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Chapter 1


A leave of absence? Are you serious?” Clyde Walters leaned back in his squeaking office chair and stared at the woman standing in front of his desk. “Beth’s on maternity leave. Ed’s home, sick with the flu, and Frank is hobbling around here on a broken leg after that damned skiing trip to Vail. You can’t honestly believe I’d consider such a request!”

“You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” Layne MacDonald insisted firmly.

In the background there was a hum of activity—telephones ringing, voices talking, and the light tapping of fingers feeding stories into the computer terminals of the newspaper office. With the deadline approaching for the afternoon edition, there was always a wire-taut tension about the staff. But Clyde Walters had been a keen observer of people for too long. Layne MacDonald was tense—as edgy as a feline surrounded by icy water. And it had nothing to do with any newspaper deadline.

As an editor, it was part of Clyde Walters’ job to know the idiosyncrasies of his staff. A man in his position shouldn’t have favorites, but Layne had occupied a special place ever since she joined the staff fresh out of college. In many ways she was a contradiction. She could be as tenacious and ruthless as a pit bull in interview situations, not caring how much her questions made someone squirm. And he’d seen her in tears over some simple human interest story. Some accused her of being heartless and cold-blooded, while others declared she was a sucker for a sob story.

Even her appearance contained contradictions. Her chestnut hair, a gleaming rust-brown color, was femininely long, but it was smoothed into a businesslike plait. Her olive-brown eyes could be piercing in their scrutiny, yet her lips were full and soft. The white blouse she was wearing had a high ruffled collar and ruffled cuffs, long sleeves puffed at the shoulders, and a wide jabot at the neck—a softly feminine creation. Yet her gray skirt was divided, full trouser pleats down the front, and the fabric was a menswear herringbone.

“What is it? A family emergency?” he challenged.

“You could call it that.” She glossed over her answer and rushed to enlarge on her request. “I’ll only need a few days—a week at the most.”

“A week! It’s out of the question.” He sat forward and switched his attention to the pile of papers on his desk. “That ‘crime in schools’ piece still has to be finished for the Sunday edition, not to mention the interview with—”

“I have all the legwork done on the school feature,” Layne cut in. “Beth can write it while she’s home. And you can pull Janna Phelps off the Woman’s Page to cover the rest of my assignments this week.”

“You’ve got it all thought out, don’t you?” His glance was marked with impatience. “Maybe you’d better tell me what it is that’s so important,” he suggested roughly and observed the barely contained stir of agitation.

Her gaze faltered briefly under his direct look, then met it. “I uncovered a lead on Martha Turner this weekend.”

Clyde Walters took a deep breath at her answer and struggled to keep from sighing in irritation. In his opinion, Layne was dredging up a past that was better left undisturbed.

“What kind of a lead?” he asked.

“I found an obituary notice on August Turner, her father, dated twenty years ago. It made mention that he was survived by his daughter, Martha Turner, of Valentine, Nebraska.”

“That’s a real hot lead,” Clyde scoffed. “Now you’re following a trail that’s only twenty years old. After all this time, I doubt if it would make any difference whether you waited a week or six months before following up on it. I wouldn’t call it urgent.”

“Maybe to you it isn’t. But I finally know where she went—and that twenty years ago she was still single. She might still be living there now.”

“And maybe she moved,” he argued.

“I’m going to find out,” Layne stated with a determined lift of her chin. “I haven’t looked this long and this hard for her to wait now.”

“Well, I can’t spare you, so your personal business will have to wait.” He was deliberately gruff with her.

“If you won’t grant me a leave of absence, Clyde, I’ll have to quit.”

His head reared back at the blatant challenge in her voice. “I don’t like being threatened, Layne.”

“It isn’t a threat, Clyde. I’ll do it,” she informed him without hesitation.

“You’d throw away your job to go off on some wild-goose chase after a woman who’s a total stranger to you?” His gaze narrowed sharply on her. “I gave you credit for having more sense than that.”

Appealing to her logic was not the way to handle an issue that was purely emotional. Her actions were not dictated by reason. Finding Martha Turner was an obsession that bordered on compulsion. In her mind everything was clear-cut. If Clyde Walters didn’t support her in this quest, then he opposed her. In which case, she had no qualms about defying him. It didn’t have to make sense.

“I’ve followed so many dead ends that I’m not going to sit on the one good lead I’ve found,” Layne declared. “If that means giving up this job, I’ll do it. I’ll go to work for some other newspaper. I am a damned good writer.”

“But you’re not indispensable.” He bridled at her selfish attitude. “You could have some consideration for the mess you’re leaving me in.”

“You’ll manage,” she retorted. “As you said, I’m not indispensable.” She swung sharply around and headed for the opening in the partition that gave some semblance of privacy to the office. The heels of her tall, black boots made decisive little thumps on the floor, but Layne stopped short of leaving. As she paused to look hesitantly over her shoulder at the balding man behind the desk, regret became mixed with her single-minded determination. “I’m sorry, Clyde. I don’t blame you for not understanding. It’s just that I’ve got to do this.”

“What happens when you find her?” Clyde looked at her sadly. “What do you think you’ll gain?”

“I don’t know,” Layne admitted with a small shrug. A quick smile came and went on her lips. “But it’ll make a good story. You can have an exclusive on it.”

“I damned well better have,” he retorted. “You may be a good writer, but I’m not sure you’re a good reporter. A reporter observes what happens. You’re going out to make a story. I guess maybe I envy you a little.” Then he sobered. “’Course, I also think you’re opening a can of worms.”

“Maybe so,” she conceded.

Mutual respect flowed silently between them. The harshness of their previous exchange was forgotten as Layne left his office. For all intents and purposes, she was out of a job even though she hadn’t formally quit and Clyde hadn’t accepted her abrupt resignation. But someone else would have to be hired temporarily in her stead. Still, Layne was confident that Clyde would make room for her on the staff when she came back.

It was almost better this way—with no time limit set, dictating when she had to return. She could pursue this lead as far as it took her, exhaust every possibility. She had some savings set aside, enough to carry her for a little while. For eight years she had been actively searching for a woman named Martha Turner—ever since she was eighteen. Perhaps it was time to make one all-out effort to locate her. It would depend on what she found in Valentine whether the road led to another dead end or put her onto a new trail.

Hardly any attention was paid to her as Layne stuffed the few personal items from her desk into her purse. In anticipation of the bitter Nebraska-cold February outside, she pulled a knitted cap over her head and buttoned her winter coat high around her neck.

“Where are you off to?” her co-worker, Sally McGraw, inquired with idle curiosity.

“I’m taking some time off to handle some personal matters,” Layne explained as she pulled on a pair of heavy woolen mittens.

“Oh. Who’s covering your desk for you?”

“You’ll have to ask Clyde,” she returned and waved as she headed for the elevators.

It was a blustery day with threatening gray skies. The wind whipped around the tall buildings of downtown Omaha, driving the wind-chill index to a subzero level. Her boots crunched on the salt-covered sidewalks as she hurried to the lot where she’d left her car parked. She kept her head down and her chin tucked into the thick wool of her collar to protect her face from the biting chill.

She made a mental note to check the weather forecast and the road conditions between Omaha and Valentine. She wasn’t crazy about the idea of venturing into the Nebraska Sand Hills if a winter storm advisory had been issued.

On the way to her apartment Layne stopped to have her car serviced for the trip, and again at the branch post office to arrange to have her mail held until she returned. It was the middle of the afternoon before she finally arrived at her apartment. Packing for the trip wasn’t an easy process, since she wasn’t sure how long she’d be gone. It was difficult to find the happy medium between taking too much and taking too little.

There was one item Layne did not hesitate to pack, although it was the last thing to go in the large suitcase. She carefully folded the hand-made baby quilt, pink on one side and blue on the other, and laid it on top. Her fingers absently caressed its much-washed softness as she drew her hand away to close the case and lock it.

In the morning she’d put her cosmetics and toiletries in their small case, and she’d be all set. Not quite, Layne mentally qualified as she carried the suitcase into the small living room to set it by the door. There was still a phone call she wasn’t looking forward to making.

The buzzer sounded in her apartment just as Layne passed the front door. She swung back to open it and admit her visitor. A twinge of guilt flashed across her expression when she saw her mother, but Layne was quick to smile.

“Hi, Mom. I was just going to call to see if you and Dad had any plans for dinner this evening.” She injected a cheerful note into her voice.

“We thought you’d stop by the house yesterday evening when you came back from North Platte.” The slim, blond-haired woman paused in the center of the room, her glance spying the suitcase by the door. “Haven’t you unpacked yet? Honestly, Layne, I don’t know how you manage on your own,” she declared with a chiding laugh.

“I meant to stop but I got sidetracked,” Layne fibbed and headed for the kitchen bar that jutted into the living room. “Shall I put on some coffee?”

“Not for me, dear.” Her mother shrugged out of her fur-trimmed coat of emerald wool and draped it over the sofa back. “This suitcase … you surely didn’t take it for just a weekend trip? Or are you going someplace again?”

Her mother was much too astute. Layne went through the motions of filling the coffeepot with water and ladling fresh grounds into the basket, even though she wasn’t interested in drinking any coffee either. It gave her a reason to avoid direct eye contact with her mother. She didn’t want to lie to her but she didn’t want to hurt her either.

“As a matter of fact, I’m off to Valentine, Nebraska, in the morning. You know how Clyde is. With Valentine’s Day coming up, he got this corny idea about doing a piece on the town of Valentine, then expected someone else to come up with an original slant.” It was a flurry of words that came out, followed by a long silence from her mother.

“When you were a little girl,” her mother said finally as she approached the counter bar where Layne stood, “I always knew when you were lying because you talked too fast. Your tongue just seemed to run away with itself. You’re twenty-six years old and you still do it.” There was some thing poignant about the look in those blue eyes when Layne briefly met them. “Am I supposed to believe that story? Or does your trip have something to do with what you found out in North Platte this weekend?”

“Don’t ask, Mom.” Layne’s throat was tight as she fiddled with the cord to the coffeepot before finally plugging it into the wall socket. “I don’t want to hurt you. I never wanted any of this to hurt you and Dad. I love you both. I’ll always think of you as my parents.”

“But still, you want to find her.” The weariness of defeat was in her mother’s reply.

“Yes.” Layne’s eyes were bright with unshed tears when she turned to the woman. There was no resemblance between the two, not in coloring or features. “You’ll always be my mother even if some other woman gave birth to me. Finding Martha Turner won’t change that. I wish you could understand why it’s so important to me to find out who and what I am.”

“I think I do.” There was a faint stress on the personal pronoun.

“I know.” Layne sighed dispiritedly. “It’s Dad who doesn’t understand.”

“He’s afraid of losing you. When you were a little baby, he used to have nightmares that she’d come back to take you from us even after we had legally adopted you. It’s a fear that has always haunted him. He loves you.”

“You don’t have to explain it to me,” Layne insisted with a wan smile. “Maybe it’s better that you don’t tell him I quit my job, though.”

“You didn’t,” her mother protested.

“I think Clyde will take me back on when all this is through.” The coffee was perking noisily beside her as Layne climbed onto a tall, wicker-backed stool at the counter. “I’ve decided to follow this lead wherever it takes me—concentrate all my attention on it instead of making haphazard forays to find some trace of her.”

“What if you don’t find her?”

There was a small shrug of one shoulder. “Then I’ll know I made every attempt.” She began to pull out the pins that held her chestnut hair in its smooth plait. It fell loose, cascading about her shoulders like russet-brown silk.

“Have you ever considered what you’ll do if you find her?” Colleen MacDonald questioned with a worried look.

“A thousand times.” Layne laughed without humor. “I’ve practiced what I’d say to her so many different times—and so many different ways—that it all sounds silly now. I just want to get to know her … find out what she likes and how she feels.”

“Layne …” Her mother paused. “Have you ever considered the possibility that she might not want to see you? That you might represent a bad memory in her life that she won’t want to recall?”

“Yes. It has occurred to me.” Layne nodded and a sweep of hair fell across her cheek. She tucked it behind an ear and gave her mother a shrugging smile. “I’ll just have to take that chance.”

“But are you being fair to her?” her mother reasoned. “After all these years, for you to walk up to her and announce that you’re her daughter—it’s bound to be a shock, perhaps an unpleasant one.”

“I’ve thought about that,” Layne assured her.

“Have you? Have you really considered what her feelings might be? What about the home and family she probably has now? What if she hasn’t told them about you? Don’t you think that would make things awkward and uncomfortable?”

“Please. I’ve made up my mind and you aren’t going to talk me out of it.” The questions seemed to hammer at her conviction until Layne felt she had to protest.

“I’m not trying to talk you out of it.” There was something tenderly patient and indulgent behind that concerned smile. “I know it isn’t your intention to hurt this woman. All I’m asking is that when you find her, think about it carefully before you say something that might do more harm than good. For your sake, I hope it turns out that she is as curious about you as you are about her.”

With an early start the following morning, Layne made good time on the drive to Valentine. The roads and the weather cooperated. The only slick patches were the early morning frost on the bridges, and there wasn’t a cloud in the diamond-blue sky. Her only complaint was the unrelenting glare of the sun off the ice-crusted snow covering the countryside, and a pair of dark glasses had alleviated that.

After the highway had left most of the towns behind to thread into the Sand Hills, she seemed lost in a glittering world of blue and white—the unrelieved blue of the sky and the white of the snow-coated hills. Except for the gray ribbon of the road to point the way, there were few signs of civilization for long stretches of miles.

Her few ventures into the Nebraska Sand Hills had not taken her into their northern end. When the first buildings of Valentine poked their roofs against the skyline, she released a breath of relief. Although it was lunchtime, she decided to check into a motel first and freshen up before looking for a place to eat. She pulled into a small, clean-looking motel.

Not bothering with a jacket, Layne stepped out into the brilliant sunlight, which offered little warmth to take the chill off the brittle cold. She hurried quickly inside the heated building, her breath making smoky little vapor clouds.

A bell rang overhead when she entered, but it was several minutes before an elderly man came shuffling out of a back room. Wispy tufts of white hair made futile attempts to refute the fact that he was nearly bald.

“What can I do for you, miss?” His glance was bright with curiosity.

“I’d like a room, please.” Layne stopped rubbing her sweatered arms to pick up the pen and fill out the registration card he set on the counter.

“We don’t get many guests, especially this time of year, unless the weather’s bad and motorists find themselves stranded. Oh, I suppose we get our share of cattle buyers and grain dealers—and the salesmen,” he observed talkatively. “Are you here on business or pleasure?”

“A bit of both.” Layne hedged away from a direct answer.

“From Omaha, huh?” he said, looking at the address she’d listed on the card. “Did you just drive in?”

“Yes.” She decided to be the one asking the questions. “Do you know a woman named Martha Turner? She’d be somewhere in her middle forties.”

“Martha Turner,” he repeated thoughtfully. “There’s some Turners that live around here, but I can’t say that I remember any of ’em were named Martha. You might want to check the telephone book.”

“I will.” Layne nodded, mentally reminding herself not to overlook the obvious.

“She a friend of yours?” He passed her a room key.

“In a way.” She took the key and waved to him as she headed for the door. “Thanks.”

Only half a dozen Turners were listed in the local telephone directory. Even though it was a long shot, Layne decided that lunch could wait until she’d made the calls from her room. The first five all disclaimed any knowledge of a woman named Martha. As the sixth phone was ringing, Layne was suddenly frozen by the thought—what if the sixth person said yes? What would she do? What would she say?

There was a moment of panic when a voice answered. Her heart was racing like a steam engine, almost choking off her breath. “I’m … I’m trying to locate a Miss Martha Turner,” she finally managed to get out.

There was a small pause before the voice replied—a man’s voice. “Well, you’re a little late. The only Miss Martha Turner I knew died ten years ago.”

“Died? But … that can’t be.” It had never occurred to Layne that her natural mother might have passed away in the intervening years. The possibility left her stunned.

“Well, you couldn’t expect her to live forever,” the grumpy voice retorted. “As it is, that old maid lived to be ninety-three.”

“Nin—” With a faint laugh of relief, Layne realized they were talking about two different Martha Turners. “The woman I’m looking for is much younger than that.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know her.”

“Thank you very much.” There was a faint tremor in her hand when she hung up the phone.

For one sheer instant she had thought the search was over. The reality of it left her shaken. It took some mental sorting to come to grips with the problem. Over the last eight years that she had been looking for her natural mother, the expectation of finding her had not been there. Each time Layne searched, it had always been for a clue that might lead her somewhere else. Even on this trip, she had not come to Valentine to find her mother, although that had been her professed intent. She hadn’t really believed she would succeed. At this rate she’d find only what she believed she would find—another dead end. This trip might only be the first leg of a longer one, but Layne was determined that it would not end as the others had.

When Layne ventured out of the motel, she was bundled in her winter parka. There was a small café across the street. She waited until the traffic had cleared, then darted across. The café was filled with a noon crowd. Layne managed to shoulder her way through the throng of cowboy hats and boots and sheepskin-lined or quilted jackets to an empty counter stool.

An aproned woman in her fifties slid a water glass in front of Layne, along with some napkin-wrapped silverware. “What’ll you have?”

“Just a hamburger and some coffee.” Layne took off her mittens and shoved them inside the large pockets of her coat. She unbuttoned her parka but didn’t take it off, since she was sitting in a direct line with the front door. Each time it opened and closed, it sent a draft of frigid air over her.

All around her there was talk of cattle and the outlook for the spring calf crop, along with frequent mention of the weather. An empty cup was set in front of her and filled with coffee from a glass pot. A cowboy-clad man beside Layne pushed his cup forward for a refill, and the waitress obliged.

“It’s busy,” Layne observed.

“Always is at noon,” the waitress said with a nod. “But the rush is over. The noise will start quieting down once their food’s set in front of them.”

Twenty minutes later the waitress’s prediction proved accurate as the loud hum of voices was reduced. The clatter of silverware became dominant, punctuated by the odd, continuing conversation.

“See what I mean?” The waitress smiled faintly as she stopped to refill Layne’s coffee cup.

“I do.” Layne returned the smile. “Are you from here?” It was her nature to be inquisitive, so the purpose of her visit to Valentine only added importance to the answers.

“Born and raised right here in these Sand Hills,” the older woman admitted with an air of pride.

“You wouldn’t happen to know a woman named Martha Turner, would you? She moved here about twenty years ago, and we’ve lost touch with her since then.” Even though it was a relatively small community, Layne knew it would be blind luck if she stumbled across someone who knew or had known her natural mother. Still, she had to ask.

“Twenty years ago?” An eyebrow was lifted in a skeptical arch. “That’s a long time.” But the waitress paused to think. “Martha, you say her name was.” She shook her head, as if the name was meaningless. “Who was she married to?”

“She wasn’t married.”

“Well, if she was here very long, that all changed. A woman doesn’t stay single in this town for long. I oughta know. I’ve been married twice.” She paused again. “Now if that’s the case, let’s see … there is Martha Atherton, but she was a Pitts girl before she got married. And Martha Hoverson, but she’s too young. Marge Blyson, but her given name is Margaret, not Martha. I just can’t think of anybody,” she said to Layne. “It could be she got married and moved away.”

“Yes,” Layne conceded.

“Hey, Susie! How about some more coffee and a piece of that chocolate pie?” a male customer called to the waitress from the opposite end of the counter.

“Be right there.” To Layne she said, “Good luck. Hope you find out what happened to her.”

“Thanks.”

After she had finished her coffee, Layne collected her check and worked her way to the line of customers waiting at the cash register to pay for their meals. Although fairly tall herself at six inches over five feet, she felt engulfed in the sea of hats crowning the heads of the men standing in line. Mixed in with the smell of tobacco smoke were the spicy scents of after-shave lotions and the smell of animals clinging to the woolen coats.

As she was digging out the correct change for her meal check, she was roughly jostled. Layne staggered a couple of steps sideways before she could recover her balance and stop short of a table full of men. By some miracle, she hadn’t dropped anything.

“Sorry, miss,” a deep and gravelly male voice said. “I guess I didn’t see you standing there.”

When Layne looked at the person who had bumped into her, her glance encountered a mountain of a man. Her eyes were on a level with his wide chest, the impression of bulk intensified by a thick, fleece-lined jacket. He was a long, lean bear of a man, well over six feet tall by three or four inches.

“No harm done.” As she offered the assurance, her gaze finally lifted its attention to his face.

With a build like that, she had expected to see some craggy male face that resembled the models in cigarette advertisements. A keen sense of shock registered for a split second. There was nothing remotely attractive about the blunt contours of his sun-leathered features. They were all lean and harsh, his eyes darkly hooded by brows that grew thickly together. A dark brown Stetson was pulled low on his forehead, the jutting brim shadowing most of his face. If he were a Hollywood actor, he would have been typecast as a bad guy or an outlaw, she thought.

The man seemed to sense her purely instinctive recoil from him. His lips came together in a severe line that only added to his uncomplimentary looks. Layne regretted that she hadn’t hid her reaction better. Broad, callused fingers gripped the pointed brim of his hat in a courteously respectful gesture as he made a place in line for her in front of him.

“Thank you,” she murmured as she stepped into the opening.

While she waited in line, she couldn’t help stealing looks at him. There was something oddly fascinating about a man so completely unattractive. Layne recalled her initial impression that he was a bear of a man. On reassessment, she discovered it was an appropriate comparison, because the man did possess a kind of animal appeal. He was a lonely male brute, Layne decided, then wondered why she thought of him as being lonely.

If he noticed her covertly eyeing him from time to time, he showed no awareness of it. But he kept well clear of her, making sure there was plenty of space around her, so there was no more accidental contact. Layne was just as glad, since the last brushing had nearly sent her sprawling.

After she’d paid for her lunch, Layne left the café. The blast of cold air drove out all thoughts of the man as she hurriedly buttoned her parka and dug her mittens out of her pocket. Despite the bright sunlight, the temperature was frigid.



Chapter 2


One advantage of working as a reporter was that Layne was familiar with all the public information sources available to her. It was long, tedious work, checking through files and public lists. After a day and a half she had not come up with a single reference to a Martha Turner in any of the old records she’d checked.

It appeared more and more likely that the waitress had been right the other day when she’d suggested that Martha Turner might have gotten married and left the area. It was her only remaining alternative. On the off chance that the marriage might have taken place within Cherry County, Layne spent the morning of the third day going through the marriage license records from twenty years ago and forward.

It was always a nagging fear of hers that after going through so many documents and names, she might miss seeing the one she was looking for and skip over it without recognizing it. Yet when Layne finally did run across it, the name Martha Turner nearly leaped off the page at her. Eighteen years ago she had married a man named John Gray, and both had listed rural Valentine, Nebraska, as their home. According to the ages given at the time, Martha was sixteen years her husband’s junior.

Layne jotted the information onto a sheet of her notebook. With her purse, coat, and knitted cap bundled under her arm, she carried the record ledgers back to the registrar’s counter. The male clerk didn’t appear to be much more than thirty years old, yet the top of his hair was thinning to the point of premature baldness.

“Did you find what you were looking for, miss?” He smiled his curiosity as Layne dumped the record books on his counter.

“Yes, thank you.” She caught the cuff of her ivory wool sweater with her fingers so the sleeve wouldn’t ride up her arm when she shrugged into her jacket. “Would you happen to know a man named John Gray?”

A slight frown creased the clerk’s forehead as he appeared to struggle with a recall of the name. “I think he was a rancher.” He smiled again, almost apologetically. “I was born and raised in town, so I’m not too well acquainted with people in the rural areas. Everything’s too spread out. But I seem to remember recording the death certificate of a man by that name when I first came to work here—that would be about four and a half years ago.”

“What about his widow? Is she still around?” Layne asked.

“Sorry.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t know about that.”

“Thanks anyway.” She headed out the door.

The next stop was the local newspaper office for a search of the obituary notices over the last five years. Layne knew she was close to the end of her search, and an underlying thread of excitement laced her nerves. The trail was no longer twenty years old; it was only five.

Not many people were interested in reading the back issues of the newspaper, so her request was regarded as unusual by the woman at the newspaper office. Layne was much too eager to get on with her search to pay much attention to the woman’s obvious but silent curiosity.

The newspaper had neither the finances nor the facilities to microfilm past issues, which meant that Layne had to go through each old copy. A small area was cleared for her on one of the worktables and the first batch of previous issues, dated five years ago, was brought out. Layne went through that stack and two more before she found the notice of John Gray’s death.

“‘… survived by his widow, Mattie.’ Mattie,” Layne repeated. Although her legal name was Martha, it was obvious that she was commonly known as Mattie. Which might also explain why no one had recognized the name Martha Turner. They had probably known her as Mattie Gray for too many years.

Layne read on. No children of the marriage were listed in the notice. Evidently she had no half brothers or sisters. Home was listed as the Ox-Yoke Ranch, with Creed Dawson named as the surviving partner in the operation. In a happy daze, Layne noted the facts on her tablet sheet. Even if her natural mother no longer lived on this ranch, someone would know where she had moved to. It was just a matter of time before Layne finally saw her, after waiting and looking for so long.

She was sailing on a high that knew no limit as she crossed the newspaper office to the front counter. The whole wonder of it still had her dazed when Layne pushed open the half-gate that separated the reception and work areas of the office. She wanted to laugh out loud, but the smile that wreathed her full mouth spoke volumes about the inner happiness that radiated from her.
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