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“WE’LL ONLY BE GONE a few hours, Mike.” Kate Neilson Duncan eyed her husband’s reflection in the bathroom mirror. “Eight or nine, at the most.” She opened a drawer beneath the countertop, pulled out her hairbrush and sat on the edge of the bathtub, her bare feet planted on the cool wood floor.

He lifted an eyebrow. “Kate...”

She turned from her husband’s “what are you thinking?” stare. Bending over her knees, she began to brush her long, dark hair. Stroke after stroke, she brushed from the nape of her neck downward toward the floor, something she did almost every night.

Her mother had told her years ago a hundred strokes a day would distribute the natural oils in her hair and make it shine. So that’s what she did before bed. She didn’t always remember to count, but most evenings, she remembered to brush.

Sometimes she thought about her sweet mama while she brushed, determined not to let what memories she had fade. Other times, she thought about her father and her brother, who’d also been killed in the car accident that took her mother’s life when Kate was eight. Occasionally, she thought of the years she’d wandered Pittsburgh streets without a dime—or a hairbrush—to her name. And once in a great while, she thought of her prison days, when brushing her hair during a quiet moment was a rare luxury.

Most nights, she talked with Mike. Tonight, they were discussing an outing with the kids from Freedom House, the children’s home she and Mike’s mom, Laura, had established on their Wyoming ranch several months ago. Kate wanted to treat the children to a fun day in Cheyenne, and she needed another adult to help her keep track of them.

Chin on her knee, she said, “I’m not asking for the whole weekend.” She’d originally hoped to add a couple camping days to the outing. But when no adults were available to accompany her and the kids, she’d scaled her plans down to one day.

Mike, who was brushing his teeth, didn’t respond until he’d rinsed his mouth. “Kate...” She heard him run water over the toothbrush and tap it on the sink to knock out the excess.

“Kate,” he repeated, “you know the only time I can even think of getting away is in the middle of the week. Did you forget this is a guest ranch and that Saturday is our busiest day? Guests will be coming and going, like usual. We have trail rides, bison tours, fishing trips and classes scheduled all day long.”

She made a face she knew he couldn’t see and kept brushing. No matter what she asked him to do, the ranch came first. “That’s why you have employees.”

“This is the beginning of summer, the beginning of the guest season, and we have a slew of first-time workers. I need to be here to make sure everything runs smoothly.” He blew a frustrated breath between his lips. “One of the new hires from town wore tennis shoes today instead of boots and, of course, stepped in a gopher hole. Did a number on his ankle. He’ll be out of commission a couple weeks, at best.”

“You could put Clint in charge.”

“You know he oversees the working side of the WP and doesn’t have much to do with the guest side.”

Kate loved the Whispering Pines. Their guest ranch was beautiful and welcoming. And she loved that Mike loved his work. But his hands-on management style controlled their lives. She didn’t have enough fingers to count the plans that had been ruined by sick cows, runaway horses and natural disasters, like last week’s self-combusting haystack, not to mention guests and their emergencies. And then there was his pride and joy, his bison herd...

She pushed the curtain of hair aside. “Just a piece of your day, a handful of hours. That’s all I’m asking. Surely you could find someone to cover such a short time.”

Mike pulled his t-shirt over his head, threw it in the hamper and left the room. Hands clasped behind his head, he stretched as he walked from the bathroom to the bedroom. Like a magnet, a familiar tug pulled at Kate’s heart, drawing her to him.

She sat up. Combing her hair back with her fingers, she watched him balance on the end of the bed and pull off his socks, one at a time. Her husband was as good-looking as the day they met...and just as stubborn.

Finished with her hair, she dropped the brush into a drawer, turned off the bathroom light and walked into the dark bedroom. Mike was already in bed, but before she joined him, she opened the window all the way. She loved to snuggle with him beneath warm quilts while crisp mountain breezes swirled over them.

Like every night, he was waiting for her to slide into his arms, her back against his chest. He kissed her neck. “I love you, Mrs. Duncan.”

Kate squirmed around to kiss him on the lips. “I love you, too, sweetheart.” She touched his jaw. “Will you at least think about Saturday?”

He grunted, and she could feel his muscles tense. “Don’t you ever think about anything or anybody but those kids?”

Kate frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He untangled himself from her and rolled over. “It’s late. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

~:~:~
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Kate leaned on the top rail and watched Clint Barrett, their ranch foreman, usher a small child into the center of the pen. He and the little Asian tyke wore matching red western shirts and navy bandanas with their boots and jeans. Clint’s black Stetson was a perfect fit, but the five-year-old’s oversized cowboy hat covered his eyebrows and threatened to block his vision.

Someone yelled, “Go, Tieno,” and the spectators who had gathered at the Freedom House corral began to clap and cheer.

Laura Duncan, who stood next to Kate, nudged her. “Is our little guy cute or what?”

Kate smiled at her petite, blonde mother-in-law. “Tieno is adorable, even if his hat’s too big.” She laughed. “Next time Clint goes shopping for the Freedom House kids, he needs to take a woman with him.”

The rancher standing on the other side of Laura lifted his chin. “Hey, he’ll grow into it.”

“Sure...” Kate gave him a dubious look. “In about eight years.”

Clint lifted a coiled rope off the dummy calf he’d made for the event by tacking a sun-bleached steer skull to one end of a wooden sawhorse. A frayed piece of twine attached to the other end served as a tail. He raised the rope in the air and the crowd quieted.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “I’m proud to present our one and only contestant in the calf-roping event this afternoon, Billy the Kid.”

The onlookers applauded, but Tieno pushed back his hat and frowned up at Clint. “N-n-not my n-name, M-mister Clint.” His features contorted with the effort to speak.

“Oh, I see.” Clint turned to those standing outside the rails. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen. Wrong cowboy.” He placed the coil onto his shoulder, spread both arms wide and shouted, “The Whispering Pines rodeo welcomes Wild Bill Hickok to our arena today.”

Again, hoots and hollers.

This time, Tieno placed his hands on his hips and jutted his jaw. “N-no. N-not that g-g-guy.”

“Oops...” Clint held out his palms. “What can I say? Will you give me another chance to get it right?”

Squinting against the sunshine, the little boy studied the stocky cowboy. Finally, he offered a solemn nod.

Clint surveyed the audience from one side of the horse pen to the other and then called out, “What a privilege to have such a famous cowboy take time from a busy touring schedule to make a guest appearance at our Wyoming competition. Everyone, please welcome Calamity Jane with a hearty round of applause.”

The crowd burst into laughter.

Tieno’s eyebrows puckered. He glanced from Clint to the onlookers and back at Clint. Before he could say anything, Amy Iverson, Clint’s girlfriend and Kate's best friend since prison days, called from the far side of the corral, “Hey, Clint, I didn’t grow up in the West, but even I know Calamity Jane was a girl.”

Again, laughter.

Laura murmured, “I’m not sure how much more Tieno can take.”

Kate nodded. She had the same concern. Like the other young Freedom House residents, Tieno had been rescued from a Texas brothel called Executive Pride. And like the others, he could easily be overwhelmed by Clint’s teasing.

The foreman knelt beside the miniature cowboy and put his arm on the boy’s narrow shoulders. “Enough goofing around, bucko?”

Tieno looked down.

Clint squeezed his shoulder. From his position on the ground, he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, you are looking at a calf-roping champion in the making. This young man, Mister Tieno, from right here in Wyoming, will amaze you.”

He stood. “But first, we need to warm up our ropin’ arms. While we’re doing that, Miss Gianna, who’s also from Wyoming, will astound you with her bareback riding skills.” He handed the rope to Tieno, picked up the dummy calf and carried it to the far side of the corral. The boy followed.

Manuel Ortega, a college student and a longtime friend of the Duncans, opened the gate and led Kate’s horse, Estrella Blanca, into the enclosure. Although Manuel wasn’t a contestant and most everyone knew he’d done some juvenile-detention time, the crowd greeted him with hoots and whistles.

Kate smiled. This was the life. Spring sunshine warmed her back and a loving community warmed her spirit. Not only was she encircled by friends and family, beauty surrounded her on every side.

Beyond the corral, between stands of evergreen trees and aspen groves laced with new growth, the Sierra Madre Mountains poked their white-topped peaks into a bright blue sky. Freshly sprouted grass and hillsides of wildflowers colored and scented the land. Deer, elk and moose abounded. She even enjoyed sighting an occasional bear or wolf, from a distance.

Since she first set foot onto Whispering Pines property, she’d thanked God every day, sometimes several times a day, for dropping her into the middle of paradise. He’d guided her to the prettiest spot in Wyoming—and led her to the perfect occupation.

Helping children who’d been exploited by human traffickers was an unexpected career change for her. She enjoyed her marketing work for the ranch, but what she was doing at the children’s home not only fit her temperament but brought context to her painful past, filling her with a passion to do everything she could to nurture the kids. She’d never known such contentment.

Yet, she rarely mentioned the specific purpose of the children’s home. Many of their neighbors, and even some of the ranch guests, knew Freedom House was a place for orphaned and abandoned children, but that’s all they knew. They weren’t told the young residents had once been forced to prostitute their small, frail bodies.

Kate turned to check the graveled parking area. What was keeping Mike? She considered calling him on the two-way radio in her SUV, but she’d mentioned the rodeo and cookout before they parted ways after breakfast and had left him a note. If he’d wanted to come, he’d be here by now.

Her husband had been such a grouch lately. Any mention of Freedom House set him off, despite the fact he’d been in on the plans from the beginning. She twisted her wedding rings around her finger. He changed the subject, left the room or made crabby comments whenever she talked about Freedom House and the children, even though he knew she intended to work with the kids once the home was constructed.

A gust of wind stirred manure-scented dust and blew hair across her eyes. She anchored the loose strand behind her ear. In the midst of dealing with her great-aunt’s dementia and the kids’ multiple issues, she needed cooperation and support from Mike, not conflict.

Hearing someone call, “Go, Manuel,” she looked back in time to see him walk her horse into the arena. Named for the white star on her forehead, Estrella Blanca was a beautiful dark-gray horse with white “stockings” on her black legs. She was gentle and good with kids.

Manuel led the filly to where an olive-skinned girl wearing a helmet, jeans and a t-shirt sat on the railing. He kept Estrella steady while nine-year-old Gianna grabbed her charcoal mane and slid from the fence to her sturdy back.

“Ah...” Laura placed her forearms on the railing and rested her chin on her hands, her gaze on the young rider.

Kate knew what she was thinking. Gianna had come a long way. When the Albanian child arrived at Freedom House seven months earlier, she was a fearful little mouse of a girl. But she’d taken to Estrella as if the horse was the best friend she’d searched for all her life.

She loved the good-natured filly, and Estrella loved her. Even so, Gianna had sat sidesaddle for weeks before she found the courage to swing her leg over the horse’s back. Sexually victimized children had difficulty opening their legs. Other children might do splits or cartwheels without a second thought, but not the Freedom House kids.

Unlike Tieno, whose parentage was a mystery, Gianna knew who her mother was and where her family lived. But when a U.S. emissary visited the woman to discuss reunification, she told the interpreter if they shipped Gianna home, she’d throw her out and bar the door.

Her daughter, the mother insisted, was tarnished and unmarriageable. Plus, she hadn’t fulfilled her promise to work hard in America and send money home to help feed and clothe her five siblings.

The emissary, who was also a woman, countered with, “Gianna was told she’d serve as a maid to a wealthy American family, not as a sex worker.”

In response, the woman’s eyes had blazed and she’d rattled off a string of angry words before shoving them both out the door. As it slammed behind them, the emissary stared at the translator. “What was that about?”

“The girl failed her family,” he said. “She’s an embarrassment to them. Refusal to allow her back into their home is a matter of honor.”

The social worker who informed Gianna she wouldn’t be returning to Albania expected tears and was surprised by her response. “Told you they don’t want me.”

Kate grieved for Gianna’s loss, but the girl had moved on, never once mentioning her family.

Gianna wrapped her legs around the filly, and pride in her tenacity replaced Kate’s sorrow for her past.

Manuel clicked his tongue, and with the lead rope draped loosely over his shoulder, escorted the pair along the railing.

“Good job, Gianna,” Laura called amidst other shouts of encouragement.

Kate sneezed when they passed, like she did every time she got close to her horse. Estrella loved to roll in the dirt. No matter how often they brushed her, she was a perpetual dust cloud.

The pair circled the arena once and stopped. “Now, for the best part.” Manuel aimed a thumb at the girl. “Miss Gianna here is going to ride with one hand in the air.”

“Bravo,” shouted Jean, one of the children’s therapists who’d come up for the afternoon. All the kids loved Jean, a sweet Chinese-American lady who was able to coax even the most reticent child out of his or her shell during therapy sessions. She also made the best shrimp fried rice on the planet.

Robin, the children’s other therapist, yelled, “Show us how it’s done, Gianna.” While Jean was petite and wore her dark hair short, Robin was tall, with long red hair. Her specialty was play therapy. She helped the children act out their anxieties and trauma with dolls, action figures, plastic animals and other toys in the well-equipped playroom, which included a playhouse. They also spent a lot of time role-playing and reenacting memories and incidents in the free-standing therapy sandbox.

Manuel turned to Gianna. “Ready?”

She hunched her shoulders.

“You did it this morning.” He smiled up at her. “You can do it again.”

Without responding, she dug her fingers deeper into Estrella's mane.

Manuel walked to her side and touched her knee.

The girl recoiled.

“Oh, dear,” Laura whispered. “He forgot she doesn’t like to be touched.”

“Uh...” Manuel shoved his hand into his pocket. “You want to try it for, like, maybe three seconds?”

Gianna looked away.

Kate felt sorry for Manuel, who appeared to have no idea what to do next.

“Sweetie...” The tremulous voice came from the far side of the corral.
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Chapter Two
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KATE TURNED TO SEE Dymple Forbes, an elderly friend from church, wriggle to the edge of the lawn chair she was sitting in, put her hands on the chair arms and push herself to her feet. Even though Dymple was full of vim, vigor and vinegar, as she liked to say, arthritis slowed her down. But it didn’t stop her. She hobbled to the railing. “Bring Gianna over here, Manuel.”

The youth’s face brightened and he hurried the horse to where Dymple stood on the other side of the pole fence. She stretched between the rails to touch the filly’s side. Estrella's skin twitched.

“Gianna, dear...” Dymple patted the horse, not the girl. “Remember what we talked about?”

Gianna stared down at her.

“Imagine you’re reaching up to take God’s hand.” Dymple hoisted her own bony hand. “He’ll keep you safe and give you all the courage you need.”

The girl looked at the horse’s head and then back at Dymple, who said, “Try it while the horse is standing still. Reach up to God, honey.”

The spectators quieted. Their expectant expressions told Kate they were rooting for Gianna as fervently as she was. Please, God, she prayed, give her the courage she needs.

“Go, girl,” Laura said, “You can do it.”

Gianna slowly uncurled the fingers of one hand from Estrella’s mane, hesitated, and then let her palm hover just above the horse’s back.

Kate smiled and whispered, “Atta girl.”

“Very good.” Dymple’s voice was subdued. “Now, a little higher.”

Even from across the corral, Kate could tell Gianna was shaking. Poor baby. She’d experienced so much suffering in her few short years of life.

Estrella nickered and looked back at the girl. Manuel rubbed the filly’s neck.

Manuel was a good kid. He’d had his share of challenges, but he’d risen above them to become an honor student and a campus leader at the university. All the Freedom House children adored him, even little Lupita, who rarely spoke but giggled when he pushed her high on the swing.

Gianna wrinkled her nose, screwed her eyes closed and forced her fist upward.

For a short moment, the only sound came from a crow cawing at the top of a tall ponderosa pine. Then applause exploded, accented by whistles and shouts. Kate blinked away tears and hugged Laura, who had tears of her own.

A half-smile tugged at the corner of Gianna’s mouth. She opened her eyes.

Manuel grinned. “Ready to ride?”

She unclenched her hand, spread her fingers and offered the briefest of nods.

Manuel led the horse and the girl around the enclosure to the beat of onlookers chanting, “Gianna, Gianna, Gianna...”

They passed Laura and Kate, who sneezed again.

Gianna’s hand never wavered. She raised it higher and higher, until it was above her head. After one circuit, Manuel stopped the horse, and she jumped off.

Clint called, “Gianna and Manuel, take a bow.”

The duo ducked their heads. More raucous cheers followed them as they led the horse out of corral. Gianna ran to Dymple, who held out her hands but then lowered them to her lap and said something that brought a smile to the girl’s somber face.

“Wow,” Clint exclaimed as he dragged the dummy calf to the center of the pen. “How are we going to top that, partner?”

Tieno shifted the rope coil to the other arm and shrugged.

“Hey...” Clint tapped the boy’s shoulder with his knuckles. “I thought you were a go-getter.”

Another shrug. Tieno started to swing the loop end of the rope.

“Ah, I know what’s goin’ on.” Clint motioned to the crowd. “Our man Tieno here is just playing it cool. Doesn’t want the dame to look bad.”

Tieno dropped the loop and frowned up at him. “D-d-dame?”

Chuckles peppered the air.

Clint grinned. “A dame is a girl, but don’t worry about Miss Gianna. She’s tough. She can handle the competition.”

Tieno didn’t look convinced.

Kate shook her head. She had a feeling half of what Clint said floated right over the boy’s head.

Clint positioned Tieno several feet from the tail end of the dummy calf. “Go for it, bucko.”

Tieno took off his hat and gave it to Clint. Then he straightened, took the loop in his right hand and held the coiled rope in his left. One foot in front of the other and his arm in the air, he circled the loop above his head. His entire body moved with the whir of the rotating rope. On the fifth swing, he flipped his wrist forward and released the loop. It snaked through the air, hit the sawhorse and bounced to the ground.

A collective moan was quickly followed by, “Try again, son.” “You can do it.” “Twist that wrist.”

When the noise quieted, Clint squatted beside his student. Kate could barely hear his words of encouragement. “That was close, champ, mighty close. A few more inches and you’ll rope the sucker. Now, remember...” He held out his hand, palm down. “When you release the loop, you gotta flip your hand downward, open it and point your fingers at the calf.”

Tieno gave Clint a sideways glance before he concentrated on the dummy again. Kate wondered what he was thinking. He hadn’t said much about the mini rodeo, but after Clint gave him the western outfit last week, he’d worn it every day. To get him to change into pajamas at night, the staff had to tell him if he slept in the getup, it would be too crumpled to wear to the rodeo.

One swing, two, three...faster and faster. Five, six, seven—and Tieno released the loop. This time, it caught on one of the horns. 

The spectators groaned.

Tieno’s shoulders drooped.

Clint whispered something in his ear and he began to coil the rope again.

“Whoo-hoo,” Laura yelled. “You’re almost there, baby.”

“This is it,” Kate called. “Throw a wide loop and you’ve got him.”

Tieno said something to Clint, who nodded and stepped away. 

Kate was proud of the determination she saw in the little boy’s eyes. She prayed his resolve would transfer to the trials he faced as he walked the long road to recovery.

Tieno began swinging the loop and twisting his wrist, swinging and twisting, swinging and twisting. Three swings, a thrust, a hiss through the air—and the rope dropped around the horns. The calf was his. Like a true roper, Tieno gave the loop a quick yank to tighten and secure the hold.

Cheers and whistles filled the arena.

Clint clamped Tieno’s hat on his head, grasped him by the waist, and held him high. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Whispering Pines calf-roping champion!”

Kate clapped until her hands stung. She was as proud of Clint as she was of Tieno. He’d been approved by the Wyoming Department of Family Services to work with the children, but he wasn’t a paid staff member. He taught the kids to ride and rope in his spare time.

Rodeo activities were not only fun for their charges, they were therapeutic. Being in control of a rope helped them deal with their fear of bondage. And the ability to unlatch the corral gate or crawl between the rails was also freeing for them.

Clint had patiently persevered through their apprehension and tears and made headway with a couple of them. Slowly but surely, he was learning each child’s teasing limit. Sometimes, they even teased back.

In addition to being the ranch manager, Clint was Mike’s best friend and had been for years. Tall, blonde, serious Mike and dark-haired, broad-shouldered, fun-loving Clint were as different as the sun and moon, yet they made a great team. With help from a handful of ranch hands, they oversaw the working side of the ranch and kept tabs on the horse, cattle and bison herds. Mike, along with Laura and Kate, monitored guest reservations and activities. Clint helped with related events, like trail rides and bison viewing.

Kate scanned the spectators. Still no Mike. One of the ranch hands was videotaping the event. But a movie wouldn’t include rubbing shoulders with their friends and neighbors and thanking them for their support.

Tieno and Clint exited the ring.

Laura turned to Kate. “Is Mike here?”

Kate eyed the parking lot. “I haven’t seen him or his truck.”

“I hate for him to miss this,” Laura said. “The kids’ progress is like a reward, a validation for what we’re doing.” A fierce expression flashed across her face. “We did not make a mistake when we opened the children’s home.”

Kate hugged her mother-in-law. “I feel the same way.”

“I don’t know what’s gotten into my son lately.” Laura’s eyebrows pinched. “He should be here.”

A hawk settled at the peak of a pine tree, head cocked in what looked like an attempt to fathom the noisy creatures below.

“Mike is busy,” Kate said, “especially now that you and I spend more time over here than in the office.” She hated making excuses for him. Like Laura, she was frustrated with his attitude and beginning to suspect he didn’t want anything to do with Freedom House, which was crazy. He’d been enthused about the idea when his mom first suggested it and had participated in the planning, paperwork, training and construction they’d undergone to prepare for the children’s arrival.

“That’s why we need to hire people for the office,” Laura said. “I’ll talk to him again.”

Hearing applause, both women turned toward the corral, where Clint was again center-stage. “Rodeo fans...” He waved his hat. “We’ve got a special treat for you this afternoon that’ll knock your boots right off your stinky socks.”

Children giggled and a male voice yelled, “Speak for yourself, Barrett.”

Again, laughter.

“Here they come now,” Clint announced. “The Whispering Pines Mutton Busters.” Several helmeted children, including those of ranch guests and neighbors, filed into the pen. Manuel and a teenage girl named Bethany accompanied them.

“For you bronc-ridin’ fans, this is where the training begins.” Clint motioned to Manuel, who stood by the gate. “Bring on the broncs.”

Manuel spoke into a two-way radio and moments later, a truckload of bleating sheep circled the crowd. The ranch hand driving the truck backed it to the corral. Manuel opened the gate and helped him unload five wooly ewes into the pen. The sheep ran first to one side of the corral and then to the other, all the while voicing their distress, but they were soon cornered.

Laura whispered, “Maybe it’s best Mike isn’t here.”

Kate nodded. Her husband was a typical cattleman. He didn’t want sheep anywhere near his property. According to him, they ate grass down to the dirt, leaving the land barren for years. After cattle grazed a pasture, the grass grew back fairly fast. Even so, she thought sheep were cute, especially the lambs.

Clint pulled a list from his back pocket. “First up, we have Alison, all the way from Odenville, Alabama.” A little girl with curly red hair sprouting from the edges of her helmet burst into tears.

Kate recognized Alison as a Whispering Pines guest. Her family had been with them almost a week.

Bethany knelt beside the child. “What’s the matter, Alison?”

“I want my mama.”

“I’m right here, honey,” a woman called, “waiting to see you ride a sheep.”

“Okay.” The girl’s cheeks dimpled into a smile.

Manuel clamped down on a ewe and Bethany lifted the girl onto her back.

“Look, Mama. Look, Daddy,” the girl called in her high-pitched voice. “I’m sitting on a lamb. He’s soft.”

“Good job, Ali. Hold still while Daddy takes a picture.”

After the picture, Manuel said, “Lay your cheek on her back and take hold of her wool with both hands.”

The sheep let out a loud bleat.

Bethany steadied the girl. “Squeeze your knees hard.”

“Okay.”

“Ready?”

Alison lifted her head.

“Put your head down,” Manuel said. “One, two, three...go.”

They released the animal and stepped back.

As if a coyote was nipping at her hooves, the ewe bolted for the other side of the pen. One bounce and Ali landed face-first in the dirt.

“Ali!” Her mother slipped between the rails and ran to her. “Are you all right?”

The little girl jumped to her feet. Dirt obliterated her freckles. “That was fun, Mama.” She swiped at her nose with the back of her hand and shook her head. Dust flew off her helmet. “Can I do it again?”

“That’s the spirit,” Clint said. “Give Miss Alison a hand.”

When the applause subsided and the mother-daughter duo had stepped out of the arena, he consulted his list again. “Next up is Frankie from right here in Wyoming.” He didn’t mention that Frankie lived at Freedom House.

The sheep trotted to the other end of the corral. Manuel dove after one and caught it by a back leg. Bethany grasped the other back leg.

Shannon, an eleven-year-old blonde girl from Detroit and their oldest resident, made her way to the gate. She had Freedom House’s youngest child in tow, a four-year-old boy wearing a helmet. His chocolate skin contrasted with her light complexion.

Frankie was another of their wards whose parents had not been located. Judging by his accent, his speech therapist guessed his roots might be Nigerian. Shannon’s parents were known, but they’d been convicted of selling her to a sex-trafficking gang in exchange for drugs—and subsequently imprisoned.

Though the girl refused to participate in the rodeo and had been surly all morning, she’d come alive when she saw car after car drive onto the property. She loved crowds. Kate suspected she would have preferred to see sequined dresses, stiletto heels and glitzy jewelry on the women rather than denim and boots. But at least her mood had lightened.

The instant the gate opened for them, Frankie began to wail.

“I’ll go,” Laura said. Along with the other staff, they took turns helping Frankie work through his crying jags. She walked to the other side of the corral, took the little boy in her arms, looked at Clint and shook her head.

After a “whatever” shrug, Shannon walked away.

Kate was sad Frankie wouldn’t ride today. But he was young and severely traumatized. Just the thought of the cruelty he’d endured broke her heart, over and over.

She smelled meat cooking and glanced toward the patio. Cyrus Moore, their ranch cook, was at the grill. He was starting early, which was wise. They had a lot of people to feed.

Marita, Manuel’s mom, was at the other end of the patio, arranging the salads, chips and condiments. Kate left the mutton busters to help the pair set up the barbecue. Anything to get her mind off Mike. He’d not only snubbed her, Laura, the Freedom House kids and staff with his absence, he’d slighted their friends and neighbors as well.

She nudged a pinecone off the path with the toe of her boot. He still hadn’t given her a final answer about tomorrow. But she had a feeling his absence this afternoon meant he had no intention of accompanying her and the kids on the trip to Cheyenne. 
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Chapter Three
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MAIL IN HAND, MIKE DUNCAN trudged up the deck steps and stopped at the back door to drop first one muddy boot and then the other on the wooden planks. He opened the screen door, and his big collie, Tramp, bounded into the dining room. Mike followed. After sifting through the mail he’d pulled from the mailbox, he deposited the stack on the table and called, “Anybody home?”

The only response was a tail wag from his dog.

“Figures.”

Tramp at his heels, Mike walked through the dining room, past the living room and down the hall. The office and lobby at the end of the long hallway were both empty. He returned to the living quarters to check the kitchen and the bedrooms. Sometimes Kate had a friend stay with Mary until he was done with his work for the day. But no one was home—not Mom, not Kate, not Aunt Mary, which meant he wouldn’t have to cook for her tonight.

“It’s not that I mind Aunt Mary,” he explained to Tramp as he pulled the rubber lid off the dog food bin in the pantry. A smell somewhere between dry cereal and meat-processing plant filled the small room. He shoved a scoop into the reddish-brown chunks. “But I have a hard time following her thoughts when her mind begins to wander. I might as well be eating alone. Know what I mean?”

Tramp whined, more from hunger than conversation, Mike knew.

He also knew Aunt Mary wasn’t the real reason he was irritated. Nowadays, he saw his wife and mother at breakfast just before they left for the children’s home. And that was it for the day. They also took turns spending nights at Freedom House, which meant he not only ate supper by himself, he often slept alone.

Returning to the patio, Mike dumped the food into one of the dog bowls and picked up the other to fill with water in the kitchen. Tramp dug in with his usual enthusiasm. While filling the water bowl, Mike read the note taped to the window above the sink.
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Hi Sweetheart—Just wanted to remind you about the kids’ rodeo and barbecue this afternoon at Freedom House. Rodeo starts at 4:30, barbecue at 6:00. See you then.

All my love, Kate

––––––––
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“Hot dogs?” Mike tugged the paper from the window and dropped it on the counter. She’d reminded him about the rodeo and barbecue at breakfast but apparently felt he needed an additional reminder. “Why would I eat wieners when I have a freezer full of steaks?”

He delivered the water to his dog then retraced his steps to the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator door, he pulled out one of the bison steaks he’d moved from the freezer to the fridge that morning, just in case. He was about to close the door, when he said, “Why not?” and lifted a second butcher-paper-wrapped steak from the meat drawer. Tramp was the only dinner company he had. His dog might as well eat Aunt Mary’s share.

Leaving the meat on the counter, he stepped outside to fire up the grill. “Interested in a bison steak, Tramp?”

But all he heard was the collie slurping water like he hadn’t just taken a big drink from the creek a half-hour earlier. He turned on the propane and lit the flame. Talking to himself and to his dog was a bit weird, he had to admit. But who else was he going to talk to these days?

Back in the kitchen, where he unwrapped the big steaks, flipped them onto a platter and threw the butcher paper and Kate’s note in the pantry wastebasket. Playing bachelor and managing the WP without his wife’s help was not his idea of marriage. The guest ranch was moving into its busy season. He needed both Kate and Mom in the office to keep things running smoothly.

He pulled a meat fork from a drawer and walked out onto the deck. The screen door slammed behind him. Lifting the grill lid, he placed one steak in the middle of the grate and closed the lid.

Tramp yipped and perked his ears.

“Hang on, boy.” He stabbed the raw steak with the fork and dropped it in the now-empty bowl. “This one’s yours.”

Tramp wolfed it down, which pleased Mike. His collie might be getting up in years, but he had a good appetite and he was still able to hop in and out of the pickup and chase barn cats and jackrabbits—not that he ever caught one.

He went into the house one more time to rinse the platter, pour himself a glass of tea from the fridge and grab the new Bison Journal that had come in the mail. Back on the patio, he fell into a deck chair and opened the magazine. But he couldn’t concentrate. Between the smell of the sizzling steak juices, which made his stomach growl, and his growing guilt for missing the barbecue, he found it impossible to focus on the words.

He stared at a cloud that floated overhead, momentarily blocking the sunshine. After more craziness than he cared to recall, life at the Whispering Pines was finally on an even keel. Reporters were no longer calling or banging on their door. Kate’s past was behind her and behind the ranch. Thanks to Dymple, almost five-thousand people had signed a petition asking Wyoming’s governor to seek a pardon for Kate from the governor of Pennsylvania, where she’d been incarcerated years ago.

The governor had taken his time, but he’d signed the pardon the day he announced he would not run for another term. Evidently, he was no longer concerned about the political ramifications of pardoning a woman who was no longer a resident.

Tramp drank some more and then plopped on his side in an aspen-shaded corner of the deck.

Prior to Kate’s pardon, Amy had been rescued from Executive Pride along with the Freedom House kids. And neighbors who’d been conned into giving up their grandparents’ homesteads had returned to their ranches. They’d also had a brucellosis scare. But no sign of the disease was found in his or his neighbor’s bison herds, and no more bison had been shot, thanks to Todd Hughes’s house arrest.

Mike scratched his five o’clock shadow. He should be grateful for all the good things that had happened, but the pardon paved the way for Kate to share responsibilities with his mom at the children’s home. And now she was there every day, all day...and sometimes all night.

Between the aspen and evergreen stands that graced their headquarters, he could see glimpses of their barn, dining hall and other ranch buildings his parents had constructed. They’d built the guest ranch from the ground up with the help of neighbors. But Dad was gone. At times like this, he missed him more than ever. If he’d been here, they might have been spared some of the upheaval of these past few years.

Along with Kate and Mom and Clint, Mike did his best to manage the WP with the same expertise and integrity his father had embodied. They’d been a good team, the four of them. But now Mom and Kate were all wrapped up in the children’s home. And Clint spent plenty of time there, too.

He got to his feet to turn the steak, wondering what he was going to eat with it. Maybe some of the applesauce Mom and Kate canned last fall. The fridge was nearly empty. No one had driven to town to buy groceries lately. Yeah, he could eat at the dining hall, but people would ask about Kate and he wasn’t sure his answer would be civil. He closed the lid and sat down.

The good news was that his nemesis neighbor, Todd Hughes, was now fairly harmless, thanks to his injuries. The bad news was that he’d just gotten off house arrest. Mike had heard the man blamed the Duncans for supposedly ruining his life. Who knew what the crazy rancher might do next.

Todd had been forced to reimburse them for the loss of a bison cow, trauma and damages, plus their attorney fees, which must have fried him to no end. They’d used the money to replace the cow, upgrade equipment in the dining hall kitchen and make some repairs here and there. But without Kate to do the marketing and Mom to take reservations and keep the office running, they could lose the ranch.

Mike snorted. Might as well let Hughes kill off the whole herd.

~:~:~
[image: ]


Kate settled next to Amy, who sat across from Clint at one of the new picnic tables scattered about the lawn beside the children’s home. “Nice tables, Clint.”

“Thanks. I got a lot of help from the guys.” He stood. “Think I’ll go get another burger and more of Marita’s potato salad. Good stuff.”

Before he stepped away, Kate added, “Great job with the rodeo. I appreciate all the work you put into the event for the kids.”

“Yeah, that was fun.” Amy gave Clint a thumbs-up.

“My pleasure.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Have to admit I’m mighty proud of Tieno.”

“We’re all proud of him.” Kate smiled at the memory of the earnest little guy beneath his big black hat.

Amy smirked. “I liked your matching outfits.”

Clint shrugged and headed for the grill.

Amy watched him go. “I think I embarrassed him.”

“He’ll get over it.” Kate sipped her drink and surveyed the crowd. Nearly all the tables were filled. Their guests’ congenial chatter and laughter intermingled with that of birdsong and the shouts of children playing on the Freedom House jungle gym.

“Where’s Mike?” Amy asked. “I haven’t seen him yet.”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing all afternoon.”

“It’s not like him to miss a get-together.” Amy cocked her head and her auburn hair swung to the side. “Aren’t you worried about him?”

“What do you mean?”

“Could be something happened to him. Maybe his truck broke down, or he got stuck. Or, I hate to say it, but what if he’s hurt?”

“I should have thought of that.” Kate winced. “Instead, I’ve been annoyed by his absence. Some wife I am.”

Amy raised an eyebrow.

Kate shrugged. “He’s been grumpy about Freedom House lately, so I assumed he purposely stayed away.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Mike I know. I hope he’s okay.”

“I’ll call him on the radio if he doesn’t show up soon.”

Amy pushed her food aside and leaned on the table, hands on her elbows. “Didn’t he partner with you and Laura to start this place?”

“He did, but he never comes over. He doesn’t want to talk about the home or the children and he complains about how much time I spend here. He won’t even let me bring Tramp to play with the kids.” Kate swished the ice cubes in her drink. “We all knew the first year would be difficult, but I didn’t expect him to turn against what Laura and I are trying to do. He wants us in the office fulltime, like before.”

She rubbed at the condensation on the paper cup. “We’re not doing a very good job of keeping up at the office. I realize that. But now that we’ve established Freedom House, we can’t walk away from it. These are traumatized kids, as you well know. They need us, every day, all day.”

“Like I told you before, I’ll be glad to help you out.”

“I know.” Kate hugged her friend. “We’ve been trying to get Mike to hire office help. Coach Rob is willing to go fulltime this summer and take over some of Laura’s responsibilities. We’d like you to cover the front desk plus assume some of my duties.”

Movement beneath a nearby tree caught Kate’s attention. She nudged Amy. Lupita, the six-year-old Freedom House resident who was mostly silent and who rarely showed emotion, was watching them, hands clasped to her chest. She and Amy had bonded at the Texas brothel.

Amy jumped up and ran over to give her a hug. “I love you, sweet Lupi.”

And then the girl was gone, back to her chair between Kate’s Great-Aunt Mary and Dymple.

Amy returned to the picnic table.

“All these strangers make her even more skittish than usual,” Kate said. “But I love how she never forgets you and steps out of her comfort zone to make sure you don’t forget her, either.”

“How could I? She’s such a darling.” Amy’s expression grew serious. “You can’t imagine how good it felt to hold her little hand, even for a few short minutes, when we were going through that awful time in Texas—or how thrilled I was to see you again.”

Kate watched a chipmunk with a potato chip in its mouth run up the tree Lupita had been standing under. “I thought my heart would explode when we found you, yet we couldn’t get near you.”

Regret darkened Amy’s somber demeanor.

Before the conversation could plunge to depths they’d already mined again and again, Kate said, “So, back to the ranch office. What do you think?”

Amy’s smile returned. “I’d love to work in the office, ’cause I like to interact with your guests. But if Mike doesn’t want me, then—”

“He doesn’t know what he wants. Change is harder for him than I realized when we were first married. But he’ll come around. He has to have help to keep WP in business.”

“I hate to leave the Raeburns in a lurch at the café,” Amy said. “Maybe I could waitress for them two or three days a week and come up here the other days.”

“That might work.”

“I’d need a place to stay, but I know your cabins are always full in the summertime.” Her brow furrowed. “I s’pose I could sleep in a tent, if I could get a shower now and then.”

Kate laughed. “We’ll find a place for you. You might have to share a bed with Aunt Mary or crash on our couch. One way or another, we’ll make room.”

“Thanks for your confidence in me. You know how much I love this place.” With a wave of her hand, Amy indicated their surroundings. “I’ll do my best for you and the ranch, although I doubt I could ever replace you or Laura, especially Laura. She’s managed the office for years.”

“You’ll do great.” Kate shooed a determined fly away from her food. “I just thought of something...actually, two things.”

Amy gave Kate a sidelong glance. “What?”

“What about your dogs and your cat—and your birds?”

“As long as I can check in on them every couple of days, they’ll be okay. If I needed to be away any longer than that, I would call my neighbor. She has a key and has kept an eye on them for me in the past.”

“That sounds good,” Kate said.

“What’s your other question?”

Kate rested her chin on her hand. “What about Clint?”

“What about him?”

“I thought your therapist said you two need to keep some distance between you for a while, ’cause you’re not ready to date. If you work at the ranch, you’ll see a lot of him.”

“She says I’ve made good progress and I can start dating again, if I want. However, I have to keep it light. Besides, seeing Clint working at the ranch isn’t the same as being alone with him.”

“Keep it light?”

“You know, have fun together but not get serious or physical. No kissing or hand-holding. I shouldn’t make plans for the future or spend a lot of alone time with a guy.”

“What if you dated others, not just Clint?”

“She would probably approve of that idea. But Clint knows my background. He knows about Texas.” She ducked her head. “And I like him. A lot.”

“I can tell he likes you, too...a lot.” Kate studied her friend. “But I’m pretty sure intimacy of any sort is going to be a challenge for you.” She ran her fingers along the sanded edge of the table. “It’s something I’ve struggled with.”

“Yeah...” Amy nodded. “I know what you mean. Some days I don’t want to be touched by anyone, not even Clint. Other days I long for a hug. It’s crazy.”

“You’ll get better with time. I did, although I occasionally have ambivalent moments. You’ll have to tune into your feelings and figure out your triggers as well as your reactions to those triggers.”

“That’s what my counselor said. It’s not easy.”

“No, it isn’t. But it’s worth the effort.” Kate paused. “Just as important is the need for you to be on the same page spiritually with the guys you date.”

Clint, who’d been visiting with Manuel and his parents, sauntered toward them, a full plate of food in one hand and a beer in the other—and his gaze on Amy.

“Has he ever mentioned having a relationship with Jesus? Or that he reads the Bible?” Kate asked. “Anything like that?”

“No.” Amy, who was grinning at Clint, shook her head. “He’s so darn cute, but you’re right. I should know where he stands with God before we grow any closer.”

Kate put her napkin over her food and stood. “We’ll talk more about that darn cute guy later. Right now, I’d better give Mike a quick call and then visit with our guests.”
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Chapter Four
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KATE HELPED MARITA AND Laura clear the patio and put the barbecue leftovers in the Freedom House fridge. Then she and Cyrus loaded bagged trash into the back of his pickup. He would stop by the ranch headquarters on his way home to drop the garbage in the dumpster.

Before she left, she read the children a bedtime story and hugged them goodnight. Then she said goodnight to the others, saddled Estrella Blanca and rode slowly toward the log home she shared with Mike, Laura and Aunt Mary. At the end of a long day, she was glad their house was only a couple miles away and that Manuel and Bethany had offered to drive her SUV over for her.

As she rode, she thought about the mini-rodeo and barbecue. If laughter and smiles were any indication, everyone had had a good time. The kiddos, as she liked to call the Freedom House residents, had seemed reasonably comfortable with the influx of neighbors and ranch guests.

Lupi and Frankie were jittery, as usual, and neither child ventured far from Dymple and Aunt Mary, but the others did okay. Kate rubbed her neck. Any other time, Frankie would have shadowed Laura, but she’d been on the move, welcoming one guest after another.

The sun dropped behind a mountain, shooting bright rays into clouds backdropped by a darkening sky. Birds called warnings as the horse approached. Several yards ahead, a doe stepped from an aspen grove and stopped to stare at
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