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    Chapter One

    



    I stand behind the silk drapes and peer down at my mother’s black Beamer in the parking lot. As I watch, a bird craps right in the middle of the roof. Being pooped on is supposed to be good luck, but I’m pretty sure my mother will want that bit of luck hosed away the second she discovers it.


    She can’t see me. Except for her long, slender fingers on the steering wheel, I can’t see her either. I watch anyway. I think I’m hoping she’ll change her mind, turn off the engine, and come back to the condo. But she won’t. She’s on a mission, and nothing short of Armageddon will deter her.


    She’s on her way to Marjorie’s Bridal Boutique for the final fitting of her wedding gown. She invited me to tag along, but I begged off. I mean, it’s not like I haven’t seen her in a wedding dress before. I just haven’t seen her in this one. Personally, I don’t even get why she’s buying a new dress. She already has four hanging in her closet. Come Saturday, she’ll have five. It seems to me she should open her own bridal boutique.


    I watch the Beamer slide out the Oak Street exit and merge into traffic. Then I sigh and look around my mother’s room. It’s huge — as big as two bedrooms. That’s because it is two bedrooms. When Mom and I moved into the condo — right after she split from husband number two — there were three normal-sized bedrooms and a den. Now there’s one regular bedroom and one giant bedroom. The den morphed into Mom’s closet.


    After the wedding, Mom and I will move in with Reed — aka husband number five — but Mom will still hang onto the condo. It’s the one constant in her life — besides me. It’s like she already knows the marriage won’t last, and sooner or later we’ll need to move back.


    I flop into a chair. This whole wedding thing is so pointless. I wish my mother would give it a rest, but she says she can’t help herself. She’s just a crazy romantic. Ha! Crazy like a fox, maybe. My mom is thirty-eight years old, but she looks more like twenty-five, so I sort of understand why she gets a rush out of the courtship deal. Flowers and presents and having some guy drool over you like you were Aphrodite reincarnated would give any female’s ego a boost. Even so, my mother has her eyes on the prize. She’s working her way up the social and financial ladder one husband at a time. “It’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one, Dani,” she always says with a laugh. But it’s really not a joke. It’s the motto she lives by. Husband number one — my father — was a high-school teacher. Number two was an architect. Number three was an investment banker. Number four owned a chain of hardware stores, and number five inherited the family brewery and the fortune attached to it. I have no idea how number six will top that. At the very least, he’ll have to be a prince and own a small country.


    Don’t get me wrong. My mother isn’t a bimbo or a man-eater or anything like that. She doesn’t need to marry these guys. In fact, she’s perfectly independent. She owns an interior design business, and between marriages she even works at it. That’s how she meets her husbands. They hire her to decorate their homes.


    Except for my dad. Mom met him while they were both in university. One thing led to another, and the next thing they knew, Mom was pregnant. So they got married. Gary — that’s my dad — lasted longer than any of Mom’s other husbands, and for five whole years the three of us were a family. We shared the same toothpaste, carved Hallowe’en pumpkins, read bedtime stories, and traded Christmas presents. Then one day, it was over. I don’t even remember any yelling or fighting. Gary just left, and Mom jumped onto the wedding merry-go-round.


    The crazy thing is that all my mother’s husbands are nice guys, and even after she divorces them, they keep in touch. Two of them are even coming to her wedding.


    I look around the room some more. It’s very glamorous: an elegant, vintage boudoir with silk drapes, satin bedding, a lush carpet, and expensive antiques. In the corner, I spy the lacquered armoire that holds my mother’s jewellery. I frown. Something isn’t right. I push myself out of the chair and pad across the room for a closer look.


    Just as I thought — the little gold key is still in the keyhole and one of the doors is slightly open. Mom has forgotten to lock the cabinet. She must be more stressed about this wedding than I thought.


    A shiver of excitement shoots up my spine. When I was a little kid, I loved to root through my mother’s jewellery. That was before she got the lacquered armoire. In those days, her jewellery box was exactly that — a box. It was covered in a shiny pink fabric, and when you lifted the lid, a ballerina inside twirled to a tinkly interpretation of Strauss’s The Blue Danube. Back then, the jewellery was paste, plastic, and gold plate, and Mom didn’t care if I swathed myself in every necklace and bracelet she owned.


    I pull open one door of the armoire and then the other. Necklaces hanging from hooks sway from side to side. I run my fingers over a turquoise pendant dangling from a silver chain, a leftover from the old jewellery box. Mom has had that necklace forever, though I can’t say I’ve ever seen her wear it.


    The interior of the armoire is a tower of drawers. The bottom one contains elegant jewellery rolls. The next one up has brooches. Sparkly bracelets fill the one after that. But it’s the drawer above that one that makes me stop.


    Like the others, it’s lined with velvet, but this time it’s divided into long trenches stuffed with rings. Mom’s engagement rings and wedding bands take up one row all by themselves. What a waste. I mean, here are all these gorgeous rings, and my mother can’t even wear them. She should probably get the stones reset and make an all-the-men-I’ve-ever-loved bracelet or necklace. But she won’t.


    I wonder if she ever looks at her rings and thinks about the husbands that came with them. Even if I didn’t know which guy had given her which rings, I could tell just by looking. The ones from my dad are the least flashy: a small solitaire diamond and a plain gold band. Brian — he’s the architect — didn’t give Mom an engagement ring, just a wedding band, but he designed it himself. So it’s one of a kind with about twenty diamonds. Being an investment banker, Stephen wanted the biggest bang for his buck. The diamond he chose was enormous and pure. Wyatt, the hardware store mogul and Mom’s most recent husband, believed more is more, so he made sure there were lots of diamonds in the engagement ring and the wedding band. Of course, Mom’s current engagement ring is on her finger. It’s a pricey family heirloom that goes back a couple of hundred years. It’s not what I would want, but Mom seems to like it. I wonder if Reed will want it back afterward.


    As I go to shut the drawer, I notice a small, square box tucked into the back corner. It’s black like the velvet, so I almost don’t see it. I pull it out. It weighs practically nothing, but it’s not empty. Something rattles inside when I shake it. Curious, I remove the lid and dump out the contents. It’s another ring but definitely not my mother’s usual style. This one is the kind you get out of a gum-ball machine or a package of Cracker Jack — cheap plastic painted silver with a piece of coloured glass glued on top to look like a gemstone.


    I don’t get it. What is a kid’s toy doing in my mother’s jewellery cabinet?


    The doorbell rings, and I jump. I shove the ring into its box, push it back into the corner, and shut the drawer. Then I close the armoire doors, being careful to leave them just as I found them.


    The doorbell rings again.


    “I’m coming!” I yell as I sprint from my mother’s room and down the stairs.

  


  
    Chapter Two

    



    I jump the last two steps and haul open the front door.


    “Delivery for Joanna Malcolm,” drones the pimple-faced courier standing on the step. He looks about thirteen. I glance over his shoulder, expecting to see his bicycle in my mother’s parking spot. Instead, there’s a blue compact with its motor running.


    “She’s not here,” I tell the guy, “but I can take it.” I put out my hand for the envelope he’s holding.


    He pulls back as if I’d just tried to light him on fire.


    That tickles my funny bone, but I don’t laugh. “Do you need a signature?” I ask with a straight face. “Because I’m happy to sign for it. Heck, I’ll even sign Joanna Malcolm if you like. She’s my mother. I’ve forged her signature lots of times. I’m really good at it.”


    The guy actually takes a step backwards.


    This time I do laugh. “I’m just kidding,” I say. “My mother is out right now. If you want to leave whatever it is you’re delivering, I’ll see that she gets it. If that doesn’t work for you, come back in about an hour.”


    The guy frowns. He’s obviously weighing his options. Finally, he mumbles, “I guess it’s all right.”


    “Okay, then.” I grin and take the envelope. “Have a nice day.”


    He doesn’t hear me, or else he ignores me. At any rate, he heads back to his car without answering. I watch him reverse out of Mom’s parking spot and boot it from the complex like a race-car driver.


    I start to shut the door, but stop when a van wheels into the spot the courier has just vacated. The logo on the side panel is a jungle of crimson letters twined with vines. BLOOMIN’ GOOD it says. I sigh. More flowers.


    “Afternoon.” The delivery guy smiles and waves. He’s been here before.


    I return his wave and wait while he opens the back of his van. I’m thinking I should start charging my mother for all the personal assistant stuff I do. As the guy heads up the walk, I realize he has two bunches of flowers. I’m going to need both hands. I stick the envelope under my arm.


    “Jeez,” I complain as he stacks the flower boxes into my arms. “You’d think somebody died.”


    He chuckles and trots back to his van.


    I shut the door with my foot and head for the kitchen. Depositing my load onto the counter, I dig through the cupboard for vases. The tall, square one? The short, round one? The leaded crystal? Roses demand an elegant touch. Daisies are more playful. Clearly, I need to scope out the flowers before I choose.


    I lift the lid of the longest box first. Red roses — sans the thorns. Exactly what I expected. I grab the crystal vase, fill it with cold water and plant food, and start arranging the sprigs of greenery and baby’s breath. Then the roses. I strip the leaves below the waterline and re-cut the stems. One by one, I slide them into the vase. I’ve arranged my mother’s flowers so many times I could do it in my sleep. When I’m done, I step back to assess my work. Not bad. After a couple of minor adjustments, the arrangement is good to go. It just needs the gift card. I poke through the tissue in the box until I find the tiny envelope bearing my mother’s name. I prop it behind one of the roses.


    I turn to the second box. Talk about overkill. Every girl likes to get flowers, but Reed really needs to pace himself.


    I take off the lid and look inside. Daisies. I grin and high-five the air. I’m two for two. Either my mother’s fiancé is very predictable, or I’m clairvoyant.


    No vase for this one. In the cupboard over the stove, there’s an old brown teapot that belonged to my grandmother. It’ll be perfect. I hum as I arrange the flowers. Shabby chic at its best. I’m not sure if Mom will like it, but I do.


    I scoop up the gift card, but then stop. My name is on the envelope. It takes a few seconds for the fact to sink in, but when it does, I can’t read the card fast enough. Of course, it’s from Reed. “For my best girl’s best girl,” it says.


    Simple, but sweet — and so Reed. My mother definitely knows how to pick ’em. And why not? She’s had enough practice.


    The phone rings. I lift it from its cradle and glance at the call display screen. It’s Reed.


    “Hello, Mr. Atwater.” I can hear the smile in my voice.


    “Hey, Dani,” he replies. “You sound like you’re in a good mood.”


    “I am. Getting flowers can do that to a girl. But then, you’re the king of flower sending, so I guess that’s no surprise. Anyway, thank you. Daisies are my favourite. How did you know?”


    “Just a lucky guess. You look like a daisy girl. I’m glad you like them.”


    “I definitely do.”


    “That’s great.” There’s a pause before he says, “Is your mom around?”


    “No. She’s at the bridal salon getting her dress fitted.” I look up at the kitchen clock. “She should be back soon though. You could always call her on her cell.”


    “Right. I’ll do that. Are you going to be around for a while?”


    “Unless Beyoncé cruises by and asks me to go shopping. Why?”


    “Because the travel agency is sending out the itinerary for our honeymoon, and I would hate —”


    “The delivery guy has already been,” I say as I lift the envelope off the counter and check out the return address. “Time Travel Vacations?”


    “That’s the one.”


    “Time Travel. Where are you and Mom going? Jurassic Park? Ancient Egypt? Or are you planning to test drive your retirement home?”


    Reed chuckles. “Cute. I think I’ll let your mother answer that. Anyway, I have to go. Enjoy your flowers.”


    As I hang up the phone and lay the envelope back on the counter, I realize that, even though the wedding is just five days away, I haven’t once thought about Mom’s and Reed’s honeymoon plans. I’m fairly certain they aren’t going anywhere tropical. I mean, what’s the point? It’s the beginning of July in beautiful B.C. Why fork out thousands of dollars to jet off to some sunny beach when they can hop in the car and go to one in Vancouver? I am also pretty sure they aren’t going somewhere Mom has been with one of her other husbands, which means Kelowna, Singapore, Rio, and Melbourne are out too. That takes care of four continents — just Antarctica, Africa, and Europe left.


    I don’t know of any resorts in Antarctica, so they’re probably not going there. But Africa? Maybe Mom and Reed are planning a trip to Egypt. If I was a betting person though, I’d put my money on Europe. Mom has never been. And there are so many fabulous cities — London, Vienna, Madrid, Monte Carlo, Paris. Yes, Paris. I get all dreamy just thinking about it.


    ———


    Turns out I’m right. Mom and Reed are going to Paris — and London, Vienna, Madrid, Monte Carlo, and a whole travel brochure of other European hotspots.


    “Six weeks!” I barely squeak out the words when Mom finishes reading me the itinerary. “That’s practically the whole summer! You’re going to be gone the entire summer?”


    Mom’s face goes all apologetic. “I know it seems like a long time, Dani, but the time is just going to fly by.”


    “For you, maybe. You’re going to be jetting around Europe. But what about me? What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”


    My mother suddenly becomes a study in guilt. She blinks rapidly and looks away. Her cheeks bloom with colour. She bites her lip. There is no doubt in my mind — I am not going to like her answer.


    “Please, don’t tell me that I’m going with you.” The stiffness that has me standing ramrod straight finds its way into my voice. As much as I would like to see Europe one day, I have no desire to tag along on my mother’s honeymoon.


    She shakes her head. I relax a little, but not much. Mom still isn’t looking at me. She isn’t talking either, and it’s what she’s not saying that I need to know.


    I try to take control of the situation, to shape my own destiny. “Okay then. So I guess you’re going to leave me some money and the keys to the BMW, and I’ll hang out here at the condo until you get back.”


    Finally, she looks up from her hands and shakes her head. “No.”


    Clearly, my mother plans to farm me off somewhere. I don’t know why I’m surprised. It’s what she’s done for all of her other honeymoons, which was fine when I was a kid, but I’m not a kid anymore. I dig my heels into the slate floor so hard I swear it cracks.


    My defences are up. “Why not? I’m seventeen years old. In six months I’ll be eighteen — an adult. You know darn well I can take care of myself. Or are you afraid I’m going to throw wild parties and trash the place?”


    She shakes her head. “Of course not. You are the most responsible, reliable seventeen-year-old I’ve ever met — including myself when I was your age. It’s just that six weeks is a long time, and —”


    “You just said it wasn’t! You said the time was going to fly by.”


    For the next few seconds, we stare each other down. I’m daring my mother to make me see things her way, and she’s trying to figure out how to do that.


    She gives in first. Her shoulders sag, and the fight leaves her eyes. I sense defeat. But I’m wrong.


    “Look, Dani,” she says, reaching out a hand to me. I shift my body away, and her arm drops to her side. “I was thinking about letting you stay on your own while Reed and I are away. I know you would be fine, and I’m sure I could find someone to check on you from time to time.”


    I sense a but coming on, so I jump in to avoid it. “I’m good with that. I don’t mind if —”


    She raises a hand to cut me off. “I’m not finished. Yesterday, I got a phone call from family, asking to see you. It was serendipity. Though I know you would be fine on your own, I think this option is better.”


    I feel my eyebrows dive together. “Family? What family? Granddad died when I was eight, and Gran passed away six months ago. What other family is there?”


    The tendons in Mom’s neck tighten as she swallows. “You have an uncle.”


    “Get real. How could I? You’re an only child — like me.” And then the penny drops. “Whoa. If you’re talking about a brother to one of my many stepdads, forget it. It’s not going to happen. Uh-uh. No way.”


    “I don’t mean that sort of uncle. I —” She takes a deep breath. “I have a brother.”


    I cross my arms over my chest and sneer. “Yeah, right. Since when? Or did you just conveniently adopt somebody?”


    Mom’s eyes narrow. “Be careful, Dani. You’re getting seriously close to stepping over the line.”


    I don’t say anything. My mother may not be a cookie-cutter parent, but we both know who gets the last word.


    For a few seconds my chest heaves, and my nostrils flare in and out like a fire-breathing dragon. Finally, I choke back my defiance and growl, “Fine. So tell me about this uncle.”


    “He’s kind of a black sheep, a free spirit, a bit of a rebel.” She shrugs. “He marches to his own drummer. It used to drive our parents crazy. It finally came to a head when Sam was about twenty-two. There was a horrible fight. Then he left. And he never came back. From that day on, my parents acted like Sam had never even existed.”


    “I take it this Sam is your brother.”


    “Yes.”


    “Older or younger?”


    “Older by two years.”


    “Soooo …” I draw out the word while I do some quick math. “All this happened about eighteen years ago?”


    “That’s right.”


    “And you haven’t seen or heard from him until yesterday?”


    “No. My parents never heard from him, but Sam and I have always kept in touch. I just never told anyone.”


    “Not even me?” I was incredulous. Who knew my mother could keep a secret, especially one as big as that?


    “Dani, you were a kid. I couldn’t tell you. You might have let something slip. It was too big a risk. Besides, Sam swore me to secrecy.”


    “So why spill the beans now?”


    “Because your grandparents are both gone. We don’t have to worry about hurting them. And with the wedding and all, Sam sees this as his chance to get to know you.”


    “Gran died six months ago, Mother. Why didn’t you say something then? And anyway, why isn’t this Sam coming to the wedding?”


    Mom heaves a sigh. “Sam has been out of the country until recently. He only just got back. I couldn’t say anything to you until I got the okay from him. Surely, you can understand that. As for the wedding, it’s not his thing. Like I already told you, he’s a bit of a rebel.”


    “Doesn’t he want to see you?”


    “I’m sure he does. But obviously, that can’t happen right now. But he also wants to see you, and this is the perfect opportunity.”


    “Why? He didn’t want to see me before. Why now?”


    Mom clucks her tongue in exasperation. “You’re not listening, Dani. It isn’t that he didn’t want to see you. It’s that he didn’t want to hurt your grandparents.”


    “Why would he care about that if they weren’t even talking? What happened between them anyway? I mean, what could be so huge that it rips a family apart like that? Did Sam rob a bank? Was he dealing drugs? Did he kill somebody?”


    Mom frowns and shakes her head. “No. Nothing like that. It was a personal thing between Sam and them. You’ll have to ask him.”


    “Why can’t you tell me?”


    “It’s not my place.”


    I don’t know if it’s the determined line of my mother’s mouth, or the way she roots herself to the floor like a three-hundred-year-old tree, but it suddenly dawns on me that I can argue right through the night, and it isn’t going to make any difference.


    “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” I say. “You’re going to make me stay with this guy while you’re gone?”


    “You make it sound like torture.”


    “How do I know it won’t be? How do you know it won’t be? You haven’t seen your brother in eighteen years!”


    “We’ve kept in touch. Besides, I know him. I know what kind of person he is. I love him. And I love you. You have no idea how much I’ve wanted the two of you to know each other — my two favourite people in the world. And now it’s finally going to happen.” Her eyes are shiny with happy tears. She smiles. “You’re going to love him, Dani. And he’s going to love you. I just know it.”

  


  
    Chapter Three

    



    Outside the bus window, trees and rocks blur by while farther below the Fraser River rolls westward, back to Vancouver. It’s a blur too. I wish I had the power to smudge my thoughts like the landscape. Then it wouldn’t bother me that at this very minute Mom and Reed are somewhere in the clouds on a plane headed for Europe. I wouldn’t wonder about the long-lost uncle waiting for me at the end of the bus ride either. I close my eyes in an effort to turn off my brain, but it doesn’t help. My thoughts keep right on coming.


    I think the bus is about half full. It’s hard to tell. I was one of the first passengers to board, and I went straight to the back. Along the route some people have gotten off and others have gotten on, though I don’t know how many. I can’t see over the top of the seats. But in Cache Creek, a third of the town gets on, and suddenly, the empty seat separating me from the rest of the bus-riding universe is gone.


    Call me a snob, but I think of buses as the transportation alternative for people who have no alternative. Otherwise, they would drive or fly or take a train. Unless, of course, the place they’re going isn’t serviced by planes or trains, and their novice driving status forbids them from taking their mother’s BMW into the middle of nowhere. Needless to say, I’m not thrilled when a rather ample middle-aged woman invades my space. I barely get my jacket and magazine out of the way before her generous rump lands in the seat beside me.


    There’s an armrest between us, but her thigh oozes underneath into my territory. I try to make myself smaller without being obvious. I cross one leg over the other and lean into the window. The woman’s thigh takes over that space too, and now I can’t uncross my legs without sitting on her.


    As she organizes her belongings, the mixed scent of perspiration and lavender perfume wafts in my direction, and a vision of wilted flowers pops into my head. I start breathing through my mouth.


    “Do you have a cold, dearie?” the woman says.


    I’m not expecting her to speak to me, so as much as is possible in my cramped quarters, I jump. “What? I mean, I beg your pardon?”


    “Do you have a cold?” the woman repeats.


    I shake my head. “No.”


    “Asthma? You’re breathing very queer.”


    “It must be the air conditioning,” I mumble and turn back to the window. Though I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts, I don’t want to spend the rest of the bus ride exchanging small talk with a total stranger either.


    No worries on that front. Without another glance in my direction, the woman digs a candy bar and a novel out of her massive purse and settles into another world for the duration of the trip.


    Wonderful. I am trapped. If the woman doesn’t get off the bus before me, I have to endure sweat-scented air and eight square inches of seat until Webb’s River — wherever and whenever that is. Perhaps I should move now — give up my window real estate and try to find an aisle seat next to some skinny guy plugged into an MP3 player. I steal a quick glance at the woman. She is a human mountain. I couldn’t get past her if I tried. And for that reason, I suddenly have to pee.


    “Oh, crap!” I mutter under my breath.


    Apparently, not quite far enough under my breath, though, because the woman looks up from her book and says, “Did you say something, dearie?”


    “Just talking to myself,” I tell her, turning back once more to the window.


    To keep my mind off my bathroom needs, I start counting the vehicles swishing by on their way to the coast. Take me with you! I silently plead to number twenty-one, a low, sleek convertible with a tanned male driver. I’ll pay for the gas, I barter with number one hundred and sixty-three, a shiny black SUV. Like sheep to an insomniac, my vehicle tally climbs, but despite my attempts at mental telepathy, no one flags down the bus to rescue me. Somewhere north of a thousand, I lose track and drift off.


    I sleep right through Kamloops and Little Fort. It isn’t until we pull into 100 Mile House that I regain consciousness — mentally, that is. My body is still asleep. No, make that dead. In fact, rigor mortis has set in. I ache all over from being cramped in the fetal position for hours. I peek over my shoulder at the seat beside me. It’s empty. My heart starts dancing its own little jig right there in my chest. The woman is gone.


    Then I spy her across the aisle. Obviously, some passengers have left, and she has claimed their seats. She is still reading, but the candy bar has been replaced with licorice whips.


    Gingerly, I shift position, manually uncross my legs, and stretch. It hurts but also feels wonderful. Sweet pain. And then my bladder wakes up. I poke my head above the seat and look toward the front of the bus. Passengers are still loading and unloading. I should visit the washroom before I get penned in by a new seatmate. I stick my magazine on one seat and my jacket on the other and shuffle into the aisle.


    Marking my territory with my belongings does the trick, because when I return and the bus starts moving again, both seats are still empty. I flip up the armrest and stretch out.


    “Next stop, Webb’s River,” the driver announces over the public address system. “Estimated arrival time is six twenty.”


    I glance at my watch. That’s just half an hour! A measly thirty minutes between me and my summer with Uncle Sam. Uncle Sam. Ha-ha. Very funny. But now that I’ve thought it, I can’t get the picture of an old guy wearing stars and stripes and a top hat out of my head. I wish Mom had given me a photograph. I don’t even know who to look for when I get off the bus.


    My brain starts going crazy again. What if my uncle isn’t there to pick me up? What if he doesn’t like me? What if I don’t like him?


    I look at my watch. Twenty-two minutes to go. I stand up, open the overhead bin, and haul down my backpack. I have a suitcase stored in the cargo compartment under the bus, but my really important stuff is in the backpack. I rummage through it to make sure I wasn’t robbed while I was asleep. Not that I think I was. I just need to be busy.


    I find my brush and free my hair from its ponytail. With each stroke, the bristles massage my scalp. I love that feeling. I brush harder. My hair slides through my fingers, and I can smell the conditioner from my morning shower.


    I check the time again. Hair-brushing has eaten up five more minutes. I tie my hair back, stuff the brush into the backpack, and pull out my lip balm. It’s colourless but glossy, and it smells like strawberries.


    Now there’s nothing to do but wait. I zip up my backpack and look out the window. The scenery flies by, but I don’t see it. Apparently, I lack the ability to use my eyes and think at the same time, and at the moment, thinking is my top priority. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. My mother wouldn’t send me to stay with my uncle unless he was a good guy. The truth is she really wanted this to happen. There was an excited sparkle in her eyes when she laid out the plan, like she was proud of both me and her brother, and she couldn’t wait for us to meet. She said we were going to love each other.


    “Webb’s River,” the driver calls out.


    I suck in my breath. Then I hoist the backpack onto my lap and hug it to my chest.


    “Well, Mom,” I say quietly, “I sure hope you’re right.”

  


  
    Chapter Four

    



    My nose is plastered to the bus window as I watch for signs of Webb’s River. It doesn’t show up on most maps, so I know it’s got to be small. I’m picturing a quaint Tom Sawyer town with white picket fences, flower boxes, and apple pies cooling on window sills — maybe even a babbling brook running through the middle of things.


    Not even close. The only thing running through Webb’s River is provincial Highway 97, and though traffic is supposed to slow to sixty kilometres, it just whistles on through like there wasn’t a town there. Probably because there isn’t. Not much of one anyway. A truck-stop restaurant, gas station, and hardware store cling to one side of the highway, while a church and grocery store hang onto the other. A sign on the edge of a crossroad indicates a school somewhere over the hill. Then the landscape turns to grass and trees again and the town is a memory.


    Suddenly, I begin to worry that the driver missed the stop, and I’m stuck on this bus until Williams Lake. I’m just getting set to pull the cord when I spot a red-roofed motel up ahead. The bus slows and moves into the left-turn lane.


    I scan the sign out front. It reads like a telephone directory. WEBB’S RIVER MOTEL. WEBB’S RIVER BAR AND GRILL. WEBB’S RIVER COMMUNITY CENTRE. LIQUOR SALES. SEARS ORDER DESK. GREYHOUND PASSENGER/PARCEL PICKUP AND DROP OFF. Talk about multi-tasking. Though it looks exactly like every other motel I’ve ever seen, this is clearly the town mall.


    There are half a dozen vehicles in the parking lot — a couple of trucks, an SUV, a van, and two cars. I wonder which one belongs to my uncle.


    As the bus slides to a stop in the parking lot, I sidestep my way to the aisle and start toward the exit. No one else is getting off. Though I don’t know these people, we’ve shared the same space for the better part of the day, and the realization that I’m about to sever ties with all things familiar makes me more nervous than I already am.


    I head down the steps into the July afternoon. After staring out tinted windows for hours, I am momentarily blinded by real sunlight. The driver already has the cargo compartment open and is waiting for me to point out my bag.


    “Somebody picking you up, miss?” he says as he sets my suitcase on its wheels and extends the handle.


    I nod and smile. “Yes. Thanks.”


    He glances around the parking lot. The only people in it are him and me. “You sure?” he says.


    I nod and smile again. “My uncle.” I look over my shoulder toward the building. “He must be inside.”


    The driver still doesn’t seem convinced, but he closes the cargo compartment and heads back to the front of the bus. “Okay, then.” With a foot on the first step, he stops and looks back. “A coach to Vancouver comes through here at nine thirty every morning. You take care now.”


    I know he’s trying to reassure me, but his words have exactly the opposite effect, and as I watch the bus pull back onto the highway and speed away, I feel like I’ve been abandoned at the gates of Hell.


    My thoughts start crashing into one another like chunks of carrot in a food processor. What if my uncle isn’t here? What if I got off at the wrong stop? What if I’ve lost his phone number? Who can I call? Should I stay at the motel? Should I take the next bus home?


    I stomp on my panic while I still can, grab the handle of my suitcase, and march towards the motel office. Slipping the strap of my backpack over my shoulder, I open the door to a tinkling of chimes and push my way inside.


    My mother’s bathroom is bigger than this office, and I have to pull my suitcase out of the way to shut the door. Straight ahead is a revolving rack containing brochures and postcards. To the left is the registration counter, but there’s no one behind it.


    I drop my backpack onto the floor beside my suitcase. “Hello?” I peer through the doorway behind the counter. No answer. There’s a bell on the counter, so I ring it and call again — louder. “Hello? Is anybody here?”


    A movie star wannabe complete with bottle-blonde hair and kiss-me-red lips comes running from the back. The woman is fifty if she’s a day. She smiles when she sees me, revealing dental-white veneers, but the tip of one of them is coated with lipstick, so now I’m thinking vampire.


    She pulls a pen from her hair and lays it on top of a registration card. Then she slides the whole works toward me. “Lookin’ for a room, sugar?”


    Before I can answer, the door chimes tinkle again, and the deepest voice I’ve ever heard says, “Kathy Ann, has the —”


    Kathy Ann doesn’t let the man finish. She frowns and clucks her tongue. “For goodness sake, Sam, can’t you see I’m with a customer?”


    Sam? I swivel toward the voice. At first all I see is a big, old, battered cowboy hat and a moustache that could be used as a broom. Kathy Ann called the man Sam. How many Sams can there be in this town? The guy has to be my uncle. I should introduce myself, but suddenly I can’t find my voice. My mouth doesn’t work either. So I just continue to stare. He’s too close. I can see all the parts of him, but I can’t pull them together into one picture. Tall and wiry. Tanned face and hands. Thick salt-and-pepper hair curling over the collar of a white buttoned shirt. Well-worn jeans. Big silver belt buckle. Scuffed cowboy boots.


    I’m not sure how long I stand there gawking, but it must be quite awhile, because finally Sam laughs, and waves of happy lines break out around his eyes and moustache — I still can’t see his mouth. He sticks out his hand. I put out mine. His grip is firm, and his skin is rough.


    He’s not laughing anymore, but he is grinning. “I’m Sam,” he says in that voice that starts somewhere down in his boots. “And unless I’m mistaken, you’re Dani.”


    “You’re not.” My voice is barely there. “Mistaken, I mean. I am Dani.”


    He keeps hold of my hand as he looks me over. His eyes narrow and travel from my head down to my feet and back up again. He’s clearly assessing me, and I suddenly feel self-conscious. Finally, he lets go of my hand. “You look like your mother.”


    “Do I?” It’s a stupid thing to say considering people are always comparing Mom and me.


    Sam doesn’t answer. Instead he picks up my back-pack and holds the door open for me and my suitcase.


    “Hey, where are you going with my customer?” Kathy Ann complains. And then, “Aren’t you even going to introduce us?”


    “Not today,” Sam says. “Have a nice evening now, Kathy Ann.” Once the door shuts behind us, he whispers, “Biggest gossip in Webb’s River. The whole town will know about you before suppertime.”


    “What town?” I blurt.


    Sam stops and looks me over for a second time. Then he shakes his head and resumes walking. “Not only do you look like your mother, you have the same sharp tongue.”


    Heat floods my cheeks. “Sorry,” I say apologetically and hurry to catch up. “But it is a pretty small town. How many people actually live here?”


    “You’d be surprised.”


    I can’t argue with that. Anything more than a dozen and I’d be drop-dead amazed. There isn’t a house anywhere.


    “Maybe tomorrow we’ll take a tour,” Sam says, “but right now I think we should get you settled in. Come on. Lizzie’s right over here.”


    Lizzie? Now I’m confused. Mom never mentioned anybody but Sam. “Who’s Lizzie?”


    Sam chuckles and nods toward a truck parked where the bus had been.


    I expect to see someone sitting in the cab, but it’s empty. And that’s when it hits me — Lizzie isn’t a person. She’s Sam’s truck, and from the look of her, she’s about the same age as Kathy Ann. I think Lizzie must have been red once, but now she’s so faded, her paint blends in with the rust.


    Sam heaves my suitcase and backpack into the bed of the truck on his way to the driver’s side.


    “Hop in,” he says. “It’s not locked.”


    As I grab the door handle, I prepare myself for the worst. The outside of the truck is mostly road dust and rust, so I can only imagine what the inside is like.


    But I’m pleasantly surprised. Oh, there’s no denying the truck is old — the black vinyl upholstery on the bench seat is cracked, there’s duct tape over a rip up the back, and the chrome around the gauges has pretty much rubbed off — but there’s not a single hamburger wrapper or drink cup anywhere. The truck is clean.


    I climb in and reach for the seat belt. After scrab-bling blindly for several seconds I finally hunt for it with my eyes. It isn’t there. “What the — ” I mutter, feeling all around the window and down the door panel.


    Sam reaches over and pulls a strap out of nowhere. Then he draws it across my body and buckles it. “Lizzie doesn’t have shoulder harnesses — just lap belts,” he says.


    My mouth drops open. “You’re kidding! Is that even legal? How old is — Lizzie?”


    Sam smiles. “Same age as me. We were both born in 1972. It was a very good year.” He pats the dash affectionately. “Now, be a good girl, Lizzie, and take us home nice and easy. No fussing like you did on the way here.” He turns the key, and the truck chugs for a few seconds before rumbling to life. He pats the dash again. “Good girl.” His next words are directed at me. “Lizzie had a bit of a hissy fit earlier. She wasn’t in the mood for a drive. That’s why I was late picking you up. Sorry about that.”


    “Do you always talk to your truck?” I ask.


    I can tell by the creases around his eyes that my question amuses him. “Not always.” He shrugs. “But the truth is she’s better company than most people.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    He shrugs again. “She’s a good listener.”


    As we pull onto the highway, Sam switches on the radio, and Shania Twain shoots into every crack and crevice of the cab. Conversation is impossible, so I concentrate on where we’re going instead. Sam rolls down the window, and some of Shania swooshes out with the wind.


    We start back toward downtown Webb’s River, but just before we get there, Sam turns onto the crossroad leading to the school. As we hit the crest of the hill, I see it. I’m expecting a little red schoolhouse, but this building has at least eight classrooms. It looks like there’s a gym too. The school’s not new, but I’ve seen ones way older in Vancouver. The grounds have climbing equipment, swings, a soccer field, a baseball diamond, and a covered play area with hopscotches painted on the pavement.


    Sam turns down the radio and points ahead. “The high school is just over the next rise.”


    “There’s a high school too?”


    “We can’t keep them in elementary school forever,” he teases.


    The high school is even more of a shock. “It’s huge!” I say.


    “It has to be,” Sam replies. “Students get bussed here from all over the region. The school can hold a thousand students, though there were only about seven hundred this past year.”


    Then he turns up the radio again, and I go back to watching the scenery. It is all really pretty but so isolated. We’ve been driving fifteen minutes and except for the schools, there isn’t a hint of civilization anywhere — not so much as a crushed beer can. After twenty minutes, the paved road even disappears, and we’re suddenly bumping along on rutted gravel. After another ten minutes that’s gone too. Now it’s just two bare tire tracks running through a tree-dotted field. The truck slows. We have to be getting close, but I don’t see a house anywhere — until we round a stand of trees. And then —


    Holy crap! I shut my eyes and open them again, but apparently I’m not hallucinating.

  


  
    Chapter Five

    



    It’s a trailer. Sam lives in a freakin’ trailer! And I’m not talking a fancy big double-wide either. This thing is puny and ancient and über-ugly. The massive satellite dish on top makes it look like a giant air horn, and I find myself waiting for a blast that will smash my eardrums. How could my mother send me here? Wedding brain has clearly destroyed her ability to think. There is no way I can survive in this trailer for six minutes — never mind six weeks!


    I hear the bus driver’s voice in my head. A coach to Vancouver comes through here at nine thirty every morning. I cling to that knowledge.


    Sam is already hauling my stuff from the back of the truck, so I open the door and climb out.


    “Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home,” he says as I join him.


    He got the humble part right, but I don’t say so. I don’t dare. If I open my mouth, everything I’m thinking will pour out, and that would not be good. I don’t trust what my face is doing either. I have a feeling horror is written all over it, so I walk ahead of Sam and pretend I’m checking the place out. Before I know it, I am.


    The trailer is white — in theory. In actual fact, it is more of a dirty grey. It sits on stacked concrete blocks. What should be open space underneath is stuffed with scraps of wood, plastic pails, cheap folding lawn chairs, a couple of milk crates — one yellow, one blue — and an assortment of rusty tools. Unpainted wooden steps lead to two doors separated by a window. There’s another smaller window farther along. A couple of big propane canisters stand at one end of the trailer, and then, of course, there’s that monster satellite dish on top.


    A little distance away is a firepit, surrounded by soot-stained rocks and topped with a blackened grill. Chopped firewood is stacked under a blue tarp. Behind that, mostly hidden by the trees, is a large shed — or maybe a really small barn. Sun and rain have warped the wood and weathered it nearly black. The roof is a collage of mismatched shingles. Scattered posts from what looks to have been a corral dot the field beyond.


    And that’s it. Everything else belongs to Mother Nature.


    Sam climbs the steps to one of the trailer doors and disappears inside with my bags, but in a matter of seconds he’s back. He beckons me. “Come on in. Make yourself at home.”


    I smile — or maybe I grimace. Without a mirror, I can’t be sure. Then I mount the steps and go inside. I’m in a dark, narrow hallway that runs half the length of the trailer. In front of me is the bathroom. It’s small but appears to have the basic fixtures. The toilet seat is up, though, and a shiver shoots through me at the thought of my tush meeting cold porcelain during a groggy middle-of-the-night pee run. Note to self: Check before sitting.


    “The room on the end there is my bedroom,” Sam says. “And this here is your room.” He steps out of the way, so I can see. “I call it my quiet room. It’s where I like to read.” He nods toward a wall of shelves bursting with books and then to a futon across from it. That and a TV table with a lamp are the only pieces of furniture. There’s not even a dresser. It looks like I’m going to be living out of my suitcase.


    “The living room and kitchen are this way,” Sam says as he heads down the hall.


    This end of the trailer has the windows, so it’s a lot brighter. There are actually windows on two sides of the kitchen and a small round table in the centre, so it’s almost inviting. The living room has a leatherette couch and chair, a fake wood coffee table, a floor lamp, and the biggest flat screen television I have ever seen. It takes up one whole wall. Every other bit of space is filled with stacks of books, so I’m beginning to think of Sam’s trailer as a bookmobile instead of a home. At least I won’t run out of reading material while I’m here.


    I find myself relaxing — a little. Sam’s trailer is old and small and except for the television, pretty bare bones, but — like his truck — it’s clean. The guy isn’t a slob; he just isn’t materialistic. A smile tickles the corners of my mouth. So how can he possibly be related to my mother?


    As I get myself settled in, Sam makes supper. It’s chili, and it’s surprisingly good. I have two helpings and wipe the bowl clean with a piece of bread.


    Sam leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. His black eyes glitter. “I thought girls your age weren’t big on food,” he says.


    I consider taking offence, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t intend to insult me, so I let the comment go. “I was starved,” I tell him. “I haven’t eaten since before I got on the bus. Besides, the chili was really good. I couldn’t help myself. Thanks.”


    He nods. “You’re welcome. What about you? Do you cook?”


    I shrug. “Enough that I wouldn’t starve if there weren’t any pizzas in the freezer.”


    “That’s good,” he replies. “Because there aren’t.”


    We both laugh.


    “Are you saying you want me to take over chef duties while I’m here?” I ask. I’m thinking I should resent the idea, but I actually like cooking, and it would give me something to do.


    This time it’s Sam who shrugs. “I wouldn’t say take over so much as share. I’m not a one-trick pony, but I wouldn’t mind eating someone else’s cooking for a change.”


    “No problem. If you’re good with peanut butter sandwiches and Kraft Dinner, I’m happy to help out.”


    Furrows spring up between his bushy brows. He looks so worried, I burst out laughing. “I’m kidding!”


    His face relaxes. “Good. Then it’s your turn tomorrow.” He picks up his bowl and takes it to the counter. Then he starts filling the sink with water and squirts in some detergent. I finish clearing the table and grab the dish towel draped over the handle of the fridge.


    “How long have you lived here?” I ask.


    “That’s a good question. Let me think. I guess it’s been a little over ten years now.”


    “Where did you live before that?”


    “Nowhere. Everywhere. Depends on how you want to look at it.”


    “What do you mean? Were you homeless?” Considering Sam doesn’t have a lot of stuff, it isn’t a big stretch to imagine him living on the street.


    “Yes — but not the way you’re thinking. I didn’t have a home because there was no point. I was always on the road.”


    “Why? What were you doing?”


    “Ridin’ rodeo.” He says it like it’s as normal as being a grocery clerk or a teacher.


    “Really?” I stop in the middle of drying a glass. “You mean like the Calgary Stampede?”


    He nods. “Yup. I’ve worked the Stampede more times than I care to remember. Broke my collarbone there one year. Kept me off the circuit for weeks.”


    So Sam doesn’t just look like a cowboy; he really is one. For some reason that I can’t explain, I like the idea. “Rodeo circuit? Is that like golf and tennis circuits, where the players travel all over the place?”


    “Yup.”


    “Like where?”


    “Anywhere there’s a rodeo in North America.”


    “Like where?” I say again. “Tell me some of the places you’ve been.”


    He takes a deep breath and lets it out again. “Well, for starters, every cow town in B.C. — and then some. Alberta and Saskatchewan too. Even more places in the States. Wyoming, South Dakota, Nevada, New Mexico. You name it — I’ve been there.”


    I grin. “It sounds exciting. Mom said you’ve been away for the last few months. Is that what you were doing? Riding rodeo?”


    Sam stops scrubbing the chili pot and looks out the kitchen window. I can only see the side of his face, but his smile lines are gone, and his jaw is tight. Finally, he shakes his head and goes back to washing the pot. He rinses it and passes it to me. Then he says, “I gave rodeo up a couple of years back. It’s hard on a body, and I’d been at it for nineteen years. I’ve broken more bones than I can count and pulled more muscles than I even knew I had. I was tired of aching all over all of the time.”


    My mind starts doing math. Nineteen years. That would make Sam about nineteen when he got into rodeo. Mom said he was twenty-two when he had the blow-up with my grandparents.


    “Is that what the fight was about?” I ask point-blank. “The one between you and your parents? Was it because they didn’t want you working in rodeo?”


    Sam actually looks surprised, but only for a split second. Faster than I can blink, he’s smiling again. “As I recollect,” he says, “you and I have a whole six weeks to get to know one another. You don’t want to find out everything on the very first day now, do you? And besides, I do believe it’s my turn to ask you some questions.”

  


  
    Chapter Six

    



    When the dishes are done, Sam and I go outside and sit on the steps. He pulls a thin, silver case from his shirt pocket and opens it to reveal a row of cigarettes. They aren’t factory-made, though. These ones are hand-rolled, and they don’t have filters. Sam takes one out, taps it on the case, and slides it between his lips. Then he produces a fancy silver lighter and in one motion flips the lid and runs his thumb over the friction wheel inside. A flame jumps up and flutters in the breeze. Sam cups his hand around it and holds it to the cigarette.


    “You smoke?” I say with surprise.


    He answers me with a phlegmy cough.


    “You shouldn’t, you know. Smoking is bad for you. Haven’t you seen the health warnings on cigarette packages?”


    Sam’s eyes glint as he looks at me sideways, and the laugh-lines around his mouth threaten to break loose. “’Course I have. Why do you think I roll my own?”


    I’m not amused. “That’s worse!” I tell him. “It means even more tar and nicotine are getting into your body.”


    He drags heavily on the cigarette. It glows red before turning to ash. Sam exhales, and a cloud of smoke dances off with the breeze. He coughs again.


    “You should quit,” I say.


    He nods. “I do quit. At least two or three times a day. Matter of fact, I quit just before I went to pick you up. Problem is it never seems to take. Quitting isn’t what it’s cracked up to be.”


    “But you —”


    Sam grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. Then he flicks the remains of his cigarette into the fire pit. “There you go,” he says. “I didn’t even get my money’s worth out of that one. Now don’t be a nag. You’ll never land yourself a husband. Besides, I don’t need another conscience. Believe it or not, I already have one. And the truth is you can’t tell me anything I don’t already know. Come on. I want to introduce you to someone.” He starts tugging me toward the shed.


    “Who?” I do a quick scan of the area. As far as I can see, Sam and I are the only ones around.


    “A girlfriend.”


    “She lives in your shed?”


    “Yup.”


    “Wow. You really know how to treat a girl.”


    He sends me a dirty look. “I’ve never had any complaints.”


    The shed is open on both ends, and the evening sun shoots dusty beams of light straight through and into my eyes. Otherwise, the inside of the shed is in shadow. A plank fence barricades one side while the other is clearly used for storage. There are shelves of lanterns, blankets, brushes, and coloured bottles. A sawhorse under a saddle. Huge rusted spikes hung with harnesses and horseshoes. A couple of wooden barrels of feed. In a corner, a white pail. Beside it, a pitchfork and shovel. Every other bit of ground is taken up with pallets of sweet-smelling hay. More bales in the rafters.


    Movement behind the fence catches my attention. I squint into the shadows, but before my eyes can adjust, I hear a whinny. Then I see the horse. Her coat is tawny, but her mane is black, and an elongated white diamond runs down her nose. When she sees Sam, she neighs again and rubs her big body against the fence, reaching for him.


    Stretching her neck and head, she nuzzles him, knocking his hat nearly off. His face relaxes into love. He strokes her nose and rests his cheek against hers. Then he whispers something into her ear that I don’t hear.


    “Okay?” he says.


    I swear the horse nods.


    Then he turns to me. “Dani, this is Jasmine. Jasmine — Dani.”


    I go to stand by Sam. “Her name is beautiful. She’s beautiful.” Tentatively, I lift my hand. “Can I touch her?”


    “Here.” He digs into his pocket and pulls out a sugar cube. “Give her this. She’s a lady who can be bribed. Just offer it to her on your open hand. She has a gentle mouth.”


    I do as Sam says. Jasmine briefly sniffs my hand before taking the cube. Her breath is hot, and her lips tickle my palm. She makes a big show of chomping the sugar. When she’s done, I stroke her nose. It’s velvet-soft.


    “Is Jasmine your rodeo horse?” I ask.


    “One of them,” Sam says. “My last one. When I retired, so did she. No more calf-roping or steer-wrestling for Jasmine. These days she’s lucky to find a rabbit to chase. Mostly she’s happy to wander through the wildflowers and gallop in the creek.” He pats her rump. “Aren’t you, girl?” Then he looks at me and says, “I have ten acres here. It’s not a lot, but it’s enough for me. And Jasmine knows every rock and blade of grass on it. She’d be more than happy to take you for a tour.”


    I feel my eyes open wide. “You mean ride her?”


    Sam shrugs. “Unless you’d rather run behind.”


    “But I don’t ride,” I tell him. “I’ve never been on a horse in my life.”


    “Well then, I reckon we’ll have to teach you.”


    He says it as such a matter of fact that I don’t even consider arguing. Besides, how hard can it be? All I have to do is sit.


    ———


    The next morning I wake up to the delicious smells of bacon frying and coffee brewing. For a few minutes, I let the tantalizing aromas float over me and weave themselves into my dream. Then reality works its way into my dream too, and suddenly I’m wide awake. But I’m not in my comfy bed in Vancouver. I’m on a narrow, lumpy futon in a dingy trailer in the middle of nowhere, and down the hall in the kitchen is a man I’ve known for about sixteen hours.


    Then I inhale the food smells again and suddenly remember — it’s my day to cook! Crap! I must have slept in. What time is it? I scramble for my watch on the TV table and blink at its face, trying to clear the sleep from my eyes. It’s 8:15. Really? Just 8:15? That’s practically the middle of the night. The only time I’m up that early is when I have to go to school. A girl should not be awake at 8:15 on her summer vacation. It’s obscene.


    I disentangle myself from the bedding and swing my feet to the floor. The scratchy indoor/outdoor carpeting beneath them makes me wonder if I spent the night on a miniature golf course. I have to pee something fierce, but I don’t want to run into Sam in the hall. He might be my uncle, but I’m not ready yet to show off my pajamas — T-shirt and flannel sweats actually — nor my morning bed head. So I dance around as I throw on jeans and a fresh T-shirt and drag a brush through my hair.


    By the time I make it out to the kitchen, I feel nearly human. My bed is even made, and yesterday’s underwear is stashed away in a pocket of my suitcase.


    Sam is on his cell. “Great,” he says to the person on the other end. “That sounds real good. See you about ten.” He switches off the phone and smiles. “Good morning, sleepyhead. Or should I say good afternoon?”


    I make a face. “It’s not late. At home I wouldn’t be up for a couple more hours yet.”


    He makes tut-tutting noises. “Shame on you. And shame on your mother for allowing that.”


    “Ha!” I retort. “She sleeps later than I do! She doesn’t move until she smells the coffee.”


    Sam lowers his head and squints at me through his eyebrows. “So that’s where you learned that trick.”


    Now I feel like a jerk. I shake my head. “No. I know it’s my day to cook. I didn’t forget. I would have made the coffee. Really. I just didn’t realize I was going to have to set the alarm to do it.” I look past him to the dirty plate and frying pan on the counter. “I guess I missed breakfast, huh?”


    “There’s coffee,” he says, “and juice in the fridge. I would’ve rustled up something for you, but I didn’t know what kind of breakfast food you like — or if you even eat breakfast.” He spreads his arms to take in the kitchen. “But you’re welcome to cook up whatever you can find.” He glances at the clock on the stove. “The only thing is we need to get going by nine if we’re going to have that tour of Webb’s River.”


    The air is still full of bacon and egg smells. That’s the breakfast my stomach is set on, but there’s no way I can cook, eat, and clean up in thirty minutes.


    I sigh and reach for the coffee pot. “Do you have any cereal?”

  


  
    Chapter Seven

    



    By 9:00 a.m. on the nose, we’re on our way to Highway 97 via a web of back roads I never noticed the day before. Finally, I’m seeing some houses and the occasional business. When we get to the highway, Lizzie heads west. But only for a minute. Before she even gets up to speed, Sam turns her onto another secondary road on the opposite side of the highway.


    This is clearly the hub of Webb’s River. Though it’s just one secluded road, I spot, scattered among the trees, an art studio, a woodworking shop, a nursery, a small medical/dental office, a junkyard, and a brew-your-own wine store. I also see signs advertising home businesses.


    After about ten minutes, Lizzie starts down a private driveway. The narrow road zigzags through the trees. So do the sun’s rays, dappling the road with broken light.


    “Where are we going?” I ask. The words are barely out of my mouth when Lizzie breaks free of the trees. Straight ahead is an open gate under a wrought iron arch with a sign. GREENER PASTURES — JOHN TOOBY & SONS. Then I see a sprawling house and barns, cattle grazing in a distant field, and corrals of horses. Lizzie crunches along the gravel drive, churning up clouds of dust. Finally, we come to a stop in front of a barn.


    “Why are we here?” I ask as we get out of the truck.


    “You want to learn to ride, don’t you?” Sam says.


    “I thought you were going to teach me.”


    “I would, but I have to go to 100 Mile House this morning.”


    “Couldn’t I come with you? We could do the riding thing later.”


    He shakes his head. “Not this time. It’s business. You’d be bored — believe me. Besides, this way we can kill two birds with one stone.” He winks. “You’ll be fine. If there’s one thing these Tooby boys know, it’s horses.”


    ———


    Turns out there are four Tooby boys, but it is son #3 who is assigned the task of turning me into a horsewoman. His name is Micah, and he’s drop-dead gorgeous, so I don’t care what he knows about horses.


    “Hey, Dani.” His voice is low and smooth. He slides a finger along the brim of his black Stetson and flashes me an orthodontically perfect, toothpaste-commercial smile. That’s when the bones in my legs vaporize, and I feel like I’m learning to ice-skate all over again. Thank god the wall of the barn is there to hold me up.


    “Hey.” His blue eyes are hypnotic. I try to look away, but I can’t seem to. Don’t want to.


    It’s Micah who breaks the spell. “Well, I guess we better find you a horse.” He points to one of the corrals. As we walk toward it, he says, “So Sam is your uncle, huh?”


    I nod.


    “And you’re staying with him?”


    “Yeah.”


    “For how long?”


    “Six weeks.” I keep my gaze fixed on the corral. It’s easier to act normal if I don’t look at Micah. “My mom’s away on a trip,” I say, but I don’t go into details.


    “So where’s home?”


    “Vancouver.”


    “Big city. Lucky you.” Then, because we’ve reached the corral, Micah changes the subject. “All these horses are real gentle — perfect for greenhorns.”


    I sigh. “Well, they don’t come any green-hornier than me.” Too late, I realize what I’ve said, and I am instantly mortified. My face is burning, so I know it has to be red. I am such a loser! I wish for a speeding bus or maybe a herd of stampeding cattle to throw myself under. Please, God, take me now. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” I mumble.


    Micah just smiles and turns back to the corral. “Do you see anything you like?”


    Yeah, I do. Oh, right — he’s talking about the horses. I focus all my attention on the corral. I know there must be criteria for choosing a mount, but since I have no idea what it is, I am forced to come up with my own. Mostly, it has to do with appearance. One horse has a scraggly tail. A second has wild eyes. A third is the wrong colour, and a fourth has a sway back. I certainly don’t want the snorter, nor the one with flies buzzing round it. The only horse I’m drawn to is a tawny-coloured mare with a black mane. “That one.” I point it out to Micah.


    “Good choice,” he says. “Sweetpea is as gentle as they come. What made you pick her?”


    I’m embarrassed to explain my selection process, so I just shrug. “She reminds me of Sam’s horse.”


    “There’s a good reason for that,” Micah says. “Sweetpea is Jasmine’s dam.” Then he smiles, and I feel myself starting to melt again. I throw my arms over the top rail of the fence and pretend to study Sweetpea more closely.


    “She doesn’t have the diamond on her nose like Jasmine,” I tell him.


    “Well, her sire had a little input in the matter too, if you know what I mean.”


    I know exactly what he means. I also know he’s smiling again, but I don’t dare look. My knees will buckle for sure.


    He ducks between the rails and strolls across the corral. Sweetpea neighs as he approaches but doesn’t move a muscle while he straps a bridle on her. Then he leads her back to where I am and wraps the reins around a rail.


    He pats Sweetpea’s shoulder. “You ladies get acquainted while I saddle up.”


    Sweetpea doesn’t pull back, snort, or even roll her eyes when I reach out to stroke her nose. And she doesn’t so much as twitch an ear when Micah sets a felt pad and blanket on her back and then swings the saddle on top of that.


    Micah explains each step as he goes, and I hang on every word, partly because he says that if I’m going to ride, I have to learn to saddle the horse myself, but mostly because I like the sound of his voice. I watch him reef on the girth straps and then buckle them. Sweetpea stands perfectly still throughout the entire process. For her, it’s just another day at the office. Finally, Micah leads her out of the corral and holds the reins out to me.


    I stare at them stupidly.


    “Take them,” he says. “You need to get used to each other.” Then he points into the distance. “I want you to walk Sweetpea to that empty corral over there. That’s where you’re going to practice mounting and dismounting.”


    “Just mounting and dismounting? That’s it?” This does not fit the vision I have of Micah and me galloping off together through a meadow of wildflowers.


    He flashes that irresistible smile again. “Actually, that’s quite a bit.”


    “But aren’t I going to ride?”


    “First things first. Getting on and off a horse isn’t as easy as it looks, and if you can’t get on, you sure as heck can’t ride.”


    He has that right. Who knew mounting a horse could be so difficult? Even with the mount block, it’s a challenge. Getting on from the ground is even harder. It’s like scaling a skyscraper and then straddling it. Definitely not a natural motion — at least not for me. And there’s so much to remember too — how to hold the reins, where to stand, where to put my hands, how to shift my weight. After forty-five minutes of practice, I am exhausted, and I haven’t even done any riding yet. The rest of our lesson is taken up with learning how to sit on the saddle and control the horse with the reins and my legs.


    The next thing I know, it’s noon, and Sam is back. I do my best to dismount like a pro. I want to show him that I’ve actually learned something and haven’t just spent the morning staring at Micah.


    He smiles at me. “Well done.”


    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. You can see what a fast learner I am. It’s taken me two hours just to learn how to get on a horse.”


    “That’s an important thing to know, and unless you were brought up around horses, it’s not something that comes natural to most people.”


    “Not to me, that’s for sure.”


    “Aw, don’t listen to her, Sam.” Though I don’t see him coming, Micah is now standing beside me — close enough that his shirt sleeve is brushing my arm. I can feel my heart hammering. “Dani is a quick learner. She did just fine. Next time, we’ll have her barrel-racing.”


    “Next time?” I look from Micah to Sam.


    Sam shrugs. “As much as I’d like to teach you myself, I think it’s probably best for you to stick with Micah. The truth is, there’s more than one way to skin a cat — or, in this case, teach you to ride a horse — and we don’t want to confuse you with different methods.”


    Micah grins. “All right then. We’ll see you tomorrow. Same time?”


    “Sounds good,” Sam says.


    I couldn’t agree more.

  


  
    Chapter Eight

    



    On the way back to Sam’s place, I pump him for information about Micah. Subtly, of course. I don’t want him thinking I’m interested in the guy. I start by asking about the ranch.


    According to Sam, Greener Pastures is one of the largest spreads in British Columbia and has been in the Tooby family for several generations. Though well-known for cattle, the ranch’s real claim to fame is breeding horses. As a sideline, it offers day-trip trail rides and — for hardier types — overnight wilderness adventures. Sort of like African safaris, I guess, but Cariboo style.


    The oldest Tooby son, Mark, works at the ranch full-time. Micah and son #2, Steve, are both at university, so they only help out in the summer. The youngest son, Randy, is still in elementary school, so aside from weekend chores of mucking out stalls and pitching hay, he isn’t too involved yet.


    I ask all the sons’ ages, though it’s really only Micah I care about. He’s nineteen. Perfect. Now all I need to know is if he has a girlfriend, but there’s no way I’m asking Sam that. I’ll just have to find out on my own.


    As it turns out, Micah is the one who brings up the subject — the very next day. He asks me if I have a boyfriend. I am so shocked I miss the stirrup as I go to mount and almost do a face-plant in the dirt.


    “Not at the moment,” I tell him as I once again grab the horn of the saddle. And then — because this is the perfect opening — I nonchalantly add, “What about you?”


    He shakes his head. “No. No boyfriend. I prefer girls.”


    For a split second, I forget the guy is a god. All I’m thinking is that he zinged me, and I need to get him back. A retort jumps onto my tongue and is out of my mouth before I can stop it. “Really?” I reply. “I would’ve sworn you were gay.”


    To say that I catch Micah by surprise is the understatement of the year, and right before my eyes, he goes from cool to crushed. He couldn’t look more deflated if I’d punched him in the stomach.


    I gaze down from my seat on Sweetpea and pretend to shoot him with a gun. “Gotcha!” I grin and waggle my eyebrows.


    His face relaxes. Then he shakes his head and grins back at me. “And here I thought you were a nice girl.”


    I shrug. “Hey, you started it.”


    That’s all it takes. The ice between us is broken, and we spend the rest of the lesson exchanging shots and laughing.


    ———


    Sam and I make lunch together. It’s supposed to be his day to cook, but I don’t mind helping. Actually, I kind of like it. Sam knows his way around a kitchen, but he’s really relaxed about it, so there’s something restful about working with him.


    We take our quesadillas and coleslaw outside into the sunshine. Sam hauls a couple of lawn chairs out from under the trailer and sets them on the grass.


    I sigh and turn my face to the sky. “Listen.”


    After a few seconds, Sam says, “To what? I don’t hear anything.”


    “Exactly!” I inhale deeply like I’m refuelling my soul. “That’s the point. It’s peaceful here. No traffic noise. No rest-of-the-world sounds at all. It’s like this place is all there is. Birds singing, grass waving, sunshine, wildflowers — that’s it.” I turn to him. “It’s like you have your own little Garden of Eden.”


    Sam cocks his head thoughtfully for a few seconds before answering. Then his eyes become dark slits that look right inside me. “You might physically resemble your mother,” he says, “and you might have the same sharp tongue that she has, but in some ways you’re very different. Your mom wouldn’t last more than an hour out here. She’d think it’s pretty, but she’d be happier just looking at a picture of it. A picnic is about all the outdoors she’s interested in — and even then, she’d want it without the bugs.”


    I bite into my quesadilla and nod. “Yeah, Mom is definitely a city girl. She likes the hustle and bustle, the nightlife — the shopping! She really likes the shopping. She’d go into withdrawal here for sure.”


    Sam wags a thumb toward the shed. “I could give her a good deal on some horse manure.”


    I laugh.


    “What about you?” Sam asks. “I thought seventeen-year-old girls lived to shop.”


    “Yeah, I like to shop. Of course, I do,” I say. “But I like other stuff too. The stores will still be in Vancouver when I get back. In the meantime, I’m going to enjoy what Webb’s River has to offer.”


    “Uh-huh,” Sam says. But something about the way he says it and the way his face is threatening to smile make me suspicious.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    His forehead buckles in feigned confusion. “Not a thing.”


    He’s a good actor, but I’m not buying his performance. I know he’s making fun of me. I reach out and smack his arm.


    “Ow!” He rubs it as if he’s actually hurt. “You’re violent.”


    I roll my eyes. “As if. I did not hit you hard. And anyway, you had it coming. It’s not nice to tease.”


    “Who’s teasing? You said you were going to enjoy what Webb’s River has to offer. I was just agreeing with you.”


    I feel myself starting to blush, but at the same time a smile is tugging at my mouth, and I have to tense my cheek muscles to keep a straight face. I slug Sam again and shake my finger at him. “I know what you’re hinting at,” I say, “and you’re wrong. I really like learning to ride — and that’s it!”


    He shrugs innocently. “That’s what I thought you meant. Golly. There’s no getting along with some people.” Then he stands up and puts his hand out for my empty plate. “Want some lemonade?”


    “Sure,” I say, grateful for the change of subject. “Thanks.”


    “I’ll be right back.”


    When he returns, Sam is juggling two glasses of lemonade and a big plastic bag. He hands me one of the glasses and then the bag.


    “What’s this?” I say.


    “Since you can’t get to the shops, I thought I’d bring the shops to you.”


    “Really?” I beam. “You got me a present?” I set the glass of lemonade down on the grass and open the bag. Then I gasp in surprise. I don’t know what I’m expecting, but it isn’t this. I look from the bag to Sam. “Boots! You got me boots.”


    “Well, we can’t have you wearing running shoes when you ride,” he says. “It just isn’t right.”


    I pull the boots out of the bag and admire them from every angle. Not that I know anything about cowboy boots, but they’re certainly beautiful to look at. The foot is tan while the top is a darker brown with designs tooled into the leather. The toe is pointed, and there’s even a bit of a heel.


    “They’re gorgeous!” I tell Sam.


    “Try ’em on,” he says.


    I kick off my runners, grab the tabs on the boot top, slide my foot inside, and pull. Then I do the same for the other foot.


    “They fit!” I exclaim with surprise as I stand up and take a stroll around the grass. “How did you know my size?”


    “I checked your running shoes when you weren’t in them. You know you have pretty big feet for a girl.”


    I make a face and nudge his boot with the toe of mine. “Look who’s talking. I wouldn’t exactly call these puppies petite.”


    He glances down and frowns. “I’m a man. I’m supposed to have big feet. It makes me look —” He pauses as if he’s searching for the right word and finally settles for “manly.”


    “Yeah, right!” I hoot. “Whatever you say. Anyway, thanks for the boots. I feel like a real western girl now. All I’m missing is the hat.” Then I smile and add, “And the belt buckle. And the bandana. And the —”


    “Uh-oh,” he mutters into his moustache. “On second thought, maybe you’re not so different from your mother after all.”


    I laugh.


    That’s when my cellphone rings. First time since I’ve left Vancouver. I dig it out of my pocket and look at the screen.


    “Speak of the devil,” I say. “It’s Mom.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine

    



    Mom’s call is short and sweet. Basically, she wants to know how Sam and I are getting along, and she is clearly relieved when I assure her things are fine. She laughs at my horse-riding stories and then gushes about Spain for a few minutes before hanging up with a promise to call again when she and Reed get to Paris.


    In a matter of days, life with Sam slides into a comfortable routine. I spend mornings at Greener Pasture, working on my riding skills with Micah, while Sam does chores, gets groceries, or runs errands. At noon he picks me up and we return to the trailer for lunch — which we make together. We never end up taking turns cooking, even though that was the original plan. Preparing meals together is just more fun — talking and laughing and experimenting with recipes. The food even tastes better.


    Afternoons just happen. Some days we head out in Lizzie, go for a walk, or double on Jasmine and explore Sam’s ten acres. If I’m running out of clean clothes, I do my laundry, and Sam putters in the shed or drags fence posts around the field. On the days we’re feeling lazy, we just loll in the sunshine, reading and then discussing what we’ve read. Books, like cooking, are something Sam and I both enjoy, which is a good thing since there are lots of books around. Even so, I make a point of choosing ones I know Sam has already read, so we can have our discussions. Sometimes we agree; sometimes we don’t. It doesn’t matter. It’s the exchange of ideas that counts, and I get totally stoked as my thoughts bubble up and overflow like a runaway chemistry experiment. The same thing happens to Sam. I can tell by the energy in his voice. Somewhere along the way, my ideas get mixed up with his until I’m not quite sure whose thoughts are whose anymore, but when we’re finally all talked out, I feel as if my whole body has been scrubbed with a brush — I’m tingly inside and out.


    At some point during the afternoon or evening, we plant ourselves in front of Sam’s huge television and take in a baseball game — or two. I’m not really a fan, but Sam is nuts about baseball, so I keep him company. I mean, where else am I gonna go? Besides, Sam really gets into the games, and it’s kind of fun watching him get all excited — or pissed off — depending on how his team is doing. We both root for the Blue Jays — it’s the Canadian thing to do — but otherwise, I cheer for whatever team Sam wants to lose, just to make things interesting.


    “Go, Rangers!” I holler at the television as Texas takes the field. “C’mon, boys. Get ’em out one, two, three. You can do it.” Then I grab a handful of peanuts from a bowl on the coffee table and shove them into my mouth.


    Sam shoots me a sideways glance and his eyebrows dive together into a bushy knot. “Since when are you a Texas fan?”


    I shrug and grin. “Since you’re a Baltimore fan and that’s who they’re playing.”


    He shakes his head and clucks his tongue in disgust. “That’s not how you choose a team.”


    “That’s how I choose,” I say as I help myself to more nuts.


    He slides the bowl out of my reach. “If you keep eating those things, you aren’t going to have room for your supper.”


    “If I’m not supposed to eat the peanuts, why did you put them out?”


    Sam ignores my question and points to the television. “Watch the game.”


    The first batter comes to the plate, crosses himself, looks skyward, and takes a few practice swings. Then he cocks the bat and waits for the pitcher to throw the ball. When it comes, he swings so hard he loses his balance and has to lean on the bat to keep from falling.


    “Woo-hoo!” I cheer. “Strike one.”


    Sam sits forward on the couch.


    The pitcher throws the ball again and the batter swings. Another miss.


    “Easy out,” I heckle.


    “Relax, man. Take your time,” Sam tells the batter. “Wait for the right ball. Make the pitcher come to you.”


    The way Sam’s talking, you’d think the batter can actually hear him. Who knows — maybe he can, because he lets the next pitch go. And the two after that too. Now the count is full: three balls and two strikes. The pressure is on. The pitcher has to throw a strike, and the batter has to hit it.


    “Come on, pitcher,” I say. “You can do it. Easy out, easy out.”


    The pitcher winds up and throws. The batter swings and —


    Crack!


    Even without Sam grinning and yee-hawing all over the living room, I recognize that sound. I slouch back on the couch and watch the ball sail over the centre field fence. I guess it wasn’t such an easy out after all.


    Enjoying his moment in the sun, the batter trots leisurely around the bases. As he touches home plate, he pauses, points skyward again, and kisses the cross hanging from his neck. Then he carries on to the dugout where his teammates happily mob him.


    “Why do guys do that?” I say.


    “What?” Sam asks. “Congratulate their teammate? Why wouldn’t they? He just put a run on the scoreboard.”


    I shake my head. “I don’t mean that. I’m talking about how players cross themselves when they come to bat, and then if they get a home run, they point to the sky like it’s heaven. I’ve seen lots of batters do it. It’s as if they’re telling God thanks, like He made the home run happen.”


    Sam’s moustache trembles, a sure sign that he’s laughing on the inside but doesn’t want to go public with it. Obviously, he finds something I’ve said funny.


    “I’m serious,” I say indignantly.


    His moustache settles down. “Sorry,” he apologizes. “I wasn’t really laughing at you.” And then before I can point out that he most certainly was, he says, “Are you religious?”


    I don’t answer right away. I need to think first. “Not particularly,” I finally reply. “I don’t know. I don’t really think about it much. I was christened when I was a baby, and I believe there’s a God, but I don’t go to church — except for Mom’s weddings.”


    He nods and smiles, but his eyes aren’t in it. I can tell he’s just being polite, and I decide I liked it better when he was laughing at me.


    “Most folks are believers,” he says. “In fact, about eight out of every ten people follow one religion or another. That doesn’t just mean going to church either; it’s a daily spiritual relationship with whichever god they believe in.


    “The baseball players you’re talking about are a prime example. They believe God guides them. They believe they have God to thank for their athletic ability and how they use it. So every time they step up to that plate, they believe God is right there with them. When they cross themselves before an at-bat, they are praying to God to help them do their best.


    “So when they hit a home run — yeah, you’re absolutely right — they are acknowledging God’s part in it.”


    “Okay,” I frown, “but players on all the teams do that. Every player thinks God’s on his side, but how can He be if He’s helping everybody? He doesn’t sound like a very good fan to me. Where’s the loyalty?”


    Sam’s hearty guffaws fill the tiny living room. “You should talk! You cheer for anybody.”


    “Not just anybody,” I protest. “Only the teams you’re against. And I certainly don’t change sides in the middle of a game like God does.”


    Sam stops laughing. “God does help all the teams a little, but He definitely has a favourite.”


    “Yeah, right,” I scoff. “And who’s that?”


    “The New York Yankees.”


    Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Good one, Sam.”


    “No, really. It’s true.” I have to give him credit. He looks totally serious.


    “Okay, I’ll bite. What makes you think God is a Yankees fan?”


    “Think about it,” he says. “In the history of baseball, the Yankees have taken the American League championship forty times. That’s way more pennants than anybody else. Even more important, they’ve been World Series champs twenty-seven times. No other team even comes close to that. What more proof do you need? God might help other teams out from time to time, but He is definitely a Yankee.”


    How can I argue with that kind of logic? It’s so crazy, it makes sense. So I just nod and smile and say, “Right. Okay, then. Thanks for clearing that up.”


    Sam smiles back. “My pleasure.”


    We go back to watching the game, but despite my enthusiastic cheering, Texas loses, and, of course, Sam can’t resist gloating. “Looks like God was rooting for the Orioles today. Better luck next time, Dani. Let’s go make supper.”


    I follow him to the kitchen and start pulling out the makings of a salad. But my mind is still in the living room, thinking about our earlier conversation.


    “Sam?”


    “Mmm,” he murmurs, not bothering to look up from the potato he’s peeling.


    “When we were watching the game, you asked me if I was religious,” I say. “What about you? Are you religious? Do you believe in God?”


    He stops peeling the potato and looks off into space. “Do I believe in God?” He slowly shakes his head. “No. No, Dani, I can’t say that I do.” There’s a thoughtful pause before he adds, “But there are definitely times I wish I did. And that’s the truth.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten

    



    Like a bucking bronco, Lizzie jumps and jerks across the field, doing her best to throw Sam and me through the windshield. I hang onto the steering wheel for dear life while my feet tap dance on the clutch and gas. Lizzie roars a protest, then chokes and stutters — over and over again, bucking the whole time. I panic and jam both feet on the brake. She lurches forward one last time before stalling out with a weary rattle.


    For a few seconds, Sam and I don’t move. We want to be sure Lizzie has really stopped. Finally, Sam loosens his grip on the dashboard and leans back against the seat. I want to do the same thing, but my hands are fused to the steering wheel, so I just sit there — stiff as a board — staring out at the field.


    “I said let the clutch out slowly and give her a little gas.” I expect Sam to be yelling, but his voice is as calm as always.


    “That’s what I was trying to do,” I tell him. “I don’t know what happened.”


    “The same thing that happens to everybody the first time they drive a standard transmission,” he says. “It’s something you have to develop a feel for. C’mon. Let’s try it again.”


    I frown. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” At lunchtime, when Sam had suggested I learn to drive Lizzie, I was all for it, but now I’m not so sure. “What if I don’t get the hang of it? Lizzie’s going to hate me. She’ll probably hate you too for putting her through this.” Now it’s not just Sam who talks like Lizzie is a person; he’s got me doing it too.


    He smiles and pats the dash. “You’ll be fine, won’t you, old girl? It’s going to take more than a case of hiccups to make you throw in the towel.” Then he turns to me. “So let’s try this again. Step on the clutch and brake and then start her up.”


    I do as he says, and to my surprise, Lizzie rumbles to life as soon as I turn the key.


    Though I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it, Sam pats the dash again. “All right,” he says, “take your foot off the brake and put it on the gas but don’t push down. Just rest it there.”


    I follow his instructions. This part is not the problem.


    “Now easy as you can, release the pressure on the clutch until you feel a change — sort of like Lizzie is getting set to take off.”


    I do that too.


    “Good,” Sam says. “Hold it there. This is the point where the clutch is engaging. Remember that feeling. Okay, push it in and do it again.”


    He makes me practice this one move until I can do it every time without stalling.


    “I think you’ve got it,” he finally says “Now you just need to add the gas, and you’ll be good to go.”


    “Easier said than done,” I mutter and grip the steering wheel tighter than ever.


    Sam chuckles. “Relax. You’re doing fine. It’s all in the touch. Slow and steady, that’s all it takes. You’ve got a handle on the hardest part already. The last bit is easy. Remember how you eased your foot off the clutch until you reached the point where Lizzie was either going to engage or stall?”


    I nod.


    “Well, you’re going to do the same thing with the gas. The only difference is that you ease pressure onto the gas pedal while you take pressure off the clutch. One foot’s coming up while the other is going down. It’s sort of like a seesaw. Understand?”


    “I think so.”


    “If you do it gradual enough, you’ll feel the clutch and gas connect. When that happens, you ease your foot completely off the clutch, and you’re driving — just like you would in your mom’s car. Okay, let’s give it a try.”


    The first couple of times I mess it up and stall the truck, but the third time I get it right, and Lizzie starts to crawl across the field like she’s prowling a shopping mall parking lot. I give her more gas, and though she speeds up a little, her engine roars in protest.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Sam hollers above the noise.


    I slam my foot onto the brake, and Lizzie instantly grabs the ground and stalls out, hurling Sam and me toward the windshield yet again. I’m pretty sure all this lurching and lunging against the seatbelt is going to leave me with some lovely bruises.


    “That was good. That was good,” Sam assures me, though he’s looking a little frayed around the edges. “You balanced the clutch and gas perfectly.”


    “Yeah, but I still stalled the truck.”


    “That’s because you braked without putting the clutch in. This isn’t an automatic, Dani. You can’t forget the clutch.”


    I grimace. “I know. I know. There’s just so much to remember. And why was the engine making all that noise? It sounded like it was going to explode!”


    “Lizzie was just letting you know she can’t go eighty in first gear,” he mumbles into his moustache. “Let’s try it again.”


    ———


    The next morning Sam hands me the keys to his truck. Apparently, I’m driving myself to Greener Pastures. You’d think this was an everyday occurrence the way Sam takes a seat on the trailer steps with a coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other, looking relaxed as can be. Has he forgotten yesterday’s wild ride already?


    I don’t say anything though. If he’s good with me taking Lizzie on my own, then so am I. Besides, it’s not like I can’t drive. I’m just new at driving a standard.


    Despite my cool exterior, I am nervous about taking Lizzie out on my own. But I can’t let Sam see that. So I take the keys, march over to Lizzie, and get in. I adjust the seat and mirror and buckle my seat belt. It’s the moment of truth. I push in the clutch and turn the key. If Lizzie senses it’s me behind the wheel instead of Sam, she doesn’t let on. She starts right up.


    “Good girl.” I pat the dash. “Thank you, Lizzie.”


    I wave to Sam and slide the gear shift into first. Then — holding my breath and praying — I ease my foot off the clutch and give Lizzie some gas. She hesitates for a second before rolling forward. It isn’t the smoothest start in the world, but I don’t stall her. I shift to second, and I’m on my way.


    I can see Sam in the rear-view mirror, and I wave again. He nods, smiles, and takes a long drag on his cigarette.


    ———


    When I get to the ranch, Micah is waiting for me. Though he’s been making me saddle Sweetpea myself lately, today she’s all set to go. And she has company.


    “I thought we’d go for a trail ride,” Micah says as he hands me the reins and watches me mount. Then he springs expertly onto the other horse and gazes up at the brilliant blue sky. “It’s the perfect day for it, and I think you’re ready.”


    My stomach does a somersault. Finally! For the two weeks I’ve been coming to Greener Pastures, I haven’t been out of the corral once. Though I can saddle Sweetpea and put her through her paces — make her go, stop, walk, trot, canter, and even sort of gallop — it’s all been within the confines of the corral.


    For a split second, I panic. What if sweet, docile Sweetpea isn’t so sweet or docile in wide open spaces? I suddenly have visions of myself clinging desperately to the mane of a runaway horse before being knocked to the ground by an aggressive and way-too-solid tree branch, and then — because my boot is caught in the stirrup — being dragged across rocks and prickly brush.


    I shudder. Clearly, I’ve seen way too many old Westerns on television. I lean forward and pat Sweetpea’s neck. She’d never do that to me.


    The Tooby ranch is huge. Not that I didn’t know there was more to it than the barns and corrals I see every day, but I never dreamed it was as big as it is. It seems to go on forever. At first it’s mostly rolling fields laid out in an impressive array of greens and gold, dotted with grazing cattle and the occasional lonely outbuilding. As the hills get higher, the ground becomes rockier. Vibrant colours give way to more sombre reds and browns, and tidy pastures are replaced with scraggly clumps of scrub. Beyond that is forest — dense and quiet and regally green. We wind our way respectfully along the trails through mighty stands of cedar, fir, hemlock, alder, and ponderosa pine. Our horses’ footfalls are muffled by a centuries-old carpet of rotting leaves and coniferous needles. Micah leads the way. I follow. We don’t talk.


    I have no idea where we are going. I simply trust that Micah does, and, of course, I’m right, because he eventually leads us out of the forest and into an open field. It’s long but narrow, with a rocky stream running through the middle. Tall sun-bleached grass on its banks rustles in the breeze.


    Micah dismounts, so I do too. We’ve been riding nearly an hour, and it feels good to stand.


    “We’re not still on your family’s ranch, are we?” I say.


    He removes his hat, squints up at the sun, and wipes a sleeve across his forehead. “Yup. We are.”


    “You’re kidding,” I say. “Where does it end?”


    He points toward the horizon. “Way out there. Farther than you can see.”


    We lead our horses to the stream. As they lower their heads to drink, I realize that I’m thirsty too.


    Micah hunkers down at the stream’s edge, cups his hands, and scoops water into his mouth.


    I laugh. “I thought cowboys were supposed to use their hats for that.”


    He shuts one eye and grins up at me.


    Damn — he’s good-looking!


    “If it wasn’t a new hat, I just might,” he says. “Then I’d soak it in the stream and stick it back on my head. It would keep me cool the whole ride home. Are you thirsty?”


    “Actually, I am, but I sincerely doubt that I can drink from my hands.”


    “Sure you can,” he insists. “It’s easy. Even a city slicker like you can manage it. I’ll show you.”


    I recognize a dare when I hear one, and not being a person to back away from a challenge, I kneel down and give it a try. But something goes wrong on the way to my mouth and the water lands all down the front of my T-shirt.


    “Aaaaaggghh!” I holler as I jump to my feet and hop around, trying to pull my shirt away from my body. “Jeez, that’s cold!” I look down at myself. I’m soaked. Who knew my hands could hold that much water?


    Micah is laughing so hard he’s reeling around the field. “You’re supposed to drink it, not wear it,” he informs me between guffaws.


    I make a face. “Very funny.”


    Still chuckling, Micah walks over to his horse and retrieves something from the saddle bag. I can’t see what it is though, and when he turns around, he slips it behind him. I take a step backwards.


    Micah stops. “What? You don’t trust me?”


    I send him what I hope is a withering glare. “You’re surprised?”


    “Hey, you’re the one with the hole in your hands — or your mouth.” His face breaks into that smile of his, and even though I know the joke is on me, I have to concentrate on not melting. “I had nothing to do with it,” he adds.


    His gaze wanders down to my wet T- shirt, and suddenly, I’m self-conscious. I cross my arms over my chest.


    “I have a peace offering,” he says. And without another word, he returns to the stream. His back is to me, so I can’t see what he’s doing.


    When he turns around again, he has an enamelled cup, brimming with water. He holds it out to me.


    My jaw drops open. “You had that all along? Micah! Why didn’t you give it to me in the first place?”


    He shrugs. “Didn’t think of it, I guess.”


    “Liar,” I mumble as I take the cup.


    The water is sweet and tastes of minerals and snowy mountains. I shut my eyes to savour its refreshing iciness. When the cup is empty, I lick my lips and open my eyes.


    And there’s Micah. Not that he wasn’t there before, but now he’s so close I can practically see my reflection in his eyes. I can smell his aftershave, too.


    I’ve imagined this moment a hundred times, but now that it’s here, I can’t believe it’s happening. I’m surprised. I’m nervous. I’m excited. Trapped in the gaze of those unbelievably blue eyes, I catch my breath.


    Micah finds one of my hands. His fingers curl around mine, and he traces the shape of my nails with his thumb. I let my eyes travel his face, memorizing every detail for later. His mouth twitches as if he’s going to smile.


    Time stops, and in my mind I’m poised on the edge of a cliff.


    And then he kisses me.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven

    



    I have no memory of the drive back to Sam’s place. None. Lizzie takes us there all by herself — kind of like a homing pigeon. I certainly have nothing to do with it. My body may be in the truck, but my mind is on the bank of a sparkling stream, kissing the most awesome guy in the world.


    “Thanks, Lizzie,” I murmur when we come to a stop and I pull the key out of the ignition. “I owe you.” Then I take a deep breath and try to clear my mind of Micah. It’s the last thing I want to do, but if Sam sees me with stars in my eyes, he’ll think I’ve been kicked in the head by a horse.


    As soon as I shut the door and come around the truck, I see him. He’s sitting on the steps, exactly where I left him a few hours ago.


    “Have you even moved?” I tease. My laugh comes easy.


    He smiles, but there’s something missing, and suddenly, I don’t feel so lighthearted.


    “Is everything okay?” I ask.


    Finally, his laugh-lines come out of hiding, and I relax. “Now that you’re back, it is,” he says.


    This declaration touches me. “Aw, Sam.” I smile self-consciously. “You were worried about me.”


    “And Lizzie.”


    I sigh. So much for sentimentality. “Well, as you can see, we’re both fine,” I tell him. Then I ask, “What’s our lunch plan?”


    “I thought we’d eat light today,” he says. “Maybe just a sandwich. That should hold us until tonight’s potluck supper at the community centre.”


    Baby butterflies take flight in my stomach. Micah brought up the potluck during our trail ride, but I hadn’t known a thing about it. Since Sam had never mentioned it, I’d figured it wasn’t on his social calendar. And that meant I was going to have to talk him into going.


    But apparently not.


    I flop down on the step and give Sam’s arm a big squeeze.


    He looks at me sideways. “What’s that for?”


    “I’m just happy.” I hug his arm again. “I’ve never been to a potluck. It sounds like fun.”


    “Is that right?” he says, still eying me sideways. “In all my life, I have never — not even once — seen a person of the female persuasion get moonstruck over chicken pot pie and macaroni salad. Is there something you aren’t telling me, girl?”


    Ba-boom! That brings me back to earth in a hurry. For a guy who’s never been married, Sam is awfully good at reading women, and at the moment I have no desire to be read. My feelings about Micah are too hard to hide and too new to share. I cluck my tongue and stand up. “Isn’t it obvious? We need to get cooking. So come on.” I put out my hand to help him up. “The potluck is only a few hours away and we haven’t even figured out what we’re taking yet.”


    ———


    Though I mostly packed jeans and T-shirts for my Webb’s River adventure, I did stuff a fun little summer dress and a pair of strappy sandals into my suitcase too, just in case. In case of what, I had no idea, but as I get ready for the potluck, I’m glad to have these girl things. Jeans and cowboy boots are fine for every day, but tonight I want to look and feel special.


    I shower until the water runs cold. Then I wrap a towel around my hair and another around my body. The air is thick with steam — there’s no bathroom fan — so I open the little window above the toilet and watch the puffy clouds of condensation push their way outside. I wipe the foggy mirror clear with a towel.


    After drying myself, I slather cream over my body and then start on my makeup. Green shadow accentuates the colour of my eyes, and mascara fattens my lashes. No need for blusher; the sun has bronzed my skin and the emotional high I’m on has pinked my cheeks. Instead of pulling my hair back into its usual ponytail, I blow it dry and let the soft, shiny waves fall onto my shoulders. I even put on earrings, gold hoops Mom gave me for my birthday. I check myself out in the mirror — from the shoulders up, anyway. I’m ready.


    Sam is pacing the living room. When he sees me, he stops.


    “It’s about time!” he growls. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d drowned in there.” Then his expression softens. So does his voice. “You look very pretty.”


    “Thank you.” I smile. This is a good start. I just hope Micah shares Sam’s opinion. “You look good too,” I tell Sam. “Very handsome. You have that Johnny Cash look.”


    “Too much, you think?” he says as he slides the brim of his black hat through his fingers and looks down at his black shirt, black jeans, and black boots. “Maybe I should wear a different shirt — something brighter.”


    “Absolutely not.” I shake my head and make a quick 360-degree inspection. I pick a piece of lint off his shoulder and smooth away a crease in his collar. “You’re perfect just the way you are. And your string tie is gorgeous. That big turquoise stone is all the colour you need.”


    Sam beams. “You like it?”


    I nod. “I do. A lot, actually. Mom has one that’s almost identical.”


    Sam’s face brightens even more. “You don’t say.”


    I nod. “Yeah — except hers is a pendant on a silver chain. What a coincidence, huh?”


    He shakes his head. “Not really, considering I gave it to her. I found those stones at a street market in New Mexico when I was there for a rodeo — years back before you were born. I had one made into a necklace for your mom and the other into a necktie for me.”


    “That’s cool,” I say. “Especially since you both still have them. Mom never wears hers, though. She just keeps it in her jewellery cabinet.”


    Sam fingers the turquoise at his throat. “Well, that was a long time ago. Until today, I haven’t worn mine either.”


    ———


    The potluck supper is a blast. There are so many people! When Sam and I arrive at six o’clock, the only faces I recognize are ones from the ranch and, of course, Kathy Ann from the motel. But by the time the night is over, it’s like I’ve lived in Webb’s River my entire life. Everyone feels like family.


    The food is delicious. Chicken pot pie and macaroni salad for sure, but also a thousand other things. The desserts alone take up two long tables. There isn’t room on my plate — or in my stomach — to sample more than a few things. I’m in awe when I see several diners heap their plates two and three times.


    Since the hall is pretty full, it takes me a couple of minutes to spot Micah and his family. The only table Sam and I can find with two empty chairs together is otherwise occupied by the local ladies’ auxiliary. One would think that at least some of these women have husbands, but if they do, they’re nowhere to be found, and Sam is the lone rooster among the hens.


    I think it’s pretty funny, but I can tell Sam isn’t quite as amused. Though he takes all the attention in stride, answering the ladies’ endless questions politely and doling out compliments and smiles, he glowers at me like the situation is my fault. This tickles my funny bone even more, but finally I take pity on him and say, “Sam, could you point me in the direction of the coffee pot?”


    Relief flashes across his face, and then he smiles. “No need. I can use a cup myself. We can walk together.” He wipes his mouth with his napkin and pushes himself away from the table. Then he bows to the ladies’ auxiliary. “It’s been a pleasure, ladies. Thank you for your company. You all have a good evening now.”


    When we’ve poured our coffees, Sam puts a hand on my arm. “Are you going to be all right on your own for a while?”


    I nod. “Sure. I guess. Why? Where are you going?”


    He gestures toward the exit. “Outside for a cigarette.” He glances back toward the ladies’ auxiliary. “I’m not quite ready to sit down again.”


    I drink my coffee and then head toward the washroom on the other side of the hall. Though I don’t have to use the toilet, I fluff my hair and put on some lip gloss before heading back out.


    In those few minutes, the hall has been transformed. The food tables have been spirited away, and a dance floor has taken their place. At the end of the room, a stage framed with purple velvet drapes is filling up with bodies, speakers, and musical instruments. There’s an ear-splitting squeal, and a man with a big paunch and an even bigger grin taps a floor mic with his finger and says, “Sorry ’bout that, folks. We’re just about ready.”


    In anticipation, the diners start gathering on the edge of the dance floor, laughing and calling out requests to the musicians on stage.


    “Start us off with some Patsy Cline, Jimmy,” a woman shouts.


    “Hank Snow!” a white-haired man croaks.


    “Toby Keith!” hollers a younger guy.


    Finally, the little troupe on stage is ready — two cowboys with guitars, another on drums, and a woman with a tambourine. They don’t start with any of the requests. Instead they break out with “Boot Scootin’ Boogie.” I’m not a country music aficionado, but even I know that one. The dance floor fills up instantly. The people of Webb’s River are not shy about strutting their stuff, and faster than you can blink, they’re line dancing up a storm. Everyone is so synchronized, you’d think the whole thing had been choreographed.


    I feel hands on my waist. Startled, I glance over my shoulder, right into Micah’s blue eyes. As usual he’s smiling, and I melt accordingly.


    “Come on, Dani,” he says, urging me forward. “Let’s get on out there.”


    I resist. “I don’t know how to line dance.”


    He waves away my objection. “It’s easy and it’s fun. Come on.”


    “That’s what you said about drinking from the stream,” I remind him.


    His grin gets bigger, and he grabs my hand. This time I let him lead me onto the floor. Happily, he’s right, and after a couple of runs through the pattern, I’ve got the steps down. Across the room I spot Sam dancing too. I have to admit he’s pretty good, and from the flirtatious smiles on the faces of the women around him, I gather that I’m not the only one who thinks so.


    The song changes, but Micah and I keep dancing. He’s as good on his feet as he is on a horse, and he teaches me a little two-step to go with my new line-dance skills.


    Finally, there’s a slow song. Micah pulls me into his arms as if he’s been doing it forever. I can feel the heat pulsing from his body and his heart beating through his shirt. We glide around the floor.


    As the song ends, Micah ushers me toward the exit. It’s dark now, and the night air is cool against my skin, though I’m not sure that’s the reason for the goose bumps on my arms. We walk until we’re just beyond the arc of yellow light illuminating the outside of the building. Micah leans against the wall and runs his hands up and down my arms.


    “You’re cold,” he says. “Do you want to go back inside?”


    I shake my head. “I’m fine.”


    “You sure?”


    “I’m sure.”


    He puts an arm around me and pulls me close. Then he rubs my exposed arm briskly with his free hand.


    “You need a sweater.”


    “I’m fine — really,” I insist. I lean my head on his shoulder.


    We stand like that for a few minutes — connected but quiet. Finally, Micah says, “I wish your riding lessons weren’t over.”


    I pull back, so I can see him. “What do you mean — over?”


    He frowns. “You know.”


    I shake my head.


    “I thought Sam told you. He hired me for two weeks to teach you to ride, and today was the last lesson.”


    I’d never thought about my lessons costing money, though now that Micah mentions it, I realize they must have.


    “But —” I begin.


    He doesn’t let me finish. “It doesn’t mean we can’t still ride; it just means that we’ll have to do it on our own time. The ranch is a business, and my dad has other jobs he needs me to do.”


    I feel like the ground beneath my feet has just crumbled away, and I wonder if Micah is telling me more than his words are saying. Maybe this morning’s kiss and tonight’s potluck supper are all we’re going to have.


    I feel myself stiffen.


    Micah must feel it too, because he pulls me closer and rubs his face in my hair.


    “We’ll just have to go for evening rides instead,” he murmurs. “You can come over to the ranch in the afternoons too and cheer me on while I train for the rodeo.”


    “What rodeo?” I say, feeling hopeful again.


    “The Williams Lake Stampede at the end of the month. It’s a pretty big deal.”


    “And you’re competing? In what?”


    “Saddle bronc riding.”


    I picture him flying off a bucking horse — and grimace. “Ow.”


    He laughs. “Ow is right. There are going to be a bunch of ows. In fact, I can almost guarantee I’m going to need a lot of kissing better.”


    I lower my eyes self-consciously. But Micah’s not letting me off the hook. He lifts my chin and kisses me. “Just like that,” he whispers. Then in a normal voice he asks, “You are coming to the rodeo, right?”


    Before I have a chance to answer, a big voice that can only belong to Sam says, “Well, o’ course she is.”


    I catch my breath and peer into the darkness. Though I can’t see him, I can hear the crunch of his boots on the gravel. When he gets closer, I spy the glow of his cigarette as he takes a drag before flicking the cigarette away. Inwardly, I cringe. He probably saw Micah and me kissing, and even if he didn’t, Micah still has his arm around me, and Sam has to see that. I try to read his face, though it’s pretty much impossible in the dark.


    “Hey, Sam,” Micah greets him. “Good party, huh?”


    I’m amazed. Micah doesn’t seem the least bit fazed about making out with me in front of my uncle. But then Sam doesn’t act like he’s bothered by it either, and I begin to think that I’m the only one who’s rattled by the situation.


    “You kids having a good time?” Sam says.


    “For sure,” Micah replies.


    Sam nods. “That’s good. Real good. You gotta love these potluck suppers. Nothin’ like a little chicken pot pie and macaroni salad to do a body good.”


    Even though he’s looking up at the night stars as he speaks, I know Sam is talking to me, and my cheeks turn to fire. Thank god, it’s dark.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve

    



    I can’t sleep. At first, it’s because I don’t want to. My head is swimming with thoughts of Micah, and I revisit the day again and again, committing every magical moment to memory. The knowledge that I’m going to have to leave Webb’s River and return to Vancouver niggles its way into my head too, but there’s still a month before that happens, so I push the thought away.


    I don’t know how long I lie smiling in the dark — hours I’m sure — but eventually I become aware of something other than Micah competing for my attention. I prop myself on one elbow and listen. A cough. Footsteps. Then an outside door opens and closes. Another cough.


    Clearly, Sam isn’t sleeping either, though I doubt it’s for the same reason as me. He was popular with the ladies at the potluck supper — there’s no doubt about that — but he didn’t appear to be spending time with anyone in particular, so it’s unlikely that happy thoughts about some woman are what’s keeping him awake.


    I feel around on the TV table for my watch and peer at the luminous face. It’s almost two thirty.


    Climbing from my bed, I pad to the living room and peek out the window. I see Sam right away. Well, not him actually — it’s pitch-black out there — but I catch the red glow of his cigarette. He’s standing by the fire pit. He takes another drag and follows it with a fit of coughing. I frown. Smoking is so not good for Sam. I have to get him to quit. He can call me a nag if he wants to, but since he doesn’t have the sense to kick the habit on his own, he leaves me no choice.


    I squint harder into the darkness, but now I can’t even see Sam’s cigarette. He must have put it out. I’m just about to head back to bed, when a light appears in the shed. It’s too bright to be coming from Sam’s lighter, so it has to be a lantern. Whatever is keeping Sam from sleeping, it looks like he’s gone to talk it over with Jasmine.


    ———


    Lying awake half the night takes its toll, and I sleep late. Sam isn’t there when I get up, but the coffee is on and there’s a note.


    
      Gone to Kamloops. Didn’t want to wake you. May be away most of the day. Stay out of trouble.


      Sam


      PS. Jasmine could use some exercise.

    


    “You knew I was going to get on your case about smoking, didn’t you?” I mutter as I scowl at the note. I rip it up and chuck it in the garbage. “That’s why you’ve taken off for the day, you coward.”


    Still grumbling, I pour myself a coffee and take it outside. It’s another gorgeous morning — it hasn’t rained once since I’ve come to Webb’s River. The sun’s warmth makes me want to curl up on the steps like a contented cat. Except I’m not content. I can’t stop wondering why Sam has gone to Kamloops, and why he didn’t tell me he was going. And why he didn’t take me with him. For some reason I can’t explain, I have the uncomfortable feeling that whatever it is, it has something to do with his middle of the night visit to Jasmine.


    Unfortunately, all the thinking in the world doesn’t give me any answers. I’m just going to have to ask Sam when he gets back.


    In the meantime, I have to figure out what to do with myself all day — besides take Jasmine for a ride. Without a vehicle, I’m stranded. Still there must be something.


    “Oh, damn!” Too late I realize I’ve leaned against the trailer, and now I must have dirt all down the back of my T-shirt. “Darn you anyway, Sam!” I fume as I set down my coffee mug and try to dust myself off. “This trailer is filthy. Why don’t you wash it?” Sam may not be around, but I give him a piece of my mind anyway and hope his ears are burning.


    “Why don’t you wash it?” a voice inside my head retorts. I want to pretend it’s Sam, but I know it’s me. I stop flailing at my back and ponder the idea.


    Yeah. Why don’t I? It would give me something to do, and it might be kind of fun, not to mention a great surprise for Sam. The prospect of doing something to please him is so appealing, I temporarily forget I’m ticked at him.


    I dump the remainder of my coffee onto the grass and head off in pursuit of cleaning supplies. With what’s stowed beneath the trailer and in the shed, as well as what’s under the kitchen sink, I find everything I need, and in a matter of minutes I’m up to my elbows in soapy water, scrubbing the trailer back to whiteness.


    When I’m done, half the dirt that was on the trailer is now on me, but I don’t care. I step back to check out my work. In some places the sun has discoloured the metal siding, while in other spots rust has taken over, but the trailer still looks a million percent better than it did before. Sam can’t help but notice.


    Now I’m inspired, and I set out to do a number on the inside, too. I scrub the kitchen and bathroom until they sparkle. I wash the floors and vacuum the carpets. Sam doesn’t have furniture polish, but glass cleaner works just fine on fake wood, and when I set a Mason jar of wildflowers on the coffee table, the place actually looks pretty good.


    Except for the stacks of books. They’re still an eyesore. I can tidy the piles, but that’s not going to fix the problem. I need to get rid of some of the books themselves. I look around for a place to stash the ones I know Sam has read. The shelves in my room are already bursting; I can’t put them there. I could stick a few under the couch, but they’d still show, and that would look just as awful as having them in stacks.


    The only cabinet is the one beneath Sam’s giant television. It’s low but fairly long. Maybe I can store some of the books in there. Dropping down onto the floor, I slide open one of the doors and am pleasantly surprised to discover the bottom shelf empty except for a few scattered sheets of paper. Easy enough to put those somewhere else.


    I shut that door and open the other one. Both shelves on this side are taken up with boxes. I pull one out and look inside. It’s half-full with what look like ledgers. I haul out another box. It too is only partially filled, this time with bunches of bank statements and other business stuff held together with elastic bands. These will easily fit in the box with the ledgers, and that will clear up more space for the books. I pull out the third box. It’s heavy. I can tell it’s full without even opening the flaps. Just one box left. As I drag it from the shelf, I’m hopeful because it’s pretty light. I quickly flip back the flaps and look inside.


    The box contains photographs. Lots of them. I feel myself smile, and for the moment I forget about stashing the books. Despite numerous attempts to get Sam to open up about his past, I’ve learned next to nothing about him. I’m thinking maybe these pictures will tell me stuff he won’t. I dump them onto the floor and start picking through them. A teeny part of me feels guilty about snooping — but not enough to make me stop.


    The first few that I look at are rodeo shots: Sam on a horse, Sam roping a calf, Sam with a couple of other cowboys. The date stamps on the pictures indicate they were taken ten to fifteen years ago. There’s no mistaking it’s Sam though. He’s younger — no silver in his hair and the laugh-lines aren’t carved into his face yet — but I can still tell it’s him.


    “Whoa!” I pull out a picture that makes me do a double take. It’s Sam and my mom, but they can’t be much older than I am now. They have their arms around each other’s waists, and they’re smiling big-time for the camera. And they’re wearing their turquoise gemstones. I flip the photo over to look for the date, but there isn’t one. It doesn’t matter. The picture has to have been taken after Sam’s trip to New Mexico, and that was before I was born, which would make Sam about twenty-two. That means Mom couldn’t be more than twenty.


    I study the photograph more closely — first Sam and then Mom. If it weren’t for her crazy clothing and hairstyle, I might think I was looking at myself. I know people are always saying how much alike we are, but I’ve never really seen it before. Talk about spooky.


    I dig through the rest of the photos. There are no more of Mom, and only a few of Sam. To my surprise, the rest are of me, and on the back of each, there’s a note in my mother’s handwriting — Dani on her first birthday, Dani on her tricycle, Dani in her grade four play, Dani’s first date. Every major event of my life is chronicled by these photos. Wow! Mom really did keep in touch with Sam all those years. She did want him to know me — just like she said.


    My throat gets tight, and my eyes well up. How hard that must have been, for both Mom and Sam, not being able to see each other. And Mom couldn’t even talk about him. She had no one to share her feelings with. In a way, it was probably easier for Sam. Though he was away from family, he didn’t have to worry about keeping the situation secret. I blink back my tears and smile. Yeah, right! Sam is the most private person I have ever met. He probably never said a word to anyone either.


    Now I really do feel guilty about snooping through his pictures, and I sure don’t want him to know I’ve been doing it. Afraid that Lizzie will come rumbling into sight at any second, I shove the photographs back into the box and return it to the shelf. I slide the other boxes back into their places too. Then I glance around at the piles of books and sigh. Maybe they’ll look better if I dust them.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen

    



    My cellphone rings while Jasmine and I are coming back from our ride. As I dig it out of my jeans, I’m hoping it’s Micah, though I know he has no time to call during the day. More than likely, it’s Sam, and I’m all set to give him a piece of my mind, but when I check the call display screen, I see it’s my mother.


    “Hey, Mom!” I answer. “How’s it going?”


    “Well, aren’t you cheerful this evening,” she says.


    “Actually, it’s afternoon here.” I correct her. “Time difference, remember? But, yeah, I am in a good mood.”


    “And why is that?”


    “Well, let me see.” I heave a happy sigh. “The sun is shining, the sky is blue, and I’m on the back of a beautiful horse in the middle of a field of wildflowers. What’s not to be in a good mood about?”


    “Hmmph,” Mom snorts. “Sounds to me like you’re in love. What’s his name?”


    “Mother!”


    “Don’t mother me. I’ve been married five times. You think I don’t recognize lovesick when I hear it?”


    “Where are you?” I ask in an attempt to side-track her.


    “Italy. Venice, to be precise. Just came back from a gondola ride. Reed is such a romantic.” Then her voice becomes steel once more. “But don’t try to change the subject. What’s the name of this fellow who has you riding rainbows?”


    “Mother!” I complain again.


    “Dani!” she comes right back. Clearly, she isn’t going to be deterred, so I don’t even bother arguing.


    “His name is Micah,” I say.


    “Micah? Let me guess. Tall and handsome. And he’s a cowboy.”


    I’m surprised. “How did you know?”


    She chuckles. “A — you’re my daughter, and the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, so tall and handsome are givens, and B — you’re in the Cariboo — cowboys are all they grow there. Does Sam know about him?”


    “Yes.”


    “And?”


    “And he likes him. Micah and Sam get along really well. Oh, Mom!” I gush. Now that my secret is out, I want to tell her everything. “You’ll like him too. He’s so wonderful. Handsome — for sure, but he’s also smart, and funny, and a real gentleman.”


    “Uh-huh. How old?”


    “He’s nineteen. He just finished his first year at the University of Calgary. He’s a science major.”


    “And when he’s done his degree, he plans to come back and work at the family business. I’m guessing they’re ranchers.”


    I catch my breath. How can my mother possibly know all this? “Do you have someone spying on me?” I say.


    She laughs. “No need.”


    “Have you been talking to Sam?”


    Her laugh fades away. “No, I haven’t. How is he?”


    “He’s AWOL,” I say.


    “What do you mean by that?”


    “I mean he went to Kamloops today before I got up, and unless he’s come back while I’ve been riding, he’s still there.”


    Mom is so quiet I wonder if the line has gone dead.


    “Hello?”


    “I’m still here,” she says. “Why did Sam go to Kamloops?”


    “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me. He just left me a note. But don’t worry. I’m going to give him an earful when he gets back. I mean, why couldn’t he have taken me with him? I could use a change of scenery.”


    “It sounds to me like you’re enjoying the scenery just fine,” Mom says sarcastically. “But aside from finding yourself a cowboy, what have you been doing?”


    “Lots of things. For instance, last night Sam and I went to a potluck supper at the community centre. It was really cool. There was so much food, and it was all delicious. There were lots of people too. The place was packed. It’s crazy, Mom. If you’re driving on the highway, Webb’s River doesn’t exist — except for the sign. I mean, there’s no town — just a couple of businesses on the side of the road, and that’s it. Everything else and everyone else is hidden on back roads. At first I thought nobody lived here, but I was so wrong. There were hundreds of people at the potluck.


    “Anyway, after supper, they cleared away the tables, a band went up on stage, and then there was dancing.” I laugh. “You should’ve seen Sam. He was the life of the party. The women wouldn’t leave him alone. Has he always been such a ladies’ man?”


    Mom chuckles. “Not intentionally, I don’t think. But he’s tall and good-looking, intelligent, and a gentleman. As you well know.…” She pauses meaningfully. “That’s an irresistible combination for any female.”


    Tall, handsome, smart, and a gentleman — that’s how I described Micah to my mother. And now she was describing Sam exactly the same way.


    “Maybe it’s a cowboy thing,” I say.


    Mom snickers again. “Maybe. So what else have you been up to?”


    “Well, today — because I was stranded at Sam’s place — I did my ‘Mrs. Clean’ impersonation and scrubbed the trailer inside and out. Sam’s not going to recognize it.” Suddenly, I remember the photos. “While I was tidying up, I found a box of pictures. And most of them were of me. Have you been sending Sam photographs of me my whole life?”


    Mom’s voice is barely a whisper when she replies. “It’s all I could do.” Then she goes completely quiet, and I feel her sadness. Finally, she says, “Does Sam know you saw the photos?” Then she clucks her tongue. “No, of course, he doesn’t. You said you just came across them today.”


    “Please, don’t tell him,” I say quickly. “The pictures weren’t exactly sitting out in plain sight. I had to open a box to find them. Not that I was looking. I was just trying to make space to store things, and I thought if I could put whatever was in the box with stuff in another box, there’d be more room.” I take a breath. “I know I shouldn’t have looked at them, but —”


    “It’s okay. No, you shouldn’t have looked at them, but I won’t tell Sam.”


    I relax a little. “Thanks, Mom.” Then, though I know I should probably leave the subject alone, I head right back to it. “There was a picture of you and Sam together,” I tell her.


    I wait for my mother to say something, but she doesn’t.


    “You guys were really young. And you were wearing the turquoise gemstones Sam got in New Mexico.”


    “He told you about that?” Mom sounds surprised.


    “Yeah. He wore that string tie to the potluck supper, and when I said you had a turquoise pendant just like it, he told me where they came from. Why don’t you ever wear yours, Mom?”


    “Why?” She laughs, but it sounds forced, and her next words come across the phone line in a rush. “Oh, I don’t know. I never think of it, I guess. You know me. I have so much jewellery, I can’t keep track of it all.” Then she changes the subject. “So how is Sam anyway?”


    “You already asked me that,” I remind her.


    “I know I did, but you didn’t give me an answer.”


    “What do you want to know exactly?”


    “Well, for one thing, how does he look? In my mind, he’s still twenty-two.”


    “I think you need to update your mental image,” I tell her. “His hair is as much silver as it is black, and his face looks like chiselled stone. But when he smiles, it dissolves into deep laugh-lines. And he smiles a lot.”


    “What about his weight?”


    “What about it?”


    “Does he have any meat on his bones?”


    “No. He’s actually pretty skinny.”


    “How skinny?”


    “Skinny! Jeez, Mom! What’s with the third degree? I’ll take a picture with my phone and send it to you.”


    “That would be good,” she mumbles.


    Now it’s my turn to ask a question. “Has Sam always smoked?”


    Mom sighs. “For as long as I’ve known him.”


    “Good one, Mom,” I retort sarcastically. “Are you telling me Sam has been smoking since he was two?”


    “No, of course not. Don’t be silly.” Mom tries to make it seem like I’m the one who said something goofy, but she sounds flustered. “You know what I mean. He’s been smoking so long, it seems like forever. Why do you ask?”


    “Because he should quit. He told me not to nag him about it, but I’m going to anyway. He needs to quit. He has a horrible cough, Mom. You should hear it. Maybe if you talked to him too, he’d do something. With the two of us on his case, I’m sure we could get him to stop.”


    “I don’t know, Dani. At this point I don’t think it’s going to make a difference.”


    I can’t believe my mother is saying that. “What are you talking about? Of course, it’ll make a difference. If Sam quits smoking, his lungs will get clean again, and he’ll lose that cough.”


    “I just mean that smoking is so much a part of him that nagging isn’t going to make him quit. It’ll only put a wall up between you. Is that what you want? In another month you’ll be back home. Do you really want to waste the short time you have fighting?”


    “It’s not like I’ll never see him again,” I say.


    There’s a pause. Then Mom sighs. “I know you mean well, Dani. I’m just saying Sam might not take your suggestion the way you intend it, and I’d hate for this visit to end on a sour note.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen

    



    When the end of July arrives, it suddenly hits me that in two more weeks I’ll be going home. It’s not like I didn’t know it was going to happen, but I didn’t realize it was going to sneak up on me so fast, and that I was going to hate to leave. Bring on the panic attack.


    For half a second I consider asking Sam if I can stay and do my grade twelve year in Webb’s River. But I know that won’t solve anything. I’d see Sam every day, but Micah would be at university in Calgary. And anyway, even if Sam was okay with the idea, I very much doubt that Mom would go for it.


    Then I have another thought. If I can’t stay in Webb’s River, maybe I can get Micah and Sam to come to Vancouver. It would be easy enough for Micah to transfer universities. But what about Sam? I sigh. The chances of him moving to Vancouver are zero to none. He’d be as out of his element there as Mom would be in Webb’s River.


    He could come for a visit though. In fact, he should come for a visit. He hasn’t seen Mom in eighteen years. A family reunion is way overdue.


    I feel myself begin to perk up. This idea has potential.


    Accommodation isn’t a problem. There’s tons of room at Reed’s house, and if Sam wants more privacy than that, he can stay at Mom’s condo. As for Jasmine, I’m sure the Toobys would keep her at Greener Pastures until Sam gets back.


    Now I’m excited. This is a great idea. Who do I run it by first, Mom or Sam?


    Sam, of course. I know Mom will jump at the chance to see her brother again, so there’s no need to get her approval. Besides, it would be a super surprise for her if Sam just showed up. I picture the two of them hugging and laughing and crying, and I can’t help grinning.


    Now there’s no doubt in my mind — I absolutely have to make this happen. Sam might resist a little — just on general principle. Once a rebel, always a rebel, I guess. But I still think I can talk him into it. I’ll just play the family ties card and point out how much time he and Mom have already lost. How can he argue with that?


    All I have to do is catch him when he’s in a good mood and his guard is down. Maybe after the rodeo.


    ———


    I wince as Micah’s body flies through the air and hits the ground with a thud and a cloud of dust. As he rolls away from the hooves of the bucking horse, another cowboy moves in to release the bronco’s flank strap.


    “Good ride that time,” he calls to Micah, who is now back on his feet, slapping at his dusty jeans. “You stayed on eight seconds easy. But you gotta remember to use your spurs more. It’ll earn you points with the judges.” Micah starts back to the chute, but the cowboy shakes his head. “That’s enough for today. Take a break. We’ll hit it hard tomorrow, and then it’s the rodeo.”


    Micah nods and heads toward the fence post where I’m sitting. He isn’t exactly limping, but there’s certainly no spring in his step.


    “You’re tired,” I offer sympathetically.


    “And sore,” he groans as he stretches and twists and rolls his shoulders. “Let me get a shower and then we can grab a pop or something.”


    I look at my watch. “Okay, but I have to get the truck back to Sam by four.”


    “What time is it now?”


    “A little after three.”


    Micah nods. “I’ll meet you on the porch swing in fifteen minutes.” He squeezes my knee and smiles wearily before trudging away.


    I feel bad for him even though I know I shouldn’t. He might be tired and beat up, but he’s also happier than a pig in mud. Part of me thinks he’s insane to be punishing his body like he is, but there’s another part of me that understands perfectly. It’s a no-brainer, really. If you’re going to take on a challenge, you have to keep at it until you succeed. Otherwise what’s the point?


    I jump down from my perch on the fence and head toward the house. The rodeo is just two days away. I cross my fingers that all Micah’s training will pay off. I’m pretty sure he’ll do great. Of course, I haven’t seen any other bronco riders, so I have nothing to compare him with, but I don’t think he’d be competing if he wasn’t good.


    Besides, Sam says Micah has what it takes, and he would know, being a professional rodeo cowboy himself. I wish I could see him riding a bronco. But, of course, that’s never going to happen.


    I climb the porch steps, flop down on the swing, and sigh. There are a lot of those never-going-to-happen deals with Sam. The thing is I don’t even know what half of them are — and I probably never will. The man is as deceptive as an iceberg. Most of him is hidden below the surface. There’s so much about him I want to know, but he shares almost nothing. If only I could find a way to make him open up. I ponder the situation until Micah arrives.


    As he ambles toward me, I can’t help smiling. He reminds me of a little boy all scrubbed up for church. His wet hair is combed in place, and his cheeks are splotches of pink. He smells like soap. He drops down beside me and hands me a can of pop. Then he cracks open his own and downs the whole thing.


    I laugh. “Thirsty much?”


    He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and smiles. “Trail dust.”


    I offer him my unopened drink.


    He shakes his head. “No, I’m good. I brought it for you.”


    I shove it into his hand. “Don’t be dumb. You’re obviously still thirsty. Besides, you’ve just had a major physical workout. You need to stay hydrated. Don’t you know that?”


    He takes the pop and grins at me. “Yes, Coach. Whatever you say.”


    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. So if I told you to lay off training tomorrow and just rest up for the rodeo, you’d do it?”


    He doesn’t even blink. “Absolutely.”


    “You’re such a liar,” I say and swat him in the stomach.


    “And you’re a lousy coach.” He winces as he fends me off.


    “Then I guess it won’t matter that I won’t be here to watch you practice picking yourself up off the ground tomorrow.”


    “You’re not coming over?”


    I shake my head. “Can’t. Sam and I are going to Kamloops.”


    “What for?”


    I shrug. “To tell you the truth, I don’t actually know. Apparently it’s a surprise.”


    ———


    It’s ten after four when Lizzie and I pull up to the trailer, but if the stormy expression on Sam’s face is any indication, it might as well be midnight. He’s pacing back and forth and puffing on his cigarette like he’s in a smoking race.


    I’m not even out of the truck before he grabs the keys out of my hand. “I told you four o’clock,” he growls as he pushes past me.


    “I’m ten minutes late!” I protest. “There was a lot of traffic on the highway. I couldn’t get across.”


    He doesn’t reply. That’s worse than yelling at me.


    I don’t dare ask where he’s going. Instead, I say, “Will you be back for supper?”


    He doesn’t answer that either. He just throws one last scowl my way and then speeds off, chewing up the grass and spewing dust.


    I watch until he disappears from sight. To my surprise, I find myself blinking back tears. Sam can be elusive and secretive, but he’s never angry — not ever!


    I don’t get it. Why is he so upset? And where is he going that ten minutes is the end of the world? It’s not like he has a plane to catch. And even if he did, it would wait for him. If the pilot knew someone was coming, he’d wait. That’s what people in Webb’s River do. For them, time is just approximate. If there were no clocks, no one would even notice.


    So that can mean only one thing — Sam has business elsewhere.


    I kick a rock and watch it skip across the field then roll to a stop. I catch up with it and kick it again. And then again and again. Eventually, it takes me to the shed.


    Jasmine is tethered to a post nearby. She whinnies. I walk over and stroke her nose.


    “So what’s up with Sam, Jasmine?” I ask her. “I know you know. If I take you for a ride, will you tell me? I won’t breathe a word to anyone, I promise.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen

    



    I take Jasmine for a good long ride, hoping Sam will be back when I return. He isn’t. He doesn’t show up by suppertime either, and he doesn’t call. I figure he’s probably still mad, and this is his way of punishing me. Of course, that puts my back up. If he thinks I’m going to spend my time wondering where he is and when he’s coming back, he has another think coming.


    It’s nearly seven o’clock. I should eat. I open the fridge and stare inside. What do I want? I push a few jars around and poke through the crisper. Nothing appeals to me. I’m just not hungry. Locking horns with Sam has killed my appetite.


    I shut the fridge and wander into the living room. Grabbing my book from the coffee table, I flop onto the couch and start to read — sort of. My eyes skim over the words, but that’s as far as I get, and nine pages later I have absolutely no recollection of what I’ve read. I go back to the beginning of the chapter and try again, but the book might as well be in Chinese.


    I switch on the television and flip through the channels. There’s a baseball game on, but that just reminds me of Sam, so I surf right on by. Eventually, I settle on a cooking show, but when it’s over I have no idea what the chef made. Something grilled, I think, but I can’t even swear to that. Next I watch a sitcom, but I don’t so much as crack a smile. After that it’s one of those crime scene investigation shows, though I don’t know which one — and I don’t care. Even the news broadcast that follows can’t penetrate the fog around my brain.


    Finally, I switch off the television and head for bed. But I don’t sleep. Tonight — for the first time since I’ve come to Webb’s River — my body finds every lump and bump in the futon. I feel like the princess and the pea, and I toss and turn non-stop.


    Every few minutes I check the time — 10:55, 11:25, 11:40. The later it gets, the more I worry. I don’t want to, but I can’t seem to stop. I try to push thoughts of Sam out of my head, but they won’t leave, and the more I think about our run-in, the more serious it becomes. I know I’m blowing the situation out of proportion, but I can’t help myself. I even start to consider calling Mom or the police.


    Just after midnight, I hear Lizzie pull in, and the beam from her headlights darts across the hall wall. I jump out of bed and shut my bedroom door. I don’t want Sam looking in. I’m no good at faking sleep, and I don’t want him to know I’ve been lying awake.


    The inside of the trailer is dark, but I’ve put the outside light on, so at least Sam doesn’t have to feel his way across the yard like a blind man. I hear his boots on the steps, and then the door opens and closes quietly. My heart thaws a little. Even though Sam’s mad at me, he’s still being considerate. Under my door a sliver of yellow appears. Sam must have switched on the bathroom light. I hear water running. Then it stops and the light under my door vanishes. A soft click a couple of seconds later tells me Sam has gone into his bedroom.


    He is home, safe and sound. I should relax, but I’m as tense as ever. The only difference is that now I have to force myself to stay still. If I move around, the squeaky futon will give me away for sure. I wait to hear the familiar rhythm of Sam’s snoring begin, but even after half an hour, there’s nothing. He’s not sleeping either.


    ———


    I don’t want to get out of bed in the morning — not because I’m tired, which I am — but because I’m afraid to face Sam. What if he’s still mad? I can smell the coffee, and I can hear him rattling around in the kitchen like he does every morning, but that doesn’t mean he’s not still angry.


    I take my time washing and dressing. Sam and I are supposed to go to Kamloops today, but after our run-in yesterday that could have changed. I start to panic. If Sam takes off again and leaves for the whole day without even speaking to me, I’ll be a basket case by lunchtime.


    As if on cue, I hear his boots thump down the hall and then he’s on his way outside.


    No!


    I tug open the bathroom door and tear after him. But I’m moving so fast, I trip over my own feet and slam hard into the outside door. It flies open and crashes against the wall of the trailer while I hurtle through the opening and over the steps. Luckily, I land on my feet.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Sam. He’s headed to the shed, but at the sound of all the racket, he stops and glances up at the shaking satellite dish on the top of the trailer. Then he looks back at me.


    “Good thing for you that didn’t come down,” is all he says and then he continues walking.


    Crap! He’s still mad.


    “Are we going to Kamloops?” The words are out of my mouth before I even realize I’ve thought them.


    Sam stops again and turns around. He tilts his head, and his eyes narrow. Then he frowns. “I am,” he says. “Are you?”


    I bob my head. He nods too, and suddenly, the air is a little less heavy. It’s easier to breathe.


    He gestures toward the trailer. “Go have your coffee and breakfast. I need to see to Jasmine before we head out.”


    ———


    As we begin the drive to Kamloops, there are three of us in the truck, Sam, me, and the elephant. It’s right there on the seat between us, so it’s pretty hard to miss, but we both do our best to ignore it. We talk about the weather and the upcoming rodeo, Micah’s training, and Jasmine. But the conversation is stilted — robotic. None of the words feel natural and there’s no flow. We might as well be strangers.


    Finally, I can’t stand it anymore. “I’m really sorry about yesterday,” I blurt. “I should have left Greener Pastures earlier. I hope you weren’t late for —” I flail around in my mind for an appropriate word to complete my thought, but since I have no idea where Sam went, nothing comes. I shrug. “I hope you weren’t late.”


    “I’m sorry too,” he says. “I shouldn’t have been so hard on you. I guess I worked myself into a lather while I was waiting. Dumb thing to do. As it turns out, I wasn’t late. Everything was just fi —” He bites off the last word. I glance at him. He shakes his head. “I wasn’t late. Let’s just leave it at that.”


    I want to ask Sam where he went and why he didn’t come home until midnight, but now that we’re clearing the air, I don’t want to risk messing things up again. I just nod and say, “So why are we going to Kamloops?”


    He smiles, and I feel my body unclench a little.


    “We need to do some shopping.”


    “For what?”


    He glances at me sideways. The mischievous sparkle is back in his eyes, and I feel another weighty layer leave me, kind of like I’m an onion being peeled.


    “There’s only one thing teenage females shop for that I know of,” he says. “Clothes.”


    I’m puzzled. “But why?”


    He clucks his tongue and sighs. “Girl, we have four days of rodeo coming up. We’re talking about my old stomping ground here. I know the people who’ll be there, and I’ve got a reputation to think of. I’m going to be introducing you around, and I can’t have you looking like —”


    He takes his gaze off the road long enough to look me up and down with a disapproving eye. “Well, let’s just say I don’t want you looking out of place. You need some proper rodeo clothes.”


    Another layer falls away. It is so good to be back on easy terms with Sam. I stifle a smile as I look down at myself. “Rodeo clothes, huh?” I stretch my legs and wiggle my feet. “You mean the boots aren’t enough?”


    ———


    When we get to the western wear store, all the clerks are busy with customers, so Sam and I wander around on our own.


    I spot a mannequin wearing the most gorgeous shirt I’ve ever seen. It’s white — really plain actually — except for the front yoke. That’s embroidered with a beautiful Southwest design in shades of black and brown. It’s amazing how that one detail takes the shirt from ho-hum to fabulous, and I just know it would look great on Sam.


    “Hey, check this out,” I say.


    He wanders over from a rack he’s been browsing. “Uh-huh,” he nods. “Very nice.”


    “You should get it,” I tell him.


    “We’re shopping for you — remember?” And then he wanders away.


    I growl under my breath and stomp after him.


    From across the store, I hear a man holler, “Sam, you old dog, what brings you here?”


    After locating the voice, Sam lifts a hand in greeting and smiles back. “Hey, Curtis.”


    The man strides toward us. Sam meets him halfway and the two shake hands and slap each other on the back.


    “You’re looking prosperous, Curtis,” Sam says. “Business must be good.”


    “And you’re lookin’ too damn skinny,” Curtis replies. “You need to put some meat on those bones, buddy. I should take you home to the missus. She’d fatten you up.” He laughs and slaps Sam on the back again. “So what can I do you for?”


    Up to this point I’ve been standing slightly behind Sam, but now he draws me up beside him. “This here is my niece, Dani,” he says. “Dani, this is Curtis Masters. He owns this fine establishment.”


    Curtis shakes my hand. “Nice to meet you, Dani.” Then he eyes Sam suspiciously. “Niece, huh? Since when? I’ve known you a long time, buddy, and you never once said anything about family.” Then he looks back at me. “She’s a pretty little thing though. Are you sure she’s related to you?”


    Sam lifts an eyebrow and clears his throat. “Williams Lake Rodeo’s coming up, and Dani could use some clothes. She’s got the boots, but that’s about it. Can you help us out?”


    Curtis calls to a woman standing at the cash register. “Miriam, come on over here.” When she arrives he introduces us. “This young lady is rodeo bound, and she wants to look the part. I’m sure you know what she needs.”


    Miriam nods and smiles. “I surely do. Follow me, Dani.”


    “How long do you reckon this’ll take?” Sam asks as he hands me his credit card.


    Miriam shrugs. “A half hour, give or take. Why don’t you and Curtis find yourselves some coffee and catch up on old times.” She gestures toward the front of the store. “There’s a restaurant across the street. Dani and I will have your money spent before you can order a refill.”


    When we’re done and Miriam is ringing everything in, I begin to wonder if we have spent all Sam’s money. There are three bags of clothes plus the hat I have on my head.


    “Wait,” I say as Miriam holds out my purchases. “I need one more thing.” I tear off across the store. “But don’t put this one on Sam’s card,” I call over my shoulder. “I’ll pay cash.”

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen

    



    I can feel the rodeo the second I step out of the truck. Not that I know what rodeo feels like or even that it has a feel, but I’m definitely sensing an atmosphere different from anything I’ve experienced before, so I’m thinking it has to be rodeo. The air is hot and saturated with hot dogs, onions, popcorn, dust, hay, horses, and sweat. It’s alive with sounds too — music, a tinny loudspeaker voice, the hum of the crowd, and every now and then shrill whistles and clapping.


    It’s already after six o’clock. Though Sam and I had planned to get to the stampede earlier, a last minute meeting delayed us. For someone who’s supposed to be retired, Sam has an awful lot of meetings. Not that I’m really complaining. It would have been cool to take in the rodeo’s opening day festivities, but since the stampede schedule is pretty much the same on all four days, I don’t think I’m really missing anything.


    “It’s not the biggest rodeo out there, but it’s a good one,” Sam says as we head across the parking lot toward the grandstand.


    A group of women carrying giant flags gallops past on horseback. The ground vibrates under my feet. I wave away the dust they have stirred up, but it doesn’t help. It’s already up my nose and in my mouth. Then there’s an eruption of cheers and applause as the horses burst through a narrow entrance into the arena.


    “Those are the Cariboo Cowgirls,” Sam says.


    “Who are the Cariboo Cowgirls?”


    “They’re sort of a drill team. Kind of like the RCMP’s Musical Ride.” Sam starts to jog across the roadway. “If we hustle our butts and get inside, you can see for yourself.”


    Though we barely run for thirty seconds, Sam is hacking his lungs out by the time we reach the grandstand.


    “Damn dust!” he chokes out between coughing spasms.


    Personally, I think it’s cigarettes — not dust — that’s responsible for his cough, but I don’t say so. Mom has convinced me to lay off Sam about his smoking.


    He flags down a vendor selling pop. “You want anything?” he asks.


    I nod. “A Coke would be good. Thanks.”


    With drinks in hand, we find a place to sit, and turn our attention to the action in the arena. The Cariboo Cowgirls have divided themselves into two groups, and they’re cantering in circles at either end of the arena. Then suddenly the circles unfurl into lines which begin galloping straight for one another. I think they’re going to collide, but instead, one line weaves itself seamlessly through the other, and the next thing I know, the horses have formed a moving figure eight. I am amazed at how the riders can wield those huge flags while manoeuvring their horses. They make what they’re doing look easy, but I know it’s not, and I cringe at the thought of attempting such a feat. I’d fall off my horse for sure. Probably stab myself with the flagpole too.


    At the end of the performance the drill team faces the grandstand and takes a bow. The audience shows its appreciation with a loud round of applause, prompting the Cariboo Cowgirls to do one last intricate formation before galloping off.


    As they ride away, there’s another burst of applause, which gradually peters out. The PA announcer uses this lull in the action to introduce the rodeo’s sponsors. I scan the arena, trying to pick out their logos on the fence circling the dirt oval.


    I turn to Sam. “When is Micah’s event?”


    He pulls a rolled-up program from his back pocket and hands it to me. “The rodeo events should be coming up pretty quick. I think saddle bronc riding is near the start.”


    Micah’s event is slated third, right after wild cow milking and bareback riding. Each of the twenty entrants gets one ride during the four days of the stampede. The officials keep track of every contestant’s score, and after the last round of competitors, the winners are announced.


    It’s just luck of the draw that Micah is riding on opening night. He is the last competitor in his group. I wonder if that’s good or bad. Does it help him to watch the other riders or does it just make him more nervous? I know it makes me nervous. I’m tight as a coiled spring, waiting for his name to be called, but there are four riders before him.


    “The horse is supposed to have the advantage,” Sam says as we wait for the event to begin. “So when the chute opens, the rider’s legs have to be above the horse’s shoulder. He has to stay in that position until the horse makes its first jump. That’s called marking out.”


    “Why do they use those funny little saddles?”


    “Those are made specially for bronc riding. The stirrups hang free, so the rider can swing his legs forward and back. If his foot comes out he’s disqualified.”


    “But there’s nothing to hang on to?”


    Sam smiles. “That’s the idea. Bronc riding is all about rhythm and balance.”


    “They should at least grab the reins with both hands or wrap them around their hand for a better grip.”


    This time Sam laughs. “They’d be disqualified if they did. And they can’t touch any part of the horse either except with their spurs.”


    I frown. “Isn’t that cruel?”


    Sam shakes his head. “No. The rowels — that’s those little spiked wheels on the back — are rounded off. They don’t hurt the horses.”


    “Why do the horses buck?”


    “It’s just their nature. Some horses are like that. They’re not wild. They just need to buck. You couldn’t break them if you tried. So they’re perfect for this event. They do it year in and year out — just like the cowboys who ride ’em.”


    I try to remember everything Sam has told me as I watch the riders take their turns. The very first competitor scores 81 points, and the crowd roars its approval.


    “That’s a decent ride,” Sam says. “But Harley’s been at this game a long time. He should be good.”


    The next competitor doesn’t stay on the required eight seconds and is disqualified. The one after that almost gets thrown over the horse’s head, and a unified gasp goes up from the crowd, but somehow the guy manages to hang on. Even so, his score is low. The fourth rider does better. He posts a 77.


    And then it’s Micah’s turn. I’m right there with him as he straddles the rails inside the chute and lowers himself onto the horse. You can tell the bronco wants to start bucking right then and there, but the chute doesn’t give it any room to move, and there are cowboys at its head and rump, holding it steady. I can see Micah adjusting his grip on the reins.


    Then suddenly, the chute opens, and Micah and the bronco burst into the arena. The horse twists and kicks and bucks in an effort to throw Micah off. Micah’s body jerks every which way — like a boneless rag doll — but he stays on.


    “Hang on, Micah!” I yell. He loses his hat, but not his seat. “Hang on!” I holler again. How can eight seconds take so long?


    Finally, the buzzer sounds — not that it makes any difference to the horse. It keeps right on bucking. Micah grabs onto the saddle with both hands, and a couple of cowboys on horseback move in to help him off.


    The crowd claps and whistles, but no one is cheering more enthusiastically than me. I’m hopping and yahooing all over the place.


    Finally, I grin and wrap my arms around Sam. “He did it!”


    He hugs me back. “He surely did. And it was a pretty good ride too.”


    Micah collects his hat and smacks it against his chaps to remove the dust. Then he smiles up at the grandstand and waves his appreciation to the spectators. I know he doesn’t see me, but my heart skips a couple of beats anyway.


    He scores a 73, and according to Sam, that’s very respectable.


    Micah said he’d find me after his ride, so while I wait, I watch the next event. It’s tie-down roping, and I have mixed feelings about it. I’m impressed with how the cowboys and horses work together, but at the same time I feel bad for the little calves and the way they get lassoed, thrown down, and tied up. When I tell this to Sam, he laughs at me.


    Now I’m totally on the calves’ side. As I silently cheer them on, my view is suddenly blocked by a couple of women sidling past to find seats. I slide my legs sideways to let them get by. The thing is they don’t move on. Instead, they stop right in front of me. What the —


    “Hello, Sam,” one says. “I should have guessed you’d be here.” I glance up at the woman. She looks to be about my mom’s age and she’s pretty.


    Sam stands up and tips his hat. “Howdy. What brings you here?”


    The woman smiles and bobs her head toward the arena. “The rodeo, of course. You can’t live in the Cariboo and not be a rodeo fan.”


    Sam nods. “That’s true.” He tips his hat again. “You have a good time now.”


    “Thanks. You, too,” she says. Then she and her friend continue on their way.


    “Who was that?” I ask when the women are out of earshot. “A girlfriend?”


    Sam doesn’t even bother to look at me. “Nope.”


    “Well, maybe she should be,” I tell him. “She’s very attractive and just about the right age for you, I’d say. Why don’t you ask her out?”


    Though Sam continues to watch the calf roping, his jaw tightens. “Why don’t you watch the rodeo?”


    “I’m serious, Sam. That woman likes you. I can tell. Who is she?”


    Sam heaves a heavy sigh. “She’s just someone I know.”


    “What’s her name?”


    Finally, he looks at me. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”


    I grin at him victoriously. “No.”


    He shakes his head and sighs again. “Her name is Maggie MacLeod.”


    “How do you know her?”


    “She’s my doctor.”


    All thoughts of matchmaking fly from my head, and I’m instantly concerned. “Are you sick?”


    “Because I have a doctor?” Sam snorts. “Don’t you have one?”


    “Of course I do, but —”


    “Well, so do I, and Dr. MacLeod is it.”


    “But she’s a woman.”


    His eyebrows dive into one another, and his fore-head buckles. “What’s that got to do with anything? There are women doctors out there, and believe it or not, they’re just as qualified as the male ones.”


    “I know that. You just don’t strike me as a lady-doctor kind of guy.”


    “Well, that just shows you don’t know everything. Now watch the rodeo.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen

    



    Saturday is party day at the stampede. It begins with breakfast and ends with a barn dance that doesn’t wind down until two in the morning. I don’t want to miss a second of the action, so Sam and I are on the road before the sun is barely up. I’m wearing my best new western outfit, and though Sam says it needs some dusting up, I think it’s fine. As for Sam, he looks very handsome — still a genuine cowboy through and through, but all spruced up in his new white shirt from the store in Kamloops. When I give it to him, I can tell he’s surprised and pleased. It makes my heart swell so much it’s a wonder I don’t pop the buttons off my own shirt.


    The stampede parking lot is already filling up when we arrive. It would appear we’re not the only ones getting an early start. We follow the bacon and maple syrup smells to the concession area and join the lineup of hungry rodeo-goers.


    My stomach has been growling for a good half hour already, and I heap my plate with scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage, and pancakes. But my eyes are bigger than my stomach, and three-quarters of the way through the meal, I’m done.


    “I can’t eat another bite,” I groan and push the food away.


    Sam stabs a sausage I’ve left behind and shoves it into his mouth. He washes it down with coffee. “No sense wasting perfectly good food,” he says. “There are people starving all over the world, you know.”


    “And you cleaning my plate helps them how?”


    “Don’t get sassy with your elders,” he rebukes gruffly. He’s trying to look stern, but his moustache is quivering, and I’m not fooled.


    We spend the morning wandering the grounds and jawing — Sam’s word, not mine — with every second person we meet. Sam isn’t kidding when he says he knows a lot of people at the stampede. After a while I give up trying to remember names.


    At noon, tantalizing barbecue smells lead us to a grilling area behind the grandstand. I’ve walked off my breakfast, and I’m ready to eat again. I’m thinking it’s a good thing I’m not on the rodeo circuit. If I was exposed to food like this on a regular basis, I’d be two hundred pounds after one season.


    I watch Sam toss back a couple of burgers.


    “How can you eat so much and stay so skinny?” I ask.


    “Hole in my foot,” he says. Then he lifts his foot to show me the bottom of his boot.


    There is a hole in it. The start of one anyway. That cracks me up, and I snort with laughter, which makes Sam laugh too.


    At one o’clock the rodeo events begin, and to my surprise, Micah is in the grandstand, waiting for us.


    “I thought you had to work,” I say as I plant myself next to him.


    He takes my hand and holds it in both of his. “My dad gave me the afternoon off.”


    I don’t even try to hide how happy that makes me. The day just keeps getting better and better.


    The rodeo events take up most of the afternoon, and then it’s time to eat again.


    After supper, Sam sags against his chair back and rubs his eyes. “I am plum tuckered out,” he sighs. “Not as young as I used to be, I guess.”


    “That’s not weariness you’re feeling,” I laugh. “It’s your body working overtime to digest everything you’ve eaten today.”


    “You should talk!” he retorts. Then he smiles and shakes his head. “I wish it was that, but it isn’t. I’m just plain whooped — like a horse that’s been ridden too hard.” He stands up. “It’s time for this cowboy to hit the road. I need my bed.”


    I have an instant of panic. I don’t want to leave the stampede yet. But before I can plead my case, he adds, “Micah, can I ask you to see Dani home?”


    Micah nods. “Sure thing. I’d be happy to.”


    Sam slaps him on the back. “Thank you muchly.” Then he kisses the top of my head. “And you behave yourself, you hear? I’ll try to remember not to lock you out.”


    After he’s gone, I say to Micah, “I wonder why Sam’s so tired. We haven’t done anything today but walk around and eat.”


    Micah snickers.


    “What are you laughing at?”


    His face splits into a huge grin. “You. Sometimes you are so stunned.”


    I feel my spine stiffen. “I am not.”


    “Oh, yeah, you are. Sam isn’t tired. He just wants to give us some time together — alone.” He waggles his eyebrows meaningfully. “So now that he has, let’s not waste it.”


    ———


    It’s almost two in the morning when Micah drops me back at the trailer. He waits until I am safely inside before driving away. I leave the outside light on until his tail lights have disappeared in the trees.


    Through the closed bedroom door, I can hear Sam snoring, and I wonder if Micah was wrong, and Sam really was tired. I slip quietly into the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. Then I pad down the hall to my room. I’m so exhausted I barely get my clothes off before I’m dead asleep.


    ———


    It’s nearly eleven o’clock when I open my eyes. Even so, I’m up before Sam, and that never happens. At first, I think he must have gone out somewhere, but there’s no coffee brewed, and his bedroom door is still shut.


    I make the coffee and then knock softly on his door.


    “Sam?” I call quietly.


    There’s a groggy groan.


    “Sam?” I say again. “Are you awake?”


    “I am now,” he mutters.


    “Sorry,” I say to the door. “I just made coffee. You want some?”


    There’s a long pause. Finally, he says, “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”


    A few minutes turns into almost half an hour, and I have bacon and French toast cooked before he makes an appearance. He pours himself a coffee and drops down onto a chair.


    He rubs his hands over his face and groans through his fingers. “I swear I have the mother of all hangovers. Only problem is I didn’t have the pleasure of getting drunk to deserve it.”


    He does look pretty rough.


    “You’re not feeling well?” I venture tentatively. “Would you like some breakfast?”


    He removes his hands from his face and glares at me. “You’ve obviously never been hungover. Food is the last thing I want.”


    “Maybe you have the flu,” I say.


    “Maybe I do,” he concedes.


    “Maybe you should see your doctor.”


    “Maybe I should.”


    ———


    Because it’s Sunday, Sam has to go to a walk-in clinic in 100 Mile House and is gone about two hours. When he returns, he still looks terrible, but he has drugs. He shakes the bottle of pills at me before depositing it in his bedroom.


    “Appears you were right, Dr. Dani,” he says. “I have some kind of bug.”


    “You probably picked it up at the stampede,” I tell him. “With so many people around, I bet there are tons of germs out there. It’s a wonder everybody who went isn’t sick.”


    Sam clears his throat. “Speaking of the stampede, this is the last day, and it’s a short one.” He looks at his watch. “It’s already after two. The rodeo started at one. Even if we left right this second, we’d only catch the tail end of things. I’m sorry, Dani.”


    I wave away his apology. “It doesn’t matter. We were there all the other days, and yesterday I was there all day and half the night, too. I’m pretty much rodeoed out. Besides, according to the stampede program, today is family day, and I don’t know about you, but I have no desire to spend my day in the middle of a mob of screaming kids.”


    “You’re just saying that so I won’t feel bad,” he says.


    “You already feel bad. I doubt anything I say could make it worse.” Then I wave my finger at him. “And that’s another thing. You’re sick. Probably contagious. How could I — in good conscience — expose all those people to you and your bug? How fair would that be?”


    He holds up his hands in defeat. “Fine. You win. We’ll stay home.”


    “Yes, we will,” I say authoritatively. “And you will have a quiet, restful day. You can sleep or sit in the sunshine and read or watch television. Whatever you want — as long as it’s relaxing and will help you get better. I’ll take Jasmine for a ride and make the supper. I’ll even do the cleanup. You don’t need to worry about a thing except getting well.”


    Sam salutes me. “Yes, sir, ma’am. Anything you say.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen

    



    The next morning Sam looks a lot better. He says he feels better, too, and decides to go for a ride around the property. I can tell this is something he wants to do alone, so I don’t ask if I can join him.


    “Good,” I say as I pick up my unfinished novel from the coffee table. “That will give me a chance to read the rest of this book. The rodeo was fun, but it really cut into my reading time.” I glance at the piles of books around the room. “I have a feeling I’m not going to get all these read before I go home.”


    Sam laughs. “I’ll be giving your name to Guinness World Records if you do. It’s my goal just to get them read in my lifetime, and I’ve got a head start on you.”


    “There’s a lot of books here,” I tell him, “but the way you read, you’ll have them done within a year. Then what?”


    He takes a sip of his coffee before answering. Finally, he shrugs. “Then I guess I get some more.” He nods to the book in my hand. “Which one do you have there?” When I tell him, his eyes light up. “That’s a good one. The thing I really liked is how —”


    “Stop!” I shout and cover my ears. “You can’t say anything until I’m finished. You’ll wreck it for me.”


    Sam sighs. “Okay. Fine.” Then he gets up and rinses his coffee cup. “Jasmine and I will be gone a couple of hours. Read fast.”


    ———


    When Sam leaves, I decide to tidy up the trailer a bit before settling down with my book. I only have about fifty pages to go, and I can get through that easily while Sam is gone. Besides, there’s not really a lot of cleanup to do — just some wiping down in the kitchen and a few odds and ends to put away.


    Most of the things needing to be stowed belong in the kitchen cupboards, but there’s also the dental floss dispenser, which goes in the bathroom, nail polish, which goes in my cosmetic bag, and a couple of shirts that Sam ironed but forgot to put away in his closet. I grab everything and start down the hall, depositing items in the appropriate places as I go.


    When I get to Sam’s room, I stop. It’s almost as if there’s a force field keeping me from going any farther. I’ve never been in Sam’s room. He never said I shouldn’t, and the door is always open — except when he’s sleeping — but for some reason I think of it as Sam’s private place, and even though I have a legitimate reason for going in, I feel like I’m trespassing.


    “Don’t be stupid,” I say out loud. My voice booms in the quiet trailer and the realization that I’m talking to myself makes me feel silly. But the scolding does the trick, and I enter the room.


    Like the rest of the trailer, it’s small and minimalist in its decor. It has painted wood panelling with a small window cut out of one wall. The floor is covered with a worn carpet — not that you can see much of it, because the double bed takes up most of the floor. There is a small night table on either side and a three-legged stool by the closet at the far end. That’s it for furniture. The comforter and curtains are a bland polyester print, but they match, so I’m thinking Sam must have bought them as a set — his one concession to interior design.


    I can’t help smiling. If Mom saw Sam’s place, she’d be redecorating before she got the front door closed. The thing is it would be a mistake. The trailer reflects who Sam is, and to be perfectly honest, I don’t mind it. I guess it’s grown on me.


    I have the shirts in my right hand, and as I brush past the night table, the sleeve of one knocks something off. Sam’s pills. I bend down and pick up the bottle. But as I go to return it to the table, a word on the label catches my attention.


    Morphine.


    I frown. Morphine? Since when is morphine used to fight a flu bug? Morphine’s not an antibiotic. It’s a pain killer. I know Sam had a pretty bad headache yesterday, but he would take acetaminophen or Aspirin for it. Not morphine.


    I hang the shirts over the doorknob and look more closely at the pill bottle. The label definitely says morphine, and according to the date, the prescription was filled yesterday. But something’s not right. The label also says this is the third refill.


    What? That doesn’t make any sense.


    I stare stupidly at the label, reading it over and over, trying to understand the information on it. Finally, reality cuts through the fog surrounding my brain. This isn’t a new prescription. It’s a refill of an old one. Sam is taking morphine — and has been for a while. But why?


    I read the label again. The instructions say: For pain, take one capsule every four hours, but there’s nothing to indicate the kind of pain the capsules are for. Whatever it is, it has to be pretty intense to require morphine. The pharmacy that filled the prescription is in 100 Mile House. That’s where Sam said he went yesterday, so he didn’t lie, at least not about that. I sincerely doubt that he visited a clinic though. If the prescription is a refill, he probably went straight to the pharmacy. I look at the physician’s name — Dr. M. MacLeod. That’s the woman from the rodeo. There’s a telephone number beneath her name.


    I run and get my phone but stop halfway through dialling. My gaze travels back and forth between the pill bottle and the phone as if they’re a couple of hand grenades with pulled pins. I can’t react. Thirty seconds ago, I knew what I was doing. I was calling Dr. MacLeod. But now it seems like a bad idea. What would I say?


    Hello, Dr MacLeod. My name is Dani Lancaster. My uncle is one of your patients. Could you please tell me why you prescribed morphine for him? Or maybe, Did my uncle get a prescription from you yesterday? Or how about getting right to the point and asking, What’s wrong with my uncle?


    But I know doctors won’t tell you those sorts of things. All those questions would earn me is a dead phone line.


    So now what?


    The rational voice inside my head says, Talk to Sam. Ask him why he’s taking morphine.


    But I can’t do that. Sam clearly doesn’t want me knowing about this. The whole time I’ve been in Webb’s River, he’s never said a word about being in pain, and I haven’t seen him swallow a single pill. If he’s supposed to take a morphine capsule every four hours, you’d think I would have noticed. I should have seen signs of his pain too, but I didn’t pick up on that either.


    Or did I? What about Sam’s cough? He’s had that the whole time I’ve been here. Is that the source of his pain?


    The more I think about things, the more clues I see staring me in the face — little things that amount to nothing on their own, but considered altogether, they’re like a red flag. Sam’s many appointments, for instance. I thought they were business meetings, but what if they were doctor’s appointments? And the night he couldn’t sleep. Maybe he was in pain then. Maybe that’s what brought him home early from the rodeo too and knocked him out the entire next day.


    It all fits, but I still don’t know what the problem is. Why is Sam in pain? Could it be an old rodeo injury? I discard the idea almost before I think it. As private as Sam is, he wouldn’t keep that a secret. No — whatever is wrong with him has to be more serious than that.


    I look at the phone number on the label. Maybe I should call it. If I ask the right questions, maybe I will find something out, even if it’s just whether or not Dr. MacLeod is a GP or a specialist. There’s a thought. If Sam has bone pain or some kind of respiratory problem, Dr. MacLeod could very well be a specialist.


    But I don’t have to call her office to find that out. A telephone book will tell me the same thing. I go to the kitchen and start rooting through drawers and cupboards. But no luck. There aren’t many places to store things in Sam’s trailer, and the only other place I can think the directory might be is in his bedroom, and I am not going to look in there.


    Then I have another idea. I can do a search for Maggie MacLeod on the Internet. I pick up my phone again and start pushing buttons.


    “Dr. Margaret MacLeod, Cariboo, B.C.,” I say aloud as I type in the words. Then I hit enter.


    The very first result is a listing for a doctor in Kamloops. I check the phone number against the one on the pill bottle. It’s the same. The address is there too, but there’s no indication what kind of doctor Maggie MacLeod is.


    Even so, it’s a clue. The day after Sam’s sleepless night, he went to Kamloops. Maybe he was going to see Dr. MacLeod.


    I scan the headings of the other entries. None of them tell me anything. But halfway down the page my gaze flits over one that sends a shiver up my spine.


    Dr. Margaret MacLeod, Cariboo oncologist, lauded by the CMA for her work with cancer patients.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen

    



    Oh my god. No. I squeeze my eyes shut — my mind too. This has to be wrong. It has to be a different Dr. MacLeod. I slowly open my eyes and read the entry heading again, but the only two words that register are oncologist and cancer. Anxiously, I click on the link and skim the article. At the end there’s a photograph. It’s her. My stomach starts to churn. This isn’t possible. It’s a mistake. It has to be.


    But my gut says it isn’t. Dr. MacLeod is an oncologist, a physician specializing in cancer. And she’s Sam’s doctor. That can mean only one thing. Sam has cancer.


    I push the idea away and slam my mind shut again. Then I switch off the phone and push it away too — as if it’s crawling with maggots. My stomach is heaving and rolling like crazy. I feel cold and dizzy. I grab the edge of the kitchen counter with both hands and sag against the cabinet. A wave of heat replaces the cold, and I begin to sweat. Breathe, I tell myself. Breathe! So I do — loudly and deeply. I block out the swirling kitchen and my swirling stomach and concentrate solely on breathing. In. Out. In. Out.


    When the dizziness passes and my stomach settles, I take a last steadying breath to calm myself. I will not jump to conclusions. I will not. I say it over and over in my head. Whatever Sam is seeing Dr. MacLeod about, it’s just routine. He’s probably getting a mole checked out or maybe having a prostate exam. Yes — something like that. It makes sense. Sam is an outdoors guy. He spends a lot of time in the sun. It’s good to take precautions against skin cancer. And middle-aged men should have regular prostate check-ups.


    I take another deep breath. I have to stay calm. I have to be rational. I have to concentrate on what’s real. Okay — so what is real? I try to remember what I was doing before I googled Dr. MacLeod’s name and the world turned upside down. What was important before that?


    I search my mind, but it’s a wasteland. Empty. There’s nothing there. It’s like I just woke up from a deep sleep, and my brain hasn’t caught up.


    Think!


    I try harder. Then, in a flash, it comes to me. I need to finish reading my novel. Sam and I are going to have one of our book talks this afternoon. But wait. I scoop the pill bottle off the counter. I can’t leave that sitting around. Sam will wonder what it’s doing there.


    Like a robot, I walk down the hall to his bedroom and set the bottle on the night table. As I turn to leave, I see the ironed shirts on the doorknob. I should hang them up. But I leave them where they are. This way it looks like I never went into the room.


    If only that were true.


    ———


    Though there’s not a chance I’ll be able to make myself read the book, I flop down on the couch with it. The thing is I don’t even get it open before I hear a familiar whinny. I go to the kitchen window and peer outside. Sam and Jasmine are coming across the field. Panic shoots through me. They can’t be back yet. It’s way too soon.


    So now I’m worrying that shock and anxiety are written all over my face. Sam will only have to take one look at me to know something is wrong. Act normal, I tell myself. It would help if I could remember what normal is.


    I go to the door and open it. The blue sky that ushered in the day has turned to grey. It’s the first time since I’ve been in Webb’s River that the sun isn’t shining. The dirty clouds do nothing to improve my mood.


    Sam and Jasmine are standing by the shed, and Sam is examining Jasmine’s back foot.


    “What’s the matter?” I call. My voice is amazingly steady. “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”


    “Jasmine lost her footing on a rocky patch and threw a shoe. She’s all right, but she doesn’t do well without shoes. It’s about time she had them changed anyway. I called Tom Barnes — he’s the farrier around these parts — and he’s on his way over.”


    “How long will that take?” I ask. I’m pretty sure Sam will want to hang out with the farrier while he works, so that will give me some time to get my head together.


    “Well, I can’t tell you when he’ll get here, but it should take him about an hour to change her shoes — and have a coffee. Tommy does like his coffee. Could I ask you to put on a fresh pot, Dani?”


    “Sure,” I say.


    “Thank you.” Then he turns his attention back to Jasmine. He pats her neck briskly. Her tail swishes, and she snorts. “It’s your lucky day, old girl,” he tells her. “You’re gonna get a pedicure.”


    Tom Barnes arrives as I’m making the coffee, so I figure he must have been in the neighbourhood when he got Sam’s call. Judging from his wispy white hair and weathered skin, I put him at around sixty — maybe sixty-five. He has a friendly face, and though he’s carrying some extra weight around the middle, his shoulders are broad and his arms are muscular. He backs his truck up to the shed and lowers the tailgate. The bed is full of all sorts of tools I’ve never seen before. While the coffee brews, I watch from the kitchen window until Tom Barnes heads into the shed.


    I put cream, sugar, the coffee carafe, a couple of mugs, and a plate of cookies on a tray. Then I slip on my runners and a sweatshirt and take the tray out to the shed.


    Sam and Tom are deep in conversation when I arrive. At first they don’t notice me. I put the tray down on top of a crate and shove my hands into my sweatshirt pocket. It’s Tom who sees me first.


    “Well, looky here,” he says, glancing up from the hoof he’s scraping. “Who’s this now?”


    Sam smiles and beckons me to come closer. “Tom, this here is my niece, Dani. She’s staying with me for a few weeks. Dani, this is Tom Barnes, the best farrier this side of the Rockies.” Then behind his hand he adds, “And the worst poker player.”


    “Hey, hey. Now what kinda talk is that?” Tom protests. “You tryin’ to poison this young lady against me?”


    Sam shakes his head. “Nope. I’m just telling her how she might go about earning some extra money.”


    I smile, though it’s the last thing I feel like doing. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Barnes,” I say. Then I gesture to the tray. “I brought you guys some coffee. It’s fresh. The cookies not so much, but maybe if you dunk them.…” I shrug and let the sentence trail off.


    “Thank you kindly,” Tom says. Then he raises his head and inhales all the way down to his feet. “Mmm. Smells wonderful. And I do believe it’s just about time for a break.”


    I force another smile and turn to Sam. “I’m going for a walk,” I say. It’s hard to look him in the eye.


    “I thought you were reading,” he replies. He cocks his head and squints at me. “You okay?”


    I nod. I want to shout, Are you? but instead I say, “I can’t seem to concentrate. I think I need some fresh air and exercise.”


    Sam is still assessing me with narrowed eyes. Finally he says, “Okay then. I’ll see you later.”


    ———


    I walk aimlessly for almost two hours. Sam’s property is gorgeous, but today, I don’t see it. I don’t see the clouds either, though I feel them pressing down on me. I’m too caught up in my thoughts.


    My initial panic has passed. Now I’m just numb. I feel like I’ve been drugged or maybe wrapped in a thousand layers of cotton batting. The world is turning in slow motion and nothing seems real.


    I’m standing on the edge of an emotional abyss. As long as I can convince myself that whatever is wrong with Sam can be fixed, I can keep my balance, but …


    I don’t want to think about the alternative. I try to pretend there isn’t one because that’s how I need it to be.


    My legs walk me back toward the trailer. The wind is blowing now. It snaps at my sweatshirt and whips strands of hair into my face. It’s not raining, but I can smell it coming. From across the field, the trailer, shed, and firepit look exactly like they always do. There’s not so much as a blade of black grass to indicate anything has changed.


    Except Tom Barnes’s truck is gone now, and Lizzie isn’t there, which — of course — means Sam isn’t there either.


    I’m relieved. There are things I need to ask him, but I’m not ready yet to hear the answers.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty

    



    I let myself into the trailer and wander to the kitchen. There’s a note on the counter.


    
      Gone for lunch with Tom. Get reading.


      — Sam

    


    I look at the clock on the stove. It’s just about noon, and for no reason that I can think of, I find myself wondering what time it is in Europe. Ping. That’s all it takes. Like a tiny vibration that sets off an avalanche of snow, that single insignificant thought sets off an avalanche of emotions inside me, and I suddenly need to call my mother. I need to hear her voice and have her talk my worries away as she used to when I was a little girl. I need her to make everything like it was before I read the label on that pill bottle.


    But before that can happen, I need to figure out where she is, so I run to my room and dig through the suitcase for her honeymoon itinerary. Where is it? When several minutes of heaving clothes from side to side don’t uncover the paper, I start tossing things out. That doesn’t get any results either. Frustrated — and on the edge of panic — I stare at the empty suitcase. Where is it? As I wrack my brain for an answer, I look around the room, and in the corner, under a pair of jeans and a sock, I spy my backpack. I jump on it and begin my search again. Finally, I find the itinerary.


    As quickly as my shaking fingers can manage, I unfold it and lay it on the carpet. Then I run down the date column until I get to August 5th. Please don’t let it be a travel day, I pray.


    It isn’t. According to the itinerary, Mom is in Switzerland. Lucerne. She and Reed are staying at the Hotel Schweizerhof Luzern — not that that matters. I’ll call her on her cell. The number is right there on the page, complete with all the appropriate long distance codes.


    The rest is the cell number. I don’t even have to think about that. My fingers hit the buttons on their own.


    The phone rings once, twice, three times.


    “Pick up,” I mutter. “Come on, Mom. Pick up.”


    “Hello.”


    “Mom?”


    I guess she can hear the urgency in my voice, because her own turns into concern as she says, “Dani, what’s the matter?”


    “It’s Sam,” I blurt.


    “What’s the matter with him? Was he in an accident?”


    “No. There was no accident. He’s sick.”


    There’s a pause before Mom asks, “What kind of sick?”


    My throat seizes up. “Cancer.” I can barely choke the word out. Then I add, “I think.”


    I expect my mother to be shocked and upset too, but all she says is, “You think?”


    “Yes.”


    “But you don’t know?”


    “Not for certain,” I admit, “but I found a prescription bottle for morphine and then —”


    My mother doesn’t let me finish. “You were snooping?”


    “No!” I yell into the phone. “Why would you say that? What’s the matter with you? I’m trying to tell you something important! Why won’t you listen? Don’t you understand? Sam is sick — really sick! He’s in pain! He’s popping morphine pills like they were candy! Don’t you get it?” Now I’m crying. Why isn’t my mother comforting me? Why isn’t she telling me things will be okay? Why isn’t she upset?


    For what feels like forever, neither of us says anything. There’s not even any breathing sounds or background noise. The telephone line might as well be dead.


    It’s Mom who finally breaks the silence. “I’m sorry, Dani.” To my surprise, she’s crying too. She takes a ragged breath before continuing. “Dear God, I wish I was there with you.”


    “What are you talking about?” I wail. “I’m fine. It’s Sam who’s sick.”


    “I know.”


    “You know?”


    “Yes, I know,” she says quietly. “There is no easy way to put this, so I’m just going to say it.” She clears her throat. “Sam has lung cancer.” Then in a strangled voice she adds, “He’s dying, Dani.”


    And that’s when I leave the safe world I’ve always known and sink like a stone into oblivion. I hear what my mother has said, but my brain refuses to process it. It’s my body that reacts. My stomach clenches, and then every muscle I possess collapses and I become weak all over. I can barely hold the phone. I fall back against the futon. Tears stream down my cheeks, but I don’t bother to wipe them away. I’m too consumed with the hurt in my heart. It is literally aching.


    Someone is sobbing. I’m not sure if it’s me or Mom. Maybe it’s both of us. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care. My head is too full of Sam. He can’t be dying. I know he’s sick, but he can’t be dying. He can’t be! He has a great doctor. She’ll make him better. My mother is wrong.


    For several minutes I let the pain consume me. It’s like a tsunami trying to drown me — or rip me apart. I don’t even try to fight it. I don’t care if I survive it.


    Eventually, though I become aware of someone calling my name, and I push my way out of the blackness.


    “Dani, honey, talk to me.” Mom’s voice is shaky and thick.


    I shake my head, but of course, she can’t see that. I wipe my nose with the back of my hand and try to force back my grief so that I can talk.


    “You knew.” I hiccup. It sounds like an accusation. But then why shouldn’t it? It is. “You knew Sam had cancer. You knew! Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I’m sorry, baby,” she whimpers. “You weren’t supposed to find out like this. Sam didn’t want you to know he was sick. He thought he could hide it while you were there. He —”


    “Were you ever going to tell me?” I demand. Anger temporarily dulls the pain.


    Mom doesn’t answer my question. Instead, she says, “Sam was diagnosed about a year ago. At first, the cancer was relatively slow-moving, and the doctors were optimistic he could beat it. They operated — got what they could. But his body couldn’t tolerate the chemotherapy that was supposed to follow, and radiation on its own wasn’t enough. The doctors tried everything there is — Sam even went to a clinic in the States for a new treatment, but that didn’t work either. After that, the cancer started to move faster. And now they say it’s just a matter of time.”


    “How much time?” I ask, though I don’t really want to hear the answer.


    “I don’t know exactly.” Mom answers cautiously, almost reluctantly. “Not long. A few months.”


    New tears spring to my eyes, and I jam my fist into my mouth to keep from screaming.


    “Oh, Dani, I am so, so sorry. I should have seen this coming, but I was hoping Sam would get better. When he asked for you to visit, I couldn’t refuse him. I thought it would be okay. I thought he would be okay — at least while you were there. I didn’t think you would have to know the truth until … ” Her voice trails off, but we both know what she isn’t saying.


    “Is that supposed to make it all right?” I snap. “You meant well, so that gets you off the hook?” I know I’m being unfair, but I don’t care. I want my mother to feel as awful as I do.


    “No, of course, it doesn’t, baby. I know you’re hurting right now, and I am so, so sorry. I would do anything to make the hurt go away.”


    “Then make Sam better!”


    “Oh, Dani, I wish I could. Do you want me to come there? Because I will. It might take me a couple of days, but if you need me, I’ll come.”


    That’s what I had wanted my mother to say when I’d first called her, but when I finally hear the words, I change my mind.


    I feel my back stiffen. “No,” I say. “There’s no point in cutting your honeymoon short. You can’t do anything here, and it’s not fair to Reed.”


    “Reed will understand. He is —”


    “No, Mom!” I shout into the phone.


    The line goes quiet for a few seconds, before my mother says, “I love Sam too, Dani.”


    And because I know that’s true, I’m suddenly not angry anymore. Just sad.


    “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. It’s not you’re fault. I guess I’m just in shock. I haven’t got my head around this yet. I need some time to think. Finish your honeymoon, Mom. Then come and see Sam.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I’m sure,” I say, momentarily holding my emotions at bay. I know my mother can’t take away the hurt. Only time will do that. In the meantime, I have to come to grips with the situation and find a way to hide my feelings. Sam didn’t want me to know he was sick, so I’ll pretend I don’t.


    “Okay,” Mom says, but she sounds unsure. Then she adds in a rush, “If you’re certain that’s what you want. If you change your mind, just pick up the phone. Understand? If you need me for anything — anytime night or day, just call. I’ll phone you tomorrow. Okay?”


    “Okay.”


    “I love you, Dani.”


    “I know,” I tell her. “I love you, too.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

    



    When I get off the phone, my emotions attack again with full force, and I am dragged down into a sea of despair. Wave after relentless wave washes over me until my head aches, my eyes sting, and my body hurts from sobbing.


    I slam my hand on the futon. I have to stop crying! What if Sam comes home and finds me like this?


    But my body doesn’t listen. I bite the inside of my lip — hard, until I can taste blood. The tears stop. I force myself to take deep breaths until the sobbing stops too. Then I drag my hands down my wet cheeks and head for the bathroom.


    I don’t even recognize myself in the mirror. My face is blotchy, and my eyes are puffy and bloodshot. I run the water until it’s really cold. Then I splash it on my face and put a wet cloth over my eyes. I check the mirror again. I look a little better, but not much.


    My head is pounding. There’s some Tylenol in the medicine cabinet, so I down a couple of tablets with a tall glass of water. The iciness makes my teeth ache.


    I pull out my makeup bag and try to repair my ravaged face, but halfway through the mascara, I think of Sam, and the Hoover Dam opens up again. I stomp my foot and pinch my arm this time, letting my nails dig into my flesh. “Stop it!” I tell myself as I dab at the swollen, black smudges that are my eyes. “Think of something else.”


    But there is nothing else. I am on the verge of losing it again, when my cell rings. I pull it from my jeans and look at the display screen.


    It’s Sam. My tears are instantly shocked away. Still, I’m afraid to pick up. But Sam knows I always carry my phone. I have no choice.


    After the fourth ring, I finally answer. “Hello.”


    “Hey,” he says. Even over the phone, there’s mischief in his voice. “I thought I better let you know I haven’t fallen off the earth. Tom and I got to talking, and I lost track of the time.”


    “That’s okay,” I say.


    “Are you getting a cold?” he asks.


    Great! I say three crummy words, and already he knows something’s wrong. I clear my throat. “No, I’m just stuffed up. Must have run into something on my walk that I’m allergic to.”


    “Do you have allergies?”


    “I don’t think so, but you never know.” I try to sound cheerful. “I’m fine. Whatever it is, it’ll pass. So, what’s up?”


    “Well, if it’s all right with you, Tom invited me to see a horse with him. He says it’s a real beauty. I know you and I were going to talk about that book, but would it be okay if we do it later? I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”


    “Don’t be silly,” I say. “Go see the horse. I haven’t finished reading the book yet anyway.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. Go. Please. I’m fine.”


    “All right then. I’ll probably be a couple more hours. And don’t worry about supper. I’ll pick something up for us on my way home. I’ll see you later.”


    As I turn off the phone, I sigh with relief. I have a temporary reprieve — a bit more time to get my act together. If I can keep from crying, I just might look human by the time Sam gets back.


    I don’t even get the phone in my pocket before it rings again. I’m afraid to see who it is. If it’s Sam, I might accidentally give myself away, and if it’s Mom, I’ll just break down again. I check the display screen.


    It’s Micah.


    I’m not sure I’m up to talking with him either — I really don’t feel like talking to anyone — but I can’t not answer the phone. He’ll think something is wrong.


    “Hi,” I say. It takes all the willpower I can muster to make my voice bubbly.


    “Hey, gorgeous. How you doin’?”


    “I’m good,” I lie. And then, “What are you doing calling at this time of day? I thought you were working.”


    “I am, but only for another hour. I’ve done such a damn fine job today, my dad is letting me off early. Soooo …” He stretches out the word. “I thought I’d spend the rest of the afternoon with you.”


    I don’t say anything.


    “Unless you’re busy, of course,” he adds.


    I’m busy all right — busy having an nervous breakdown. I don’t know what to say. I can’t tell Micah the truth. If Sam doesn’t want me to know he’s sick, it’s a pretty safe bet he doesn’t want Micah to know either.


    “Dani?”


    I have to give him an answer. I want to see him, but I can’t. I’ll never be able to hold it together. One look at me, and he’ll know there’s something wrong. But how do I tell him that?


    “Dani, what’s the matter?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Don’t you want to see me?”


    “Of course, I do. It’s just that …” I don’t know how to finish the sentence.


    “It’s just what?”


    “I’m having a really bad day.” That’s true. “I had a fight with my mom.” Sort of true. “I’ve been crying ever since, and I look terrible.” Very true.


    To my surprise, Micah laughs. “Whew!” he says. “You had me worried there for a minute. I thought I’d done something wrong.”


    “No. It’s not you. You’re fine. In fact, you’re wonderful. It’s me. I’m in a really grumpy mood, and I don’t want to take it out on you.”


    “That’s where you have it all wrong,” he says. I know he’s smiling. “What you need is some cheering up, and I am an expert at that. I’ll make you forget all about the fight with your mom. You’ll be smiling and laughing in no time.”


    “Oh, Micah,” I sigh. “You are so sweet, but I really need to work this out myself. I’ve got a lot of thinking to do. I’m sorry.” Even as I say the words, I can’t believe I’m turning down a chance to be with him.


    When Micah replies, the fun has left his voice. “It’s only a little over a week before you go back to Vancouver,” he says. “I want to spend as much of that time with you as a I can. I thought you felt the same way.”


    “I do,” I say. “You know I do. Today is just a bad day.”


    “So tell me what’s wrong. Maybe I can help.”


    “You can’t.”


    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


    I can tell I’ve hurt his feelings. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


    “Right.” There’s a chill in his voice. “So how did you mean it?”


    I don’t know what to tell him. “Please, Micah. Try to understand. This is something personal.”


    “No problem. I get it.” Now he’s angry. “You’re coming through loud and clear. I thought we were a couple, and I thought couples shared personal stuff, but clearly, you don’t trust me enough to do that.”


    I grit my teeth in frustration. I feel like I’m digging myself into a hole. Everything I say is making the situation worse. Why can’t I find the right words to make Micah understand. “I wish I could explain,” I tell him earnestly. “I really do. I just can’t,” I finish lamely. “I’m sorry.”


    “So am I,” he says sarcastically.


    I try again. “I just need a little time.”


    “You got it,” he barks, and then the line goes dead.


    “Micah?” I say, but of course, there’s no answer.


    I turn off the phone and stuff it into my pocket. I’m surprisingly calm. I should be upset — and I am, but I am too wrung out to react. I care about Micah a lot, and it’s good to know he cares about me too — at least he did until a few minutes ago — but considering everything else that’s happened, Micah being mad at me is just one more thing on a long list of things that have gone wrong with the day.


    I hear a deep rumble and wander to the window in the living room. The clouds in the sky are almost black, making the afternoon ominously dark. And the rain is starting to come down in torrents.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

    



    At ten after five, Lizzie splashes across the field with her windshield wipers slapping the rain away in waves. Sam springs from the cab with a bag in one hand and a case of beer in the other and bolts for the trailer. Even though he has his hat and slicker for protection, he’s still soaked when he bursts through the door.


    And, of course, he’s coughing.


    He sheds his rain gear and hangs it in the bathroom shower to dry.


    “It’s wet out there,” he says as he pulls off his boots and swipes at a raindrop dangling from the tip of his nose. Then he picks up the beer and the bag and heads to the kitchen. After shoving the beer into the fridge, he takes a couple of plates from the cupboard and starts filling them with food.


    “The café makes a mean cheeseburger,” he says with a grin. “Wait till you try it. My taste buds are going crazy just thinking about it — fried onions, sharp cheddar, spicy beef, and a tangy sauce that no amount of sweet-talking will make Connie — she’s the cook — give me the recipe for.” He looks up from his plating. “Ketchup and vinegar for your fries?”


    I nod.


    “Malt or regular?”


    “Malt.”


    “What do you want to drink?”


    “Water’s fine.”


    Sam makes a face and shakes his head. “You can’t have water with a burger. Not only is it immoral, I’m pretty sure it’s against the law.” He reaches into the fridge and pulls out a pop for me and a beer for himself. He slides the drink across the counter. “Here. Grab your plate, and let’s see if there’s a ball game on.”


    Though I haven’t eaten since breakfast, I’m not hungry, but I pick up my plate anyway and follow Sam into the living room. I don’t get it. He’s the one with cancer, but I’m the one who’s a basket case. How can he act like nothing’s wrong?


    It’s the Jays versus the Red Sox. I’m relieved. I don’t have the energy to do battle with Sam today, not even over a baseball game. As it turns out, the Jays win, and I manage to choke down half my burger. Maybe my luck is changing.


    Sam looks disapprovingly at my plate. “You don’t like it?”


    “I do,” I protest. “It’s really good. I’m just not very hungry. You can finish it if you want.”


    He pulls the plate toward him. “Don’t mind if I do. There’s people starving all over the world, you know.” He jabs me with his elbow and winks.


    Despite my depressed mood, I smile and roll my eyes.


    When he’s finished eating, he takes our plates to the kitchen and returns with another beer. He sits down with a sigh, stretches his arms out along the back of the couch and puts his feet up on the coffee table.


    “That’s better,” he says. Then he frowns at me. “You look terrible.”


    I open my mouth — to say what, I don’t know, but Sam waves me into silence before I’ve uttered a single word.


    “Don’t waste your breath trying to sell me that allergy story again.” His frown turns to concern. “Your mother called me about an hour ago.”


    I don’t say anything. I’m too shocked. Obviously, Mom has told Sam about our phone call. I don’t know whether to be angry or glad.


    “Don’t be upset with her,” Sam says as if he’s reading my mind. “She’s just concerned about you. She’s your mother, and mothers do stuff like that when their kids are hurting.”


    I nod.


    “She blames herself, of course. That’s another thing mothers do, but then I guess you already know that. The thing is it’s not her fault. It’s mine. I pressured her into sending you here while she went on her honeymoon. I knew it was the only chance I was going to have to meet you and get to know you, and for you to get to know me. I made her promise not to tell you about the cancer, because that would’ve coloured how you thought about me before we even met. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


    I nod again. “Yes.”


    What Sam says is true. If I had known he had cancer, I wouldn’t have been able to look him in the eye or talk to him without thinking about death. I wouldn’t have seen him as a free-spirited, wise-cracking cowboy who challenged me. I would only have pitied him. The truth is I would probably never even have met him, because I wouldn’t have agreed to come to Webb’s River in the first place.


    What a mistake that would have been. When I think of how full and rich and fun my time with him has been, all our conversations, even our head-butting, I wouldn’t undo a minute of it.


    But now that he’s made a place for himself in my heart, how can I let him go?


    My tears start to flow again — and here I was so sure I was cried out. Sam leans across the couch and brushes them away with his thumb.


    “None of that,” he says. Then he adds, “You’re not very attractive when you cry.”


    “Sam!” I wail and smack him.


    He puts up his hands to defend himself, but his face breaks into the familiar roadmap of laugh-lines I’ve come to love.


    “How can you kid around?” I demand.


    Sam’s expression becomes serious. “You mean because I’m dying?”


    It makes me wince to hear him say it. I nod.


    “We’re all dying, Dani — me, you, all of us. From the moment we’re born, we’re on the road to death. The only difference between you and me is that I have a better idea of when and how it’s going to happen. You don’t know, so you can choose to believe you have another seventy years left. You might; then again you might not, but since you don’t know, you live like you have forever.


    “But think about this. If you knew the bus that’s taking you back to Vancouver was going to crash and you were going to die in that crash, would you stop doing the things you like to do and focus only on that bus crash?”


    He pauses to let me think about what he’s saying.


    “Because if you do,” he continues, “you’ve already stopped living, and you might as well jump off a cliff right now. I’m going to die of cancer — in a few months they tell me — but until then I’m alive, and for as long as I can, I’m going to enjoy it, and that includes joking around.”


    “Okay,” I sniff and smile. “I get it. But don’t you want to do something special with the time you have left? You know — like see the Taj Mahal or go bungee-jumping? Live out some of your dreams?”


    He smiles and his eyes sparkle. “I guess I must be one of the luckiest people in the world, because I’ve been living my dreams my whole life. I’m a simple man. I like books. I like baseball. I like bein’ a cowboy. And I like the wide open spaces. I know what you’re getting at though — I like that Tim McGraw song too — but the truth is I’ve never felt the need to go skydiving or mountain climbing —” He chuckles before continuing. “And I’ve already ridden a few bulls, though none of them was named Fu Man Chu.”


    His face gets serious again. “When I finally accepted the facts and realized I wasn’t going to outrun this cancer, there was only one thing I hadn’t done that I needed to, and that was meet you.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

    



    Talking with Sam doesn’t make me any less afraid of losing him, but his positive outlook is contagious. If he can focus on living, then so can I. I’ll grieve for him when he’s gone. In the meantime, there are no more secrets. Sam is finally answering my questions, and I have a lot of them.


    “Why haven’t you ever married?” I ask. “You’re good-looking and smart and funny. Women like you. I can’t believe you haven’t made that walk down the aisle at least once.”


    Sam squints at me suspiciously through his eyebrows. “That almost sounds like a compliment. What’s the catch? Where’s the punchline?”


    “No catch,” I say innocently. “No punchline. I’m serious. If I was old, I’d think you were okay.”


    Sam shakes his head and snorts. “Yup, that’s a compliment all right. Thanks very much.”


    I grin. “No, seriously. How come you’ve never married?”


    “Not every fella is husband material. You’d do well to remember that.”


    I’m about to ask him what fatal flaw he has that would make him a crummy husband when my phone rings. I fish it out of my jeans and look at the display screen. Then I frown and put the phone on the coffee table.


    “Aren’t you going to answer it?” Sam says.


    I shake my head. “At the moment, I’m more interested in the conversation we’re having.”


    Sam frowns. “If it’s your mom, I think you should talk to her. She’ll worry, otherwise.”


    I shake my head again. “It’s not her. It’s Micah.”


    Sam’s eyebrows jump. “And you don’t want to talk to him?”


    I look away. “We sort of had a fight.”


    “Oh,” Sam says.


    I try to steer the conversation back on topic. “You were about to tell me why you wouldn’t make a good husband.”


    “No, I wasn’t.”


    “Sam!” I groan. “Sometimes you can be so aggravating!”


    He leans toward me and mumbles, “Not a good trait in a husband.”


    I go to swat him, but he pulls back and grins at me.


    “Aw, come on,” I pout. “Stop being so difficult. You can’t tell me you haven’t at least been tempted to get married.”


    Sam looks thoughtful for a few seconds, and then his face relaxes into a smile. “There was this one time.”


    And then my phone rings again.


    “Saved by the bell,” Sam mutters.


    I growl and snatch my cell off the table. It’s Micah again, but this time he’s texting me.


    SRY ABT 2DAY. I WS A JERK. PLS DNT B MAD. <3 MICAH


    By the time I finish reading, I’m smiling and quickly text him back.


    IM SRY 2. CALL ME 2MORR. XOXO. DANI.


    When I put the phone down and look back at Sam, there’s a definite glint in his eye. “I take it all’s well in paradise again?”


    I feel myself blush. “Could be.” Then I quickly zip back on topic. “So now, tell me about the time you came close to getting married.”


    He scowls at me. “You’re like a dog with a bone — you know that?”


    “Don’t change the subject.”


    Sam grumbles something under his breath that I don’t catch, and then he launches into his story. “It was a long time ago. I had only been in rodeo a couple of years, when I met this girl at a party, a rodeo party. She was a university student, but it was summertime, and she and her girlfriend had come to the Calgary Stampede on holiday. It was love at first sight — for both of us, and for the next year or so we saw each other whenever we could. It wasn’t easy what with her going to school and me riding rodeo. It meant a lot of chasing around the country for both of us, but we were in love, and there wasn’t anything we wouldn’t do to be together.”


    “So you proposed!” I interject excitedly.


    “I did.”


    “And she accepted!”


    Sam smiles. “Yes.”


    “So what happened? What went wrong?” I ask. “How come you didn’t end up getting married?”


    “Let’s just say real life and common sense intervened.”


    I cock my head curiously. “What do you mean?”


    “Being in love with somebody is one thing. Making a life with them is a whole different ball game. Once we started thinking about the future and talking about what we wanted out of life, we realized that we were going down two completely different roads, and it soon became clear that marriage would be a mistake.


    “The thing is that even though my head could see that, my heart still wanted the girl. Thank goodness, she was more sensible. She’s the one who called off the engagement.”


    “But you loved each other!” I wail.


    “I still love her,” Sam says quietly. “And I believe there’s part of her that still loves me too, but that was then and this is now, and we are both living the lives we knew we wanted. Don’t get sucked in by all those love songs, Dani. As wonderful as love is, real life has a way of knocking the stuffing out of it, and if couples aren’t on the same page, people who start out in love can end up hating each other and themselves.”


    “So she called it off and gave you back your ring?”


    He chuckles. “She called off the engagement, but she didn’t return the ring.”


    “Why is that funny?”


    “Well, I didn’t have much money back in those days, and like I said, I spent most of it just travelling back and forth to see my girl. When I proposed, I couldn’t afford a proper ring, so I gave her one out of a gum ball machine. Considering we were engaged over two weeks and she wore the ring that whole time, it held up pretty well. Mind you, we had to glue the stone back in a couple of times.”


    If he says anything else, I don’t hear it. It’s like I’ve slipped into another dimension. My mind whirls like a tornado, dropping me in my mother’s bedroom, in front of her jewellery cabinet. I’m looking down at a little black box with a cheap, plastic ring inside.


    It’s a coincidence — right? There are lots of couples who get engaged with cigar bands and gum ball rings. And uncles who come into existence over night?


    “Dani?” Sam’s voice brings me back to the trailer. “Are you okay? You’re really pale all of a sudden.”


    My mouth is dry. I lick my lips. “Did she marry somebody else?”


    Sam looks puzzled, but he nods. “As a matter of fact, she did. A fellow from university. Somebody she’d dated before we met.”


    “Did she have any children?”


    “Why are you asking these questions?”


    “Did she have any children?” I repeat.


    He closes his eyes. Then he lowers his head and sighs. “Yes. A little girl. She was named Danielle, after her father.”


    “What’s your middle name, Sam?”


    He lifts his head and looks straight into my eyes. “I think you already know the answer to that,” he says.


    For several minutes, we just stare at one another.


    I think I should be mad. Or hurt. Or at the very least, feel betrayed. But I don’t feel any of those things. I am surprised and a little overwhelmed, but, oddly, what I feel mostly is relief because finally things make sense.


    Finally, I understand why my mother has married so many times. I get why Gary left. I get why my mother sent Sam all my pictures. I get why she sent me to Sam. What I don’t get is why Sam wasn’t part of my life all along. So I ask him.


    “I have no idea who my parents were,” he says. “I was what they used to call a foundling. As a baby, I was left on the doorstep of a childless older couple in a small town. Apparently, they’d always wanted kids, but it just never happened. So when I appeared, they made up some story about me being a grandson and kept me. But I guess somebody got wise, because when I started school, social services showed up and took me away. At that point I was too old for anyone to want to adopt — except for the couple who’d been raising me, and they were too old to adopt me — so I spent the rest of my childhood in foster homes. It wasn’t so bad, but it didn’t give me much sense of family, and when I finished school, I took off and joined the rodeo.” He smiles. “No regrets.


    “When your mother and I broke off our engagement, we didn’t know she was pregnant. When she told me a couple of weeks later, I proposed all over again, but she turned me down. I said I’d quit the rodeo and get a regular job, but she wouldn’t hear me. She said we’d both be miserable. She was probably right. She said she was going to marry that fella from university. He was just finishing his degree and already had a teaching job lined up. He loved your mother just like I did — it’s not hard to do — and even though he knew he hadn’t sired you, he wanted to be your dad.


    “And that’s when I bowed out. I wanted you to have a real family. I didn’t want you pulled in a bunch of different directions. So I made your mother promise not to tell you about me. As far as you were concerned, Gary Lancaster was your dad. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to claim you, but it wouldn’t have been fair to you. Your mom didn’t like the idea, but she went along with it.


    “I guess in that live-forever mindset I was in, I figured that one day when you were grown, I’d get the chance to meet you. Then when I got sick, I knew time was running out. It was now or never.”


    “I wish it had been sooner,” I say quietly. “I wish you had always been a part of my life.”


    “I wish that too, darlin’. It was a dumb decision on my part. That just goes to show you — being grown up doesn’t automatically make you smart.”


    He goes to the kitchen and comes back with two beers. He holds one out to me.


    I blink at him curiously. “I’m not old enough to drink.”


    “Yeah, well, I can’t really wait around for that,” he says, “and I want to share at least one first in my daughter’s life.” We clink bottles. “Just don’t tell your mother.”

  


  
    Author's Note

    



    With the exception of Webb's River, the places mentioned in the story all exist. There is even an annual William's Lake Rodeo, although the date and some of the details have been altered in order to make it fit the story. The rodeo actually takes place at the end of June, not July.
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    Sometimes a guy just can’t mind his own business, no matter how hard he tries, and sometimes that guy gets mired in predicaments which are not of his making. That’s what happens to Jas, a grade seven boy who is putting all his energy into completing the artwork for an adventure comic he hopes will be his ticket into an elite summer art program. But when he meets Wren, an eccentric, crusading classmate, his efforts are derailed. Initially, Jas has no interest in getting involved, but circumstances and Wren’s overpowering personality keep drawing him in until there is no going back. Wren is a person of values. She believes that if you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem. When she sees things that are wrong, she sets out to correct them. Eventually she becomes the target of bullies, then, because of Jas’s inadvertent interference, the bullies turn their attention to him. They destroy his comic and his chances of getting into art school. What can Jas and Wren do to end the bullies’ reign of terror?
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    Twelve-year-old Robin will never get over her mother’s death. Nor will she forgive her father for moving the family to a small town to live with a weird grandmother. At her new school Robin is laughingly called “Green Girl” and is taunted relentlessly because of an award she received. She decides not to care about anyone or anything. But when her pregnant dog plunges into the frozen lake, she saves the dog and hence the puppies.


    Robin finds she can’t stop herself from caring. She begins rescuing wild animals and rehabilitates them in the barn. Robin’s father forbids her to take in more, but she rescues some skunks, anyway, and hides them. Other animals arrive, and soon she’s running an illegal animal shelter. When she’s found out, Robin mounts a campaign to save her shelter. Will she have the courage to stand against the whole town?
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