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Chapter 1
The letter had come as any other letter had -- with a stamp, envelope and address. Michelle somehow thought correspondence from a millionaire would be delivered differently. But then, Max Chambers had never struck her as pretentious or flamboyant. She had never thought of him as anything but her uncle.
Personally, she thought her dad was somewhat resentful of his step-brother’s prestige -- and money. Max never flaunted his wealth; he lived outside Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, and the last time she’d seen him he looked more like a lumberjack or ranch hand than a millionaire. It was a picture of him in a red flannel shirt, blue jeans and sheepskin jacket. But the leaves...
The picture was taken in mid-October and the brilliant reds and fiery oranges blazed the photo into her mind forever.
“It sounds perfect,” Michelle said to her mother as she skimmed the contents of the letter, her smile growing wider. “Much better than a job at summer camp as counselor. Ugh. Bunch of screaming kids all summer. And he says he’ll pay for my first year of college!”
Her mother frowned, standing at the sink and washing grapes in a colander. “Your father and Uncle Max haven’t even spoken in years, Boopsi. It’s --”
“I’m too old to be called Boopsi, mother,” Michelle groaned. “I graduated high school last week, and I’m eighteen now. Doesn’t that mean anything?”
“You’ll always be our Boopsi,” her mother said, then scowled out the window as she spied Sammy in the backyard with something long and wiggly in his hand. “Go outside and tell your brother to put that gardener snake down.”
Michelle involuntarily shuddered. “I hate snakes. Just yell at him.”
Her mother nodded, glancing back at the letter. “We’ll talk to your father. We’ll see then about the summer.”
Michelle sighed and took the letter upstairs with her. Summers in Chicago were sweltering, and escaping to something named Fox Haven sounded cool and inviting. Even if she did have to tutor her cousin.
Max was over sixty years-old, but his step-son Brian was only twelve. Carolyn Chambers, Max’s sole wife of his many years wed him with a two year-old son from her previous marriage. Max was able to adopt Brian, something Max regarded an absolute privilege, but Carolyn died a mere seven years.
Michelle recalled attending the funeral, bit it was a short affair because her dad was needed back at work. They had been Max’s only relation present, and she remembered everyone standing around in gray and brown trench coats. It had been a rainy November day and of the handful of mourners she had known none except for her uncle and Brian. There were no introductions.
The letter had come two days before Michelle was due to take another summer job at the local YMCA and her mother said she shouldn’t let Max’s invitation stand in the way of earning money closer to home. Michelle had argued with both parents, emphasizing the tuition Max offered to cover rather than the fact that Fox Haven sounded like an ideal summer retreat, and even Sammy had joined in, but she knew his help was just to get rid of her for the summer.
She remembered cousin Brian as a slight child when she saw him last at Aunt Carolyn’s funeral five years ago. Max had been a broken man that day, and Michelle suddenly had a strong urge to see him otherwise. She didn’t want to leave the memory as grief.
After a considerable debate and brief call to Fox Haven she was permitted to gloat in her victory. Being the oldest child had its perks, bit it also had the drawback in that parents still wanted to be consulted in all decisions and the apron strings were longer. And tied tighter.
Now on the bus Michelle Chambers rethought her hasty decision. Fox Haven was Max’s home. Although she wasn’t sure what that implied. He’s said something about horses and trees so she concluded it was similar to a ranch. As the plane flew over the Grand River and Battle Creek she wondered exactly where Fox Haven lay. Falling somewhere between Big Rapids and Midland, the closest airport was at Mt. Pleasant. Being a city girl, she was prejudiced, slightly, against unpaved ground and the lack of the Sears Building to cower under.
A few days ago a ranch sounded ideal for a summer job. Now she was unsure. She wondered why Max had called upon her to tutor Brian rather than send him to summer school. Uneasiness crept over her as Michelle considered what kind of child Brian had become. She did not relish the thought of spending the e summer with a small monster. She felt like a missionary sacrificing her life to start a career among the Bantu heathens.
Before she could martyr herself completely the bus pulled into the station in Mt. Pleasant. She determined to make the best of the summer despite what may lay ahead. After all, Max was willing to pay enough this summer to put her through her first year of classes. She found her luggage and suddenly realized she may not recognize her uncle. People didn’t generally change too much in appearance in give years, but the strain of losing a loved one and raising a child could take its toll.
Michelle scrutinized the thronging airport and found someone studying her in return. It was not Max; that she knew. The man was tanned from outdoor living with black hair and the deepest blue eyes she had ever seen. He was frowning, but the facial contortion wasn’t offensive. He was tall, somewhat stooped, and glaring at a photo he held in his hand. He was outfitted in a brown plaid shirt and looked out of place among the trendy fashions in the airport crowd.
But what caught Michelle’s eye were his boots. Cowboy boots -- and not the highly polished image-creating type sweeping the country-western scene. They ere wrinkled and worn from use. She laughed at the thought of a Midwest cowboy, then stopped because he was walking toward her.
“Michelle Chambers?” he asked in a low grumbling voice.
She nodded. “And you, cowboy?”
His scowl intensified at the name. I’m Gregory Combs. Max sent me to pick you up.”
She followed him to the truck, sighing at what looked to be a step down in what she thought Fox Haven was going to be. He took her luggage, but not without some comment about empowered females she didn’t completely hear. She judged his age five or six years her senior and began to wonder if he was the right person she was to meet.
“Can I see some ID?” she asked, halting halfway across the parking lot.
He paused, looking at her like she’d asked for a kidney donation. “You don’t think I’m who I say?”
“I haven’t any idea who you are. Max never said --”
“I thought you came along a little too easily.” He pulled a wallet from his back pocket, flipped it open to his driver’s license and held it out for her to see. “Satisfied?”
She looked at the photo. It was him, although it did nothing to clear up anything else. Brown hair, blue eyes, nicely arranged. Not too bad -- pretty good, in fact -- and her guess was on target about his age. “What happened to the mustache?”
He frowned. “Bad things. Come on.” He put the wallet away and grabbed the bags again. They started across the parking lot.
She shrugged, looking at the Ford pick-up truck. What else would a cowboy drive? she figured. She’d mentally stashed cowboys and tumbleweeds into the far west, but apparently one had strayed into Michigan. To her surprise he opened her door, but then slammed it with a chassis shaking force when she stepped in. She couldn’t tell if he was lacking in social graces or if he’d already decided he didn’t like her.
They drove in silence for several long moments through the mid-afternoon traffic and sweltering heat. Gregory didn’t like the traffic and quickly found the fastest route out of the city. Michelle looked back with dismay at the metropolis of Mt. Pleasant. This was the end of civilization as she knew it. Fox Haven was not Chicago. What lay before her no...
“You’ll be back soon,” he said with a not altogether pleasant grin. You won’t like it out here. Not many city folks do.”
“Sorry, cowboy,” she said with a nervous smile. “I’m here for the summer.”
“We’ll see. Jaws.”
The name caught Michelle by surprise. Her dad had called her Jaws as a term of endearment -- named after their overweight pet bunny they’d had -- but that was fifteen years ago! Gregory’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly when he laughed.
“Let me see that picture,” she demanded and reached for his shirt pocket. He shook his head, pushing her hand away.
“Never.”
“I am not Jaws anymore,” she mumbled, one hand going to her ponytail. Sure, she was still a little thick. Curvaceous, but not quite voluptuous. Her cheekbones had emerged finally, and hips had melted to form a waist in the appropriate area. From her mother she had inherited clear cobalt eyes and blonde hair that resulted in a dark endearing look, and swimming had helped a good deal in the curves department.
“I see the golfballs are gone.”
Michelle’s attention shot to him. “What?”
He grinned over the road before them. “Looked to me like you were wearing your dinner on your head.”
“Give me that!” She reached for the photo in his pocket again, but he pushed her away.
“Stay on your own side. You don’t know me well enough yet to get grabby.” His attention went back to the road.
“I am not grabby, and they were not golfballs,” she said stiffly, looking out the window, touching her hair. “I was very young then, and they were a style.”
He glanced at her, eyes shifting over her khaki cargo shorts and lilac tank top. “I see you’ve lost most of your baby fat. Jaws.”
She threw him a threatening look. “Hey! I have. Good grief, how old is the photo?”
He chuckled, shaking his head.
She resorted to staring out the window at the bright afternoon sun, wishing it were autumn rather than summer so she could see the lurid hues of the trees. It was mostly farmland with rows of hardwoods separating the fields. In the distance she could see a line of coniferous trees. She glanced back over at the cowboy and enjoyed the view of his profile. He ignored her attention.
“What do you do at Fox Haven?” She had almost said the ranch, but had no reason to antagonize him further. Already he didn’t like the term cowboy.
“I’m Max’s assistant.” He looked at her sideways and Michelle wondered if he had ever had a mustache. “You’ll fit in well with the rest of his pack. Especially Cecil .”
She lifted an eyebrow. “There are others?”
Her curiosity amused him and he smiled. “Of course there are. Your Uncle Max is real big on doing his share for the American school system. Naturally, the rest of them have to work a little harder to get their tuition paid. Every year he hires several students to work at Fox Haven, preferably in their major field of study. The mechanic on the place is actually on an apprenticeship. He had a lost of student load debts. He was here last summer, too, and I think Max is really serious about the fool.”
“Are there more?” Michelle found herself interested despite feeling less exceptional. And chubby, again.
“Sure. Alan Barnes is an architect student at Lawrence Tech in Detroit. Tabil Mandana is a music major -- pianist -- but she’s also studying interior design. Supposedly she is here to advise Max on new furnishings, but I think she’s just on vacation. And there’s a fellow studying to be a landscaper. Not like those summer ones that pop up like dandelions in the spring. A big-time designer. Brad Chillon. He and Alan argue constantly. Of course, any work they do has to be inspected and Max applies for the permits because they aren’t licensed yet. Then there is your blood-sucking cousin Cecil.”
The last sentence he added in such a tone that the hairs on Michelle’s spine stood at attention. She had no kin other than Max and Frieda on her dad’s side. “You’re mistaken, cowboy. I have no cousins in Dad’s family, other than Brian.”
“Cecil Richardland isn’t your cousin? Come on. Own up. I agree she can be offensive, but she’s still your blood.”
“Richardland? I have an Uncle James and Aunt Frieda Richardland, but they have no children,” she insisted. Even as she said it Michelle vaguely remembered something of a telephone call from England when she was very young. James and Frieda lived in New Castle ever since they married some twenty years ago, but never had children. Michelle had overhead bits of the conversation, but didn’t inquire in depth. Nor had anyone offered any details. She did recall her mother saying something about a ‘teenage addition to the family.’ Michelle had never met her father’s relation from England, and they were rarely mentioned.
“Wait. Uncle James did adopt a girl. Most couples wanted a baby, but they took a twelve or thirteen year old girl, I believe. It has to be Cecil. She about five years older than me, I think.”
“Cecil was an orphan?” A note of genuine sympathy softened his tone. “That is too had. No wonder she’s so moody. I take it you’ve never seen her?”
“Never. Quite frankly, I didn’t even know her name until now. Why is she here?”
“You don’t know? James and Frieda were killed in a car accident in Sheffield about five months ago. Of course, when Max heard of it he took Cecil under his wealthy wing.”
“Aunt Frieda is dead? No one told us. Dad and she weren’t on a regular speaking basis because of the distance, but someone should have notified us.” she was suddenly upset and offended to be left out of the family’s business.
“It took Max by surprise, too. Cecil sent him a letter, telling him about the accident. She was in shock for weeks; wouldn’t talk to anyone, I guess, so her parents were buried long before she was really herself again.”
“Uncle Max didn’t go to the funeral?”
He shook his head, still frowning. “He was hunting at Lake-in-the-Woods, Canada. No way to contact him. Even had to drop him in by helicopter. And we didn’t find out until after the funeral was held.”
“I don’t think Dad even knows,” Michelle murmured. “But we were in Florida for two weeks on vacation. That would have been about five months ago. We had a neighbor boy collecting our mail. He must have lost the notice.” The thought of no family at Aunt Frieda’s funeral left her saddened instead of resentful. “But Uncle Max Knew. Why didn’t he call us?”
“I steer clear of family matters. Maybe you should ask him.”
Michelle was quiet and disturbed all the way to Fox Haven, reviewing what Gregory had told her. Something sounded wrong. Max and her father were never close, but surely they wouldn’t let an unresolved argument get in the way of something like a death in the family. She couldn’t wait to meet Cecil.
Chapter 2
Gregory turned off the highway onto a dirt road that meandered up a heavily treed slope, taking the sharp turns deftly. Michelle saw two ground hogs in a small clearing, sitting like little stumps on their hind quarters. She didn't know what they were, but Gregory narrated the tour. The truck climbed higher and farther into the forest and the threes closed over them like a green tunnel. It was almost a scary feeling, she thought, like in one of Hitchcock's twisted films. Gregory pointed to a narrow path that cut across the slope and through the woods.
"That goes to Billman's Swamp. The marsh swallows people regularly. At least a dozen have never come back," he related with no real concern. "Max will warn you about it and you should listen to him. It's as dangerous as the Everglades, and a slow death, like quicksand. Unless you get lost."
Michelle nodded, heeding the precaution. They came to a flat clearing of thirty acres, or so Gregory said, and on it squatted an immense two story mansion. It wasn't a Tudor or Victorian house of grandeur. It was entirely of logs, like a cabin, but the wood carving and notching gave it a regal appearance, like the Kill Kare in the Adirondacks. The truck followed the curved drive that circled before the porch edging most of the front of the house. Beyond the house to the right was a garage, and farther back a barn and fenced area. And horses. Michelle liked it immediately. For a moment she simply sat in awe of the house and grounds until Gregory opened the door.
Michelle knew little about wood, except that it came from trees and some people liked to hug them, but when Gregory opened the door to the house she was greeted by a menagerie of woodwork. The double doors opened into a large room with a sunken parlor to the left. It was only two steps down into the sitting room, and all the floors were hardwood and pegged. The furniture was framed and cushioned in a dark rich walnut. The burgundy gingham upholstery held an elegance she didn't think possible with rustic furniture. The walls were paneled a lighter wood color and had oil paintings of old wooden bridges and wildlife. The fireplace was of fieldstone and took up a good eight feet of wall.
Staring at Michelle with uncontrolled curiosity and a certain degree of bluntness from her seat on the sofa was an auburn haired woman. Her eyes were a startling green, and she was thin, but her tawny skin was healthy, not pale. Her long straight nose came to a point over a slim line of a mouth. The long fingers held a book primly, as if the very effort may tax her strength. She stood up when Gregory made introductions. Even without his aid Michelle would have recognized a pianist by her hands. As they shook hands she noticed that Tabil Mandana's were ice cold.
"We have a regular family reunion here," she said with an affected European accent and a mischievous smile for Gregory. "Max wants to see you in his study," she told Michelle.
"Thank you." Michelle recognized and hated dismissals. Gregory called for someone to take her luggage and then ushered her to the study. She followed him as he strode down the hall of cherry and mahogany panels. She didn't know what kind of what it was, nor did she much care, but he seemed to think she did. They passed many doors before reaching the study, and one was open. From it came two voices loud in quarrel. When Michelle took a stunted peek in she saw two men, one standing at a window that ran the length of the entire wall and one at a drafting table, flipping through several large sheets of paper. Neither man's face was visible, just their varying shades of brown hair. She assumed these two were the architect and landscaper. Gregory halted at a pair of mahogany doors and knocked.
"Come in," a deep voice commanded. It was the same voice that had beckoned to Michelle to come to Fox Haven over the phone a week ago. She went in first, startled a bit by the interior. There were several bookcases and globes surrounding a desk of polished teak wood, but what caught her attention was the stuffed caribou head mounted on the wall. Its antlers jutted out to either side of its ungainly head and the rake aligned just above its nose. She gasped, bringing a laugh from Gregory.
Max stepped in front of the animal's head. His jet black hair was laced with grey, crowning a bronze face and grim mouth. The marble grey eyes welcomed her warmly and held a sense of humor. He was tall and straight, like her father, but leaner. She offered her hand, but he embraced her, smiling widely.
"Good Lord, Boopsi, you've grown!" he uttered after the bone-smashing hug. His plaid shirt and jeans resembled Gregory's casual attire, who was a few feet away, chuckling at the term Boopsi. "I'm glad you came. I know Larry and Joyce gave you a rough time, but you're stubborn. That I remember. You've met my assistant, Gregory Combs. Good man." He turned to him. "If you'll excuse us, Gregory, we have matters to settle."
His assistant looked surprised that he wasn’t to be included in this meeting. He regained his slipped composure and nodded before leaving. Max pulled out a red leather chair for Michelle, then sat in the opposing one. He sighed, and as he did his smile dimmed.
"I don't know why we let ourselves grow apart from the ones we love. How is Larry?"
"Good. Grouchy at times, but good," she admitted.
"Your mother?"
"Fine."
"It's a shame we lost Frieda." He shook his head. "We should have been closer." Michelle started to say something, but let him proceed. "Now you're here for the summer, and it's yours to enjoy. This is my first step to improve family relations. Of course, you're here to help Brian with his school work while you're here, but that's only part time."
"I already miss the city," she told him truthfully.
He laughed. "I figure you would. Well, if you dislike the forest that much I'll send you home. Just say the word. Until then," he said with the great smile again, "enjoy yourself. I would settle things between you and Brian, but he's run off again."
"Again?"
"He runs away at times. Now it's because the new school marm is here. He'll be back by supper. We eat at 6:30. Cheryl is the house maid. She'll show you to your room." As if one cue a chubby blonde girl knocked on the door, then came in. Her chunkiness made Michelle feel comfortable after Tabil's thin figure. The girl was in her late teens and her black dress, fashioned after the classic French maid costume, was strangely out of place.
"Cheryl, this is my niece, Michelle. Cheryl will show you everything you need to know," he said with a long suffering smile in the maid's direction.
"Yes, sir." Cheryl nodded with a half-curtsy.
"Thank you for coming, Michelle," Max said.
She shook her head. "Thank you, Uncle Max."
On the way to her room Michelle discovered Cheryl's thin French accent was as phony as her blonde hair. She was short, which only made her look dumpier. Michelle concluded that the maid outfit was Cheryl's own creation. The black skirt fell nearly to her knees, a length Max would not consider too risqué.
"So, how do you like all the trees?" Cheryl asked, putting the emphasis on all the wrong syllables of her high school French.
"They're colorful," Michelle said without commitment. She didn’t feel like telling the girl how much she really did like trees. They climbed a stairs, of wood, of course, and Cheryl opened the door to Michelle's room. The golden oak bed set was simple, but comfortable looking. Michelle headed for the camel colored velour arm chair, sinking into it, and glancing feebly at her luggage. Gregory's pick-up truck lacked many comforts and one was shock absorbers. Cheryl pulled the antique lace panels on the French doors and opened them.
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