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      Elon’s fingers clenched and unclenched the steering wheel while she waited for the ‘all clear.’

      Tim should’ve left for the clinic by now.

      She rubbed her arms, staring out the windshield into early dawn. A streetlight shut off. Shadows recessed in the blocks of homes once tied to her life with Tim.

      Her palm sought the comfort of the gold locket resting above her thumping heart. Pictures inside showed her pink-cheeked twin toddlers wearing matching sailor suits. Now eighteen, had they grown independent and responsible enough to step out on their own? At thirty-nine, had she?

      Her cell dinged, and a stream of incoming messages loaded onto the screen from her observant friend living next door. Dr. Deceitful just exited your house.

      Not her house anymore, but Tim more than deserved the Dr. Deceitful moniker. She grimaced and continued reading. His car headed for the gym, same as every Thursday morning. Skinny girlfriend didn’t stay overnight. Gotta leave for work.

      Elon let out the breath she’d been holding. Thanks, she typed. We’ll talk soon. She sent the reply and pocketed her cell, waiting another moment to be certain he’d be well on his way to the thoroughfare in the opposite direction. Keeping in first gear, she crept around the corner—just in case. No way she’d chance running into her almost ex or his girlfriend du jour when she collected the divorce paperwork he said he’d left for her in the kitchen yesterday—the price she paid for not providing him with any forwarding address after vacating on her own terms.

      She parked in the driveway of the brick rambler she naïvely thought she’d co-owned for nearly twenty years, all the while lovingly tending the miniature roses and lilacs lining the walkway. She sighed. Another wrong assumption to add to Tim’s growing list of deceit.

      “It’s only a house,” she reminded herself, and took deep breaths while she walked to the covered entry. She peered at the new rounded doorbell. Her stomach lurched. Legally, Tim couldn’t change the locks yet. Legally, she could still be living here. And he’d told her to drop by. Her hand trembled until her fingers swiveled the key and pushed the door open. No familiar artwork or photos hung in the front hall.

      On the floor, facing the wall, sat an ornate carved frame she recognized as holding the beaded angel on black velvet stitched by her grandmother. Stacked alongside it were the recent high school graduation pictures of the twins. After Tim dropped the divorce bomb, he’d softened the blow by giving her carte blanche on removing anything sentimental, and she’d missed important pieces.

      She lifted the precious links to her past into her arms, stalked out to the car, and secured them behind her seat. Tim’s twenty-something mistress probably preferred framed emojis hanging in the entry. Her steps slowed as she headed back inside, realizing she had one more chance to remove her possessions from Tim’s damn house before she vanished from Seattle.

      Tears formed in her eyes when she entered the kitchen. She brushed them aside and leaned over the sink to look out the window that provided the best view of the backyard garden. Her carefully tended herbs and medicinal flowers from her parents’ nursery blended with shrubs and stalks bearing fall blooming perennials. If she had a place to plant them, she’d dig a slip of bleeding heart and a few iris rhizomes—Mom had loved the un-bearded, dark purple ones. She squeezed back tears. Nothing except frozen ground in her future.

      A manila envelope bearing her name on the label lay on the counter. An attached sticky note in Tim’s handwriting gave his blessing to use any luggage she wanted. How generous of him, after she’d packed most of her clothes in apple boxes the prior week. She jammed Tim’s envelope into her shoulder bag.

      Her puffy winter coat, an essential for Montana, hung on a hook beside the door to the basement. She grabbed it and the old leather jacket she’d used for welding in high school, then pressed her palm into her forehead. Criminy. The torch and tools hung on the pegboard over the workbench below.

      Not a good idea to appear at a new job ill equipped. Holding the coats against her chest, she stepped onto the first wooden stair. What else had slipped her mind?

      The board under her left foot cracked and broke.

      “Whoa!” She pitched forward, flailing her arm toward the handrail.

      Her right heel barely landed on the following step.

      Splintering wood poked into her ankle as another board broke.

      Her knees buckled and down she went, bumping and slamming into stairs and handrail posts while careening toward a cement floor with a washer and dryer at the bottom.

      Metal banged as her forearm slammed into the edge of the washer. She landed on her stomach, the jackets cushioning her fall.

      She wheezed to catch her breath, pushed a hank of her wavy auburn hair from her eyes, and glanced up at the broken steps near the top of the steep stairs. A minor miracle she’d survived an eight-foot tumble.

      Assess the injuries, she remembered from basic medical training.

      Both legs and arms moved as she tentatively tested each appendage. She rolled over and pressed tender skin above her wrist.

      “Ow.” Bruised, not broken—hopefully.

      “Stinkin’ old house. Tim deserves you.” She pushed off the floor and brushed splinters from her tight pants. Maybe they’d busted due to the pounds she’d gained since the divorce bomb dropped.

      Not likely. These stairs never groaned or sank under the countless loads of laundry she’d toted over the years. With luck, termites infested the place.

      She shook each shoe and scanned the area. On the luggage rack beside the dryer sat several old, hard-sided suitcases and a set of pristine Louis Vuitton bags, monogrammed TKH. The arrogant jerk never expected she’d take one of his precious suitcases. His Vuitton duffel bag looked perfectly sized to hold her jackets, dusty helmet, and tools. She loaded them in, left through the outside basement door, and climbed the cement stairs.

      The gold-embossed status bag filled the last space in the trunk. After sliding onto the seat, she reset her odometer to zero.

      This trip would end when her mileage hit 747—a number she’d previously associated with the namesake airplane of her home turf in Seattle. Today, it denoted the exact miles to Emma Springs, Montana, and a welding job. Whatever had possessed her to answer the rancher’s letter?

      Because once upon a time the metal sculptures she’d welded in high school sold well in her parents’ garden store, she reminded herself. Her knee-high leaping frogs and flop-eared bunnies had welcomed children to step inside Tim’s pediatric clinic. He’d removed them after her parents purchased the last exam table he’d needed.

      She should’ve signed off on Tim’s rotten divorce settlement and given him the clinic building. Nope. Her parents would reel in their graves if she did that. Or would they? She glanced at the diamond she wore on her right hand: the beloved heirloom she’d received prematurely due to her parents’ deadly boating accident. If she’d only seen the plug in the bottom of their boat was loose, she could’ve saved them.

      But she hadn’t. So many ifs in life without the possibility of do-overs. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel, rehashing the impulsive decision to relocate out of state, ripe for disaster in so many ways. No one should take a job so quickly without meeting their new employer.

      Too late now. She took a deep breath. Better to appreciate the fact that Corrin, a legal counselor and concerned new friend, had solved immediate dilemmas by suggesting the welding and cooking job. Regardless, was it ludicrous to think she’d manage the boys’ mounting college expenses by herself if the divorce deliberations took more than a couple months?

      Damn if she wouldn’t try. Pressing the gas pedal, she coaxed the old Mercedes sedan onto the I-90 floating bridge to head east. Lake Washington waves slapped against the cement pilings. In the distance, the Cascade Mountains took shape bit by bit, aided by the late-October sun rising above them. She glanced at the speedometer and settled into the beige bucket seat, as she’d done since she’d turned sixteen.

      Seemed only yesterday her dad tossed her the keys and commanded, “Keep your eyes front and center.” He’d been her idol and Mom her cheerleader. What she’d give to ask their advice. Just once more.

      They’d approve of an early start and allowing two days to drive to the remote ranch. Not her making the drive alone. But she had no choice. And Corrin had made the same trip to move to Emma Springs a week or so ago, so why was she so tense? She straightened her sunglasses.

      A kaleidoscope of colored light flashed in her rearview mirror. Her heart thumped. Must be an accident ahead.

      Hopefully no injuries, and thankfully it couldn’t be one of her sons. They’d still be asleep in the condo, conked out as only college students manage after late-night studying.

      She slowed and hugged the edge of the right lane. The white Washington State Patrol car moved in behind her. Sirens blasted the ugly high-pitched warning tone. The sound reverberated in her brain.

      Pulling her over? What’d she done wrong now? She steered onto the first Mercer Island exit, barely a mile from Seattle. Pulsing lights flashed into her car’s interior, putting her jitters into hyperdrive as the color intensified the closer they came. Her stomach churned as she parked on the shoulder.

      The police car stopped a few yards from her back bumper. The officer remained inside and cut the siren, leaving the lights on the top panel jumping between blue and red.

      Her shoulders rounded. Great start to a new life—her first traffic ticket ever. She fished out her license and insurance card, pulled the registration from the glove box, and rolled down the window.

      Gravel crunched and another white cruiser with flashing lights jolted to a stop behind the first one. The pair of officers in blue uniforms got out and approached her door. Two policemen seemed excessive for a traffic violation. Did the second man have his hand resting on his gun?

      “Driver’s license and registration please, ma’am,” the closest one requested.

      Her fingers wobbled as she handed them to him. “I thought I signaled when I pulled onto the freeway. I don’t speed, my hood shimmies above sixty-two,” she squeaked.

      “Please remove your glasses.” He leaned toward her. “This vehicle was reported stolen this morning.”

      “Stolen?” Must’ve been Tim’s work. Her heart thudded against her rib cage while she lifted off her sunglasses.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The officer scanned her face, then returned to his car clutching her documents.

      She glanced at the packet on her passenger seat and let out a relieved breath. At their last meeting, Corrin had provided a list of paperwork to amass before she drove to Montana, including the car’s title in her name only.

      The second officer stepped to the window, his hand resting on his gun holster. “Please keep your hands on the wheel, ma’am,” he instructed.

      Right. They’d stopped a potential car thief. Keeping her white-knuckled fingers in view, she peered at him. “The envelope on the passenger seat contains the original bill of sale to this Mercedes and the title. Are you okay if I provide proof of ownership? It’s my car.” Bile rose in her throat. “I’m going through a divorce. My ex is aware Old Gold was a present from my folks, long before we married.”

      The larger, heavily muscled man leaned closer to the window. “Grab those, and we’ll straighten this out.” He twisted his lips in a grimace. “Went through an ugly split myself.”

      Judging by his size and attitude, he’d not been kicked out of the family house or tolerated a cheating spouse since day two of his marriage. She pushed aside her maps and extracted the documents. “Here you are.” She placed them in his outstretched hand. “Thank you for understanding.”

      He nodded and walked to the first car. Minutes seemed like hours while she waited.

      The younger man reappeared. “The vehicle clearly belongs to you. Sorry for any inconvenience.” He handed over her paperwork, then surveyed the roadmaps and boxes on the back seat. “You moving?”

      “Yes, temporarily.” She’d attempted cheerful and failed.

      “Good luck and safe travels,” he offered.

      A barn full of luck wasn’t enough unless a miracle happened. “Thank you,” she called to his back. A tremor shook her body. Get a grip. Tim’s playing dirty. She tipped her water bottle and took a long swig. No surprise there.

      He’d never change, but her life was about to in a big way.

      Both patrol cars drove past her.

      A bad omen about her commitment to the rancher Corrin had encountered on a trip to Emma Springs? Accepting his job offer through written correspondence seemed outright crazy. Her two-hour refresher welding practice didn’t count for squat when she hadn’t lifted a torch in twenty years.

      Yup, she’d need a miracle or two. She glanced in her side mirror. Somewhere out there, Seattle’s iconic Space Needle rose between buildings on the west side of Lake Washington. She’d fallen for Tim when he’d taken her to the revolving Eye of the Needle Restaurant before his high school prom, using money he’d bummed from her dad—the first hint of things to come.

      Leaving all the Dr. Deceitful memories in Seattle seemed wise. She’d make a fresh start while she and Corrin learned Emma Springs’ customs together, fighting Tim from a distance for a fair settlement. She sat straighter. And him reporting her car stolen should be considered harassment.

      She frowned at the map and the dot denoting her destination. The small town held some sort of appeal, she reminded herself. Corrin’s friend, Miranda, also loved the community enough to want to live there after her recent marriage. Elon pushed the clutch, shifted, and smoothly accelerated onto the freeway.

      On a bright note, her new boss didn’t use email. Probably some old codger with bad eyesight, which would be a welcome break after Tim’s microscopic scrutiny. This good-paying job offering free room and board solved two immediate problems.

      If she got canned, Tim would tighten the purse strings enough to choke her into submission. Legally. Failing her parents and her boys this time? Not an option.
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        * * *

      

      Tim glanced at quiet neighboring houses, confirming no one remained home at this hour of the afternoon, per usual. The phone app connected to the new doorbell security system proved invaluable to his plan.

      Unfortunately, it had shown Elon leaving in her car, proving his strategy hadn’t waylaid her. He pulled the trash bin from the curb onto his driveway, rolled it to the side of his garage, and lifted the top. Empty. His shoulders relaxed. A landfill now held the foxglove plant and busted stair risers he’d disposed of earlier.

      He grabbed supplies from the new BMW he’d just bought for Jasmine. After setting the blooming chrysanthemum plant in the back yard, he took the outside steps to the basement and stuck the key in the lock. “Old piece of crap,” he muttered, and jimmied it while keeping the hardware store sack tucked under his arm. If he’d measured correctly, the replacements would fit.

      His fingers found the switch for the overhead light. A suitcase stuck out from a row of assorted travel gear. He kicked it backward and stopped in front of his new leather luggage.

      No Vuitton duffel? Skin under his eye twitched. The nerve of tubby, disheveled Elon taking that piece. The camera showed her jogging with a bag to her car, not even limping after falling through the boards. Her paunch must’ve cushioned her. He turned and grimaced at the staircase, then walked past a shelf holding old yearbooks.

      One of them featured photos of him as high school valedictorian and captain of the football team. The poor kid who’d surprised them all. He squared his shoulders. Hard work accounted for everything: extra hours on the gridiron, and endless studying.

      The payoffs from his adult efforts in medicine brightened his future. Hospital bed shortages plagued Seattle, and he’d be the latest hero when his plans for the enlarged medical facility hit the news. If conflicts surrounding his clinic ownership arose in the divorce, he’d take any action against Elon to gain control.

      He unclenched his fist and removed a cordless drill from the pegboard above the workbench. Empty hooks and an open space to the left caught his eye. He cocked his head and pictured a missing curve-handled wire brush, pliers, and an odd shaped black wrench.

      Elon’s old crap. There’d been something else, something large.

      The timer on his phone sounded. Forty minutes until Jasmine stopped by after her Pilates class, wearing only leggings and a sports bra. Nothing jiggled on her body. She’d flip when she saw her four-wheeled present—motivation for her to move the remainder of her belongings into the house. She’d look stellar driving the crystal white BMW—the yin to the yang of his sleek black Porsche.

      His fingers tightened on the handful of screws he’d scooped up. Planning ensured they’d have the perfect life together. He knelt below the lowest broken stair and removed all traces of the altered boards, then fitted on the new risers. After adjusting the safety glasses over his eyes, he screwed the new ones in place.

      The lenses fogged up. He turned his head to the pegboard and wiped the clear plastic. Of course. Elon must’ve taken her old helmet and antiquated welding tools.

      And he knew where she’d headed. The Mercedes mechanic he’d questioned regarding her car’s repair charge provided a full accounting of how he’d gotten her old jalopy ready for a seven-hundred-forty-seven-mile road trip to Montana. Nothing beat German accuracy.

      If she’d taken the tools, she must plan to support herself by welding. Another glitch. The letter of reference he’d offered on the medical employment site’s ‘people you should hire’ section needed to be removed. After she’d spent ten years pretending to help in his clinic, logically she’d apply in that field, not shop her outdated skills. He clenched his jaw. Elon didn’t have the brains to make logical decisions.

      His fingers steadied the next screw in place. The drill bit missed its head and hit the wood. He tried again. Damn blind spot. If his vision continued deteriorating, he’d lose the chance to oversee surgeons in the new hospital.

      No, he’d worked too hard. He swung his head from side to side, relieving tight neck muscles. Fact was, Elon’s rusty, welded garden art from high school looked juvenile at best. She’d crash and burn the first day on a job requiring stamina.

      The drill motor echoed in the empty basement until the last screw disappeared into wood. He switched to work boots and scuffed wear marks on the new stairs, then collected each tiny splinter scattered on the basement floor and swept the cement clean.

      Things didn’t always play out as expected. The creaky door banged shut behind him. There were ways to find out precisely where she’d run to, possibly from the police, he concluded, and climbed the steps leading into the back yard. He threw the wood scraps into the empty space created by the toxic foxglove he’d removed, then stuck in the chrysanthemum, and patted dirt around the base.

      Not a leaf out of place. He rocked back on his heels. Nothing beat nature’s poison. A smile came to his lips as he recalled how many times he’d smelled her herbal concoction in her stinky commuter mug.

      Too bad if she lost control of her precious car and the police found her dead.
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        * * *

      

      Four hundred miles and twenty-four hours between her and Tim wasn’t enough. Elon checked her rearview mirror. Not good she’d overslept at the motel in Eastern Idaho, but she’d be safely in Montana for a late breakfast.

      She lifted the travel mug of tea she’d brewed in the motel room, inhaling the scent from her stash of Mom’s recipe for a mind-clearing herbal remedy. Eighty-mile gusts couldn’t blow through her brain and dispel today’s double shot of doubt.

      The spicy aroma intensified while her mouth drew in the warm liquid, then bitterness assaulted her taste buds. Her eyes shot around the interior of the old car, not locating a place to spit. She forced a swallow and returned the mug to the cup holder. One of the kids must’ve used it for chocolate milk or a smoothie and put it away dirty. Cleanliness wasn’t imperative to nineteen-year-old boys. The foul aftertaste coated her tongue. Breath mints, next stop, she decided, and drove another half hour through farmland backed by stands of trees.

      A tricycle bell dinged from her phone in the dash holder. She grinned. Jeremy’s tone, technically her first born. “Hey kiddo, what’s up?”

      “Wanted to see how you’re doing. Hope Old Gold’s not tarnished,” he teased.

      “Car’s running great, thanks to Hans and Mastercard. Anything else?”

      “Yeah. I need to buy another textbook. As of an hour ago, Dr. Deceitful cut off our credit card.”

      The jerk. Tim deserved the neighbor’s nickname, but she shouldn’t have told the kids. “Did you speak to your father directly?”

      “He didn’t answer his phone, so I biked to our house. I mean his house. A new Beemer sat in the drive. His latest ho answered the door with a smirk on her scrawny face and a key fob in her hands. She looks like the poster child for a feed the starving children campaign.”

      Elon squeezed the worn shifter knob. The ink hadn’t dried on the petition for divorce papers and the latest fling occupied the only home her boys ever lived in. “Jeremy, don’t call her names.”

      “Call ‘em as I see ‘em,” he snapped. “You should be driving the Beemer.”

      Tim’s newest toothpick could have him, the car, and the house. If her kids had chosen to live at home and not in her folks’ old condo, she would be their new roommate. Thank the stars the condo was located closer to the University of Washington campus. Her arms felt like lead weights. “We don’t know what your father told the young woman, so don’t judge her.”

      “Regardless of Scrawny’s possible, ah, profession, you need to quit overlooking our paternal unit’s dark side. Brandon told me you fell. We’re betting he messed up the basement stairs, that’s why you crash-landed. You could’ve broken your neck. The last few months, he’s grown colder, if that’s possible. Did he know you planned to grab stuff at the house before you left town yesterday?”

      Her pulse spiked. Tim weakened the boards. No. Jeremy was the dramatic twin. “He’d left paperwork for me.” She took deep breaths. “I’m not going to jump to conclusions. You shouldn’t either, he’s your father. Doctors swear an oath to save people, not commit murder.”

      “Wake up, Mom. He must’ve figured you’d go downstairs.”

      Not the time to mention Tim’s note inviting her to grab a suitcase in the basement. In an emergency, they might need to contact him. “It’s an old house with rotted stairs. I should’ve noticed them.” She grabbed the tea and took a slug without thinking, winced at the flavor, and wedged the mug out of sight between two bags on the floorboard. “Brandon and I took those stairs multiple times before we moved out to start at the UW. No creaks or issues. We think he’ll track you to your new job out of spite. Try to hamstring you.”

      What a screwed-up life: when her own children thought their father capable of harming her, no matter how crappy a parent he’d been. Besides, greed seemed a more plausible reason for Tim to want her to remain in Seattle, broken limbs or not. She’d tell Corrin, to add potential ammo to her lawyer arsenal. Wait, what had Jeremy just said? Tim might track her? “I didn’t leave a forwarding address, so he can’t find me.”

      “Your cell can. Soon as you’re able, stick a paperclip in the little drawer on the side of your phone to remove the SIM card holding your contacts, then smash it. Promise?”

      Of course, she hadn’t thought of a tracking app. She slumped into the seat. “I promise. He’ll drop us from his calling plan anyway. If you need me, check the emergency list on the refrigerator door. I left the ranch’s phone number. Should arrive there this afternoon. Wish me luck.”

      “You’ll do fine melting iron. When we’ve screwed up, your mom-glower burned us a few times,” Jeremy joked. “Seriously. You can do anything you put your mind to. Words you taught us. And we’ll work part-time.”

      Warmth filled her. Confident young men had replaced her dyslexic and bullied little boys. “Taking a job on campus may be in your future. Not yet though. You guys are my pride and joy. Don’t ever forget.”

      “We won’t. I better finish the paper for my three o’clock freshman English torture session. Jeeze, I hate that class.”

      Damn Tim for dragging the twins into his ugly exodus from their marriage when they needed to concentrate on college. “You’re a born storyteller. Now you’ll learn how to craft your tales into print. Don’t worry about me. Love—” The cell signal died. “You both,” she whispered, and pressed her fingers onto the etched grooves in the locket.

      The challenges of raising children flowed in and out like tides. How much did Jeremy’s book cost? Regardless, she needed the job to pay these kinds of expenses and bank money for their winter quarter. Just in case.

      Her jaw clenched. A new BMW costs as much as two years expenses at the UW. If Tim really bought the car for his latest mistress, she’d love to roll it over his feet. The pounding in her chest intensified. Boxes in the back seat rattled when the tires hit the centerline rumble strip.

      She corrected the steering and slowed the car, preparing to pull over. Don’t let anger at Tim cause an accident. Deep breaths cleared her head and steadied her hands again. Her brain kept mulling over Jeremy’s assumptions about his dad’s capabilities.

      History didn’t lie. Twenty years ago, Tim persuaded her father into purchasing the house as a surprise to her to celebrate their engagement, then duped the closing agent to list only his name on the title. And she’d been clueless until last week.

      The bad taste from the tea lingered in her mouth, intensifying the urge to vomit. Or Tim’s deceit made her physically sick. How naïve she’d been—letting her high school’s prom king trick her from the start. He’d preyed on an insecure sophomore, and she’d fallen for his fake lines as he weaseled his way into her life.

      Her spine stiffened. No more lying down for Dr. Tim Hardy to stomp on her in his custom-made Italian loafers, on his way out the door to a hotel rendezvous. She’d shielded young Jeremy and Brandon from Tim’s indifference to them, now she’d fight him for every nickel.

      But first, she needed gas. Thank goodness Corrin had also suggested carrying cash.

      She filled the tank, bought munchies, and walked out into sunny fall weather, biting into a sweet snack cake. Eggs and bacon took too long, and fake frosting and the orange juice diminished the icky feeling of sandpaper in her throat.

      Her eyes dropped to her worn tires—even after the scolding by her mechanic, buying replacements came after Jeremy’s book and a burner phone.

      Getting a job in order to hold out for half the value of Tim’s medical practice in the divorce had seemed a great idea a few days ago, before the stairs mishap and the ticket. How dirty would Tim play?

      Give it a rest. Jeremy’s worries equaled nothing more than teenage dramatics. Tim possessed no interest in tracking her, she reasoned, and got in her car. She adjusted the rearview mirror, and her sleeve fell to her elbow, exposing the ugly bruise from the fall.
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        * * *

      

      Fractured plans grated on Tim worse than an office full of babies needing surgery with no available hospital space. He stuck his phone in his pocket, locked his clinic office, and left through the back door.

      Elon’s spotty cell signal hadn’t returned for an hour since she’d driven farther east this morning, and now he’d delayed two scheduled patient checks. No leisurely lunch today.

      Only a stupid, stubborn, lard brain would’ve fled the state.

      Getting rid of her should’ve been easy. He walked to his parking space. Sliding into his Porsche, he drove the familiar route to Tacoma Children’s Hospital.

      The faint scent of Jasmine’s flowery perfume on the scarf she’d left on the seat made him smile. He’d soon spend his life with the right woman by his side. Years of sacrifice wouldn’t be derailed by an old car piloted by a worthless haus frau.

      He patted his blazer’s chest pocket holding the Hawaiian vacation brochure, picturing in his mind the lithe figure of a bikini-clad Jasmine. They’d be celebrating by this time next month.

      Tapping the gas pedal, he flew through a yellow light and turned into the familiar lot. The hospital cast a shadow onto parking spaces reserved for doctors. He wheeled into the last empty one and climbed out.

      Thoughts of desperate mothers expecting immediate help increased his steps. Once his new building went up, he’d oversee a team of surgeons ready to help kids in a state-of-the-art facility. After clipping on his hospital ID badge, he refreshed his phone screen.

      No blasted tracer signal meant the time had arrived to initiate procedure mode. He clicked on his phone’s note app and quickly tapped a plan. Check if the stolen car report went out of state. Reschedule appointments for potential Montana trip. He stopped when the screen became blurry and closed his eyes, anticipating his impaired retinas to flash the awful shimmering lights.

      The kaleidoscope began. Fate be damned. He’d worked hard to provide for Elon and the offspring she’d wanted— and he’d sure as hell earned his dream life without her dead weight dragging him under.
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        * * *

      

      Elon’s Mercedes crested another rise in Lord-only-knew where Montana. She adjusted the sun visor to view the first sign of human existence in over an hour. The cherry red pickup ahead slowed to a crawl in the valley below.

      A silver silhouette of a reclining nude woman decorated one black mud flap; the other side advertised BABE TRADER written in shiny chrome. The truck’s passenger door opened. A bald guy leaned out and tossed a live animal as if it were trash.

      Elon gasped. A dog with its legs braced for impact landed on scraggly tufts of grass.

      Tires squealed, and the truck sped off.

      “Scumbags!” Her pulse spiked, every impulse screaming to give chase and ram decency into the creeps. Instead, she stomped on the clutch and brake while her hand shifted.

      Her focus moved to the poor dog. The hollow place in her heart knew exactly how the animal felt—chucked out after tolerating disrespect for too long.

      The black and white ball of matted fur hunkered near the ragged edge of the road.

      Border collie? She steered to the shoulder and parked. Her fingers shook while she shifted her suitcase in the trunk to locate the emergency blanket and a granola bar. Sweet aromas wafted in the clean air from the unwrapped peanut butter snack.

      The cringing dog raised its nose. A silver choke chain jingled on its shaking body.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Elon whispered. “I got thrown out, too.” She scowled, picturing Tim waving his single owner deed to the house in her face. “Come on, pup.”

      The dog took a tentative step, stopped, and tucked her tail, as if expecting a kick.

      “You’re safe with me.” She pitched the snack bar between the dog’s front paws. “The way you flew out of that truck brought to mind a furry, fallen angel.”

      The dog’s chocolatey brown eyes studied Elon’s face before it snatched the granola bar and swallowed it in a single gulp.

      She took slow steps to within a couple feet of the quivering animal. “If you’re hurt, I’ll find a vet.” Beyond the dog stretched a horizon dotted by pine trees and sloping foothills shaded by fluffy, cotton shaped clouds. Brown fall grassland stretched endlessly ahead, blemished only by snaking blacktop. Too bad life’s circumstances wouldn’t allow pooch or savior to enjoy the beauty right now.

      “I’m going to carry you to the car and pray you’re not injured.” Elon gradually approached the dog, draped the blanket over its back, and lifted. “Easy now, little angel.” The animal quieted in her arms. “You don’t weigh much for your size. Didn’t those thugs feed you?”

      Inside the car, the dog slunk against the bucket seat, one speckled paw gripping the leather cushion.

      “May I call you Angel?” she asked quietly and patted the seat. “You can lie down, Angel.”

      The dog dropped to a tense crouch.

      Curses on the men who’d do this to an innocent animal, and curses on Tim! She grabbed her phone from the console, bent a paperclip, and removed the tiny SIM card, as Jeremy had instructed. Her pulse quickened as she gently shut the door and stepped to the back bumper. She raised her hand over her head and chucked the cell to the ground.

      The case crashed against gravel. Field crickets stopped chirping.

      “Trace that, Tim Hardy,” she announced, and stomped her heel onto the screen, cracking the glass. Sun glared off the shiny pieces. She pulled a tissue from her pocket, collected the shards, and dropped it in the corner of the trunk. Her eyes caught sight of her wedding band. Should she pitch the meaningless symbol?

      She slid the plain silver ring to her knuckle, then stopped and moved it back in place. As much as she despised Tim, she’d decided to keep it on to prove to the boys she took vows seriously, even though his view of marriage equaled access to her parents’ money. Also, wearing it might continue to ward off unwanted advances. Once burned, twice wary.

      Angel raised her head when she climbed inside. “Probably should’ve waited until we found the ranch. Ah well, service is spotty here, and severing another connection to Tim felt great. Not like he’d ever care where I went.” A niggling suspicion told her he did.

      She placed her hand next to the dog’s grubby outstretched foot and stroked until no toenails dug into the seat. “We’ll be at our new home soon.”

      Angel’s warm doggy tongue licked the top of Elon’s hand, easing nerves rattled to brittle by events of the last weeks. Her teary eyes met the pup’s timid dark ones, and a bond of undeserved humiliation passed between them.

      “We’re both due for a fresh start on a farm.” The Mercedes’ engine hummed to life after she twisted her key.

      Not a pickup or hay-hauler appeared on the two-lane highway.

      Quick glances in the rearview mirror helped her fight the creepy sensation that she wasn’t alone while the car covered the last fifty miles. Still, fine hair rose on her forearms.

      “I see our landmark,” her hand trembled, downshifting.

      Angel tilted her head, one black ear cocked and the other flopped at an angle.

      “It’s an old stove my employer described in his letter. Those two ‘C’s welded side by side on the warming shelf stand for Calderon Cattle.”

      The skills she’d learned to create metal sculptures in high school were rusty at best. And basic. And lifting broken machinery took strength. “Saints preserve us.”

      Her hands stuck to the wheel as she turned onto the dusty lane, passing a mailbox welded to one end of the boxy cast iron antique.

      Baking and cooking might save her. Years ago, her grandma used a similar wood burning stove at their cabin to bake the best bread on earth. Elon had first learned cooking secrets at her side. Memories of her loving parents and grandparents had forged to steel in her brain. Thoughts of their harmonious marriages had kept her trying to please Tim after she’d discovered his infidelity.

      Nothing had dazzled him, but fresh makeup never hurt during a first impression. Throwing the car in neutral, and stepping on the brake, she fished out blush and lipstick and applied a liberal dose.

      Her hand hesitated before she shifted into first. Quit stalling, she scolded herself and stepped on the gas. At a curve, she veered left in time to dodge a branch hanging from the last tree on the hill.

      Below sat a rambling log house, a sizable barn, and a square building attached to a carport capable of holding a couple of tall RVs. The structures sat adjacent to an open field. Cattle grazed in the background.

      Her decades-old car, engineered for the autobahn, bumped on rutted gravel leading down a gentle slope. She parked at the edge of a large corral, beside a mud-splattered white truck. Edward Bell, DVM stood out in black letters on the cab door. Her fingers relaxed.

      “Stay here, Angel.” She patted the dog and lowered the windows. Dust surrounded her feet as she approached an assortment of men outside a wooden corral, standing with their backs to her. Not a Stetson or baseball cap swiveled her way. All heads faced the activity in the corral.

      She stood on tiptoes. On the other side of the split rail fence, a mountain-sized bull lay flopped on the ground, a wide canvas sling around his belly. Its dusty head was cradled by a broad-shouldered man. His cowboy hat topped jet-black hair and a rugged, handsome face, right down to the square jaw and chiseled cheeks.

      It was a scene straight out of a Levi’s ad—the boot cut style. She blinked and noticed a gray-haired man wearing a dark blue jumpsuit crouched over the animal’s hind leg. A stethoscope dangled from his chest pocket. He held a needled syringe in one hand, balanced a probe in the other, and used his pinky to adjust settings on a portable machine sitting near his feet.

      Elon glanced at the blurry screen image, wiped her palms on her jeans, and stepped closer to the onlookers. “I may be able to help adjust the image for clarity,” she offered quietly.

      The guy ahead of her flinched and turned to face her. “Hey, there’s a gal here who says she can help,” he shouted.

      Grubby male faces jerked around. A ruddy-faced younger man looked owl-eyed surprised.

      “Might be able to help,” she corrected in a shaky voice. “I’ve only assisted with ultrasound images of babies.”

      The man in the jumpsuit raised his head. “Bones are bones, Miss. To a doctor or a veterinarian.” He waved the probe and threw her a relieved smile. “Come on in. I’d appreciate an extra pair of experienced hands.”

      Pungent diesel and manure scents radiated from nearby blue jeans and Carhartts.

      “Excuse me,” she said, then turned sideways and shuffled between two men.

      A stocky guy in greasy, blue-striped bib overalls swiveled his barrel chest and gave her the once over. A low wolf-whistle pierced the air. “Nice ass . . . istant, Doc.”

      Snickers came from the group until the cowboy holding the bull’s head shot them a glare fierce enough to send a sane person running for cover.

      The foul-mouthed brute in bibs kept staring. Heat rose to her face. She’d had it up to her hairline with men—doctors, lawyers, and creeps in red pickups.

      “Clear a path, boys.” Beads of perspiration lined the vet’s wrinkled brow. “A doctor’s office you say?”

      “Correct. I know an ultrasound from ultra-crude.” She tugged the back of her wrinkled, crimson-colored blouse over her butt and wiggled through the gap in the wooden fence rails. Barely.

      “I appreciate you already.” The vet raised the syringe. “Serum I’m injecting needs to flow precisely into the fracture above the bull’s fetlock.”

      “Not familiar with a fetlock. Let’s see if we can clarify the picture.” She bent over the machine and adjusted two dials until a clear image appeared.

      “Yes, that’s it. Perfect.” The vet nodded. His eyes remained on the monitor while he moved the probe. “Now, I can administer the BoneGlu.” He poked into the cow’s hide and pushed the plunger of the fist-sized syringe. The screen displayed liquid oozing into a bone break.

      The doctor removed the long needle and wiped the patch of shaved hide. “You had excellent timing, Miss. Next, I’ll splint and wrap the area.” He threw a two-fingered salute to the cowboy kneeling at the front end of the animal. “Rane, you can relax.”

      Rane, as in Rane Calderon? No way! Elon swallowed a groan. Tall, dark, and deadly described her new boss. And he had to be within a couple years of her age.

      Rane gently patted the sleeping bull’s head. “Thanks, Ed. Tomo deserves a fighting chance. Glad the BoneGlu inventor sourced and overnighted enough. I’ll tell him how it works on a two thousand-pound patient.”

      The veterinarian tipped the control pad of the machine and snapped it shut. “Good idea. And a huge thanks to your guest. Watch for signs Tomo’s waking from the sedative in thirty minutes.”

      “Got it.” Rane’s attention shifted to Elon. “To whom do I owe gratitude?” Narrowed eyes pierced into her—cold, confident, and demanding an answer.

      She’d saved the day, so why’d his glare mimic Tim’s perennial disdain? “I’m Elon, the welder and cook you hired last week.”

      A chorus of chuckles and guffaws erupted from the men. “And I bet she isn’t kidding, boss,” one of them spouted.

      Not hardly. Elon wiggled back between the boards and spanked dust from her new pair of stretchy jeans, doing their best to chafe her legs.

      Rane stood up, towering at least six foot three. He pressed his lips into a sour line and let his gaze rest momentarily on her bust. “Elon isn’t a woman’s name,” he stated.

      Murmurs stopped. Men leaning on the fence backed away, creating clouds of sifted earth.

      Elon brushed off the front of her loose shirt. Not enough miles on the map to drive away from nasty confrontations. Wasn’t the first time she’d defended her name, wouldn’t be the last. “I guess my great-grandmother didn’t abide by that rule.” She met his dark, russet-colored eyes. “This Elon isn’t related to any muskrats or electric cars.”

      Rane issued a snort, put his hands on the top rail, and vaulted to her side. He threw off an intimidating shadow. “I’m Rane Calderon, owner of this spread,” he announced, as if she hadn’t realized that disturbing fact. “We’ll settle this in the kitchen.” He stood straight backed: the teacher pointing to the dunce chair, and indicated the house with his thumb. “Thanks for assisting Ed,” he murmured.

      How gracious of him. Well, Angel rated higher than an irritated bull coddler. “You’re welcome.” She flashed her brightest smile. “I’d appreciate a moment with the veterinarian before we meet, Mr. Calderon.”

      “Make it quick.” Rane’s stomping broke the pin-drop quiet as he headed toward a wraparound porch.

      In the movies, cattle ranches always kept dogs. No wagging tails or doghouse caught her eye. She approached the vet, who’d begun stashing his medical equipment in the bed of his truck. “If you have time, Dr. Bell, I need a tiny favor.”

      The vet turned. “Please, call me Ed.” Smile lines etched his cheeks. “For all the mechanical expertise around here, you’re a lifesaver. In this instance, a prized Wagyu bull saver.”

      “Wagyu? That beef costs mega bucks in Seattle. Glad I could assist.”

      The doctor’s grin welcomed her. “Rane’s intent on getting his beef into some fancy restaurant chain. Might not be obvious, but we’re both mighty pleased you arrived. How can an old country vet help?”

      “Elon Hardy, mail-order welder and rescuer of a dog thrown out of a truck.” She stuck out her hand and matched Ed’s firm handshake. “I hope the pup didn’t break any bones.”

      “Let’s have a look.” He pulled a supply box to the tailgate and laid out a disposable mat.

      “Thank you for taking the time to check.” Elon led him to her formerly champagne-colored Mercedes, now dusty brown.

      “Of course.” He slowed by her bumper. “Washington plates. I don’t imagine Rane placed an ad in a Seattle newspaper.”

      “He approached a friend of mine, Corrin, while she attended a wedding in Emma Springs. She recently moved here.”

      “Ah, charming Corrin, the lawyer Doc Kyle’s dating and rescuer of my grandson. We felt so blessed she fit into the old mineshaft hole and could pull little Bobby to safety. She’s one brave lady.”

      Elon nodded. “I’ll ask Corrin to tell me the rescue story. When she alerted me to this job opening, she mentioned Mr. Calderon appeared desperate for help.” Elon pulled her passenger door open.

      “Rane’s currently lacking more than a welder, but he’s clueless as to what his life’s missing.” Ed stepped around her.

      Manners topped the bull handler’s list of inadequacies in her book. She patted the dog and stepped back.

      Angel spotted Ed and cowered in the seat.

      “It’s okay, he won’t hurt you,” Elon used her special tone for calming her own boys and many a tearful child in Tim’s waiting room.

      “Good dog,” Ed cooed.

      Angel inched her black nose to his hand.

      “The doctors here sound casual in respect to professional titles. My almost ex-husband corrected patients who called him Doctor Tim and not Doctor Hardy.”

      “I prefer Ed.” He straightened. “My clients are my friends. When you do your best, the accolades aren’t necessary.”

      Tim could benefit from a ten-gallon dose of Ed’s philosophy. “I hope they appreciate your knowledge. I’ve never heard of glue for bone fractures.”

      “Sharing cutting-edge techniques keeps our little community functioning smoothly. Doc Kyle noticed the rollout of the glue in an AMA piece, heard about Tomo, and enlisted the inventor to help wrangle a vial of the animal version. Lucky break, so to speak.”

      “Networking at its finest,” she said.

      “It takes a village to mend a bull.” He chuckled and lifted Angel off the seat. “Here we go, little cast off.” Angel whimpered as the vet carried her to his truck.

      “I’m not leaving you.” Elon stroked the dog’s head. “Is she a Border collie?”

      Ed unwrapped the blanket and moved each limb. “I’d guess a young, female Australian shepherd and collie mix.” His fingers gently probed her ribs. “Likely bruised, probably didn’t break anything.”

      “Thank you for examining her. It removes one worry from my plate.” Elon eased a bramble from long strands of white hair on Angel’s hind leg.

      “Glad you found her before nightfall when predators hunt. If you’re looking to turn her in, the nearest animal shelter’s in Three Falls.” Ed snapped his medical case shut. “Adoptions are less likely on full grown dogs.”

      “Angel and I will stick together, no matter what.” She fingered the choke chain. “Oh criminy. The guys who tossed her out might have stolen her, and a family may be frantic.”

      “I’ll check for a chip.” He took out a handheld scanner and ran it over her neck. “Not finding one. I’ll post a sign at my office and inform the shelter. Call me immediately if she seems lethargic or limps.”

      “Of course.”

      He placed a business card in her hand. “Bring her in next week and we’ll do a workup and shots. It’ll be my payment for your skills on the ultrasound.” He leaned in close to her ear. “Don’t be afraid of Rane, he’s under a lot of pressure from his ranch and should’ve been over the Shelly incident years ago.”

      Shelly? A bit more than she needed to know concerning her employer. “Thanks for your insight.”

      “Give Rane a chance and you’ll see his big heart. It’s a burned and broken one, but big just the same.”

      “I’ll remember that. I’d better hustle inside,” she said, and tucked his card in her pocket.

      Ed moved the dog back to her car seat and closed the door. “You’ll do fine, Elon.” He tapped a finger on his temple. “You’re smart. Don’t be afraid to ask for help if you’re questioning something.”

      The understatement of the decade. “Will do. Thanks.” She waved goodbye.

      Even taking calculated steps, her feet lost the battle of retaining any white on the only tennis shoes she’d brought. Her glance flicked to the carport holding a welder. Beside it sat a six-foot by ten-foot trailer. One of the support pieces attaching the box to the hitch lay on the ground.

      At the steps to the porch, she grasped a solid handrail, willing her body to climb four stairs. Her eyes darted to where the vet’s truck left a dusty trail heading out.

      Starting fresh meant no more intimidation. She squared her shoulders and rapped on the sturdy doorframe. The partially open door provided a view into a large living room bathed in sunlight. A fireplace dominated one wall. Yellow stones flecked by reddish veins surrounded a huge hearth. A golden-colored oak desk sat in a far corner and assorted over-stuffed chairs, an ugly seat made partially of antlers, and a well-worn brown leather couch filled in some of the remaining space.

      “I’m in the kitchen,” Rane’s deep voice announced.

      She walked inside. To the right of the entry lay a dining area holding a roughhewn wooden trestle table capable of seating at least twelve. Rane sat in the next room, his long legs stretched under a battered, pale green Formica table.

      Her eyes adjusted to the dim interior. She entered the kitchen and sidestepped his cowboy boots. “May I turn on a light?”

      “Switch to your left.”

      Elon flicked on an overhead fixture. The bulb struggled to illuminate the room.

      His hands lay folded on a stack of paperwork, topped by her typed reply letter. No weak light or broad chest could hide dirty dishes stacked precariously on the counter behind him, even while he projected the image of a proud conqueror guarding a pillage pile.

      No one would fight him for his plunder.

      “Have a seat. Coffee?” His forced attempt at civility broke the silence.

      “Please.” Elon lifted a stack of dog-eared John Deere manuals from the chair opposite him and slid onto cold green vinyl that pierced through her thin jeans.

      Rane pulled a full mug from the counter and shoved it to her side of the table. The only warmth in the room flowed to her fingers when she clutched the sturdy cup.

      “I employ seven men on my ranch and in my farm equipment repair shop. Women and machinery don’t mix.” His scowl implied he’d presented ample reason to send her packing. She wasn’t a bull he could boss. Play on his weakness, she told herself and sunk against the padded vinyl back on the ‘50s-style chrome chair. A sharp-edged crack pierced into her spine. “I saw a boxy trailer with a broken hitch.”

      “That’s a manure spreader.”

      Bad start at farm jargon, hopefully the spreader arrived empty. “You need a welder to make it functional.”

      “A male welder.”

      What she’d give to pound her fist into a mound of bread dough to dissipate growing irritation.

      He stretched his broad chest as if he’d won the battle. Not with her kids’ future at risk. She forced a businesslike demeanor. “I included contact numbers on the application letter for questions concerning my credentials.” She’d provided the condo’s landline and her cell number.

      “Our phones work half the time, and I don’t chitchat.” He raised an eyebrow and glared at her, expecting a retort.

      She who says the least, wins. Especially when annoyed.

      They remained in a polite version of a stare down until Rane’s eyes traced a slow path from her top button to the one at her waist, then back to meet her gaze. “I’ve purposely never employed females on this spread,” he said, in a low, husky tone.

      Thought his charming manner too irresistible to the weaker sex? The guy possessed unlimited nerve. Resolve grew from deep in her chest. “Mr. Calderon, I have two sons in college. I’m not interested in anything but employment to support us.” She crossed her arms. “I can assure you of that.”

      “Do you need . . .?” His voice turned leather smooth, like he planned to retract the job offer.

      “Due to your location,” she interrupted him, “I’ll need the on-site lodging you mentioned in your correspondence and access to a bathroom.” She stared straight into his hooded eyes.

      “Do you need sugar or cream?” He placed his hands on either side of his stacked papers and tilted forward. His eyes bored into her as if determining how hard he’d have to blow to send her tumbling out the door.

      Not today. No sending her off bearing a few token dollars for her trouble. She raised her chin. “I take my coffee black. I choose a simple life, Mr. Calderon. Work, payment, repeat.”

      He glanced at her wedding band. “Your husband’s unemployed?”

      She snorted. “No, a pediatric surgeon in high demand
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