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Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life.”

JOHN 14:6
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1

Abigail Jones knew the truth. She frowned at the blinking curser on her monitor and tapped her fingers on the keyboard— what next?

Beyond the screen’s glow, darkness washed the cubicles. Her computer hummed, and outside the office windows a screech of tires broke the relative stillness of the Chicago night.

She shuffled her note cards. The story had been long in coming, but it was finished now, all except the telling. She knew where she wanted to take it next.

Her fingers stirred into motion, dancing across the keys. This was her favorite part, exposing truth to the world. Well, okay, not the world exactly, not with Viewpoint’s paltry circulation. But now, during the writing, it felt like the world.

Four paragraphs later, the office had shrunk away, and all that existed were the words on the monitor and her memory playing in full color on the screen of her mind.

Something dropped onto her desk with a sudden thud.

Abigail’s hand flew to her heart, and her chair darted from her desk. She looked up at her boss’s frowning face, then shared a frown of her own. “You scared me.”

“And you’re scaring me. It’s after midnight, Abigail—what are you doing here?” Marilyn Jones’s hand settled on her hip.

The blast of adrenaline settled into Abigail’s bloodstream, though her heart was still in overdrive. “Being an ambitious staffer?”

“You mean an obsessive workaholic.”

“Something wrong with that?”

“What’s wrong is my twenty-eight-year-old daughter is working all hours on a Saturday night instead of dating an eligible bachelor like all the other single women her age.” Her mom tossed her head, but her short brown hair hardly budged. “You could’ve at least gone out with your sister and me. We had a good time.”

“I’m down to the wire.”

“You’ve been here every night for two weeks.” Her mother rolled up a chair and sank into it. “Your father always thought you’d be a schoolteacher, did I ever tell you that?”

“About a million times.” Abigail settled into the chair, rubbed the ache in her temple. Her heart was still recovering, but she wanted to return to her column. She was just getting to the good part.

“You had a doctor’s appointment yesterday,” Mom said.

Abigail sighed hard. “Whatever happened to doctor-patient confidentiality?”

“Goes out the window when the doctor is your sister. Come on, Abigail, this is your health. Reagan prescribed rest—R-E-S-T—and yet here you are.”

“A couple more days and the story will be put to bed.”

“And then there’ll be another story.”

“That’s what I do, Mother.”

“You’ve had a headache for weeks, and the fact that you made an appointment with your sister is proof you’re not feeling well.”

Abigail pulled her hand from her temple. “I’m fine.”

“That’s what your father said the week before he collapsed.”

Compassion and frustration warred inside Abigail. “He was sixty-two.” And his pork habit hadn’t helped matters. Thin didn’t necessarily mean healthy. She skimmed her own long legs, encased in her favorite jeans . . . exhibit A.

“I’ve been thinking you should go visit your great-aunt.”

Abigail already had a story in the works, but maybe her mom had a lead on something else. “New York sounds interesting. What’s the assignment?”

“Rest and relaxation. And I’m not talking about your Aunt Eloise —as if you’d get any rest there—I’m talking about your Aunt Lucy.”

Abigail’s spirits dropped to the basement. “Aunt Lucy lives in Montana.” Where cattle outnumbered people. She felt for the familiar ring on her right hand and began twisting.

“She seems a bit . . . confused lately.”

Abigail recalled the birthday gifts her great-aunt had sent over the years, and her lips twitched. “Aunt Lucy has always been confused.”

“Someone needs to check on her. Her latest letter was full of comments about some girls who live with her, when I know perfectly well she lives alone. I think it may be time for assisted living or a retirement community.”

Abigail’s eyes flashed to the screen. A series of nonsensical letters showed where she’d stopped in alarm at her mother’s appearance. She hit the delete button. “Let’s invite her to Chicago for a few weeks.”

“She needs to be observed in her own surroundings. Besides,  that woman hasn’t set foot on a plane since Uncle Murray passed, and I sure wouldn’t trust her to travel across the country alone. You know what happened when she came out for your father’s funeral.”

“Dad always said she had a bad sense of direction.”

“Nevertheless, I don’t have time to hunt her down in Canada again. Now, come on, Abigail, it makes perfect sense for you to go. You need a break, and Aunt Lucy was your father’s favorite relative. It’s our job to look after her now, and if she’s incapable of making coherent decisions, we need to help her.”

Abigail’s conscience tweaked her. She had a soft spot for Aunt Lucy, and her mom knew it. Still, that identity theft story called her name, and she had a reliable source who might or might not be willing to talk in a couple weeks.

“Reagan should do it. I’ll need the full month for my column, and we can’t afford to scrap it. Distribution is down enough as it is. Just last month you were concerned—”

Her mother stood abruptly, the chair reeling backward into the aisle. She walked as far as the next cubicle, then turned. “Hypertension is nothing to mess with, Abigail. You’re so . . . restless. You need a break—a chance to find some peace in your life.” She cleared her throat, then her face took on that I’ve-made-up-my-mind look. “Whether you go to your aunt’s or not, I’m insisting you take a leave of absence.”

There was no point arguing once her mother took that tone. She could always do research online—and she wouldn’t mind visiting a part of the country she’d never seen. “Fine. I’ll finish this story, then go out to Montana for a week or so.”

“Finish the story, yes. But your leave of absence will last three months.”

“Three months!”

“It may take that long to make a decision about Aunt Lucy.”

“What about my apartment?”

“Reagan will look after it. You’re hardly there anyway. You need a break, and Moose Creek is the perfect place.”

Moose Creek. “I’ll say. Sounds like nothing more than a traffic signal with a gas pump on the corner.”

“Don’t be silly. Moose Creek has no traffic signal. Abigail, you have become wholly obsessed with—”

“So I’m a hard worker . . .” She lifted her shoulders.

Her mom’s lips compressed into a hard line. “Wholly obsessed with your job. Look, you know I admire hard work, but it feels like you’re always chasing something and never quite catching it. I want you to find some contentment, for your health if nothing else. There’s more to life than investigative reporting.”

“I’m the Truthseeker, Mom. That’s who I am.” Her fist found home over her heart.

Her mother shouldered her purse, then zipped her light sweater, her movements irritatingly slow. She tugged down the ribbed hem and smoothed the material of her pants. “Three months, Abigail. Not a day less.”
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Moose Creek—Gateway to Yellowstone—Population 1,923. The wooden sign, propped on two spindly log legs, stood just outside town on the corner of a tiny park. The picture Abigail had conjured in her mind matched reality.

The cabbie drove her through town—Main Street the sign read. She noted the old brick shops with sun-faded canopies jutting out over boarded sidewalks. Vehicles, mostly trucks, occupied the diagonal parking spaces that lined the two-lane street.

Just past town, they turned down a country road in need of a good paving. What was she going to do here for three months? Her mother’s words flittered through her mind. “You need a break—a chance to find some peace in your life.” She wasn’t sure there was anything to be found in Moose Creek, Montana, except peace.

Thank God she’d brought her laptop. She could only hope Aunt Lucy had Internet. Please let there be Wi-Fi.

Several minutes later the cabbie turned down a long drive. A weathered log archway straddled the lane, bearing a sign that read  Stillwater Ranch. Gravel crunched under the tires as the driver accelerated down the road. Hills and evergreens marked a land so vast, Abigail felt small and lost. The lane dipped and rose and curled between spring-green hills.

About a mile down the drive, she told the cabbie to turn onto a side lane, as her directions instructed. Ahead, a tiny cabin was tucked at the base of a hill, centered in a grove of evergreens and surrounded by a plethora of colorful flowers.

The driver applied his foot to the squeaky brakes. Abigail exited the cab and stepped onto the grass, surveying the tenant house. Her mom had told her that Uncle Murray worked this ranch for years as a cowhand. After he’d passed on, the owner allowed Aunt Lucy to stay in the home for a small fee.

Abigail hoped the fee was as small as the cabin. Have mercy, would they both fit?

She paid the cabbie, then toted her bag toward the cabin. The flowers were so—Abigail squinted and frowned as she approached the colorful blooms—fake. Hundreds of vibrant plastic blossoms protruded from the soil. Only Aunt Lucy.

The screen door squawked open and out popped her aunt, a smock hugging her generous waist. She seemed to have shrunk since Abigail last saw her, and her short hair was whiter than Abigail remembered. Her thick glasses perched on her nose, magnifying her brown eyes.

“Abigail!” She waddled across the porch, the marionette lines beside her mouth deepening as she smiled.

“Aunt Lucy!” A smile spread across Abigail’s face.

The woman crushed her in a hug, never mind that her aunt’s face was somewhere in the vicinity of Abigail’s bosom. Abigail patted her back.

“You’re so tall and slim, like your father! Ten years is too long.” Aunt Lucy pulled back. “Let me look at you. You’re so lovely and grown up, and look at that beautiful complexion! But those pretty green eyes look tired. Marilyn said you work too hard.” She patted Abigail’s cheek, then brushed Abigail’s hair over her shoulder.

“Mom’s overreacting.”

“Well, you must be exhausted from your travel. Come in, come in. You know I hate to travel. Ever since Murray went away, I stick close to home.”

He’d died years ago. All Abigail remembered was that he’d worn a cowboy hat and smelled like leather.

The door opened to a small room full—and she did mean full— of stuff. Lamps and knickknacks and books and boxes and dolls. The little cloth creatures perched on the armchair in the corner, lounged on the back of the sofa like sleeping cats, and lined up across the shelf over the TV, staring blankly at her with their button eyes. It was just this side of creepy.

“Everyone welcome Abigail!”

Nothing in the house stirred except Aunt Lucy, who moved toward another room. She stopped on the way and repositioned a doll on the love seat. “Don’t be rude, Dorothy, make room for our guest. You want a nice tall iced tea, dear?”

It took a moment to realize Aunt Lucy was speaking to her. “Uh, yes, please.”

Abigail sat opposite Dorothy. The doll’s stitched-on smile seemed to mock her.

“Still making dolls, I see,” she said when her aunt returned with the tea.

“Oh yes, I still have my little shop in town. You passed it on the way in. The girls keep me busy.”

Ah . . . the “girls” from her letter.

Aunt Lucy adjusted the Western skirt on the nearest doll. “I’m so excited you can stay all summer. It’s been ages since I’ve had family around, and I can’t wait to show you off to my friends at church.”

She’d be going to church then. It had been awhile.

“I’m just so happy to see you.” Her aunt’s eyes turned glassy, and she dabbed at them with the corner of her smock, knocking her glasses askew. “You favor your father so much.” She sniffled. “Oh, I’m being a wet rag!”

“I’m glad to see you, too, Aunt Lucy. You were always Dad’s favorite.”

“Well, enough of this.” She straightened her glasses. “It’s tight quarters, as you can see, but you’ll get to know all of us, and you can keep me company at the shop if you like.”

Abigail pictured a dusty shop full of Aunt Lucy’s friends. “Well, I was hoping to research my next story while I’m here. I don’t suppose there’s any Wi-Fi around here.”

“Why what?”

“Wi—Internet. You know, for the computer.”

“Oh, the Internet. The main house has it, but I don’t have a computer. You could check the library. They might have some Internet.”

Well, what had she expected to find out here in the boonies? “Maybe I’ll do my research there.”

Aunt Lucy fingered her white curls. “Oh, whatever you want, dear, whatever you want. I’m just tickled to have you.” She gave her cloth companion a sip of tea.

Aunt Lucy might not be so tickled, Abigail thought, when she found out why she’d been sent.
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Abigail ran a duster over the glass counter at the Doll House. Only a few days in Moose Creek, and she was already bored out of her mind. Aunt Lucy had run to grab a bite at the Tin Roof, leaving her in charge.

Abigail scanned the dozens of dolls staring blankly into space and pointed her duster at them. “Behave yourselves, girls.”

Holy cow. Five days in Moose Creek and she was losing it.

But her perpetual headache was tapering off, and she hadn’t had palpitations in a few days. She checked her pulse to make sure she was still alive, then set the duster down and stretched her back, twisting to one side and then the other. Sleeping on the couch was putting the hurts on her, literally. The old tweed sofa was lumpy, hard, and about eight inches too short.

For a couple days she’d done research at Mocha Moose, which offered free Wi-Fi and tasty espresso. Abigail hadn’t found a single issue of Viewpoint in town, but her mom had forwarded a few e-mails from readers. It was gratifying to see her work in print and get feedback, though that was secondary to the thrill of exposing the truth.

But the coffee shop’s Internet had been down for two days, and she’d somehow become her aunt’s assistant in the stagnant shop. Her mom called twice for her initial assessment on Aunt Lucy. Abigail’s diagnosis so far: eccentric but not fatally so. No reason to rush her off to assisted living just yet, but she realized after some Internet research on dementia that she needed to watch her aunt for signs of forgetfulness.

The bell over the door tinkled, and a woman and a little girl walked in.

“Good afternoon,” Abigail said. “Can I help you find something?” Probably not, since she knew nothing about the dolls other than a few of their names.

“We bought a doll here for my daughter’s birthday last summer, and she’d like another. We’re passing through on our way to Yellowstone.”

“I want a blond-haired one.” The little girl tucked her own swingy hair behind her ear.

Abigail smiled. “Well, we have lots of those. Look around and see who catches your eye. Any one of them would love to have a mommy like you.”

The child frowned at her. “I’m just a little girl.”

The mother laughed as the bell tinkled again, announcing Aunt Lucy’s entrance. Saved by the bell. Her aunt led the customers to the back of the store, and Abigail resumed dusting. She’d just cleaned out the window display by the front door and returned the dolls when the door opened again.

A girl of ten or eleven entered. She walked as if the floorboards might snap under her slight weight. Abigail didn’t see her tears until the light from the window hit her face.

“Hi, honey,” Abigail said. “Are you okay?”

The girl looked toward the back of the store where Aunt Lucy was pulling a doll from the shelf, then back toward the entrance.

Abigail squatted in front of her. Now that she was closer, Abigail noticed her wide-set green eyes and a light smattering of freckles on her nose. “Is that your mom?”

The girl shook her head. “I need to talk to Miss Lucy.”

“Miss Lucy’s with a customer right now. Could I help? I’m Miss Lucy’s niece, Abigail. What’s your name?”

The girl turned her eyes on Abigail for the first time, and a fat  tear slid down her face. “Maddy Ryan.” Her lip trembled. “Somebody took my bike.” Another tear tumbled down her cheek.

Abigail frowned and took her hand. It was cold and wet from her tears. “Tell me what happened.”

“I . . . I rode to town ’cause Dad said I need a haircut, and I wanted to buy some candy ’cause I saved some money. I parked outside the market.” She reached into her hoodie pocket and pulled out a handful of Twizzlers. “When I came out, my bike was gone.” Maddy drew a shuddery breath that threatened to turn into a full-out bawl.

Abigail glanced at Aunt Lucy, who was introducing the customers to another blond doll, then turned back to Maddy. “Well, here, put your candy back in your pocket. Let’s go back to the store and see what we can find out.” She placed a hand on the child’s shoulder and led her out the door. “Did you call your parents or tell anyone at the store about your bike?”

“No, I came straight to Miss Lucy.” She wiped her face with her sleeve.

“Well, let’s see if anyone at the store saw something.”

When they reached Pappy’s Market, Maddy gestured to the walk along the building. “I parked right here.”

Abigail glanced along the building, down the street, and all around, as far as she could see. Pedestrians and cars bustled by on what was probably a busy Saturday for Moose Creek. No sign of a bike.

“Are you certain?”

“Positive. I always park here.” She pointed to the empty spot. “My dad got it for my birthday.” Her lip quivered and her eyes filled again.

“Do you want to call him? I have a cell phone.”

Maddy looked down at her cowboy boots and shook her head. “He’s working, and his cell phone doesn’t work too good out there.”

Abigail squatted in front of her and took both her hands. “I know you don’t know me, Maddy, but it just so happens I’m very good at getting to the bottom of things. I promise I won’t give up until we figure this out, okay?”

Maddy nodded.

But an hour later, after reporting the missing bike to the sheriff and questioning the clerk at Pappy’s Market, they were no closer to finding the missing bike.

“I still haven’t gone to the Hair Barn,” Maddy said. “Miss Greta— she’s our housekeeper—is going to be mad if I’m not home soon.”

“Well, let’s see. How about if you get your hair trimmed, then I’ll take you home in my aunt’s car.” A thought hit her. “But your dad wouldn’t want you riding in a stranger’s car.”

“Miss Lucy’s not a stranger. She lives in one of our houses.”

“Oh—your dad owns Stillwater Ranch then. I’m staying at my aunt’s for the summer. Do you want to call your mom and make sure it’s okay to get a ride with me?”

“My mom died. But my dad trusts Miss Lucy. I go to her house sometimes.”

She was young to have lost her mother.

“Well, let’s do this then. Go get your hair cut, then come to the doll store when you’re finished and I’ll give you a ride home.”

“But what about my bike?” Hopeful green eyes looked up at Abigail.

“Don’t give up; every mystery has a solution. We’ll figure out what happened to your bike, even if we don’t do it today.”

Ten minutes later Maddy was safely ensconced in a chair at the Hair Barn, and Abigail returned to the Doll House.

“Can I borrow your car in a few minutes, Aunt Lucy?”

“Certainly, dear, the keys are by my purse.” The mother and  daughter were gone, and Aunt Lucy sat in her rocker sewing a half-finished doll.

“I met a friend of yours: Maddy. Her bike was stolen down at the market, and I told her I’d give her a lift home. You think her dad would mind?”

“Oh no, the poor dear. She loved that bike.”

“I told her I’d help her track it down.”

“Well, if anyone can find it, you can.”

“She seems young to be wandering through town alone.”

“She’s eleven, and this is a very safe town. Why, the stolen bike will probably make the front page of the Moose Creek Chronicle.” Aunt Lucy eyed the bald doll in her lap. “Now, what color hair do you want, Victoria? . . . Oh yes, black will suit you very well.” She pulled a skein of fuzzy black yarn from her bag, then nudged her thick glasses up on her nose.

“She seems kind of lonely. Maddy, I mean,” Abigail added, in case her aunt thought she referred to the doll. “She said her mom died.”

“She is lonely, I think. Comes to the house sometimes to visit, her and destiny.”

Destiny? Her aunt said the strangest things. “So you don’t think Maddy’s dad would mind my driving her home?”

“Oh no, I’ve known Wade since he moved here. He’s famous, you know. Voted Sexiest Man Alive by one of those movie star magazines.”

Sure he was. And Abigail won the Pulitzer last year.

Aunt Lucy smoothed the black yarn for Vanessa. Or was it Victoria? All the names were running together in Abigail’s head.

“Did the little girl find a blond doll?”

“Oh yes, she adopted Lillian. They’re a perfect match.”

“They were on their way to Yellowstone, they said? How far away is it? I noticed the Moose Creek sign called the town the Gateway to Yellowstone.”

Aunt Lucy nodded. “Used to be, dear, but then they built other highways into the park. Most folks don’t come this way anymore. Mayor Wadell is trying to change that, but he’s not having much luck.”

“It’s a quaint town.”

“There’s been many a fuss over a national advertising budget, but those tightwads on the council won’t spend a dime. Meanwhile, shops like mine are struggling. But God has it under control. He’s taken care of me this long.”

Abigail frowned. “If only people knew about it.” It was a shame for the town to go unnoticed. And for the shops to struggle. She looked around the quiet store and was sure it had seen better days.

Well, she couldn’t solve the world’s problems, or even Moose Creek’s, but she could give one little girl a ride home.

She snatched up the keys. “I’ll run Maddy home.”

“All right, dear.”

Abigail headed out to her aunt’s old yellow VW bug. Who would steal a lonely little girl’s bike? She didn’t know, but one thing was sure. She was going to find out.
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Wade Ryan felt the same way every year when calving season was over: proud and disappointed. There was still plenty of work left before summer. He and the neighboring ranchers would pitch in with branding, vaccinating, and earmarking, and then another summer would begin.

Wade closed the pen, letting his hands linger on the splintered rail. The cows and their calves made soft lowing sounds. Twilight swallowed the valley, and a bright moon rose over the Gallatin Range.

He should get inside to Maddy and relieve Greta. His stomach let out a rowdy grumble, reminding him he’d worked past suppertime again. Turning, he tried to tell himself he was glad that calving season was over and summer perched on his doorstep.

But summer meant Maddy was home, meant another nanny was coming, meant worrying about his daughter and how she spent her time. She was growing up, getting to the age where a girl needed a mom. Even he could see that.

Wade steered his thoughts a different direction. Today had  enough worries of its own. He’d hired a young preschool teacher, who was off for the summer, to look after Maddy this year, and he was sure the girl would be good for his daughter. Well, as sure as you could be about anything, he reckoned.

Maddy burst through the front door, trotted down the porch steps, and met him in the yard. She curled her arms against the chill in the air.

“Get your hair cut, squirt?” Even in the dim light he saw it was pulled back as always.

“Can’t you tell?”

Should an eleven-year-old girl wear the same hairstyle every day? He wouldn’t know what else to do with it. He pushed back the guilt. “It’s not hanging in your eyes, at least.” He ruffled her bangs. She had Lizzie’s fine, soft hair, but the rich mahogany brown came from his mother’s gene pool.

They traipsed toward the house side by side.

“My bike got stolen in town,” Maddy blurted.

Wade frowned. “Stolen? You sure?” Not that bad things didn’t happen in Moose Creek, but these were neighbors. They worked together, worshiped together, celebrated together. Practically extended family, whether you wanted them or not.

“I parked it at the market, and when I came out it wasn’t there.”

He hated she’d lost her bike and figured chances of finding it were slim. Maybe he should buy her a new one—wasn’t like he didn’t have the money. But Greta said he spoiled his daughter, and maybe she was right.

“Need to file a report,” he said.

“Abigail already did. And she asked people questions and stuff too. She’s going to help me find it.”

“Who’s Abigail?”

“Miss Lucy’s niece. She’s visiting for the summer, and she said she’s good at solving mysteries.”

Probably would’ve seen her around if it hadn’t been for spring works season. He’d been gone dawn to dark for days. “A mystery, huh?”

“The Case of the Stolen Bike. She thinks we can figure it out pretty quick. Hope so. I don’t want to go all summer without it. We’re going to start looking on Wednesday.”

“What about school?”

“Dad. Tuesday’s my last day, remember?”

Had he told the new nanny that? It had been weeks ago. He couldn’t remember. Wade made a mental note to call her tomorrow after church.

He opened the door for Maddy, and she ducked under his arm. She was getting tall. He noted the frayed hems of her jeans as she passed through to the kitchen. Blame it all if they weren’t hanging three inches above the toes of her boots. The sleeves of her Western shirt were turned up at the cuff despite the chilly May weather, and the shirttail wasn’t long enough to stay tucked in.

Why was he always two days late when it came to Maddy? Why hadn’t he noticed she’d outgrown her clothes?

“Supper’s in the oven, Wade,” Greta said as he entered the kitchen. She tugged her thick sweater over her ample frame and flipped her gray hair over the collar.

“Smells great,” he said. Greta hadn’t noticed that Maddy had outgrown her clothes either. That made him feel a little better.

Greta and her husband, Pee Wee, lived in one of the camp houses. Pee Wee wasn’t much taller than Greta, but he was Wade’s cowhand, and a fine one too. Greta did the household chores a few hours a day, but she’d made it clear from the beginning she wasn’t a  nanny. The couple had never had kids of their own, but neither one had said why, and he sure wasn’t asking.

“See you at church,” she said.

“Thanks, Greta.”

The back door clicked quietly behind her.

Wade hung his hat on the peg, then turned to help Maddy get the food on the table. She waited for him every night, no matter how late he was.

Once supper was on the table, he said grace and they dug into Greta’s roast beef. The woman could cook. Once the worst of his hunger was satiated, he slowed down.

“Homework done?” he asked.

“When I got home from school yesterday.”

“Grades okay?”

She shrugged. “I’ll make honor roll.”

Wade didn’t know what he’d done to deserve a daughter like Maddy.

“Can I help with branding when school’s over?” she asked.

He pictured the anxious calves kicking up a ruckus as they were heeled, held, and worked. He’d received more than his share of knots and bruises when they dragged calves. “Not this year, Maddy.”

Her sigh filled the quiet house. “You say that every year. I have friends at school who’ve been holding down calves since they were seven.”

Wade knew it was true. His neighbor’s kids, younger than Maddy, helped every year. Still, it only took once. One kick to the head, one blow to the face. “You can watch.”

Maddy pursed her lips, her gaze sliding down to her food.

Was he overprotective? Maybe so, but he wasn’t taking any chances with his daughter. She was all he had.

“Can we go somewhere this summer, Dad? Just you and me? Everyone at school is going somewhere.”

He shook his head.

“Just for a long weekend? Wouldn’t have to be far . . . just someplace else, like Seattle or Salt Lake City—”

“You know we can’t, Maddy. We might be recognized.” It broke his heart to say it, to see the light in her eyes go dim. But what could he do? They were trapped here, like it or not.

She looked down at her food, moved the roast beef around with her fork. A minute later she pushed her plate back. “I’m going to bed.”

He should insist she finish. A growing girl needed nutrition, and her height was stretching her out, making her skinny. But she was already putting her plate in the sink.

“Get a shower first,” he said.

She turned at the doorway, one hand on the wide woodwork. “Dad. I’m almost a teenager. You don’t have to tell me that anymore.” She said it with more patience than he probably deserved.

“Sorry.” He watched her turn the corner, heard her bare feet padding up the wood stairs, heard the shower kick on, and wondered if he knew anything at all about raising a teenage girl.
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Wade found the number on a scrap of paper in his desk drawer and dialed the old phone. The mammoth computer hummed on his desk, and outside the open window Maddy encouraged her horse.

Charlotte answered on the second ring.

“Hi, Charlotte. Wade Ryan from Stillwater Ranch, just checking in to make sure you’re arriving on Tuesday or Wednesday.”

“Oh. Hi, Mr. Ryan.”

Something in her tone of voice troubled him. Maybe he’d caught her at a bad time.

“Listen,” she continued. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Well, I mean, good news for me, but not so much for you.”

He didn’t find her chuckle amusing.

“Thing is, my boyfriend, he’s like from Billings, and he asked me to move in with him. I mean he only asked me Friday night, and I should’ve called you right away, but I spent all day yesterday moving and—” She muffled the phone and spoke to someone else. “Sorry about that. And sorry I didn’t call yesterday. This probably leaves you in a lurch with Marley.”

“Maddy,” he said absently.

“I’m really sorry about quitting last minute, but he—my boyfriend— lined up a job for me at a day care in Billings, and well . . .”

Wade wanted to tell her she was inconsiderate, rude, and irresponsible. Instead he sent up a silent petition for patience, then cleared his throat. “I understand. Don’t suppose you know of another teacher needing a summer job?”

“Sorry . . .”

He could hear the cringe in her tone. Well, so what, he was cringing too. Cringing because he had two days to find someone to keep tabs on his daughter.

He wished Charlotte good luck and hung up the phone. Two days. He glanced out the window and watched Maddy set her boot in the stirrup and swing her leg over her horse’s back.

Maybe she could manage without a nanny. He tried to think back to eleven. He’d made plenty of extra trouble for his parents, he was ashamed to admit.

No, eleven wasn’t old enough. In another summer or two,  maybe, but not yet. And he knew better than to ask Greta. He planted his elbows on the desk and scraped his fingers through his hair. Two days to find someone responsible, trustworthy, and available.

Where am I going to find a woman like that in two days, God?



4

Abigail was on her third set of squats when she heard the noise outside Aunt Lucy’s cottage. She walked to the door and peeked out the half-moon window to see Maddy dismounting a brown horse as easily as Abigail could dismount a bike. The horse neighed, tossing its white-streaked nose. Its hooves danced in the grass, dangerously close to Aunt Lucy’s fake spring blooms. Oh well. Not like she couldn’t just stick them back in the ground.

Abigail opened the door. “Hi, Maddy.”

The girl looped the reins around the porch post. Her sloppy ponytail looked like it had been slept in, and dirt smudged her too-short jeans.

“Want a soda? Aunt Lucy’s taking her Sunday afternoon nap, so we’ll have to keep it down.”

“Sure.”

Abigail let her in, wondering if it was normal around here to let an eleven-year-old girl ride all over creation on a big horse. What if she fell and hit her head or broke her leg?

“Have a seat. You might have to move a couple dolls. Pepsi okay?”

“Sure.”

Abigail went to the kitchen for the soda and a glass of water. She’d been thinking about Maddy’s bike in church. Okay, so she should’ve been listening, but at least she’d gone. That’s more than she’d done in a long time.

“That your horse out there?” Abigail handed Maddy the can.

“His name’s Destiny.”

Ah . . . Destiny. “I like that.”

“Dad got him for me when we moved here.”

“His hair’s the same color as yours. Do you take care of him? I’ve heard horses are a lot of work.”

The pop of her soda tab sounded loud in the little cabin. Maddy sipped from the can. “I like taking care of him. When school’s out I can ride him all the time.”

“Doesn’t your dad worry?”

She made a face. “I have a nanny in the summer.”

“But he knows you’re riding today?”

“He’s helping the O’Neils today—they’re our neighbors. But Miss Greta knows I’m here.”

“Your housekeeper, right?”

“Yeah.” She pointed to the thin mat on the floor. “What’s that?”

“My exercise mat. I was working out when you got here.”

“Why don’t you just take a walk?” The confused crease between her brows made Abigail laugh.

“Good point. Guess I’m just used to doing it the city way. Plus I’d probably get lost.”

“You could go with me and Destiny if you want. I don’t have to be home for forty-five minutes.”

“It would give us a chance to talk about your bike.” And maybe  it wasn’t a bad idea to stay with the girl awhile. At least Abigail would know she was safe.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

After changing into a pair of jeans and a clean T-shirt, Abigail joined Maddy outside where she was stroking Destiny’s nose.

Abigail reached out to touch the mane, wondering at the texture, but drew back at the last moment, suddenly aware of the horse’s size. “Will he mind?”

Maddy shook her head. “Most horses like people. You just have to be careful not to sneak up on them. That might earn you a good, hard kick.”

“Duly noted.” Abigail touched the mahogany mane tenuously at first, then ran her fingers through the coarse hair. The horse tossed his head, and Abigail jumped back.

Maddy laughed. “You really are a city girl.”

“I’ve never even seen a horse up close.”

Maddy untied the horse and they started off, Maddy leading Destiny. “I can teach you to ride sometime if you want.”

“I’ll think about it.” The cool air felt good on Abigail’s heated skin, and her leg muscles were shaky from the intense workout. “Was your dad upset about your bike?”

“Naw, he doesn’t get upset much. I told him you’d help me find it . . .”

Abigail noted the uncertainty in her tone. “You bet I will. In fact, I was thinking about it this morning. Why would someone in a town this size steal that bike? Only a girl would want a pink bike with a white basket. If the thief intended to use it, you’d be bound to see it at some point, unless they painted it and removed the basket.”

“Or sold it somewhere.”

“Possibly. But if that were the case, there’d probably be other stolen bikes, and the sheriff said there hadn’t been any.”

Abigail questioned Maddy about her friends at school. She wasn’t so far removed from childhood that she didn’t remember how petty girls could be.

The green hills rolled out before them, and Maddy turned off the gravel road, heading up one of them. The spongy ground gave beneath Abigail’s tennis shoes. Their feet swished through the grass, and Destiny’s saddle creaked and clicked with his movements.

“. . . So I guess there are two girls at school who really don’t like me,” Maddy was saying. “I don’t like them much either, but Miss Greta says I have to love everyone because God tells us to—even if they’re stinkers.”

Abigail tugged her ponytail. “They’re probably just jealous.”

Maddy gave a rueful laugh. “Of what?”

“Your beautiful hair and twinkling green eyes.”

Maddy turned a smile on Abigail that warmed her heart, reminding her that the girl didn’t have a mother to tell her such things. She wondered about Maddy’s relationship with her dad. Even as the thought crossed her mind, her foot caught on something and she stumbled. “Whoops.”

Maddy reached out, but Abigail had already recovered.

“The ground’s pretty uneven,” Maddy said.

“I should probably stick to sidewalks.”

“Good luck with that.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes, Abigail taking care with her steps.

“So, do you think Haley or Olivia might’ve taken my bike just to be mean?”

“Did they know what it looked like?”

Maddy rolled her eyes. “Everybody ’round here knows everything about everybody.”

“Well, I wouldn’t count it out.” Abigail checked her watch. Going on five. “You know where they live? Maybe we could drive by their houses. We could do it now.”

“I have a bunch of chores, and Greta said to be home by supper.”

“Oh, that’s right. Well, tomorrow then?”

“Okay. What should I say at school tomorrow?”

“Don’t even mention your bike.” Last thing they needed was a bunch of drama. “If someone from school took it, we don’t want them aware we’re looking for it.”

Maddy shrugged. “Okay.”

They reached the hill’s crest and stopped. Abigail scanned the miles of green hills that stretched into distant mountains. “It’s so vast. So beautiful.”

“I thought you’d like the view. It’s my favorite. That’s the Absaroka Range, and the river down there is the Yellowstone.”

Abigail stared in silence for a moment, taking in the colors and textures of the land. It looked so much like a painting she wanted to reach out and touch it. Behind her, Destiny whinnied. Abigail checked her watch. “It’s getting close to suppertime.”

“Yeah, I should get back. You want me to take you back to Miss Lucy’s?”

“I think I can find my way.” They turned and headed toward the gravel drive.

When they were halfway down the hill, Maddy darted a shy look at Abigail. “Thanks for helping with my bike.”

She was only doing what was second nature. First nature really. “You bet,” she said.
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 Wade was doing the bills when Maddy entered the office. In her pink pj’s with her hair hanging in wet strings, she looked like the little girl he rarely got a glimpse of these days.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in bed, squirt?”

“Do I have to go to school tomorrow?”

He planted his elbows on top of the bills. “Maddy.”

“We’ll only clean out our desks. We never do anything the last couple days.”

“Enjoy your friends—you won’t see much of them till fall. Besides, there’s been a glitch with the nanny. Wouldn’t be anyone here to watch you and won’t be all summer if I don’t do some quick thinking.”

“I don’t need a nanny.”

Wade rubbed his wrist where a rope had burned through the skin when he heeled an ornery calf the day before. “Answer’s no, Maddy. To both.” He still had two days. He’d asked his neighbors and folks from church, but their teenaged daughters had already lined up summer jobs.

He might have to resort to an agency. Man, was he that desperate? Could he trust Maddy to a stranger? There was little time to check references. At least an agency would’ve done that already. “I’ll put a call in to an agency in the morning. In the meantime—”

“No, Dad. I’ll wind up with some starchy old lady who makes me stay inside all day. Let me try the summer on my own. Please? I’ll be good.” She clasped her hands, begging.

If he’d learned anything about fatherhood, it was that doing the right thing sometimes made you unpopular. “Sorry, Maddy. Mind’s made up.”

His daughter dropped her hands, and her shoulders gave in to gravity.

“If I’d known a few weeks ago, maybe I could’ve found someone around here. But everyone either has a job or doesn’t want—”

Maddy straightened. “Abigail can be my nanny!”

“Abigail . . .”

“Miss Lucy’s niece. Remember, I told you about her, how she’s helping me find my bike, and she’s here for the whole summer and doesn’t have a job!”

“Maybe she doesn’t want a job.” If she was Miss Lucy’s niece, she was probably old enough to be retired, which explained the extended visit.

“It’s worth a try, Dad. I could ask her tomorrow after school ’cause she’s helping me with my bike again. Besides, she really likes me.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her confidence. He saw little enough of that. Maybe he should talk to the niece first, or at least ask Lucy about her. If Lucy thought she’d be interested in a summer job, he’d talk to her then. “You can mention it to her. Mention. I don’t want her to feel obliged.”

Maddy’s smile was stunning, and the sparkle in her eyes reminded him of Lizzie in the early years. “I’ll be very subtle.”

He’d seen his daughter in action when she wanted something. Miss Lucy’s niece wouldn’t know what hit her.
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That’s where she lives.” Maddy pointed down a long dirt lane.

They’d already tried Haley’s house in town; now they were investigating Olivia’s.

The one-story house looked miniscule in front of the mountains. Abigail was sure it was as small as Aunt Lucy’s cabin.

She slowed the VW bug and turned down the lane. Clumps of grass dotted the dirt drive, and when they neared the house, she saw no one had gotten around to mowing in a while. Or painting. The flower bed spawned nothing but hearty weeds, and there were no cars in the drive. No bicycles either.

Abigail eased the car along the side of the property, and a small shed came into view. Nothing there either.

“Doesn’t look like they’re home,” Maddy said.

“Hardly looks like anyone lives here. You sure this is her house?”

“I’m sure. We were kinda friends in the third grade, and I came over a couple times. She lives here with her mom.”

Abigail wondered what had become of Olivia’s father. She was  starting to feel sorry for the family. “Well, that’s about all we can do for now. My aunt’s closing up shop, and I need to give her a ride home—seeing as how this is her car and all.”

She smiled at Maddy, but the girl was looking out the window, forlorn.

Abigail put the car in drive and headed back up the road. “Don’t worry, Maddy, I won’t give up. I’ll call the sheriff again tomorrow and see if he’s learned anything. And I called a used bike shop in Bozeman today. They haven’t seen your bike, but they said they’ll keep an eye out. Someone always knows something. It’s just a matter of finding the right person. So cheer up, okay?”

Maddy worked her lip. “I actually wasn’t thinking about my bike. I mean, I’m worried about it and everything, but there’s something else.”

“What is it?”

“I have to ask something, and I don’t know how to say it.”

“Just ask.”

“Dad said I should be subtle.”

Now Abigail was curious. “I’m more a fan of blunt, actually.”

Maddy tossed her a relieved smile. “Oh, good. Blunt is my specialty.”

Abigail laughed as she turned onto Main Street. “Out with it then.”

“Would you be my nanny for the summer?” The words spilled out like a tipped carton of milk. “My dad says I have to have one, and the one he hired quit before she even started, and now he’s going to call some agency, and I just know I’ll get stuck with a dud for the whole summer!”

Her nanny? Abigail tossed the idea around a little, trying it on for size. It wasn’t like she had other things to do. In fact, she’d been  bored silly with her aunt working all day—and it wasn’t like Aunt Lucy needed her at the shop. Abigail would still be close enough to check on her.

“You totally don’t have to say yes. I mean, you’ve already been so nice to me.”

Maddy had kind of grown on Abigail in a short time. She felt a kinship with the girl, having lost a parent herself. Plus, didn’t Aunt Lucy say something about the main house having Internet? She’d be able to do research in her spare time without having to find a way into town.

“Are you mad?” Maddy asked.

Abigail pulled up to the curb in front of the Doll House and put the car in park. “No, honey, not at all. I was thinking it through. Does your nanny stay at the house with you?”

“Yeah. Dad works late a lot, and sometimes things happen and he has to be in the barn all night.”

“Your dad is okay with you asking me?”

Maddy nodded. “He said I could. He’ll want to meet you and ask you questions and stuff. You could come over tonight after he’s done working. If you want to, that is.”

Did she? Abigail envisioned a summer with Maddy, with research opportunity at her fingertips, maybe even a soft bed instead of her aunt’s lumpy, too-short sofa.

She turned to Maddy, smiling. “Actually, I think I do.”

Maddy punched a fist in the air. “Yes!”
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Abigail crossed her legs, adjusting the white crepe skirt over her knees while she waited for Maddy to return with a photo album. She was supposed to be meeting with the girl’s dad, but his work was keeping him late. Abigail knew all about that.

Her mom would have a conniption if she took this job. And Reagan wouldn’t be too thrilled either. Abigail was pretty sure this wasn’t what her sister had in mind when she prescribed rest and relaxation. Still, being at the ranch with Maddy would be restful compared to her job in Chicago.

She’d already met Greta, and the smells drifting from the kitchen were reason enough to take the job as Maddy’s nanny. Aunt Lucy’s culinary skills were limited to canned food, and Abigail never went far beyond macaroni and cheese and hot dogs.

Maddy entered the room with a thick leather-bound album and plunked it on her lap. She opened the cover and ran her small hand over the glossy page. “These were taken at the Fourth of July festival. It’s so much fun. There’s a parade and games and fireworks and lots and lots of food.”

“Looks like a good time.”

“You’ll still be here in July.”

“Sure will. Till the end of August, actually.”

“Maybe we can go together. I can show you around.”

“Sounds like fun.”

As Maddy flipped the page, a male voice sounded in the kitchen.

“Dad’s home. He’ll need to clean up, then he’ll be right in. That’s him right there.” Maddy pointed at the photo of a man somewhere in his thirties.

He was very attractive. In the photo he’d turned to look at the camera with a guarded grin. He wore a brown cowboy hat low over his eyes. Abigail recalled Aunt Lucy’s declaration about Wade being named Sexiest Man Alive. The crazy notion didn’t seem so crazy suddenly.

“This is my dad with one of his trophy buckles—he was the World All-Around Champion more times than anyone else.”

“No kidding.” The photo showed a younger man, smiling wide, holding up his trophy buckle on a stage. In his Western shirt and fitted jeans, Wade Ryan was any woman’s definition of a total hunk.
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Wade hung his hat on the peg and pulled off his boots, caked with dirt from an afternoon spent cleaning the corrals.

“I know, I’m late,” he said before Greta could get on him.

“Supper’s keeping warm in the oven, and your daughter’s entertaining your applicant in the living room.”

“She upset?”

“Not as I can tell.” Greta grabbed her purse from the low bench by the door, then slipped into her sweater and tied the belt around her thick middle.

The smells wafting from the oven set a low grumble in his belly. “Thanks, Greta.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“ ’Night.”

The screen clacked quietly into place. In the sudden silence of Greta’s departure, Wade heard his daughter’s voice.

He went to the sink, rolled up his sleeves, and washed the dirt and grime off his hands and forearms. Snagging a towel probably not meant for hands, he followed the sound of Maddy’s voice to the living room doorway, stopping shy of the threshold.

Around the corner, on the couch, he could see the bottom half of them, his daughter’s denims and the woman’s white skirt and sandals.

Maddy was jawing about some rodeo and his finish. A lifetime ago.

“Here he is in the newspaper after he won that All-Around,” Maddy was saying.

“You must be very proud.” The woman had a soft, soothing lilt to her voice.

“Greta says he’s the most eligible bachelor in all Montana. But he doesn’t date.”

Enough of that. Wade cleared his throat and stepped into the room, and Maddy looked up from the photo album.

“You’re late, Dad.”

His eyes drifted to the woman beside his daughter. Miss Lucy’s niece, my foot. The woman couldn’t be a day past twenty-five. She had flawless skin and large eyes of questionable color.

When she stood, her honey-colored hair swung over her shoulders. The top of her head reached his lips, which made her tall by anyone’s standards.

“Hi. I’m Abigail.”

“Wade. Sorry to keep you waiting.” And he was especially sorry he smelled like cow flesh and wore the grime of a day spent in the corral branding a hundred feisty calves.

He ditched the towel and extended his hand. At least that was clean.

“I’ve been enjoying talking to your daughter.” Her grip was firm, her skin soft.

He pulled away quickly. “Maddy, why don’t you run along and let us talk.”

Maddy gave Abigail a small smile before heading up the stairs.

He ran his hand through his hair, aware he no doubt had a bad case of hat head. When he heard Maddy’s bedroom door close, he  gestured toward the album. “Sorry. Looks like she got a little overzealous with the family history.”

“Not at all. I met Maddy the other day in my aunt’s store, and we’ve become fast friends. I guess she told you I’m Lucy Bowers’s great-niece.”

He took a seat in the recliner across from her. “She did.” With the exception of the “great” part.

“I like Maddy a lot.”

“She’s at ease around you already. I’m surprised.”

“She was shy at first, seemed a little lost. But then she opened up. I think she’s a loyal and curious girl. Strong, too, though she may not know it yet.”

He kept his expression blank only from years of practice. The woman knew his kid better after a couple days than her past nanny had after three summers.

“Sorry if I offended you,” she said, absently playing with the silver ring on her right hand.

He cleared his throat. “Appreciate your honesty.”

“I have good intuition, or so I’m told.”

The announcement and proof of its accuracy made Wade want to don a lead mask. But some things couldn’t be intuited, no matter how discerning the woman, and those things he would carry to his grave.

“I have a great deal of respect for your aunt,” he said. “She’s a fine Christian woman, and she’s been good to Maddy. You’re visiting for the summer?”

“My mom wanted me to check on Aunt Lucy, as she’s getting up in years. I have a three-month leave of absence from my job in Chicago.”

Long leave of absence.

“Health reasons,” she added as if sensing his question.

He wondered if it would be rude to inquire. Would her health limit her?

“Nothing serious.” She waved her hand. “Just needed a break and a change of scenery—which this certainly is.”

“No doubt.” He eyed her getup and wondered if she had ranch duds.

“I have jeans,” she said. “And I should probably buy a pair of boots.”

It was a little disconcerting, the way she read his mind. “Probably should.”

“I like the ranch name—Stillwater. Did you name it?”

“Got it from Scripture. You know, ‘He leads me by quiet waters.’”

“Ah, Psalm 23. A popular one.”

“Seemed fitting.” Before she could question his comment, he changed the subject. “Our nanny usually stays here in the main house—my hours aren’t exactly nine to five.” He looked her over, feeling a twinge of something he hadn’t felt in a while. “But if you want to stay at your aunt’s—”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind staying here. I’d be more available to Maddy, and honestly, the couch at Aunt Lucy’s? Not so comfy.” Her wide smile kicked him in the gut.

He was so in trouble. “Fine.”

“I hope you wouldn’t mind us checking on her now and then. I don’t have a car, but we could walk over.”

“You’re welcome to use my truck. Maddy likes visiting your aunt, so that’d be fine. Sundays off?” He named a wage that seemed fair, considering the free room and board.

“Perfect. When does school end?”

“Tomorrow’s the last day. You can come the next morning and settle in if that suits.”

Abigail smiled again. “Suits me fine. Thanks for your time.” She stood and swung her bag onto her shoulder.

He moved to tip his hat, then remembered it wasn’t there. “ ’Night then.”

After she walked through the door, he turned on the porch light and watched her walk to the yellow bug, skirt swishing around her long legs, and wondered if he hadn’t just bought himself a whole heap of trouble.
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