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Chapter One

“I can’t friggin’ believe this! How could they just
dump our kids like this?” Lexi Smithe slapped the single-page
letter onto her desk.

Rita glanced up from her computer. “What?”

“The Justice Foundation just sent us notice. The
funding for Reining for Respect is discontinued next year.” The
nonprofit she and Rita administered had six different programs to
benefit foster and disabled children. Reining for Respect meant the
most to them both. Lexi felt like her heart was being ripped
out.

Rita stood up. “Let me see that.” The bells on her
ugly Christmas sweater jingled as she made her way across the room
and picked up the letter. “Maybe you misunderstood?” Rita’s eyes
widened as she read. “But I’ve had such a good relationship with
the Justice family. They’ve funded this program for fifteen years.
In fact, they were the first ones to let the kids ride. You
remember?”

How could Lexi forget? She was one of the troubled
kids the program had saved. Her throat tightened as the memory of a
warm Texas spring day and her first time on horseback came rushing
back. She nodded, unable to speak or she’d cry.

Rita took the letter to her desk and sat down. She
twisted a lock of her salt-and-pepper curly hair absentmindedly.
“We’re going to get this set right.” She glanced over at Lexi
before pulling her cell out of her purse and making a call. “May I
speak to Caralita Justice? Please tell her it’s Rita calling.” She
looked up at Lexi. “We’ll fix this.” Another pause. “Okay. Will you
take a message?” Pause. “Thanks. Please tell her Rita called with a
question about the Reining for Respect program.” Rita put her phone
back in her purse.

“Do you think she knows?” Lexi found her voice.
“Maybe it’s some kind of clerical error.” Lexi had always thought
Cara Justice was an angel. The tiny blonde woman, with her soft
Texan accent and loving blue eyes, had been the first person who
ever told Lexi she was proud of her. She’d come to watch Lexi’s
first reining competition. Lexi had pretended Cara was her mom.
Those words had meant everything to the broken thirteen-year-old
girl. Now at twenty-five she was doing her best to repay that
support to as many kids as she could. Losing this program meant the
loss of moments like those.

Rita was quiet for a long moment. “Maybe. Lots of
maybes. Until we get to the bottom of this, business as usual. The
kids who were chosen to ride in the Christmas parade need busing to
the stables and we still haven’t gotten Jennifer’s permission
form.”

Lexi cleared her throat and hoped she could hold
back the tears threatening her composure. “Sorry. Yes, business as
usual.”

Rita gave her a steady nod. “That’s my girl.”

Her boss had known her since she’d gone into the
system at twelve. Rita could get away with delivering a statement
like that at the office.

Lexi sat down at her desk, getting back to work. Her
phone vibrated. She picked it up and glanced at the screen.

Paz: Coffee?

. Sure. When? :Lexi

Paz: 12:30 Steve’s.

1? :Lexi

Paz: K

Lexi put her phone down on the desk. A weight in her
chest made it physically hard to breathe. How was she going to tell
those kids that after the Christmas parade they wouldn’t ride
again? She pulled up the program’s website. A picture of Rita
hugging Jésus was one of the first on the screen. He was the
youngest kid in the program. He’d worked so hard on his galloping.
He didn’t want Brownie, the horse he usually rode, to lope for his
first reining completion. He wanted her to gallop. Such a spunky
kid. And now, she had to crush his dreams.

Focus came hard, but Lexi forced herself to do her
job. Rita had told her when she’d hired her just out of college,
there were good days and there were bad days, but every kid helped
was worth every bad day. Today was a bad day.

****

Lexi was running late, as usual.

Paz Ahad sat at a table by the window. She waved.
Her long brown hair caught all the sun and glinted shiny and
perfect. Lexi loved the woman like a sister.

The bell tinkled to Steve’s Coffee Bar as she pushed
the door open. She caught a glimpse of her messy braid and worried
hazel eyes in the reflection of the glass. Which caused her to
reflect on just how terrible today was. She pushed those feelings
away and tried to stay in the moment.

She waved at the tall bald man behind the counter.
“Hey, Steve.”

“Afternoon, Lexi. The usual?”

She nodded. The whole shop was decked out with
Christmas decorations. There was a massive tree in the corner by
the fireplace. Every ornament on the branches had something to do
with coffee. There were glass beans, cups, and grinders. Even the
angel on top was holding a cup of coffee.

Making her way through the maze of tables she sat
down across from Paz. “Hey. Sorry, I got caught up with a
file.”

Paz shrugged. “I get it. The way you love those kids
makes you good at what you do. No need to apologize.”

“Thanks. Today has been the worst.”

Paz frowned. “What’s going on?”

Sighing, Lexi rubbed the bridge of her nose. She’d
had a headache all day.

“Lexi!” Steve held up her cup.

She got up and went over to the counter. “Thanks.”
She tried to hand him a ten.

He waved the money away. “Paz paid already.” Steve
winked. “Maybe you can beat her here one of these days and
pay.”

“Here, take this for next Tuesday.” Lexi grinned.
“She’ll be surprised. I’ll pay even if I’m late.”

Steve chuckled. “I can do that.” He took her
ten.

She put a five in the tip jar and went back to her
seat. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome.” Paz’s grin fell. “Now tell me
what’s going on.”

Lexi’s vision blurred with unshed tears. “We lost
our funding for Reining for Respect.”

Paz gasped. “No way.”

“We did. No real notice.” The words rushed out of
her in a torrent of anguish. “We’ve got enough for the month’s
planned activities. And we can limp along to February, but this
means no competitions and the spring applications are all getting
rejected. I made a few calls and I have two stables that agreed to
let us earn riding hours with work, which we’ve done before, but I
couldn’t get all my kids a spot. I have to cut Jésus and Emily, our
two youngest kids. They’ll need the most resources to be ready to
compete, so they have to be the ones we let go. I hate this.” Lexi
wiped her eyes with the back of her fist. “I hate this so
much.”

Paz put her hand over Lexi’s. “There has to be a way
to fix this.”

“Rita has been trying to get ahold of Cara all day,
but she hasn’t gotten through.”

“I hate to be the one to tell you this,” Paz said
softly. “Caralita Justice is in the hospital.”

“How do you know?”

Paz held up her press badge that dangled on her
keychain. “Duh. Anyway, we’re not saying anything out of respect.
The family asked for Cara’s illness to stay low-key, so it will.
She’s a nice lady. I was sad when I heard.”

“What happened?”

Paz looked around superstitiously, but they were the only ones seated in
the coffee shop. “Stroke. Her sons have been taking turns at her
bedside. She kind of went downhill after her husband died last
year.”

“Oh no,” Lexi gasped. “I’ll let Rita know. Poor
lady. I want to send her flowers or something. She is really dear
to me.”

Paz nodded. She knew the story well because she and
Lexi had been college roommates. Lexi had confessed her adoration
of Cara Justice during a late-night BS session over pizza and beer.
Cara was her ideal mother figure.

“Maybe with everything, they can’t afford to help
us.” Lexi frowned.

“They totally can afford, what, five … ten
thousand?” Paz glared at her coffee cup.

“Six thousand. It’s a lot of money.”

“Not for a bankroll like the Justice family has. I
want to do a story about your program. I know that a little
attention can bring a lot of money to an organization like
yours.”

“Paz, no, not unless Rita okays it.”

Paz shrugged. “If it brings attention to your kids,
she’d never say no. It’s the holiday season, rich folks are looking
to give away some tax-deductible funds all over the state. I won’t
make Cara look bad.”

Lexi bit her lip. “Promise?”

“Yes. Now, go make some kid’s life better and get
back to work. I have a story to run with and need to convince Vinny
to let me do it. And promise me you’ll save me a seat at the
parade. I have gifts for your kids.”

“Oh my gosh, you didn’t have to. They’ll be over the
moon.”

Paz shrugged. “As much as you talk about those kids,
I feel like I know them. I just want to see that program of yours
carry on into the new year.”

Lexi paused, and a frown replaced her smile. “Don’t
let Vinny turn this into some kangaroo court media trail for the
Justice family. We don’t know the whole story.” Lexi stood.

“I promise. But if there is more to this, I’m
running with it.”

Lexi shook her head. “I doubt there’s some kind of
breaking news attached to our de-funding, but if you can help my
kids, I’d be grateful.”

Paz nodded. “I know. And that’s why I love you. Now
get back to work and let me worry about getting your kids back into
competitive riding. I love watching that stuff. You made me an
addict. I need a fix.”

Lexi giggled, hugging her friend in a quick,
spontaneous grab. “I love you.”

“As you should,” Paz joked. “I’m adorable.”

Lexi chuckled as she disposed of her cup in the
recycling bin and tossed Paz an air kiss. She rushed the three
blocks back to her office. Late as usual.


Chapter Two

Hudson Justice glared at the television in the
kitchen. “What the fuck?” He always watched the morning news, but
he didn’t expect to be a featured story.

The tall woman with long dark hair reporting usually
only had short puff pieces, but today she was making his family out
to be monsters. Hud’s eyes narrowed. She’d just announced that
seven local charities had lost all or most of their funding because
Lucky Star Oil had cut off donations without warning and nothing
more than a short letter.

“Emily doesn’t have much to look forward to, but the
one thing she loves is riding, reining specifically.” The tall
woman was standing at a horse stable with a blonde little girl who
couldn’t have been older than ten. “Emily, could you tell the
viewers about reining? Do you like being in the Reining for Respect
program?”

“I love it!” the little girl squealed, and bounced
on her feet. “I ride Chestnut.” The horse neighed as the little
girl rubbed her neck. Emily chuckled. “I get to teach her to do
things and she does it. If I keep my grades up and I’m a good girl
I can ride every week.” Then Emily’s smile faded, and tears formed
in eyes. “Well, at least until next month. I really wanted to do a
competition and I was supposed to in April.” The little girl wiped
tears off her cheeks. “I … I guess no one gave Miss Rita any money
so the program is all done now, that’s what my foster mommy
said.”

The reporter stood and looked at the camera. “If
your organization would like to pick up the pieces of this child’s
heart the number to donate is on your screen. Lucky Star Oil failed
this little girl, Santa, if you’re listening.” The tall woman
handed the microphone to Emily.

“Santa?” the little girl began in earnest. “I must
have been naughty last year, or you couldn’t find me at my new
family, but this year I was really good so maybe I can have a
present. The only present I want is to ride Chestnut. Could you
send Miss Rita money?”

Hud swore a streak that would have made a sailor
blush. That damn news lady couldn’t play dirtier than this.
Exploiting a child, at Christmas, for views. He was glad he didn’t
have to look at the company’s social media. He’d have to give his
public relations team a raise after this disaster.

His brother, Branson, hurried into the room. “What’s
up?” Bran was wearing his chore clothes. His faded flannel shirt
and jeans were a far cry from the suit and tie he’d be in later
today. Like all the Justice men he had dark hair that was almost
black, and blue eyes. When they let beards grow, as Bran was doing
now, the beards came in red giving them a strikingly unique
appearance.

“This shit.” Hud pointed at the TV.

Branson’s mouth dropped as he watched for a moment.
Now they had switched to talking about a program that wasn’t able
to help handicapped people build ramps to stay in their homes
because of Lucky Star taking away funding. Bran pulled out his
phone and started typing before looking up at Hud. “I just texted
Jack to get in here.”

Hud crossed his arms over his chest. “Did either of
you know about this charity crap?”

Bran shook his head. “I didn’t.”

“Well, this isn’t good for Lucky Star,” Hud said.
“And Ma really loved that riding program. She was so proud of those
kids, remember?”

Bran grinned. “Heck, I took up the competitive
riding thing to impress her.”

Hud chuckled slightly, still too concerned to give
in to the humor of the memory completely. “You were terrible.
Remember that wild girl with the messy hair and hazel eyes? She
whooped your ass.”

“I couldn’t forget that one if I tried. I think her
horse was a demon from hell.”

Hud nodded. “It was one of ours. We sold him to the
Saudi guy for breeding stock.”

“Oh, that’s right, Mom was pissed.”

“I think that was the one and only time she was
really mad at Dad.” Hud shook his head at the bittersweet memory.
“Dad slept in the tree house for a week.” Hud had snuck out and
camped with Dad. It was one of those rare bonding times that was
just him without his brothers. Dad had told him if he ever fell in
love to make sure he never hurt his future wife. Hud knew Dad had
never hurt Mom, so he’d been confused then. As an adult he had a
better idea of what Dad meant. Thank God he’d never been in
love.

“He did?” Bran’s eyes widened. “I must have been
really young. I never remember Dad fightin’ with Ma.”

“You were,” Hud replied. “I was in my teens. You
couldn’t have been older than ten. Mom eventually got over it, but
I’m not sure how Dad managed to get back into her good graces.” He
chuckled. “Probably best we don’t know.”

Thinking of Mom made his heart hurt. Dad died, and
less than six months later, Mom suffered a stroke. It was
unexpected and terrible. Mom was too strong to die, or so he’d
always felt. Mom was what made them family. “We have to be strong,”
Hudson insisted.

“Of course,” said Bran.

Now, where the hell is Jack?” Even saying his
youngest brother’s name made his mouth sting. The kid was trouble
since day one. Losing Dad hadn’t helped him get a grip.

Bran looked down at his phone. “Jack replied.” Bran
glanced up. “He’s not home. You’re not going to like where he’s
at.”

“Where is he? I need to talk to him.”

“Strip club,” Bran shrugged. “Off Highway 77.”

Hud ran his hand through his hair. “I can’t even
believe that place is open this early. Good Lord, what is wrong
with him? Did he even come home last night?” He pulled his phone
out of his pocket and dialed.

Bran shrugged as they waited for Jack to pick up.
Hud put the phone on speaker.

“What?” Jack sounded drunk.

“It’s nine thirty in the mornin’ and Tuesday. Winter
calving just started, and we can’t risk losin’ even one this year.
Six of our best girls are due anytime and you were supposed to deal
with it.”

“We’ve got hired hands.”

Hud let go of a growling huff of frustration. “And
they’re great, but they aren’t family. Dad would roll in his grave
knowing you’re not doing your part. Bran and I have been picking up
your slack for too long. Get your ass home.” He paused. “Do you
need a ride?”

“Always the big brother.” Jack laughed again and Hud
heard a female asking his brother if he’d like a lap dance. “Yes,
ma’am.”

“No! You won’t,” Hud shouted. “Get your ass
home.”

Jack just laughed and hung up.

“That little fuckin’ brat!” Hud felt a migraine
coming on.

“Calm down.” Bran put his hand on Hud’s shoulder.
“Jesus, Hud, if that vein on your forehead sticks out any farther,
you’ll have a stroke like Ma. Speaking of Ma, today’s your visiting
day.”

Under the joking tone Hud heard real worry in his
brother’s voice. They’d suffered too many losses lately. “I’m going
look into what’s happened with those accounts. Could you go out to
the cattle barn and check on things?” They’d all been taking turns
visiting Ma in the hospital so that they were sure someone came to
see her each day. “And don’t worry, I will go visit.” Making sure
his mother was okay mattered to him more than finding out about the
money.

Bran tucked his phone into his overalls. “Sure.
Yeah. I had a few chores planned today in the horse stables before
I went into the office for our meeting about that new oil
distribution. But shit, that stuff with the mares can wait until
tonight.”

“I’ll help you later. I’ve noticed you’ve been
puttin’ in some mighty long days lately. I’d planned to work late
in the office tonight, but a lot of that I can do from here. We’ll
get it all done.”

Bran chuckled, darkly. “I hope Jack’s havin’ a good
time. Someone should.”

“He’s been having too many good times.” Hud grabbed
his briefcase. “I’ll go see Accounting now and then talk to Mandy.
She’s good with the PR.”

“Yeah, by the way, I think Jack’s been playing with
her heart.”

“Goddamn it! I am not replacing another capable
assistant because he can’t keep his fly zipped up and just do
business. We barely expect him to do anything anymore. That little
shit is going to take a bigger role so he can see how this kind of
bullshit plays out.” Hud’s head throbbed behind his eyes. “I’ll
talk to her. Which is awkward as hell.”

“You’re the boss, bro.” Bran laughed. “And I’ll
bring a six pack into the stables tonight. I think we’ll both have
earned it today.”

“Normally, I’d say keep the beer in the kitchen, but
today we’ll make an exception.”

“Damn right.” Bran slapped Hud on the back.
“Seven?”

“Yeah.” Hud sighed. Today was going to be a long
day.

****

On the drive into town, Hud made a few calls over
the car speaker. He’d learned a little about where the money was
going. Nothing looked good. Someone was funneling all the small
charity dollars into some LLC he’d never heard of. Anger roiled.
When he got to the bottom of what was going on, he would seriously
kick some ass.

His phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number, but
it was local. He clicked the “answer” button on the steering wheel.
“Hudson Justice.”

“Hello, Mr. Justice. My name is Lexi Smithe. Your
assistant put me through to you about a funding question for my
organization, Reining for Respect.”

He’d told Mandy to direct any questions about the
funding to his cell. He just hadn’t expected any calls this soon.
“Ms. Smithe, I’m looking into this situation. I’ll know more
tomorrow.”

There was a pause. “Okay. Your mother always seemed
passionate about our kids and the program. She’s a special
lady.”

“You’ve met my mother?”

“Yes. Many times. I’ve heard through the grapevine
she’s ill. I want you to know how sorry I am. She-she helped me
through a tough time so I’m grateful for her compassionate
heart.”

Hud felt his hackles rise. He was still feeling
burned. “It sure as shit didn’t seem like it from the piece about
us today on Good Morning San Antonio.” How dare this woman
try to use his mother’s condition to obtain funding.

He heard a gasp. “Oh no! Please, that wasn’t my
intention. I confided my funding issues with a friend who works at
the station. Please know that we appreciate your past support and
hope for it to continue. This program really does change lives. It
does.”

His curiosity piqued. “How long have you known my
mother?”

There was another pause. “A long time. Could we set
up a meeting to speak face-to-face? I’d like to apologize to you in
person. I didn’t see the segment, but I’m sorry if it wasn’t
kind.”

“Ms. Smithe, the media is seldom kind.”

“I do hope, Ca—Mrs. Justice is recovering.”

“I’ll have my assistant set up a meeting.
Good-bye.”

“Than—”

Hud disconnected, still angry with this woman. He’d
caught her almost calling his mother by her first name. It made him
curious as to why she felt she had any right to such informality.
He pulled into University Hospital and found a place to park. Even
with as much as he had to do, visiting Ma was a top priority.

He walked the familiar paths through the building.
Between Dad’s illness and now Ma’s he was tired of this
hospital.

Ma was sleeping. He sat down in the chair next to
her bed. Her beautiful face drooped on the left, even in sleep. She
was progressively getting worse. He took her hand gently. Her room
was dim. Cards from the family and flowers from him and his brother
sat scattered around the room. He noticed a small potted Christmas
tree. It was decorated with tiny horse ornaments. Curious, he got
up and went over to read the card sticking out of the
arrangement.

Cara,

Get well soon. I believe in you too.

Always a Lil’ Spitfire,

Lexi S.

Hudson didn’t know Lexi S. She wasn’t family. He
wondered how she even knew his mother was here. Maybe she was
staff. Lexi Smithe had known his mother was ill. Lexi wasn’t a very
common name. She had to be the Lexi S. who sent the tree. Now Hud
was extra curious about the woman.

He sat back down. For fifteen minutes he held his
mother’s hand until a redheaded middle-aged nurse came in. Her name
badge read “Janette.”

“Hello, you must be one of her boys. One, two, or
three?” Janette gave him a warm smile.

“One, if we’re rankin’ by age. Three, if rankin’ by
favorites.”

Janette laughed. “That makes you Hudson. She talks
about you enough that I’m pretty sure you’re at least number
two.”

Hud smiled, wistful. “Ma will talk your ear off if
you let her.”

“Her speech is improving.” Janette went over to the
computer and typed for a moment. “She even seemed a little more
cheerful this morning. Don’t lose hope. The doctor did his rounds
already, do you want me to call him in for you?”

“Nah, not as long as there are no major changes in
her condition.”

Janette shook her head. “Nothing major. Time, care,
and prayer.”

Hud nodded. “Thank you for what you’re doing for
her.”

“She’s lovely. No thanks needed.”

Hud stood. “When she wakes up, let her know I was
here.”

“You must really want to make her mad at me. She’ll
be sad we didn’t wake her for your visit.”

“No,” Hud said. “Let her rest. We want her well
enough to get her home with a private nurse as soon as we can.”

Janette nodded. “She’ll like that. She told me this
morning she misses her boys and her horses.”

Hud grinned. “Probably misses the horses more.
Again, thank you.”

Janette nodded as Hud left.

He still had questions and his accountants better
damn well have answers. He’d rather spend more time with his mother
than track down the asshole who’d made his family look like
jackasses.
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