She wouldn’t tell a soul.  Maybe her sister would get chosen for a movie role.  Or even a commercial.  She knew the likelihood of that was small.  At least for another day or so she’d have Matt to herself.  Until he saw Stephie.  Until her sister swept him off his feet yet again.

When she hung up the phone, Juliana gazed off into space feeling as if her world was crumbling.  Stephie and Matt had dated all through high school.  When they graduated a year ahead of her, Juliana had thought for sure they’d end up married.  But Matt’s attending college and Stephie’s acting in Los Angeles had separated them.  They’d been a twosome three years ago when Stephie had paid a lengthy visit one summer.  Since then, Juliana knew Matt and her sister had not kept in touch–with the last contact more than a year ago.

Did Stephie plan to pick up where they left off? Just because Matt was still single was no reason for her sister to assume he was just waiting for her.  

“Where would that leave me?” she wondered aloud.  They’d been dating since Memorial Day.  Juliana had high hopes for a growing relationship.

“Who was on the phone?” Her grandfather came into the kitchen and headed for the sink to get a glass of water.

“Stephie.”

“Ummm.  Didn’t ask to talk to me, I see.”

“She only had a few minutes,” Juliana excused her sister.  Stephie rarely asked to talk to the man who had raised them from the ages of six and seven.  She depended on Juliana to keep things going until she came in person.  Then she could wrap their grandfather around her little finger.

“What she up to now?” he asked.  He had never approved of his older granddaughter going off to Hollywood.  And he especially didn’t like her infrequent visits.  Family was important to Joel Hargraves.

“She’s between jobs, she said,” Juliana replied.  

“She ought to settle down in a real job like you did and forget that tomfoolery.  That last movie she was in should have showed her that.”

Juliana grinned at the older man.  “You have to admit she made a pretty corpse.”

“No acting required there, just lie down and close your eyes.  I could have done that.”

Juliana crossed to him and gave him a hug.  “But you wouldn’t have been as pretty.”

“Humph.  What are you and Matt doing today?”

“Lunch and then some shopping for Christmas.  He wanted to get some things for his niece and give it to his brother at Thanksgiving.”  The Thanksgiving they were to spend together.

She turned away so her grandfather wouldn’t suspect something was wrong.

“Bring Matt to dinner when you two get back,” Joel suggested.

“I’ll ask.”

Juliana had mixed feelings.  She and Matt had been dating for six months from when they’d run into each other at the annual Tumbleweed Memorial Day parade.  If asked, she’d have said they were growing closer each day.  But how close was close?

He’d never said anything about the future.

And she was careful never to give a hint that she was in love with him–and had been since she was seventeen.

Sighing softly for what would likely never be, she patted her grandfather’s arm and turned to get ready for their outing.  It would be hard to spend the afternoon with him now.  She felt as if impending doom hung over her.  One look at Stephie and Matt would be lost to her–at least until Stephie left.

Juliana didn’t like the idea of being second choice.  But if Matt could ever fall in love with her, she’d take second, third or whatever. 

 

 

Matt pulled his pickup truck into the Hargraves’ driveway.  Before he even turned off the engine, Juliana came outside from the back door, waving and buttoning her jacket.  He smiled when he saw her.  She was ever prompt.  A trait he really liked.  Not for her games and delays.  He felt he knew where he stood with her.  He got out and went around the truck to open the passenger side door for her.

“Hey,” he said, taking in the softly waving brown hair, the faint flush of color on her cheeks.  Her eyes were so blue he could feel himself drowning in them.

“Hey yourself.  How’re you doing?” she asked.  

Her smile lit up her entire face.  The top of her head barely came to his shoulder, but she packed a lot of energy into that trim body.  He knew the afternoon would be fun.  Being with her was always fun.

“Doing fine.  It looks as if it’ll snow tonight.”

“So the forecast said.  But not a lot, I hope.”

“Not this storm, but by Thanksgiving, we could have several feet, be snowed in.  Your kids would love that–if they canceled school.”

“Not so, they’ve been practicing their Thanksgiving since school started.  It would be a shame to cancel.”

Matt got into the driver’s side and turned to her. “Wouldn’t want that.  I’ve been planning on it, you know.”

Her smile suddenly seemed to dim.

“Yeah, well, about that.  You don’t have to come, you know,” she said.  

“I know.  I want to see the new rising stars of Tumbleweed Elementary.  Not having second thoughts on your directing skills, are you?” he teased.  She was so proud of her students.  He’d gone to the Back to School Night in September and watched as the students proudly showed off their desks, and introduced their parents to their teacher.  Juliana was a natural with children.  He wished he’d had someone like her for a teacher when he’d been in third grade.

“I’m a killer director.  And if Janey Capstan doesn’t learn her lines, I’m going to flunk her.”

He laughed, knowing she was kidding.

“I thought we could eat at the diner and then head for Dallas and the mall.  Unless you know of a better place,” he said as he pulled out of the driveway.

“To eat or shop?”

“Either.”  He shrugged.  He didn’t care where they went, he wanted to spend the afternoon with her.  It was too cold to do much at the ranch.  They’d enjoyed some long afternoon horse rides last summer and even into October.  With the weather turning colder, any rides these days would be more of an endurance test than enjoyable.

“I like the diner.  Is there someplace closer to shop?  I hate to have to go all the way to Dallas.”  

“Tumbleweed isn’t exactly a huge metropolis with lots of kid stores,” he said.  He’d been born and raised in Tumbleweed, and for the most part it suited him.  He wanted something special for Mark’s daughter, however.  And none of the shops in town were special enough.  He threw her a glance.  She was gazing out the window, her expression almost sad.  

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

She looked at him and nodded.  “Sure.”

Matt didn’t pretend he had a good handle on understanding women.  If asked, he’d say something was wrong.  Not having a clue, however, he wasn’t going to push the matter.  If she wanted him to know, she’d tell him.  At least he hoped she would.

The last few months had been unexpected.  He and Juliana had fallen into a pattern of doing things together and enjoying each other’s company.  He had been looking forward to this afternoon for a week.   Last year his mother had picked out his niece’s Christmas gift. This year she was three and Matt wanted to give Darcy something special he picked out.

Besides
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