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            For my third son, Mike

            The soul of an artist

            The heart of a builder

            And for my beloved Tom

            Who treasured the unique gifts of all his children.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Glacier Ridge, Montana—Twenty Years Previous

         

         Hey now, Frank.” Burke Cowley, the white-haired foreman at the Malloy Ranch, caught his boss, Francis X. Malloy, storming out of the big, sprawling ranch house shared by four generations.

         From the look on Frank’s face, it was the final straw in a winter that had been filled with tragedy, after the shocking accident on a snowy road that had taken the life of his son, Patrick, and Patrick’s beautiful wife, Bernadette, leaving three sons without their loving parents.

         “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

         “Reed’s missing.”

         “What do you mean, missing?”

         “Yancy called him down for supper, and he never answered. Matt and Luke went looking for him. So did Gracie. They searched the house while Colin and I went through the barns. He’s nowhere to be found. Colin said the last time he saw Reed he was saddling up old Nell, but that was hours ago. Damned fool kid said he just wanted to be left alone. Colin thinks he was heading up to the range shack on the north ridge, since that’s the last place Reed spent time with his pa.”

         “And Colin couldn’t stop him?”

         “He tried. You know how hotheaded Reed can be. He dug his heels into Nell’s rump and that horse took off like it had a burr under the saddle.”

         “Hold on. You’re not thinking about heading up there now?” Burke held up a hand. “You can see the blizzard heading this way.”

         “You think I’m blind?” Frank Malloy’s eyes burned with a terrible raging passion. “I’ve already buried a son. I’m not about to lose a grandson, too.”

         “You get inside. I’ll go.” The ranch foreman spun around and headed toward the barn, giving his boss no time to argue.

         By the time Burke had saddled his horse and bundled into heavy winter gear, Yancy Martin, the ranch cook, stepped inside the barn to hand him several wrapped packages.

         “You could be trapped up there a few days. Here are some roast beef sandwiches. Reed’s favorites. And a bottle of whiskey for you. To keep from freezing, and hopefully to keep you from throttling that little spitfire when you find him.”

         “Thanks, Yancy.” Burke shoved the supplies into his saddlebags before pulling himself onto the back of his trusty mount, Major.

         The cook put a hand on the reins. “I know Reed’s done a stupid thing, but he’s been missing his folks something awful. It’s a heavy load for a kid to bear.” He paused. “I know he’s a handful, but that ornery kid has a way of sneaking into my heart. You bring Reed home safe, you hear?”

         Burke nodded and pulled his wide-brimmed hat low on his head. Reed may have been rebellious and reckless as hell, but he had that same effect on all of them. Despite all the trouble he could cause, they couldn’t help but love him. He had a kind heart, and as his grandmother, Grace Malloy, was fond of saying, he was like an old man in a boy’s body. In so many ways, Reed was wise beyond his years.

         “You know I will, Yancy. The good Lord willin’.”

         As horse and rider faced into the storm and started across a high, sloping meadow, the old man found himself thinking about the terrible crash that had happened weeks ago on a night like this. The death of Patrick and his wife, Bernadette, on a snowy Montana road had left a void that would never be filled. Not for the Malloy family, and especially not for Patrick and Bernadette’s three sons, twelve-year-old Matt, ten-year-old Luke, and nine-year-old Reed, who were floundering in a world rocked by the sudden, shocking loss of their parents.

         “Stay safe, Reed,” the old man whispered fiercely. “At least until I can find you and tan your miserable hide.”

         
              

         

         For hours Major plodded through drifts that were now waist-high, before the outline of a mountain cabin loomed up in the darkness.

         Burke unsaddled his horse in the shed behind the range shack, grateful to find Reed’s mare, Nell, already contentedly dozing. Tossing the saddlebags over his shoulder, he trudged around and let himself into the cabin, bracing for the encounter to come.

         Reed Malloy sat huddled in front of the fireplace, where a couple of stingy tree branches gave off a thin flame. He’d shed his boots, which lay in a puddle of melted snow by the door.

         The boy’s head came up sharply. Seeing the fire in those eyes, Burke bit back the oath that sprang to his lips. The last thing the kid needed right now was any more fuel poured on the flame that was burning so hotly in his soul.

         Without a word Burke draped the saddlebags over the back of a wooden chair before heading outside, returning with an armload of logs.

         “What’re you doing here?” Reed’s jaw jutted like a prizefighter’s.

         “Getting out of the cold.” Burke deposited the logs beside the fireplace and set the biggest one over the flame.

         Crossing to the table, he tossed aside his parka and began removing the packages from his saddlebags.

         When he saw the boy’s gaze dart to the wrapped sandwiches, he took his sweet time unwrapping them. He walked to the tiny kitchen counter and filled a coffeepot before placing it on a wire rack over the open fire. Within minutes the little cabin was filled with the rich fragrance of coffee boiling.

         “Good place to sit out a storm.” Burke glanced over. “You hungry?”

         Still frowning, Reed shrugged.

         Taking that for an answer, the old man placed the sandwiches on plates and handed one to Reed before settling into a rocker in front of the fire and easing off his boots with a sigh.

         For long minutes the two ate without speaking, listening to the hiss and snap of the fire on the grate and the howling of the storm as the wind and snow buffeted the walls of the cabin.

         “They sent you here, didn’t they?” Reed set aside his empty plate.

         “I volunteered. Everyone back home is worried sick.” Burke calmly continued eating.

         “I don’t want you here. I came up here to be alone.”

         “You could have skipped the drama and just gone up to your room.”

         “Right. Where I’d have to listen to Matt and Luke jabbering all night long. Luke telling us to just suck it up. Matt telling us we have to put on a good face so we don’t add to Grandpop Frank and Gram Gracie’s pain. Easy for him to say.” Reed hissed in a breath. “But what about us? What about our pain?” He turned away, but not before the old man saw the look of abject misery in his eyes.

         The old cowboy took his time, choosing his words carefully. “I know you’re scared, son. It’s tough that you had to learn the lesson so young. Life’s not fair. Never has been. Never will be.”

         “Gee. Thanks for nothing.” Every word sizzled with hot anger.

         “I’m not going to sugarcoat things, boy. I won’t bother to tell you that pain will go away soon. It won’t.” Burke heaved a sigh. “But I will tell you that one day you’ll wake up thinking about something besides the loss of your ma and pa. Not tomorrow. Not the next day. But one day it will happen. It’s the same with all the tears that right now are sticking in your throat, threatening to choke you every time you swallow. One day, out of the blue, you’ll find yourself chuckling. Or laughing right out loud. It’ll catch you by surprise, but it’ll feel good, and you’ll do it again. That’s the way life is. One day your heart is so broken, you can barely breathe. And the next day, you find a reason to smile. Maybe just a little reason, but it’ll be enough to lift you up. And before you know it, you’ve gone more days smiling than crying.”

         “I’ve got no reason to smile. Not now. Not ever.”

         “You say that now. But you’re one of the lucky ones, Reed.” Burke turned to the boy. “You’ve got a powerful love of this ranch, this land, and especially the cattle. I’ve seen it since you were no bigger’n a pup.”

         Reed couldn’t deny it. He loved this ranch with an all-consuming passion. He loved the land, the cattle, the wildness of this place. And he had dreams. Dreams he’d shared with his parents, of making their herds the healthiest and demanding the highest price ever. The Malloy Ranch would be a name respected around the world. He wasn’t sure just how he would make that dream come true, but this much he knew. If being willing to work harder than anybody, if giving up everything others took for granted counted for anything, he would make it all happen.

         And the key was the cattle. He didn’t know the how or why of it, but the feeling was so strong, he was nearly consumed by it.

         But the loss of his parents left him feeling alone and crushed by the weight of his loss.

         The boy turned to the old man. “Did you ever lose someone you loved, Burke?”

         The foreman stared into the flames, his eyes shrouded in secrets. His voice lowered to almost a whisper. “I have. I’ve been where you are now, son.”

         Something in the quiet tone of his voice had the boy holding back any more questions. Instead he sat, absorbing the heat of the fire and the warmth of understanding he could feel vibrating from the tough old man beside him.

         Burke Cowley was the man every wrangler on the Malloy Ranch turned to in time of need, whether it was doctoring a sick cow or calming a cowboy during a crisis. He could be as tender as a new mother when treating a wrangler’s injuries and as vicious as a wounded bear when crossed by some drunken fool who didn’t follow orders. Burke could work circles around every wrangler on the Malloy Ranch and still tend a herd all night in a raging storm. If this tough old cowboy could survive a powerful loss, Reed felt the first tiny flicker of hope that he’d make it through the raw pain that burned like the fires of hell in his heart.

         Like the man said, maybe not tomorrow. But one day.

         Still, Reed sensed a storm raging inside him. Bigger, stronger than the one raging outside the walls of this cabin. Pa used to say he’d been born with it; it had been there simmering inside him from the moment he gave his first lusty birth cry. Unlike his older brothers—Matt, who was always in control, and Luke, a rolling stone who loved nothing more than a challenge—there was just something inside Reed, the tough, determined youngest of the family, that set him apart.

         But first he would have to learn to put aside this terrible grief and tame the temper lurking inside him. He sensed that if he didn’t learn to tame it, this emotion could take control, and that he would never allow. If anything, he wanted to be in control of his own destiny.

         He knew one thing. Nothing would ever take him from this place and the cattle. Not even the loss of the two people he cherished more than any in the world.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Malloy Ranch—Present Day

         

         After more than a month in the hills that ringed the ranch, Reed Malloy looked more like a trail bum than a member of a successful ranch family. His hair hung to his shoulders. His face was covered in a rough beard. His clothes were filthy.

         He unsaddled his mount, tossing the saddle over the rail of the stall before filling troughs with feed and water. In the stall alongside him, his uncle, Colin Malloy, did the same.

         That done, the two men trudged toward the house, noting the line of trucks.

         “As usual,” Colin said with a laugh, “I see Matt and Luke and their wives manage to never miss a meal.”

         Both of Reed’s older brothers were building homes on Malloy land and currently divided their time between the new construction and the family ranch. The bulk of their time was still spent here, but because of the size of the ranch, nobody felt crowded.

         Reed was grinning at the noise level as he scraped his boots before stepping into the mudroom. He hung his jacket and hat on hooks by the door and rolled his sleeves before pausing to wash up at the big sink.

         In the doorway he stood watching as the familiar scene unfolded. Yancy Martin, ranch cook, was lifting a pan of cinnamon biscuits from the oven. The wonderful fragrance filled the room.

         Reed’s grandparents, Frank and Gracie, were seated on a sofa across the room, sipping coffee. His great-grandfather, Nelson LaRou, a once-famous Hollywood director, now retired, who was called Great One by all the family, seemed to be enjoying the heated conversation between Matt and Luke, who were standing nose-to-nose while arguing over the best grazing lands. Matt’s wife, Vanessa, and Luke’s recent bride, Ingrid, along with Ingrid’s little sister, Lily, continued setting platters on the big trestle table, oblivious to the noise. Malloy Ranch foreman Burke Cowley stood to one side, grinning and sipping his coffee, without saying a word.

         Matt turned to Reed. “Finally, somebody with a brain. Tell Luke what you told me about the south ridge pasture.”

         Reed crossed the room and helped himself to a mug of steaming coffee. “Sorry. It’s been a long morning. While you guys were still thinking about getting out of bed, Colin and I made the long trek from the hills after riding herd on a bunch of ornery cows for the past month. My backside aches, my stomach is grumbling, and I’m not getting dragged into a family feud.”

         “We’re not feuding. Hell,” Luke muttered, “if we were, fists would be flying.”

         “Not in my kitchen.” Yancy drained a platter of crisp bacon and handed it to Ingrid.

         The others merely chuckled.

         “We’re having a…lively discussion.” Matt set down his mug with a clatter.

         “And I’m having breakfast before I starve.” Reed turned to Yancy. “Is it ready?”

         “All ready.” Yancy began tossing flapjacks onto a huge plate. “Get it while it’s hot.”

         As one, the family began gathering around the big table, with Frank and Gracie at one end and Great One at the other. Matt and Vanessa, Luke and Ingrid sat on one side, and Lily, Reed, and Yancy on the other.

         Ingrid’s sister, nine-year-old Lily Larsen, had adopted Great One as her very own grandfather and glowed whenever she looked at him. The old man accepted her hero worship as a sacred trust and had completely lost his heart to this tough little tomboy.

         As they passed the platters of bacon, scrambled eggs, flapjacks and syrup, as well as toast and cinnamon biscuits, the conversation turned, as always, to the family business.

         Frank turned to Reed. “I’m surprised you’d leave the herd in the middle of the season. How did Colin pry you away?”

         Reed took a moment to savor Yancy’s light-as-air pancakes before turning toward the ranch foreman. “Burke sent word that if I didn’t take a break soon, he’d hog-tie me and haul my…” A glance at his grandmother had him pausing to remember where he was. He might swear like a wrangler when up in the hills, but here at home, he was respectful. He added lamely, “He’d haul my hide down the mountain himself.”

         Frank turned to Burke. “What’s this about? You know it’s do-or-die time for Reed.”

         “True,” the foreman said. “But even a dedicated cattleman needs time away from his herd so he doesn’t forget how to be civilized.”

         Luke looked up. “Are you saying our little brother is going caveman on us?”

         At his remark, the others laughed.

         Burke nodded. “Take a look at him. Hair to his shoulders. Beard longer than Father Time’s. He’s been spending so much time in the hills, I wasn’t sure he was even human. So I suggested he take a few days here. I’m sure the wranglers can keep his precious herd safe that long.”

         Reed ducked his head and continued eating.

         It was no secret that he was pinning a lot of hope on a herd he was raising on the north ridge, using no antibiotics to enhance their growth and feeding them only range grass. Since he’d begun experimenting with his special herd back in his teens, he’d never once seen a profit. In fact, if it hadn’t been for the family picking up the cost, he would have had to give up on his dream years ago.

         But now, he was feeling even greater pressure to succeed.

         On his last trip to Italy, Matt, the family’s designated business manager, had managed to swing a deal with Leone Industries, a successful, well-respected multinational conglomerate. They were willing to take a chance on the fledgling green industry, hoping to corner the market on naturally raised beef. For the first time since he’d begun his project, all Reed’s years of backbreaking work promised to pay off. Not only could he repay the debt he owed his family, but he could also bring their already successful ranch business into the future.

         “They’re looking healthy.” He turned to his uncle, who’d accompanied him on his predawn ride. “Wouldn’t you say so?”

         Colin nodded. “We did the usual weigh-in, to see if they’re keeping up with the herd getting antibiotics and enhanced feed. So far, they’re matching pound for pound.”

         “That’s great.” Frank turned to Matt. “Think they’ll be ready for shipment after roundup?”

         “If Reed says they’ll be ready, they will be.” Matt smiled at his wife. “Maybe Nessa and I will go along to make sure they arrive safely.”

         “Very noble of you, bro.” Reed nudged Yancy, and the two shared a grin. “I’m sure, while you’re in Rome, you’ll be forced to spend some time at Maria’s villa and sip a few bottles of her family’s wine.” At the mention of their family’s friends and clients in Rome, Vittorio and Maria, the family smiled.

         “Just to be sociable,” Matt deadpanned.

         Around the table, everyone shared in the joke. Matt had been promising his wife a trip to Italy when their new house was completed. And in truth, no one else was willing to volunteer. Most of them preferred life on the ranch to international travel, even if that travel meant enjoying some exotic perks.

         “I need someone to drive me into town today,” Great One announced.

         “What time?” Reed helped himself to seconds.

         “Noon. I have an appointment with”—the old man stared pointedly at Colin—“Dr. Anita Cross. She wants to check my heart.”

         Colin knew his family was determined to find out all they could about his romance with the town’s pretty young doctor. He was just as determined to keep that part of his life to himself. At least for the time being. And so he deflected Great One’s comments with a joke. “Did you tell her you don’t have one?”

         At Colin’s comment, the others chuckled.

         “This is your last chance to have an excuse to see Dr. Anita, sonny boy.”

         “Sorry, Great One.” Colin shook his head. “You know I’ll take any excuse to spend time with her, but it’s my turn to take up the Cessna.”

         The family routinely flew across their land to check on herds, outbuildings, and far-flung wranglers, to assess anything that might need their attention.

         Reed polished off the last of his eggs. “I don’t mind driving you, Great One. While you’re seeing the good doctor, I’ll load up on supplies and maybe even stop by the Pig Sty and have a longneck with the locals.” He shot a grin at Burke. “Is that civilized enough for you?”

         “Just so you don’t spoil your appetite for supper.” Yancy circled the table topping off cups of coffee. “I’m planning on grilling steaks.”

         “With your special twice-baked potatoes, I hope.” Frank reached for a pitcher of maple syrup.

         “You bet.” Yancy ruffled Lily’s hair before adding, “And chocolate torte for the ladies.”

         Grace was all smiles. “You just said the magic word, Yancy.”

         “I thought that’d make you happy, Miss Grace.”

         Later, as breakfast wound down and the family members made ready for the day, Luke elbowed his younger brother. “I suggest you shave and have Yancy cut that hair before you go to town, or nobody will recognize you. But I’m glad you’re the one stuck taking Great One to town. I’d rather watch paint dry than have to spend hours twiddling my thumbs in Glacier Ridge.” He shook his head as he turned away muttering, “Nothing ever happens in that place.”

         
              

         

         Reed halted the ranch truck next to the entrance of the Glacier Ridge Clinic and hopped out, circling around to the passenger side to assist his great-grandfather.

         After breakfast he’d taken a seat in the yard while Yancy gave him a haircut, a chore the ranch cook had gladly taken on since Reed and his brothers were kids. Then Reed had shaved his beard before taking the longest shower of his life.

         Burke had been right, he thought. He was feeling almost human again.

         The minute they stepped inside the clinic, the medical assistant, Agnes, hurried over. “Hello, Mr. LaRou. Dr. Anita told me to take you into exam room one.”

         She turned to Reed.

         “I’ll call you when Dr. Cross is finished here.”

         He patted the old man’s shoulder. “Have fun.”

         Great One slanted him a look. “Don’t I always?”

         Reed was grinning as he climbed into the truck and drove slowly through town. Knowing Great One, he’d soon have the entire staff mesmerized with his inside stories of Hollywood’s rich and famous.

         He spotted a vacant parking slot halfway between the diner and Trudy Evans’s shop, Anything Goes. Minutes later he started walking up the street, enjoying the sunny day as he glanced in the windows of all the buildings that made up the little town of Glacier Ridge.

         He paused to wave a greeting at one of the customers in Snips, the local beauty and barber shop, and almost missed the blur of motion that dashed past him and darted into the street.

         He was still grinning, but his smile was wiped away when he realized that the blur was a red-haired little boy wearing a superhero cape, legs pumping, arms swinging as he raced headlong into the middle of Main Street.

         “Hey. Hold on there.” Reed dashed after the little guy and scooped him up just as a driver in a delivery truck leaned on his horn and veered to one side, barely missing the boy.

         Reed’s heart was thundering when he realized how close he’d come to witnessing a tragedy.

         He carried the boy to the curb before kneeling down, still holding on to his wriggling bundle. “Didn’t your mother teach you to stop and look both ways?”

         “Mama?” The boy shoved round owl glasses up the freckled bridge of his nose and looked around with a puzzled frown.

         “Yes. Your mama. Where is she?”

         Suddenly the sunny smile was wiped from the cherubic little face, and the boy looked close to tears. “I want my mama.”

         “Yeah. So do I.” Now that the danger had passed, Reed’s famous temper flared. What kind of mother let her kid run wild? “Now let’s find her.”

         When the little guy tried to wrench his hand free, Reed picked him up to keep him from dashing back into the street. As he walked along the sidewalk, he was peering into the window of each shop.

         Within minutes a young woman sailed out of the doorway of a shop, her eyes wide with fear. “Kyle. Kyle. Where are…?”

         Seeing her son in the arms of a stranger had the words dying in her throat.

         “What are you doing with my…? Where did you…?”

         “In the middle of the street. Isn’t he a bit young to be running loose without someone looking out for him?”

         Reed hadn’t meant to be so harsh, but the thought of what could have happened had the words spilling out in a much rougher tone than he intended.

         “My fault completely.” She held out her arms and Reed handed the boy over.

         She buried her face in the boy’s hair. “Oh, Kyle. You scared the wits out of me.”

         Reed studied the mother and son. It was easy to see where the little boy got his hair. Hers was a tangle of wild copper curls, falling past her shoulders and framing a face so pretty he couldn’t stop staring.

         “I was flying, Mama.”

         “Yes. I see. But you know better than to go in the street.”

         “Cars can’t hurt me when I’m Super Kid.”

         She took in a deep, shaky breath. “That’s what I get for going along with your game.” Over his head she met Reed’s disapproving look. “Thank you. I’m grateful you were there to save him. I’m Allison Shaw—Ally—and this is my son, Kyle. He’s four.”

         “I’m almost five,” the little boy corrected.

         “He’s almost five.” She stuck out her hand and Reed was forced to accept her handshake, though he was still feeling less than cheerful about a mother who let her kid tempt fate.

         “I guess almost five can be an… imaginative age.”

         “If his imagination was any stronger, I’d have to clone myself to keep up.”

         That brought a grudging smile to Reed’s lips. Or maybe it was the tingle along his arm when their hands met. The rush of heat caught him by surprise.

         “I’m sure he keeps you on your toes.” He released her hand. “I’m Reed Malloy. Are you and Kyle new in town?”

         She nodded. “We moved here from Virginia. I’m opening a business”—she pointed to the sign over a tiny shop that read ALLY’S ATTIC—“and Kyle and I are staying with my uncle. Maybe you know him. Archer Stone.”

         “Yeah, I know Archer. Sheriff Graystoke’s deputy. I didn’t know the town’s bachelor had family.”

         “I think we’re his only family. I know he’s all we have. He was my mother’s brother.”

         Was. Reed didn’t bother to ask more. He was well acquainted with family that was here and then gone in the blink of an eye.

         “Come on, Kyle. Time to get back to work.” She set down her son and kept his hand firmly in hers as she started toward the shop.

         Reed moved along beside them. “What sort of business is Ally’s Attic?”

         “It’s a consignment shop. People can bring in things they have that still work but they have no room or use for. They can set a price, or let me set what I think is a fair price. I get a percentage of each item I sell. It’s also a swap shop. For a fee, I can arrange for folks to trade something they have for something they want in my shop.”

         They stepped inside, and Reed looked around at the neat shelves, the clever presentations of items already listed for sale or trade.

         Ally pointed. “Like that piano in the window display. Clara McEvoy brought it in yesterday. Her husband and son-in-law delivered it, saying she was glad to be rid of it. No one’s touched it since her daughter grew up and moved away. Just this morning, even though we don’t officially open until Saturday, a woman knocked on the door and left her card with a promise to be back after school today to pay me. Besides teaching here at the school, she wants to teach music in her home, and this piano is the answer to her prayers. She wanted to lock in the sale before anybody else even had a chance to see it.”

         “Looks like you’re doing the folks in town a service, while making money doing it.”

         She smiled. “That’s the plan. I certainly hope so. I really need this to work out for us.”

         Us.

         Reed cleared his throat. “So, is your husband helping?”

         “I don’t have a—”

         Kyle tugged on his mother’s leg. “I’m hungry.”

         Reed looked from the little boy to his mother. If he’d heard correctly, she’d been about to say she didn’t have a husband. For some reason he didn’t want to probe too deeply, that comment had his heart lifting.

         Ally glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I got so busy, I forgot all about lunch. Come on. I’ll fix some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”

         Before she could catch his hand, Reed blurted, “I’m thinking about lunch, too. Have you eaten at D and B’s Diner?”

         The minute the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. Apparently his mouth was working ahead of his brain. Or what little brain he had at the moment.

         Ally shook her head. “We haven’t had time to visit any of the businesses here in town yet. We’ve been too busy cleaning and stocking the store. It’s easier and a lot cheaper to just catch a snack here.”

         He noted her flush of embarrassment. “Well then, it’s time you met the town newspaper.”

         At her arched brow he explained, “Dot and Barb. The twin sisters who own D and B’s. They know everything that happens around Glacier Ridge almost as soon as it happens, and they’re more than happy to share the news with their eager customers. In fact, just as many folks come in for the gossip as for their famous sandwiches, pot roast, and pie.”

         Though she was laughing, she shook her head. “Thanks for the invitation, but I can’t…”

         “My treat.” He stared pointedly at Kyle. “Besides, it saves you from having to fix lunch. You can save the peanut butter and jelly for tomorrow.”

         Kyle looked up. “Do they have grilled cheese?”

         Reed nodded. “In fact, it’s one of my favorites.”

         “Oh, boy.” He turned pleading eyes toward his mother. “Please, Mama.”

         She sighed. “All right.” She caught his hand and trailed Reed from the shop.

         As they started along the sidewalk, she added, “You had me at not having to fix lunch.”

         Reed grinned. “And here I thought it was my charm.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         When Reed stepped inside the diner alongside Ally and Kyle, he was greeted by Dot Parker, who gave one of her famous throaty wolf whistles.

         “Well, now, don’t you look just as handsome as ever, Reed Malloy. Where’ve you been keeping yourself?”

         “I’m spending a lot of time up in the hills with the herd.”

         “Ranchers. If it isn’t spring calving, it’s summer grazing, or fall roundup. Then, just as you catch your breath, the seasons start all over again.”

         Dot, her white hair pulled back in a bun, a polka-dot handkerchief pinned to the pocket of her pink dress, turned to give Ally a long, slow appraisal. “I’m not surprised Reed discovered our newest citizen of Glacier Ridge. This cowboy just seems to be a magnet for every pretty woman in Montana.”

         “Dot, this is Ally Shaw. And this is her son, Kyle.”

         “Hey, pretty Ally. And you, little guy, are as sweet-looking as your mama. I was hoping I’d get to meet you soon.”

         “Ally is opening a shop called Ally’s Attic.”

         “I already heard all about it. And all about you,” Dot added to Ally. “I hear you’re staying with your uncle, Archer Stone. Hard to believe that cranky bachelor would put up with a niece and her young son.”

         “Not for long. As soon as I can clean the upper rooms of my shop, Kyle and I will be living there.” Ally noted the way everyone in the diner was hanging on her every word.

         “Come on. I’ll show you to your table.” Dot led the way, keeping up a running commentary as she did.

         Reed threaded his way slowly among the diners, stopping to greet and chat with most of the regulars. All of them had a smile and a handshake for one of the area’s favorite cowboys.

         Over her shoulder Dot called, “Folks can’t wait for your grand opening on Saturday. They’re dying to see all the stuff their neighbors are willing to part with. I don’t know how much of it you’ll be able to sell, but I’m betting your shop will be full of nosy neighbors eager to see everybody else’s rejects.”

         Dot stopped at a table in the corner of the little restaurant.

         “I never think of them as rejects,” Ally said sweetly. “One man’s junk is another man’s treasure. In fact, before coming up with the name Ally’s Attic, I’d intended to call my shop Junk-to-Treasure, but I was afraid any reference to junk could turn buyers off.”

         “Yeah. It’s catchy,” Dot said with a laugh. “But I like the name you finally decided on better.”

         “Hey there, handsome cowboy.” Dot’s twin sister, Barb, looked through the kitchen pass-through where she was working the grill. Instead of the polka dots favored by her sister, she wore pink overalls with a pink checked shirt, the sleeves rolled above her elbows, her hair tied back with a pink bandana. “The specials today are my famous grilled three-cheese on sourdough and fresh apple pie.”

         “You just told me what I’m having.” Reed winked at her as he held a chair for Ally.

         Kyle scrambled up on the opposite chair and was kneeling to reach the table.

         “Kyle, too. Right?” Reed winked at the boy. “He said the only thing he wants is grilled cheese.”

         “Then this is your lucky day, Kyle.” Dot was smiling broadly as she handed him a coloring book and a box of crayons. “Would you like a high chair?”

         The little boy looked horrified. “Those are for babies. I’m almost five.”

         “Oh. Sorry. What was I thinking?” Dot chuckled as she turned to Ally. “How about you? Want the special sandwich, or something more substantial?”

         “I guess I’ll have the same as Reed and Kyle. My son will also have a glass of milk, and I’ll have a cup of tea.”

         “You got it.” Dot turned to Reed. “Coffee for you, or the usual?”

         “The usual.” Reed glanced at Kyle, busy coloring. “And you’d better bring a spare glass. Once a certain someone sees it, he’ll want to share.”

         Dot walked away, returning minutes later with small bowls of coleslaw, Ally’s tea, and Kyle’s milk.

         When she was gone, Reed looked across the table. “I told you Dot and Barb don’t miss much. If you asked, they could probably tell you where you last lived, for how long, and why you decided to settle in Glacier Ridge.”

         She smiled. “They’re hardly secrets. I lived in Virginia.”

         “With Kyle’s father?”

         “Rick is…” She swallowed and tried again. “Rick was a Marine.”

         Reed saw the glint of military dog tags at Kyle’s throat.

         Seeing the direction of his gaze, she nodded. “His third tour in Afghanistan ended…suddenly.” She shot a quick look at her son, pleased that he was absorbed in the coloring book. “I want Kyle to wear those in honor of the father he doesn’t remember.”

         “I’m sorry.”

         She nodded and fell silent as Dot began passing around plates of grilled cheese sandwiches, pickles, and thick steak fries.

         When she set a tall, frosty chocolate milk shake in front of Reed, Kyle looked up, his eyes behind the glasses suddenly as big as saucers.

         Before he could even ask his mother, Reed was pouring some in the empty glass Dot provided.

         “I don’t think your mom will mind, as long as you drink your milk, too.”

         The boy struggled to slurp up the milk shake through a straw and finally gave up, using a spoon instead.

         Ally laughed as she wiped at his chocolate mustache. “Now try a little of your sandwich.”

         Taking her own advice, she tasted hers, then looked at Reed. “This is really good.”

         “Yeah. Dot and Barb have had a lifetime to get it right.” He nibbled a fry. “What did you do in Virginia?”

         “I worked for a security firm.”

         “That sounds like a big deal.”

         She smiled. “I was just one insignificant worker bee in a huge hive. And when Rick…” She gave a shrug. “I realized I wanted something…” She shook her head, searching for the words. “Something not so big and impersonal. Kyle has been in day care since he was born. With all that’s happened, I just want to make a satisfying life for him. I’m hoping living near my only family member, in the comfort of a small town, will make a difference.”

         Seeing that Kyle was now listening, Reed turned his attention to the boy. “So. What do you think of D and B’s grilled cheese?”

         “It’s good.” The boy drained the last of his shake. “But not as good as this.” He turned to his mother. “Can I have some more?”

         “Let’s see if you still want some after you drink that glass of milk.”

         The boy picked it up and started drinking. But by the time it was half empty, he set it aside. “My tummy’s full.”

         “That’s a good thing. There’s always tomorrow.”

         “Can I have more milk shake then?”

         She was chuckling. “We’ll see.”

         Reed winked at the little boy. “When mothers say that, it means I hope by tomorrow he forgets all about it.”

         Kyle looked at his mother. “Is Reed right?”

         Now she was laughing out loud. “I’m not about to share all my mom secrets with you. And you”—she turned to Reed—“are old enough to know better.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” He winked again at Kyle. “We’ll talk later. I know a lot of mom secrets.”

         The little boy covered his mouth and giggled.

         When their plates were empty, Dot walked over and cleared the table. “Ready for that pie?”

         Reed and Ally nodded.

         Dot picked up Kyle’s plate. “I know most little boys don’t care much for pie. How about some cherry gelatin?”

         “Okay, I guess.” He glanced at his mother. “Will I like it, or is it just something that’s ’posed to be good for me?”

         That had the adults laughing.

         Ally was still grinning. “Why don’t we wait and see what you think?”

         Minutes later, as she and Reed dug into apple pie with a dollop of vanilla ice cream, Kyle tentatively tasted his gelatin topped with a spoonful of whipped cream.

         He looked up, smiling broadly. “This is good.”

         “Well, then.” Ally bit back the smile that threatened. “I guess I won’t bother trying to tell you it’s good for you.”

         “’Cause you’d be teasing, huh, Mama?”

         She gave a shrug of her shoulders and shared a knowing smile with Reed.

         When Dot slid the bill on the table, Reed placed some money on top of it and handed it to her.

         “How was everything?”

         “Best grilled cheese ever.” He lowered his voice. “You realize you’re sworn to secrecy. Yancy can never know I said that.”

         The two shared a laugh before Dot turned to Ally and Kyle. “I hope we’ll see you here again. Don’t be strangers.”

         “Thanks, Dot. We’ll be back.”

         “And Barb and I will make it over to your shop on grand opening day. Like everybody else in town, we’re dying to see what our neighbors have been hoarding for years and are now willing to part with.”

         “Maybe you have a few things of your own you’d like me to sell or trade.”

         Dot’s brow lifted. “You could be right. There’s this fancy little chest my aunt gave me when I was just a girl. She called it a handkerchief chest, and Barb and I have used it for jewelry through the years. But the drawers are too small for anything but a few pieces of jewelry, and it’s more suited to a little girl than the two of us. It’s just taking up space in a spare bedroom. I think I’ll see if Barb is ready to let it go.”

         “You could make some little girl in Glacier Ridge really happy next Christmas.”

         At Ally’s words, Dot gave a nod of her head. “I think you just said the magic words.”

         As Reed and Ally and Kyle walked to the door, Dot was already in the kitchen area, her head bent close to her twin sister.

         Reed held the door and trailed Ally and Kyle back to her shop.

         As they walked, Ally turned to him. “Who is Yancy?”

         “Our ranch cook.”

         “You have a cook?”

         “And a butler, and a maid, and…” Seeing the look on her face, he burst into laughter. “Just kidding. But Yancy Martin has been our cook for a lifetime. He’s considered one of the family.”

         Once inside, he gave a last look around before stepping back toward the door. “I think you may be on to something here. If Dot’s excited, she’ll have every one of her customers sharing that excitement. You’d better prepare for a run on sales when you hold your grand opening.”

         As he started to push open the door, Ally put a hand over his. “Thank you for lunch, Reed. And a huge thank you for catching Kyle before any harm came to him.”

         “You’re welcome.” He looked beyond her to where the little boy was busy running a toy truck along a strip of plastic highway through a plastic town. “Bye, Kyle. See you.”

         The boy looked over and shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Yeah. See you. I liked the milk shake. I even liked the…gela…”

         “Gelatin,” Ally prompted.

         “Yeah.” He returned his attention to his toys.

         Reed was grinning. “You might want to keep this door locked until your grand opening. Or at least keep any Super Kid capes out of sight when your back is turned.”

         “I like the way you think.” Her smile was bright enough to light up the room. “Thanks again.”

         Reed paused outside as Ally turned the lock in the door, ensuring that Kyle wouldn’t wander away again. He watched as she began tackling the contents of a fresh box of items for her store before he sauntered down the sidewalk.

         What had started out to be a dull day had turned into something quite different than he’d anticipated. Because of Ally and Kyle Shaw.

         
              

         

         “Hey, sonny boy.” Great One looked over his shoulder when Reed walked into the clinic. Both Agnes and the two doctors, Leonard Cross and his niece, Anita Cross, were laughing at something the old man had been telling them.

         “Did you find his heart?” Reed called as he strolled over.

         “Ha.” Nelson LaRou gave a shake of his head. “See the disrespect I get from this generation?”

         “They love you. We all do.” Old Dr. Cross turned to Reed. “We not only found your great-grandfather’s heart, but we’ve decided that it’s healthier than mine too.”

         “Exactly what I predicted. When do you want to see me again?” Great One addressed the question to both doctors, since they worked as a team.

         “I think six months.” Dr. Anita glanced at her uncle for confirmation, and he nodded in agreement.

         “Thanks, Docs.” Reed took hold of Nelson’s arm as they started toward the exit.

         Once in the truck, Reed headed out of town before turning onto the interstate.

         Nelson stretched out his legs and turned to study his great-grandson. “Did you tip a longneck or two at the Pig Sty?”

         Reed shook his head. “I never got that far.”

         As quickly as possible, he told Nelson about his horror at seeing a little boy dashing into the street and how they found his mother racing along the sidewalk, looking absolutely terrified when she’d discovered her four-year-old missing from her shop.

         “What sort of shop?”

         “It’s a consignment shop she’s calling Ally’s Attic. She takes the things folks no longer want or need and sells them for a commission or offers them in trade for something of equal value.”

         “Sounds like a clever girl.”

         “Yeah. She seems really smart and ambitious.”

         “I take it she’s pretty.”

         “What makes you think so?”

         The old man shrugged. “It’s the tone of your voice when you talked about her. And the way your face lit up. So, when do you plan on seeing her again?”

         “Who says I will?”

         “I’d put money on it, sonny boy.”

         Reed broke into laughter. “You think you’re so smart, Great One.”

         “Smart enough to know my great-grandson.” He paused a beat. “Did you have lunch?”

         “Yeah. I took Ally and Kyle to D and B’s Diner.”

         Nelson chuckled. “I’m proud of you. You don’t let any grass grow under your feet.”

         “Yeah.” Just thinking about Ally Shaw had Reed putting on his sunglasses, hoping to hide the gleam in his eye. “Just a chip off the old block. I had a good teacher.”

         “That you did, sonny boy. That you did. I was quite the ladies’ man in my day. That is, until I met my Madeline. After that, it was all over. No woman could even come close.”

         He closed his eyes and nodded off with a smile on his face.

         Watching him, Reed grinned.

         This day had turned out a whole lot better than he’d expected.

         And all because of a daring, freckled super kid in glasses.

         And his gorgeous mom.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I’m tired, Mama.”

         At Kyle’s words, Ally paused in her walk along the sidewalk to glance at her son. As he flopped down on a patch of hot concrete, her heart went out to him. The day had been long, and he’d been so good. Well, except for that lapse when he’d run into the street in his cape, thinking he was invincible. Thank heavens for the kindness of Reed Malloy.

         Reed Malloy. He’d been sneaking into her thoughts a lot today. When she’d seen a tall, darkly handsome cowboy striding toward her, holding firmly to her son, her heart had done a funny little dance. A reaction to fear, she told herself. Still, she couldn’t help being impressed by the way Dot Parker and her sister had acted like fangirls over him at lunch. Or the way everyone in the diner had greeted him like a long-lost friend.

         Not to mention the easy way he had with Kyle.

         In his young life there hadn’t been any men who would go out of their way for a busy, curious four-year-old.

         “Can you carry me, Mama?”

         Ally sighed. Between her shoulder bag stuffed with Kyle’s toys and the bag of groceries in her arms, there was no way she could lift him.

         Still, the look on his face nearly broke her heart.

         She knelt down. “Climb on my back and I’ll be your trusty steed.” It was a game she and her son often played.

         He eagerly did as she said, wrapping his chubby arms around her neck.

         “Now hang on tight, honey.” She wobbled to her feet, struggling to balance the additional weight before getting her bearings. She continued on toward her uncle’s house.

         “Can I have another milk shake tonight?”

         “Afraid not. We’re eating healthy. But I’ll think about it tomorrow.”

         “Reed said when moms say that, it means they hope their kids forget about it.”

         “Reed should keep some thoughts to himself.”

         “Maybe we’ll see Reed tomorrow and he’ll share his milk shake again.”

         “Maybe.” And wouldn’t that be lovely? It occurred to Ally that running into Reed Malloy had been the bright spot of her very long and challenging day.

         As she started up the walk to her uncle’s house, she sighed. “It doesn’t look like anybody’s home yet.”

         “Maybe Uncle Archer will be at work.” Her son’s tone sounded hopeful, and she thought again how difficult it had to be for Kyle, coming to a brand-new place and being made to feel that he was somehow in the way.

         If only Archer would cut her son a little slack. Ever since they’d arrived here in Glacier Ridge, her uncle had let her know that he didn’t want to see any of Kyle’s antics, or hear him whine, or have to deal with him in any way.

         Invisible.

         That was the term Archer had used. Just make sure the kid is invisible when I’m around.

         Though she’d been the one to initiate a renewal of family relations after a lifetime of separation, Archer had seemed to be on board with it. At least in their earlier exchange of letters.

         Now, after only weeks here in Glacier Ridge, she could feel the tension building within her uncle.

         She hoped by the end of another week she could have the upper floor of the shop cleaned out, so she and Kyle could have their own private apartment.

         Maybe then, once Archer had his space to himself, he would relax, and they could become the family she yearned for.

         Family.

         It meant everything to Ally. She wanted, more than anything, for Kyle to be part of a loving family.

         On the porch she knelt down and waited for Kyle to climb off her back. Setting aside the purse and bag, she fitted her key in the lock. Before she could turn it, the door swung open.

         Inside, she could hear the sounds of Kenny Rogers’s mellow voice crooning about his lady pouring from Archer’s main-floor bedroom. Her uncle seemed stuck on music from the eighties. And all of it sad love songs with haunting melodies and lyrics about broken hearts.

         “Looks like your uncle’s home, honey.” She picked up her burden and started toward the kitchen, with Kyle trailing behind.

         At her words, he seemed to have a meltdown. “I’m hot, Mama.”

         “I know. I am, too. If you’d like, take off your sweaty shirt and I’ll get you a clean one.”

         As she walked through the house, she turned on lights and opened windows, hoping to chase the gloom. No wonder the rooms were hot and stuffy. Because her uncle worked long hours, the house was always closed up.

         She couldn’t fault Archer for his taste. It was a bachelor’s house, with dark walls, heavy, oversize furniture, and scarred wooden floors. The kitchen had a metal table and four chairs, out-of-date appliances that, thankfully, worked, and cupboards and drawers with a few missing handles and pulls.

         But he’d permitted her and a very active four-year-old to move in and disrupt his comfortable existence, and for that she would be forever grateful.

         After setting Kyle up in a corner of the kitchen with his trucks, she searched through a basket of clean clothes atop the dryer until she found a T-shirt. Sorting and folding their laundry would have to wait until after they ate.

         She opened the grocery bag and began cutting fresh chicken into strips, along with peppers, zucchini, broccoli, and cauliflower.

         Soon the kitchen was filled with the wonderful fragrance of stir-fry.

         Down the hall the music abruptly ended. Minutes later Archer’s voice could be heard swearing a blue streak. He stormed into the kitchen, hair rumpled, eyes heavy-lidded, and Ally realized he’d been sleeping through the din.

         “Hi.” She looked up with a smile. “How was your—”

         He held up Kyle’s damp, dirty shirt. In his other hand was the chain containing Rick’s dog tags. “What did I tell you about leaving stuff lying around?”

         Kyle hurried over to stand beside his mother.

         “Don’t hide behind your mother’s skirts, you little—”

         Ally held up a hand. “This is my fault. I told him—”

         “Don’t you dare defend that kid.”

         “Archer, he’s only four…”

         “When I was his age, your mother was sixteen. She was tough as nails. Unlike you, she didn’t make excuses for me. She expected me to be as tough as her.”

         “She’d just lost her mother…”

         “Yeah, we’d both lost our mother. I may have been only four, but my big sister was old enough to boss me around and pretend she was in charge. She had no right. She wasn’t my mother.”

         The barely controlled fury in Archer’s tone shocked Ally.

         “I know it was hard. You were both just kids.”

         “One of us was a kid. The other was a slut.”

         “Archer, that’s my mother. Please…”

         “Yeah, well, the more she tried to boss me, the more I showed her I was my own boss. When she finally left Glacier Ridge, I never even said good-bye. Just good riddance.”

         Ally knew that Archer’s relationship with her mother, his older sister, had ended badly and that the two had never spoken again. But now, as the two remaining survivors, Ally had convinced herself that she and Archer would be able to put aside the past and forge a new and loving relationship. But each day under his roof was proving to be harder than the day before. Did he see his sister every time he looked at her? Could that be the reason for his deep-seated anger?

         Archer smugly pointed to the drop of blood on the floor at his feet as proof of his righteousness. “Thanks to your kid’s carelessness, I stepped on the edge of this piece of metal and cut myself.” He turned the full power of his fury on Kyle. “And all because you can’t pick up after yourself, boy.” He hurled the shirt and dog tags at Kyle, missing him by mere inches. “Next time you forget, you won’t get them back. I’ll lock them in my room, and they’ll be mine.”

         “They’re mine.” In a rare display of bravado, the little boy’s eyes flashed behind the glasses. “They were my daddy’s.”

         “You keep them where they belong or you don’t see them again. They’ll be mine forever. You understand?”

         “Yes.” Kyle’s lower lip quivered as he snatched up his father’s dog tags and clutched them to his chest.

         “And don’t you dare cry like a girl.”

         Archer turned his furious gaze on Ally. “As for you, I expect the kid’s mother to handle a few simple rules. And the first one is this: pick up after yourselves.”

         “I’ll remember.” Ally nodded toward the stove, hoping to soften his temper. “Would you like some supper? I made chicken stir-fry.” She turned toward the cupboard. “I’ll get some plates.”

         Archer crossed the room and lifted the lid on a pot of cooked rice, and then on the skillet of chicken and vegetables. “This looks disgusting.”

         “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know you don’t like stir-fry.”

         “Never tasted it. If it isn’t plain and simple, I’m not interested. I like to see what I’m eating. I can’t stomach mush.” He turned away. “You two can eat that slop. I’m heading over to Clay’s Pig Sty for some real food.”

         When Ally looked over to make a comment, the doorway was empty. Her uncle had already stormed away. Minutes later she heard the front door slam.

         Knowing she and Kyle were alone, she let out a deep sigh.

         After setting the table, she turned. “Go wash up, honey, and we’ll eat.”

         The little boy slunk out of the room.

         When he returned, the tight, pinched look of fear was wiped from his sweet face. With Archer gone, he was his sunny little self, with no thought to the earlier ugly scene.

         He climbed up onto a chair and dug into his dinner.

         “I like chicken stir-fry, Mama.”

         “Me too.” She watched as he ate the vegetables without complaint. From the time he was a toddler, she’d made sure to introduce him to a variety of foods and flavors. He was more familiar with fruits and vegetables than he was with sweets.

         “More milk?”

         He nodded, and she filled his glass.

         He drank before wiping the back of his hand across his milk mustache. “When I’m big, I’m going to drink a chocolate milk shake every day.”

         “You might want to think about one a week.”

         “Why?”

         “I’m not sure it’s healthy to have one every day.”

         He thought about it a moment. “Is it healthy to eat bananas every day?”

         “I don’t think it would hurt.”

         “Then why not milk shakes?”

         “That’s a good question.” She laughed. “I wish I had a good answer. But I just think that much ice cream every day might not be good for you.”

         “But if it is”—he finished the last of his stir-fry—“then could I have one every day?”

         Ally sighed. Why did kids seem to fixate on the very things parents would rather forget? She gave a shake of her head. “I wish Reed Malloy had never introduced you to D and B’s chocolate milk shakes.”

         “I’m glad he did. Reed’s nice.”

         “Yes, he is.”

         “Nicer than Uncle Archer.”

         Ally held her silence.

         “Think we’ll see Reed tomorrow?”

         “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” Ally pushed away from the table and set the kettle on the stove.

         “I’m done, Mama. Can I play with my trucks?”

         “Yes. But just until I finish my tea. Then you and I are heading upstairs. We’ve both had a long day.”

         “Are you going to read the rest of the story you started yesterday?”

         “If I can stay awake long enough.”

         “That’s what you said yesterday.”

         She ruffled his hair. “I know. But you were asleep before me.”

         “I’ll stay awake tonight.”

         “We’ll see.”

         “Reed said that means—”

         She burst into laughter. “I know what Reed said. Now I’m really going to make him pay for revealing a mom secret.”

         Kyle was grinning as he returned to his trucks in the corner of the kitchen.

         As Ally poured boiling water into her cup, she studied her son, so innocent, so willing to put aside that angry scene and play, as though it had never happened.

         She stared out the window at the growing darkness. Here in Montana, far from the bustling city she’d always called home, everything seemed so different. So much open space. And the night sky. Without all the neon, it seemed bigger. Closer. The moon and stars so bright, so defined, she felt as though she could reach out and touch them.

         That ought to give her comfort, but the truth was, all this space and lack of people frightened her.

         When she’d left her former life behind, severing ties with the people she’d worked with, the neighbors she’d known for a lifetime, she’d expected to feel alone and lonely. And at times, she did. But she hadn’t expected to feel so alienated from everything that was familiar and comfortable.

         She couldn’t complain. For the most part, she’d been quickly embraced by the good people in Glacier Ridge.

         All except her uncle.

         It seemed odd that her only living relative would be the one to make her feel like an intruder.

         He had every right, she reminded herself. He’d carved out a comfortable life for himself.

         He was a respected deputy in the sheriff’s department. He had buddies to hang out with at the local saloon. And his neighbors had known him since he was a boy.

         If he seemed set in his ways, that was his right.

         She and Kyle needed to get out of his way as quickly as possible.

         She walked away and returned with the laundry basket, quickly sorting and folding their clothes. She set Archer’s things in a neat pile atop the dryer and picked up the rest. “Okay, buddy. Time to take a bath and get ready for bed. Let’s go.”

         As she trailed her little boy up the stairs, she came to a decision. Once the grand opening was out of the way, she would put as much energy as possible into cleaning out the upper floor of her shop. She wasn’t going to wait another week. She would move in within days, even if it meant doing without a few necessities for a while.

         That way, Archer would have his old way of life back. And she and Kyle could move on and make a new life.

         One, she hoped, that would be satisfying and would give them both a sense of peace going forward.
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