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      Chapter One
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      “When will we get there? To Sage Ranch?”

      
      The sleepy, but still wary voice of the boy in the passenger seat broke the silence of the moonless Montana night.

      
      Travis Tanner glanced at his scrawny ten-year-old adopted stepson. Then back at the long, empty road leading them to Lonesome
         Way and his family’s ranch. The vast darkness of the June night nearly obliterated the peaks of the Crazy Mountains in the
         distance—but not quite. A few stars gleamed, despite the clouds, illuminating the faint outline of hefty granite peaks spiraling
         up, dwarfing the road, the trees, and certainly the black Explorer and its two passengers driving down that lonely road.
      

      
      “Soon,” Travis said quietly. “We’ll be there soon. Another twenty minutes, half hour, tops.”

      
      It was almost midnight and Grady had been sleeping since ten o’clock. But now the brown-haired boy with his mother’s green
         eyes looked like he was going to be awake for the duration. Awake and uneasy.
      

      
      
      “You need a pit stop?” Travis asked as the Explorer sped past a coyote stealing furtively through some brush at the side of
         the road. “There’s a gas station coming up just outside of Lonesome Way.”
      

      
      “I’m okay,” Grady mumbled. His voice sounded low, defensive. And just a tad sulky. Which matched the expression on his face
         ever since Travis had picked him up at Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix the previous afternoon, after Val plopped him on a plane
         in L.A.
      

      
      The poor kid didn’t know what to expect, Travis reflected, his jaw tightening. One minute he’d been in L.A., in his big fancy
         new house with an Olympic-sized swimming pool, cabana, guest house, game room, and thirty-seat home theater, and the next
         he’d been shipped off for the summer with his adoptive father, who was no longer even married to his mother—and was on his
         way to a remote ranch the kid had been to only once in his life and probably didn’t even remember.
      

      
      Travis had been stunned when his ex-wife called him, her voice high-pitched and shaking with tension as she yelled that she
         and her new husband were at the end of their rope and couldn’t handle Grady anymore, that they needed a break. She’d said
         Grady had failed a class at school and would probably need to repeat fifth grade. He hadn’t bothered doing homework, he’d
         skipped classes, he’d mouthed off to teachers. Worse, he’d been getting into fights and had even been suspended for the last
         two weeks of school before summer vacation started.
      

      
      “Drew’s really angry—and I just can’t take it anymore. The two of them … they just don’t … Travis, you’re his father legally,
         and I need you to take him for the summer! I really can’t deal with any of this right now. Drew and I—we’re having a big party
         here in a few weeks—one hundred guests—and I’m at my wit’s end. There’s so much to do, and Grady, he’s so difficult—I just
         can’t handle—”
      

      
      “I’ll come get him,” Travis had said instantly. Not for Val’s sake, that was for damned sure, but for Grady’s. He’d first met Val’s son, then four years old, when he picked her up
         for their second date. Val’s first husband, Kevin, had died of cancer two years before, when Grady was only a toddler.
      

      
      The Grady he’d met that night had been a tiny fast-motion machine, a tousle-haired, pug-nosed imp, precocious, funny as hell,
         and possessing a sweet smile that had burrowed its way into Travis’s heart. A year after he and Val tied the knot, Travis
         had legally adopted his stepson and had loved being a father to him, even after things went south between him and Val.
      

      
      But lately he hadn’t been able to spend as much time with his son. His latest investigation with the FBI, the death of his
         former partner, and Val marrying some corporate bigwig and moving with Grady to L.A. last year had made visits a lot more
         difficult to come by.
      

      
      “I was just leaving for the ranch, Val, but I’ll come to L.A. first and pick Grady up,” Travis had told her.

      
      “The ranch? You’re going to the ranch?”

      
      He hadn’t bothered explaining that he’d taken an extended leave of absence from the FBI two weeks before, had found someone
         to rent his house outside of Phoenix, and was headed home to Lonesome Way to take some time, figure things out, and make a
         new start.
      

      
      “Yep,” was all Travis had told his ex-wife. “I’ll see to it Grady gets back on track over the summer. In Montana.”

      
      After that, Val hadn’t asked any questions. She’d been too relieved that Travis was taking the boy off her hands for the entire
         summer. Before he could say another word, she told him that he didn’t need to drive all the way out to L. A.—she would put
         Grady on a plane, get an airline escort for him. It was as clear as daylight to Travis that all she really wanted was to ship
         the kid the hell out as fast as she could.
      

      
      Travis’s heart had plummeted when he’d picked Grady up at the airport and had seen how much his son had changed in just the past three months. For one thing, he’d shot up a couple of inches—the very beginnings of a growth spurt. But there
         was also scant trace of the happy kid who’d read all of the Harry Potter books twice and seen all of the movies, and who had
         joyously biked with Travis up and down Venice Beach last summer.
      

      
      The boy who stepped off that plane and was now slouched in the passenger seat of the Explorer was withdrawn, wary, on the
         verge of being surly.
      

      
      And Travis knew he should have been there for him—FBI or no FBI.

      
      “Things will start looking up tomorrow,” he said conversationally as they swung down the main street of his hometown of Lonesome
         Way. The sidewalks were deserted at this time of night, though he noted with not the slightest bit of surprise that there
         were lights blazing and cars crammed in the parking lot of the Double Cross Bar and Grill, the town’s most popular watering
         hole.
      

      
      When Grady didn’t answer, Travis continued easily as he took the turn that would lead to Squirrel Road. “You’ll have a good
         bed tonight, not like that lumpy one at the motel last night. You had a great time at the ranch when you were there before,
         remember? And Uncle Rafe’s new wife, Sophie—she owns that little bakery we just passed in town. A Bun in the Oven. She makes
         cinnamon buns that you won’t believe. Melt-in-your-mouth good. Bet she’ll have some on hand tomorrow for breakfast.”
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      For the first time Travis heard a note of interest in the boy’s tone.

      
      Food. Food is the way to a growing boy’s heart. He’d have to remember that. Grady had wolfed down two burgers and a greasy bag of fries at the drive-through in Crystal
         Springs that afternoon.
      

      
      “Sophie—she’s your aunt now—usually has a chocolate cake or an apple pie around the house, too. At least that’s what my niece, Ivy, tells me. You won’t go hungry at Sage Ranch, that’s for sure.”
      

      
      “I don’t really remember it.” Grady stared out into the darkness, a frown puckering his mouth. “I remember horses, that’s
         about it. You put me up on a horse called Gum … Gumball or something, and I almost slipped off. But you caught me.”
      

      
      “Gumption,” Travis corrected with a grin. “You were only seven. You got the hang of it before too long. You actually did great
         for a tenderfoot. And this summer, you’ll get to do some real riding. And some real work.”
      

      
      Grady looked interested, and just a tad scared.

      
      “What kind of work?” he bit out.

      
      “Taking care of the horses, mucking out stalls, pitching hay. I haven’t checked out my cabin in a while and might need some
         help making it habitable again. Stuff like that.”
      

      
      “And what if I don’t want to muck out stalls and clean up crap?”

      
      Travis shot him a measuring glance and Grady glanced away, his hands clenched in his lap.

      
      “It’s going to be a good summer, Grady,” Travis told his son quietly.

      
      “Yeah, right. Aren’t you going to yell at me—for getting a D in English, and flunking earth science and getting suspended?
         Everyone else does. That’s all they do.”
      

      
      “We’ll talk about all of that. But not tonight.” Travis kept his tone steady. “You’re beat and so am I. It can wait. Unless
         there’s something you want to say.”
      

      
      Grady shook his head.

      
      “You sure? I’m listening.”

      
      “How much longer ’til we’re there? I just want outta this car.” Grady’s tone was defiant again now. But Travis heard the misery
         and uncertainty beneath the words as the boy hunched his shoulders and turned away, staring out the window into the black
         moonless night.
      

      
      Travis said nothing, merely drove another mile and then turned into the long wide drive leading to the ranch. When Grady made out the ranch house just ahead, he stiffened and peered
         through the darkness at the huge rambling structure looming up in the darkness.
      

      
      The porch light was on. And light gleamed in the kitchen window. For a moment Travis could almost imagine it was a dozen years
         earlier, that his parents were still alive, sipping coffee in the kitchen, waiting up for him and his brothers, Rafe and Jake,
         to get home from a date or a dance or a movie.
      

      
      He shook himself back to the present and wondered how much of the ranch his son remembered. Being back in Lonesome Way was
         stirring his own memories big-time.
      

      
      All those squabbles and tussles and laughs with Rafe and Jake. Hours spent swimming in the creek with his sister, Lissie,
         or racing on horseback across the pasture. Midnight poker games with his high school friends in Mick Peterson’s barn. The
         exhilaration that had rushed through him every time he threw a winning touchdown pass or charged down the field at a football
         game.
      

      
      And Mia. Mia Quinn.
      

      
      Mia had been best friends with his younger sister, Lissie, since as far back as he could recall. She and Lissie—along with
         Sophie McPhee, who’d married his brother Rafe last year—had been inseparable growing up, and he’d regularly encountered Mia
         darting around every corner of his house when he was a kid. She’d been a scrappy little tomboy in those days, two years younger
         than Travis—just his sister’s tiny, fast-talking friend. And Travis had never looked at her twice.
      

      
      Until she hit high school. Then he’d looked, all right. Because sometime over the summer between eighth grade and her freshman
         year, the messy-haired tomboy had transformed into a petite blond bombshell, with pin-straight hair that flowed to her slim
         little waist, a gorgeous face with a mouth so lush he could almost taste its pillowy sweetness before his lips ever actually touched hers, and a body as curvy and distracting as any Victoria’s Secret model.
      

      
      Travis had fallen for her. Fallen hard.

      
      They’d started dating in November of her freshman year and he’d known he loved her by Christmas. They’d been a couple all
         through the rest of Travis’s time in high school. And not just any couple. Travis and Mia had been “the” couple—the one everyone
         was sure would get married and have a ton of kids.
      

      
      Pulling up in the dark at the house with his son beside him, Travis flashed back for a dizzying moment on all the dates and
         dances and picnics he and Mia had shared—afternoons sipping Cokes and eating chocolate cream pie at Roy’s Diner, weekends
         kissing and laughing on her front porch swing on Larkspur Road. Or all those evenings in the hay-scented barn at Sage Ranch,
         making out in the hayloft when no one was around. Stroking her hair, touching her beautiful, trusting face, breathing in the
         summer-flower scent of her, whispering how much he loved her on those hikes up to Larkspur Point.
      

      
      Mia was the girl he’d planned to marry.

      
      The girl he’d promised undying love.

      
      And the girl he’d walked away from the day after his prom without a single backward glance.
      

      
      When he’d come home a little more than a year and a half ago for Rafe and Sophie’s wedding, Mia had been there, looking more
         gorgeous and sexy than ever in a delicious red dress, but she hadn’t even glanced at him.
      

      
      It was as if for her, he might never have existed.

      
      And every time he’d tried to seek her out that day at the wedding, she’d managed to elude him. She was always busy talking
         to someone else—her smile breezy, happy. Her attention riveted on Sophie, or on Lissie, who’d been nine months pregnant and
         in fact had delivered her little girl, Molly, the very next day.
      

      
      It had bothered him that he and Mia never spoke that day, but he hadn’t forced the matter. They hadn’t exactly been on good terms for years now, so he knew he had no right to push
         himself on her, even to say hello. He’d thought he would forget all about her after he returned to Phoenix following the wedding,
         but that hadn’t happened.
      

      
      Could be a part of him had never forgotten.

      
      “C’mon, buddy,” he said as the front door opened and light spilled from the living room of the ranch house, as warm and welcoming
         as a fire in the hearth. Rafe, at six foot three, two inches taller than Travis but not as powerfully built, ambled out onto
         the lit-up porch, a welcoming grin on his face.
      

      
      “There’s your uncle.” Travis put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “We’re home.”

      
      “It’s your home, not mine.” The sadly muttered words from the boy who unsnapped his seat belt and shoved open the Explorer’s
         door felt like a baseball bat swung hard against his chest.
      

      
      He reminded himself that bringing Grady around would take some time. Loneliness, anger, sadness … whatever was eating the
         boy from the inside out couldn’t be undone in an instant.
      

      
      Neither can betrayal. The thought popped into his head. He’d betrayed Mia all those years ago when they were teenagers—when he was a reckless,
         stupid kid in a panic over the thought of a lifetime commitment.
      

      
      That kind of betrayal couldn’t be undone quickly. Who was he kidding? It probably couldn’t be undone at all.

      
      Besides, the girl he’d hurt was all grown up now—and not his responsibility. Hell, when he’d come back from college the following
         summer and gone to see her, hoping she might give him another chance, she’d frozen him out. Looked at him like he was a chunk
         of crud on the bottom of her shoe. She was dating Curt Hathaway by then so she hadn’t exactly been languishing after he left
         her. She’d gotten married to some business whiz sometime after she finished college and though from what he’d heard it hadn’t ended well, she’d clearly moved on.
      

      
      You can never go back. Only forward. The words that his former partner at the bureau, Joe Grisham, had told him often enough echoed through his ears. After the
         turmoil of the last few months, including Joe’s sudden, devastating death, Travis sensed Joe was right.
      

      
      He had his son to focus on now. And his future. There was an idea for a new business circling through his head. It was time
         to get started on building a new life for himself and Grady.
      

      
      There’s no going back.
      

      
      He swung his long legs out of the car, grabbed Grady’s duffel, and followed his son up the steps of Sage Ranch.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

[image: Image]

      Pale glimmers of dawn stole across the peaks of the Crazy Mountains as Mia Quinn sat with her legs curled beneath her on her
         front porch swing, sipping coffee from her favorite pink mug and seeing stars.
      

      
      Not celestial stars—those had faded with the sunrise. Mia saw imaginary stars, glowing like brilliant sparks in a dark blue
         sky. Exactly like the ones in the Van Gogh painting Starry Night. She saw them in her mind as she envisioned the design of the quilt she’d sew this summer for her quilting group’s exhibition
         fund-raiser.
      

      
      Her grandmother, Alicia Rae Clayton, had been the undisputed leader of Bits and Pieces—Lonesome Way’s quilting society—for
         six years before her death three years ago. It still felt a bit strange to go to meetings in the paneled basement of the community
         center and not have Gram there, front and center. But it was what it was, Mia always told herself as she mingled with her
         grandmother’s closest friends and the younger quilters like herself.
      

      
      
      She’d initially only joined the group for her grandmother’s sake. It had seemed a simple enough way to make Gram happy and
         to spend more time with her, but she’d soon found herself fascinated with the lore and history of quilts and with the women
         who created them—as well as with the pleasure of comparing notes with a circle of women all devoted to creating something
         both useful and lovely.
      

      
      Then something unexpected happened. She came to treasure it. All of it.

      
      The hunt for just the right fabric. The excitement of mastering appliqué. The joy of seeing her design spring to life as she
         sat at her sewing machine for hours, feeling as if she were spinning straw into gold.
      

      
      And then there was the tea and lemon scones, or coffee and pie, from A Bun in the Oven served at every Bits and Pieces meeting.
         Not to mention the encouragement, advice, and conversation that swirled around her like a cozy shawl.
      

      
      Her heart would sing as she sketched, cut templates, and measured seams, striving to make every quilt as unique as her grandmother’s
         while transforming simple cotton fabric into a work of lasting beauty.
      

      
      Mia knew her love of quilting came directly from Gram. Her grandmother had been quilting since she was a young girl and each
         of her quilts was gorgeous. They graced every bed and some of the walls in the little house on Larkspur Road where Mia had
         grown up.
      

      
      She’d moved back there from Butte in order to live with Gram during the last fragile years of Gram’s life, after her own parents
         were gone, after her divorce from Peter Clancy.
      

      
      Her favorite room was the small den that had become her grandmother’s sewing studio. Gram had spent nearly all of her time
         there, measuring and cutting and sewing or doing meticulous embroidery and appliqué.
      

      
      These days Mia often found herself glancing over at the faded butterfly quilt that hung on the sewing studio’s wall as she
         worked on quilts of her own. That well-used quilt with its graceful checkerboard blocks and carefully stitched appliqué had won her grandmother an award at her very first quilt
         show at the age of nineteen.
      

      
      Merely gazing at the beautifully precise squares, each one artistically connected to the whole, made her feel almost as if
         Gram were there beside her, peering over her shoulder with her reading glasses pushed up on her nose, smiling. Pleased.
      

      
      Pleased that Mia had returned to quilting. And to Bits and Pieces.

      
      For a while after her grandmother’s death, Mia had given up quilting. She’d told everyone that during the school year she
         was too busy with her teaching, but eventually she’d admitted the truth to herself.
      

      
      It hurt too much to attend the monthly meetings without Gram, to see all of the women who’d been Gram’s friends and not see her grandmother’s delicate, heart-shaped face, her spry figure, her silver-gray hair when she glanced around the room.
      

      
      She’d rejoined only last year—seeking out the connection again and spurred on by the approach of the annual Bits and Pieces
         quilt show.
      

      
      Always held in mid-July, the exhibition was combined with an ice cream social and quilt raffles, all of which served as a
         fund-raiser for local charities. This summer all of the proceeds would be distributed to the Loving Arms shelter for abused
         women and children.
      

      
      The school year at Lonesome Way Middle School had ended just the day before, and now Mia had the luxury of several months
         ahead without the need to think about fifth-grade lesson plans or essays that needed grading. Without having to devote hours
         of time to marking up English quizzes with a red pen.
      

      
      That meant an entire summer to devote to quilting—completing her own Starry Night quilt and a special square for the Bits
         and Pieces community quilt to be raffled off at the exhibition. She’d have plenty of time to do all that and tend her garden, plus hunt up the perfect birthday card for Tommy,
         her best friend’s husband—Lissie was throwing him a birthday bash at the Double Cross Bar and Grill.
      

      
      With the early morning air cool against her skin, the heat from the mug felt good, warming her palms as she shivered slightly
         in her pale gray hoodie and sweatpants. Beside her, Samson stirred and nestled closer, plopping his furry chin on her thigh.
      

      
      “Sleepyhead,” she murmured and stroked his ears absently.

      
      She’d rescued the tiny gray and white mutt a few months back, after seeing a ramshackle Ford truck stop twenty feet in front
         of her on Old Cedar Road in the midst of a snowstorm. The driver had tossed a small dog out into the icy road and then roared
         off.
      

      
      Mia had braked immediately, shaking with rage, and had scooped up the scrawny little guy and set him on the passenger seat
         of her Jeep.
      

      
      The dog had slowly crawled onto her lap and looked up into her eyes with absolute trust. And won her heart.

      
      A quick examination by Doc Weatherby revealed the mutt had no tags, no chip.

      
      Which probably meant no friends and no home.

      
      “What do you want to do with him?” the vet asked after giving the tiny bundle of fur a thorough checkup. “Want to drop him
         over at the shelter or should I do it later today?”
      

      
      Mia had picked him up and held him close. The dog weighed no more than ten pounds, tops.

      
      “I’d better keep him. We’re in desperate need of a guard dog on Larkspur Road.”

      
      Doc Weatherby laughed.

      
      As if understanding her words, Samson had tentatively overcome his shaking nervousness to lick her cheek.

      
      “You sure?” the vet asked. “You haven’t had a dog since Reckless died.” He’d helped her put Reckless to sleep eight years before, and Mia had thought she’d never get over the grief.
      

      
      “Then I guess it’s time, isn’t it?” she’d countered softly.

      
      The truth was, she’d taken one look into the abandoned mutt’s beautiful lonely eyes and guessed fate had put her on Old Cedar
         Road for a reason that day.
      

      
      “Relax, big guy,” she’d whispered. “You’re not going anywhere except home with me.”

      
      Now Samson’s head flew up as Mia’s across-the-street neighbor Ellis Stone pulled up into her driveway, parked her old Dodge
         van, and got out, waving at Mia in the swing.
      

      
      “Morning, Mia!”

      
      “Morning, Ellis.”

      
      Ellis’s husband had passed away last year. She was fifty-five and a nurse who worked the night shift at the hospital. Ellis
         had more energy than anyone Mia knew. She came home at seven every morning, slept until two, then babysat her eleven-year-old
         twin grandsons, walked vigorously for an hour around the neighborhood, did her shopping and baking, and managed most days
         to write an online blog for her book club, which met every other week.
      

      
      To Mia’s surprise, instead of letting herself into her trim little house as usual, no doubt to fall into bed, Ellis strode
         toward her. Samson’s tail began to thump against the wood of the swing.
      

      
      “Something I thought you should know.” Ellis padded up the neat, flower-bedecked walkway toward the porch, weariness creasing
         her high forehead beneath her short-cropped rust-colored hair. A songbird chirped in Mia’s dogwood tree, and from the next
         block came the faint sound of a dog barking.
      

      
      Mia recognized that deep bark. It was Zeke’s dog, Bounty. Her heart twisted a little at the familiar low, hoarse sound of
         her ex-fiancé’s German shepherd–boxer mix. Sheriff’s deputy Zeke Mueller lived only one block away. He’d rebounded with surprising
         speed after she broke off their engagement less than a year ago—and now he and his new wife of four months were expecting triplets.
      

      
      So much for “You’re the only woman I’ll ever love.” Zeke’s exact words when he proposed.

      
      Peter Clancy, her ex-husband, had said nearly the same thing a week before he cleaned out their joint bank account and disappeared
         without so much as a “Nice knowing you.” Now he only called when he was two steps ahead of the bill collectors and desperate
         for a loan.
      

      
      As if.
      

      
      In high school, Travis had told her more times than she could ever count that she was the only girl for him. Ever.

      
      The promises of a man are as meaningless as the ramblings of a fortune cookie. So Mia’s mother had frequently reminded her.
      

      
      According to her mother, ever since Gram’s good luck wedding quilt had been destroyed in a fire weeks before her nuptials
         to Henry Clayton, the women in Mia’s family had been cursed with bad luck when it came to love.
      

      
      The quilt had been sewn by Mia’s grandmother’s great-grandmother in 1902 and passed down from contented mothers to joyfully-in-love
         daughters ever since. But after it went up in flames, the tradition of long-lasting marital bliss had seemed to go up in smoke
         as well.
      

      
      Not only had Henry run off with a barmaid when Mia’s mother was a little girl, never to be seen again, but Mia’s father had
         frequently cheated, and her mother had time and again taken him back. Each time, she’d vowed never to let the man set foot
         inside the house again, and each time, she’d allowed him to return on the “condition” of a fresh start.
      

      
      “I’m sorry for this news,” Ellis continued, her words yanking Mia back to the present with a start. “But your aunt was brought
         in to the hospital last night.”
      

      
      “Winona?” Mia swung her legs to the ground, her amber eyes locking on Ellis’s face.

      
      Sensing something was up, Samson lifted his furry head.

      
      
      “She’s not … She’s all right, isn’t she?”

      
      “Oh, she’s not dead, that’s for sure. Everyone in town knows Winny Pruitt’s too mean to die.” The instant the words came out
         of her mouth, Ellis looked abashed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make a joke of it. She is your aunt, after all.”
      

      
      Not that anyone can tell, Mia thought. Everyone knew Mia’s great-aunt—her grandmother’s sister—wanted nothing to do with any member of her family.
      

      
      Nor, for that matter, with anyone in Lonesome Way. The woman was the town loner, a self-imposed hermit. She kept to herself,
         rarely speaking to another soul, except for her neighbor, Abner Floyd, whose dilapidated farm bordered her cabin.
      

      
      Winny was an enigma. On the few occasions when Mia had spotted her aunt in town over the past years and greeted her, Gram’s
         younger sister had nodded brusquely, her eyes as cold as mountain snow. Then she’d turned away without uttering a word.
      

      
      She did the same with everyone in Lonesome Way and most people had stopped bothering to try to speak to her on the rare occasion
         when she ventured into town for groceries or supplies.
      

      
      Mia had no idea what had caused Gram and Winny to stop speaking to each other years ago, since even up until the day she died,
         Gram had refused to discuss it.
      

      
      All Mia knew was that Winny had never come to a single Sunday dinner or Fourth of July barbecue, had never exchanged a birthday
         card or even a phone call with Gram as far back as Mia and her own older sister, Samantha, could remember.
      

      
      Aunt Winny hadn’t even come to Gram’s funeral. Which shouldn’t have been a surprise because she hadn’t come to the graveyard
         service for Mia’s parents several years before that either, after their car spun out in the worst blizzard of the decade.
      

      
      “What’s wrong with Winny? Is she sick?”

      
      
      Mia knew she wasn’t under any obligation to feel concern for her great-aunt—after all, it was Winny who’d made the decision
         to part ways with her family and she’d rigidly stuck to it. But it had always disappointed her that even when she’d made overtures—inviting
         her aunt to dinner or driving out to her cabin on Sweetwater Road to bring her a Christmas gift the year after Gram died—her
         aunt had stonily refused to open her door, much less even a fraction of her heart, to her only remaining family.
      

      
      Whatever had happened between Gram and her sister when they were younger had caused a permanent rift, and all of Mia’s overtures
         had been summarily rejected.
      

      
      “Seems she tripped over a loose board on her front porch. Had a pretty nasty fall—sprained her foot real bad. She’ll be using
         a cane for a while. Wasn’t none too happy about it either,” Ellis added with an arch of her eyebrows. “She nearly snapped
         Doc Grantham’s head off when he told her she’d need that cane for at least three or four weeks. She’s lucky it wasn’t any
         more serious—she could have broken a hip or an arm—or worse.”
      

      
      “Thanks for telling me, Ellis.” Mia jumped to her feet, her coffee mug gripped in one hand as she set Samson down on the porch
         with the other.
      

      
      “I know that look.” Ellis studied her. “You’re thinking about going out to Sweetwater Road, trying to tend to her, aren’t
         you?” She shook her head. “You have a big heart, Mia, but that old woman is a lost cause if I ever saw one. She’s never shown
         a flicker of interest in you or Samantha—or your dear mother either, rest her soul. You’re wasting your sympathy on her.”
      

      
      “Don’t I know it.”

      
      “Uh-huh. So why do I still think you’re planning to check up on her?”

      
      “Call me crazy.” Mia grinned. Ellis knew her too well. “She’s family, Ellis, whether she likes it or not. And she’s out there
         miles from town in the middle of nowhere. All alone.”
      

      
      
      “Honey, by now, Winona Pruitt’s plenty used to being alone.” Ellis’s sharp hazel eyes bored into Mia’s face. Then a wry smile
         touched the corners of her lips.
      

      
      “You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you? You’re going to Sweetwater Road to check on her.”

      
      “I’ll take her some supper—just for tonight. Then I’m done. Believe me, I know she wants nothing to do with me or Samantha.”

      
      Her sister, Sam, lived in Butte with her daughter, Brittany, and a brand-new husband, and Winny had no interest in any of
         them either.
      

      
      “In your own way, you’re as stubborn as your grandmother was, you know that?” The nurse spoke fondly. “And as Winny, too,
         I suppose.”
      

      
      “Ellis, you don’t have any clue what started it all, do you?”

      
      “You mean the feud?” Ellis waved a dismissive hand. “It was all before my time. Far back as I can remember, I’d heard Winny
         was on the outs with your grandmother and your parents, just about everyone. I don’t recall anyone ever saying what brought
         it all on. Which is strange, considering folks here pretty much know everybody’s business and don’t mind talking about it.”
      

      
      “Even my mom didn’t know. Gram never would tell her, not during all the years Winny was gone or after she came back.”

      
      Ellis patted Samson’s head. “Well, now, remember, some old things are like graves—best left undisturbed.” She nodded meaningfully.
         “You want to bring your aunt some supper, go right ahead. But don’t be surprised if she refuses to poke her head out the screen
         door. She didn’t say a decent word to Doc Grantham the whole time she was in the ER—didn’t do more than grunt and curse when
         he examined her foot. She’s a tough bird, that one.”
      

      
      But even a bird needs to eat, Mia thought.
      

      
      So half an hour later, after showering, pulling on her Wranglers, a pale blue tank top, and sandals, then twisting her blond hair into a loose knot atop her head, she headed for
         the kitchen. First she poured Samson’s kibble into a bowl and freshened his water, then she washed her hands and turned her
         attention to her fridge.
      

      
      It wasn’t as if she was going to any trouble. She had half of a roast chicken left from the previous night’s supper, so she
         merely wrapped it in tinfoil, then nuked a potato in the microwave while tossing together a quick salad of greens, carrots,
         peppers, and tomatoes.
      

      
      There. Done.

      
      So don’t start yelling at me from your grave, Gram, she thought as she stuffed everything into a wicker basket, grabbed a hoodie, and carried Winny’s supper out to her car.
         You may not have liked your sister, but you wouldn’t want her to starve to death out there on Sweetwater Road, would you?

      
      She had just slid into the Jeep when her cell phone rang.

      
      Samantha.
      

      
      “What’s up?” Mia asked, fastening her seat belt one-handed.

      
      “Mia, I’m scared. Really scared.” Mia went stock-still as she heard the quiver in her sister’s voice. “It’s Brittany. God,
         I don’t know what to do.”
      

      
      “Sam, take a breath. Tell me what’s going on.”

      
      “Britt’s missing. I can’t find her anywhere!”
      

      
      Mia felt her heart slam hard inside her chest. “What do you mean missing?”
      

      
      “I’ve called every single one of her friends. No one knows where she is. Or else they’re just not telling me!” Sam’s voice rose in a crescendo of panic. “I could kill her right now. Alec and I are supposed to leave tomorrow for our honeymoon and she’s … gone. Or hiding. Or something. Laura claims she doesn’t know where Britt is, but …”
      

      
      Her sister’s voice broke, and Mia heard hard, gut-wrenching sobs.

      
      
      “Give it a minute, honey, take a deep breath.” Her mind was racing as she tried to think. Laura Walker. Britt’s best friend.
         If anyone knew where she was, it would be Laura.
      

      
      “Start from the beginning, Sam. Tell me the last time you saw her.”

      
      “Last night. We had a fight. She was being rude to Alec and I told her to knock it off. She flew out the door, yelling that
         she was spending the night at Laura’s. But she didn’t come home this morning—and she’s not answering her cell. So I called
         Laura and she claimed she didn’t know where Britt was. She swore that Britt did sleep over, but she was upset and woke up
         around five this morning and just left.”
      

      
      Sam sucked in a deep, shuddery breath. “No one’s seen her, Mia. I’ve called all her friends—and her father. He hasn’t heard from her either. I even called Wade, the boyfriend du jour, even though he and Britt broke up
         a month ago, but he had no clue. No one’s seen her!”
      

      
      Not good, Mia thought, fighting back her own rising panic. Think, she ordered herself, struggling to come up with a logical explanation.
      

      
      “She might be cooling off somewhere, still pissed about the fight you two had. Try to stay calm, Sam.”

      
      But her heart clenched with the beginnings of real fear. She needed to stay cool, think clearly. Samantha had been a drama
         queen all her life—every issue was life-and-death, joy or despair. Mia, the little sister, had always been the cool, practical
         one, the one with her head screwed on tight, her feet on the ground. But at this moment, she felt on the verge of sheer terror.
      

      
      Britt was a good kid, an A student, responsible. Sure, she was high-spirited and boy-crazy, but she wasn’t the type to run
         away or give Sam cause for worry.
      

      
      Fighting down the fear twisting through her, Mia spoke quickly. “She’s probably grabbing breakfast somewhere—or just sitting
         with a coffee, pulling herself together. You said she wasn’t happy about staying at her dad’s while you’re in Corfu.”
      

      
      
      “No, but she’s not happy about much of anything these days. She’s been so moody lately, snapping at Alec when he’s been wonderful
         to her. Fighting with me over every little thing—”
      

      
      “All mothers and daughters fight, Sam—,” Mia began, but her sister cut her off.

      
      “How would you know? You think it’s easy living with a sixteen-year-old? Mia, you know nothing about what it’s like—you don’t even have any children of your own and at the rate you’re going you—oh!” Samantha’s voice
         cracked. “Crap, crap, crap. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that—I’m taking this out on you and it’s not your fault!”
      

      
      For a moment Mia couldn’t speak. Her throat was too tight. Her sister’s words hurt. Probably because they were true. She seemed
         to have a knack for getting involved in dead-end relationships. And the way things were going, that didn’t seem likely to
         change anytime soon.
      

      
      She was thirty-one, living in a small town with a limited population of men, and chances weren’t great that she was going
         to meet her prince at the Toss and Tumble Laundromat or the Lucky Punch Saloon. True, her life was full, between her friends,
         her teaching, and her quilting, but it wasn’t as full as she’d once thought—and hoped—it would be.
      

      
      It wasn’t full of love. And a man she could count on.

      
      It wasn’t full of children and laughter and a family gathered around a table—like a Norman Rockwell painting, she thought
         with a stab of pain that sliced deep into her heart. She drew a long breath, swallowing past the lump in her throat.
      

      
      “It’s okay, Sam. I know you’re upset.”

      
      But the truth was, her sister was right.

      
      She had to face the fact that after one disastrous marriage and one broken engagement, her prospects of actually finding a
         man in Lonesome Way she wanted to marry and stay married to—and to have a houseful of kids with—seemed to be dwindling like
         winter kindling.
      

      
      
      Her two best friends, Lissie and Sophie, both had great marriages and adorable children—Lissie an exquisite moppet named Molly
         and Sophie a little son, Aiden, who was a miniature spitting image of Sophie’s gorgeous husband, Rafe Tanner.
      

      
      And in another life, if Mia and Rafe’s brother Travis had gotten married as they’d dreamed way back in high school, they might have their own little boy now, too—one who was every
         bit as handsome as Travis. The thought gave her a sudden deep pang, which she quickly shook off, annoyed with herself.
      

      
      After all this time, Travis Tanner should have no power to upset her. None.
      

      
      Her infatuation with Rafe’s strapping younger brother had ended too many freaking years ago. High school. She’d been an idiot
         back then, a stupid, naïve teenager who’d believed Travis when he whispered that he loved her, that he would always love her.
      

      
      Maybe he’d believed it himself. Right up until the moment when he dumped her like a sack of mealy potatoes.

      
      She’d obviously been the only one to give her heart away. And Travis hadn’t hesitated to toss it back to her in bloody little
         pieces.
      

      
      She’d been sixteen then. The same age Brittany was now. And she’d been full of silly, romantic dreams, believing she and Travis
         would be together forever—one of those blissfully happy married couples who adore each other through the decades and are surrounded
         by scads of children and grandchildren.
      

      
      Well, she reminded herself as she listened to Sam apologize yet again, it wasn’t as if her track record with men was any worse
         than that of the other women in her family.
      

      
      “Listen, Sam, you need to hang tight right now.” She kept her tone upbeat, despite the worry gripping her. “I’m sure Britt
         will come home soon. And if she doesn’t—”
      

      
      She broke off suddenly as a red convertible streaked around the corner two blocks ahead and roared down Larkspur Road.
      

      
      “Sam, wait a minute.” She interrupted her sister’s breathless worried chatter. “Hold on. I think …”

      
      The convertible barreled closer, straight toward her.

      
      Britt drove a red convertible. A Mustang. Steve Duncan, her father, had bought it for her on her sixteenth birthday.
      

      
      Mia’s gaze was glued to the flashy little car and her breath caught in her throat. “Sam, wait. Listen to me—”

      
      The car squealed to a halt at the curb not ten feet from Mia’s Jeep. The skinny sixteen-year-old driver with dirty blond hair,
         wearing sleep pants and a T-shirt beneath a purple hoodie, tumbled out from behind the wheel.
      

      
      “Samantha, she’s all right,” Mia gasped. “Brittany’s all right. She’s here.”
      

      
      Her sister erupted into relieved weeping so loud Mia had to hold the phone away from her ear.

      
      “She looks fine. Don’t worry. Give me a few minutes with her, honey, and I’ll call you right back.”

      
      Tossing her cell onto the seat before Sam could answer, Mia sprang out of the Jeep.

      
      “Aunt M-Mia.” Leaning wearily against the convertible, her niece stared at her through tear-filled, sea blue eyes. “Please
         don’t try to make me go back. Because I w-won’t.”
      

      
      Britt might have her father’s eyes, but the mutinous expression on her face reminded Mia strongly of the way Sam had looked
         countless times after their mother had grounded her.
      

      
      “I won’t stay with my dad while Mom goes on her honeymoon. And she can’t make me. I’m not going back to Butte for the rest of the
         summer. You have to let me stay with you!”
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three
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      Twenty minutes later, Mia watched Brittany swallow the last buttery bite of one of Sophie’s famous cinnamon buns.

      
      “I can’t make any promises,” she said as the girl stared at her with pleading eyes. “Your mom gets to decide where you stay.”

      
      They were sitting at the table in Mia’s small, comfortable kitchen. Wide windows framed by delicate white lace curtains opened
         onto the quiet, tree-lined street. Brittany’s sandals were on the floor, upside down under the table, her bare feet curled
         beneath her. Samson lay snuggled on her lap on the pretty peach-cushioned chair.
      

      
      Sitting at the opposite end of the table, Mia thought back to the little girl who’d dragged a lavender blanket everywhere
         she went, until the blanket had faded to a dull shade of gray by the time she entered first grade. That little girl had endlessly
         drawn pictures of rainbows and castles and had loved the Sleeping Beauty storybook Mia had given her for her birthday more
         than any other book—until she discovered The Black Stallion and Little Women, and then Harry Potter and Twilight had come along.
      

      
      What had happened to that child? The young woman at her table had grown into a subdued young beauty—her long tawny blond curls tumbling down her back, shadows
         under her eyes the same color as the blanket she’d once carried everywhere.
      

      
      “I hate going to my dad’s house,” she said miserably.
      

      
      “Since when? I thought you were crazy about your new little stepbrother.”

      
      “Tate’s … a brat.” Brittany looked away as she said the words, and somehow Mia didn’t believe them. “You should see how Gwen
         and my dad cater to him. He gets everything he wants. It’s … lame there. I don’t want to stay in that house for three days,
         much less three weeks.”
      

      
      “But all of your friends are in Butte,” Mia pointed out. “Don’t you—”

      
      “I’m sick of Butte. I’m sick of everyone. I just want a break.”

      
      Tears filled the girl’s eyes. And that was the most alarming thing of all. Britt didn’t cry easily. She was an athlete—a soccer
         player and track star—and she had tons of friends, both boys and girls.
      

      
      Why does she want to get away from everyone?

      
      “Did you argue with one of your friends? With Laura?” Mia chose her words carefully. “Are you upset about breaking up with
         that guy you were dating—what was his name … Wade?”
      

      
      Britt’s mouth opened, closed. She swallowed. And shook her head.

      
      “I just want to be here. With you.” Her voice was so low Mia could barely catch the words. Rubbing her eyes, she looked exactly
         as she had when she was a little girl, exhausted and ready for a nap. “Why does everyone need to make a federal case out of
         it?” she burst out suddenly. “I’ll get a job for the summer. Pay my own way. So what’s the big deal?”
      

      
      This is going nowhere, Mia thought. Whatever was up with Britt, it might be better to discuss it after she’d had a few hours of sleep.
      

      
      “You look wiped, honey.”

      
      “I woke up really early today.”

      
      Five o’clock in the morning, according to Laura.
      

      
      Mia pushed to her feet, held out a hand. “Come on then. You can take a nap in the guest room. You’ll feel better when you
         wake up.”
      

      
      Leading the way down the hall, she glanced back over her shoulder to see Samson trotting after them. “But you’ll need to talk
         to your mom when you wake up,” she warned.
      

      
      “Can’t you talk to her for me?” Brittany stumbled toward the double bed with its white wrought-iron headboard and wasted no
         time in pitching herself facedown on the rose and blue quilt. “If you tell Mom it’s okay with you, she’ll let me stay. She
         always listens to you.”
      

      
      Mia refrained from pointing out that nothing could be further from the truth. She and Samantha definitely had their differences,
         though they were nowhere near as drastic as whatever sisterly drama had forever separated Gram and Aunt Winny all those years
         ago. She and Sam loved each other and despite their widely differing temperaments—and Sam being eight years older—they’d always
         been close.
      

      
      “I should scold you, I suppose.” When Britt eyed her warily, she grinned and carefully smoothed the girl’s tangled hair back
         from her face. “But I won’t. Not right now.”
      

      
      Something in her niece’s eyes pierced her heart. Brittany wasn’t just being moody. She was truly upset.

      
      What if there’s more to this? she thought uneasily. And what could it be?

      
      “Don’t worry, I’ll tell your mom that you’re welcome to stay. But you need to talk to her, too. And accept whatever she decides.”

      
      “Sure. As long as she doesn’t make me go back.” Britt’s eyes were already closing as she burrowed her face into the pillow.

      
      
      She looked so exhausted. And so unhappy. Not at all like her usual buoyant self.

      
      Drawing the curtains against the sunlight, Mia tiptoed out of the room, leaving her niece in semidarkness, with Samson’s small
         furry body pressed against her side.
      

      
      This has to be more than mere stress because her mother’s just gotten married for the third time and going on an extended
            honeymoon. And because her dad has a new wife and son.
      

      
      But … what?

      
      Slipping out the front door, she headed back to the Jeep. The day was warming now, the sun glowing in the sapphire Montana
         sky. She stripped off her hoodie and tossed it in the backseat. With just her tank top and jeans, the sun felt good on her
         bare shoulders. She climbed behind the wheel and began automatically organizing her priorities.
      

      
      First things first. Winny. Then home to play peacemaker with Samantha and Britt.

      
      Lucky me, she thought ruefully, starting the engine. A fun-filled day of Quinn women family drama. Not.
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