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“ . . . I have to leave right now for Pendleton.”

After three minutes of wordy exchanges, Nora ended the call.

She pocketed the phone.

Stubbed out her smoke in a second clay pot containing sand instead of flowers.

Channing gave her an inquiring look.

“I heard your end of the conversation. I take it Hunter’s still in Pendleton?”

Nora snorted. “Patty-Jean vanished. Left Hunter high and dry.”

Shaking her head, she added, “Doesn’t surprise me. Like I told Hunter, our mom has a bad habit of disappearing with the first new guy who grabs her attention.”

She sighed. “But Hunter’s worried that something bad happened. Insists she can’t leave Pendleton till she’s sure Patty-Jean is okay.”

Channing gave her a puzzled look. “I gather Hunter wants to call the cops and report Patty-Jean missing. Why’d you tell her not to?”

Nora threw up her hands. “The cops know Patty-Jean too well. And they don’t know Hunter at all. They’ll brush her off. I have to go straighten this out.”

“Are you afraid Patty-Jean won’t come back for Hunter?” Channing asked.

“No, she’ll return today or tomorrow. But not on account of Hunter.”

Stone-faced, Nora folded her arms. “Patty-Jean’s latest roadster has been sitting in the same parking spot at the Snooz Inn since Thursday.”

Channing nodded understanding. “She’ll come back for the car.”

“You bet she will.” Nora’s voice was as harsh as her expression. “Patty-Jean ditched me with Grandma from age five to fifteen. Sold my sister to her adoptive parents minutes after Hunter was born.”

She dropped her arms and her fingers clenched into fists as she spat out her last words. “But Patty-Jean never walked away from a flashy set of wheels.”

 

#  #  #
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Nora Dockson wiggled her ass against the silvery wooden slats.

Proved for the umpteenth time that the garden bench had no soft spots. 

Sighing, she settled onto the unforgiving slats.

She was busy lawyering.

But this was a Sunday afternoon and she’d dressed casual. Topped her faded old Wranglers with a bright red short-sleeve T-shirt.

Raising her arms to the September sky, she let sunbeams heat the bare skin on her forearms.

She ran a hand over the carroty curls rioting on her head. Her hair was hot, too.

Above her, puffy little clouds chased around the jet trails crisscrossing the blueness.

The zoomies from Fairchild Air Force Base were also enjoying Spokane’s late summer weather.

Stretching out her legs, she rested the rubber heels of her Navy-blue canvas sneakers on the concrete slab beneath the bench.

She and her colleague had worked hard for the past two hours. She needed this smoke break.

And conditions were perfect in the small grassy area behind the two-story cinderblock structure housing her employer’s offices.

She’d been an appeals lawyer with the nonprofit Legal Resource Center for more than ten years. Working her ass off for inmates who’d ended up in prison because they hadn’t gotten fair trials.

When she was busted for two felonies at age eighteen, she’d gotten no trial.

A surprisingly competent court-appointed lawyer had plea-bargained her down to what turned out to be twenty-seven months behind bars.

Twenty-seven smoke-free months.

She’d been inhaling make-up nicotine ever since.

The Center coordinator—her boss—got it.

So long as she took her habit outside, she was welcome to treat this square yard of cement as her personal smoking patio.

Patchy brown lawn ran from the slab’s rear edge to a six-foot buckthorn hedge that screened her from the other low-slung commercial buildings on the city block.

Giving her privacy she still craved.

Plus flowers. To her right, a foot-tall pumpkin-colored clay pot held a hardy geranium with flourishing blooms that matched her shirt.

In her mind’s eye, she saw red hair plus red shirt plus red flowers. The crimson combo captured her mood perfectly.

She was on fire.

Hot to get going on a brand-new appeals project.

Do some righteous ass-kicking.

She inhaled crisp, clear air that smelled of summer-parched grass, with an unlikely hint of woodsy spiciness.

She sniffed again. Her gaze flicked to her left.

The six-foot-tall woman with bobbed blonde hair sitting beside her was the source of the spicy scent.

Channing Palmer routinely applied sandalwood perfume to all her pulse points.

Channing was her best friend and also a lawyer with the Center.

Her pal had also dressed down for their meeting.

Though Channing’s version of casual cost more. Her pale green T-shirt was made from a silky fabric that begged to be stroked.

Nora’d spotted GUCCI embroidered in red above the right rear pocket of Channing’s stonewashed denim chinos when she trailed her pal outside.

The pistachio shade of Channing’s expensive-looking shirt matched her suede sandals. Their high wedge heel made Channing ten inches taller than Nora’s five-foot-four.

Channing didn’t flaunt her snappier apparel.

Or her height advantage. She always sat when they were together.

Like Channing wanted to be sure that her shrimpy colleague didn’t strain any neck muscles trying to make eye contact.

Nora preferred to be on her feet. Ten times more hyper than Channing, she couldn’t sit still for five consecutive minutes.

She’d spent most of their earlier session bouncing around Channing’s office.

They were fleshing out a grant application for funds to support the new project.

She’d briefed Channing on two appeals cases for female clients where she’d confronted the bogus expert witness problem.

Channing would use both as illustrations in her oral presentation.

Nora also summarized the case for one potential new male client requesting assistance.

He’d been convicted on the basis of testimony by a self-styled expert on bloodstain pattern analysis.

Self-styled because the standard for expertise in most courts is that the witness knows more about a specific subject than the average layperson.

A low bar.

That juries heard testimony based on flimsy science pissed her off.

She wanted Channing to be well-armed when battling for funding.

By the time they’d gotten through all three cases, Nora was desperate for nicotine. She’d easily persuaded Channing to join her outdoors.

Nora tapped a smoke from her pack. A click from Channing’s lighter prompted her to lean in and ignite her smoke from the same flame.

She inhaled deeply, savoring the hit.

Channing silently blew out a puff of smoke and pointed her Virginia Slim at Nora. “Dynamite examples you gave me. Thanks for the help.”

Nora shifted to make eye contact. “I’m totally into this. With money to hire real experts, we can shut down the phonies.”

“No guarantee I’ll succeed,” Channing warned. “But timing is on our side. Half the exonerations won by the Innocence Project involve misapplication of forensic science.”

Channing was the Center’s constitutional law expert as well as chief fundraiser.

Tomorrow, she’d pitch the project to a Seattle foundation.

“Odds are better than fifty-fifty,” Channing added. “We may soon be able to pay reputable forensic analysts to identify bad science.”

“I’m convinced bad science is what put the potential new client in prison,” Nora said. “I’m hot to get going with his case. Let’s brainstorm compelling reasons why the foundation should hand over major coin immediately.”

An irritating frog croak came from her jeans pocket.

Her phone interrupting.

The caller was out of luck. She had no time to chat.

Last week, she’d been tied up in court, finishing an appeal. This Sunday afternoon was her only opportunity to give Channing input.

Channing had to leave in an hour to meet her husband and three kids.

The two lawyers needed every one of those sixty minutes to perfect Channing’s pitch.

She stood and fished out the phone to verify the call was one she could return later.

The screen read Hunter.

Her younger half-sister Hunter Logan had spent last week with their mom in Pendleton, Oregon.

Pendleton was Nora’s birthplace.

She’d fled at age eighteen.

She traveled back only when fate required.

Fled again as soon as she could.

Their mom, Patty-Jean Dockson Thomas, didn’t live in Pendleton these days, either. But she always returned during the second week of September for Round-Up.

Patty-Jean was a rodeo groupie. Champion bronc busters and bull riders were her favorite bedmates.

During September, she lived the Round-Up slogan: Let ‘er Buck.

This year, Patty-Jean had invited Hunter to join the fun, all expenses paid.

Including giving her a ride from Hunter’s home in Central Washington to Pendleton in Eastern Oregon.

Nora frowned at the screen.

Had Patty-Jean pulled a number on Hunter?

Nora’s finger hovered over the icon on her croaking phone.

She reminded herself that the Round-Up had ended last night.

By now, Hunter should be back in Sweet Home, Washington, celebrating her birthday.

She smiled at the thought. Thumbed the icon over to answer the call.

“Only take a sec,” she assured Channing. “I have to wish Hunter happy birthday.”

“From me, too,” Channing interjected.

“Hi,” Nora began.

A torrent of words cut her off.

While Hunter talked, Nora stomped circles in the grass surrounding the slab.

 She was stalking along the hedge when her sister paused for breath.

Nora kept moving as she tried to calm Hunter down.

Didn’t work.

After three minutes of wordy exchanges, Nora ended the call.

She pocketed the phone.

Stubbed out her smoke in a second clay pot containing sand instead of flowers.

Channing gave her an inquiring look.

“I heard your end of the conversation. I take it Hunter’s still in Pendleton?”

Nora snorted. “Patty-Jean vanished. Left Hunter high and dry.”

Shaking her head, she added, “Doesn’t surprise me. Like I told Hunter, our mom has a bad habit of disappearing with the first new guy who grabs her attention.”

She sighed. “But Hunter’s worried that something bad happened. Insists she can’t leave Pendleton till she’s sure Patty-Jean is okay.”

Channing gave her a puzzled look. “I gather Hunter wants to call the cops and report Patty-Jean missing. Why’d you tell her not to?”

Nora threw up her hands. “The cops know Patty-Jean too well. And they don’t know Hunter at all. They’ll brush her off. I have to go straighten this out.”

“Are you afraid Patty-Jean won’t come back for Hunter?” Channing asked.

“No, she’ll return today or tomorrow. But not on account of Hunter.”

Stone-faced, Nora folded her arms. “Patty-Jean’s latest roadster has been sitting in the same parking spot at the Snooz Inn since Thursday.”

Channing nodded understanding. “She’ll come back for the car.”

“You bet she will.” Nora’s voice was as harsh as her expression. “Patty-Jean ditched me with Grandma from age five to fifteen. Sold my sister to her adoptive parents minutes after Hunter was born.”

She dropped her arms and her fingers clenched into fists as she spat out her last words. “But Patty-Jean never walked away from a flashy set of wheels.”
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At six o’clock, Nora rolled into Pendleton on her own recently-purchased set of wheels.

The two-hundred-mile drive was the longest trip she’d taken in the five-year-old metallic-gray Hyundai Elantra.

She glanced at the fuel gauge to see if the four-door compact’s mileage was as good as the salesman had claimed.

Thirty-eight miles to the gallon.

She grinned. As promised, her miles per gallon number matched her age.

Twenty years had passed since she fled Pendleton and ended up in prison. Eighteen hadn’t been her lucky number.

But maybe thirty-eight would be.

Hell, she’d probably bump into Patty-Jean thirty-eight minutes from now.

She hoped so.

She couldn’t let Patty-Jean mistreat Hunter so cruelly. She’d make that clear to their awful mom.

Nora cruised down the US highway business route. She passed the enormous paved lot in front of the Walmart Supercenter, where the highway divided into east- and westbound one-way streets.

Her branch pushed her a block south of the Round-Up grounds. She caught only a glimpse of the looming stadium.

The rodeo grounds were deserted now.  Last night they’d have been teeming with fans.

Grandstand capacity was seventeen thousand, same as the year-round population of Pendleton when she was a little girl.

Then, the gathering of rodeo hands and their fans doubled the town’s size. It was the largest human mass she’d ever seen.

Impossible not to be thrilled when a major event happened in sleepy Pendleton.

Her heart thumped, remembering how excited she’d been. Tingling all over with the feeling that something good was going to happen to her.

She snickered.

She always expected something good to happen. Proof she was Patty-Jean’s little girl.

Her mom was convinced that she’d find her heart’s desire around the next corner.

Or at the bottom of the next pint of beer.

Or in the sleeper berth of the next big rig heading out of town.

Musing over the unfounded optimism that was her heritage, Nora motored on.

Spotting the red-and-white Snooz Inn marquee, she slowed the Hyundai and turned left into the motel entrance.

Two long peak-roofed one-story buildings stretched from the street to the rear of the narrow lot. Along the tan aluminum-sided front of each building, ten olive-green doors alternated with ten yard-wide windows. A boxy air conditioner sat beneath each window.

The Snooz Inn was celebrating its fortieth birthday when Nora turned eighteen and got out of Pendleton. She recalled it looking old and tired.

Now she added seedy.

Yet, Patty-Jean remained a loyal customer, booking her smoking-allowed room for Round-Up week a year ahead.

Driving between the rows of motel rooms, Nora spotted the red Mustang convertible at the far end of the blacktop parking area.

No other vehicle was parked within ten spaces of the Mustang.

Nora pulled up beside the convertible.

The top was up, the door locks down.

Patiently waiting for Patty-Jean to come back for it.

As though the Mustang understood that when it came to her cars, Patty-Jean was predictable.

When it came to her daughters, too.

Hunter wasn’t stupid.

Why in hell had she agreed to make this trip with Patty-Jean?

Through her own windshield, Nora picked out the door sporting number 15.

The velvety dark-gold curtain covering the window beside the door twitched.

Seconds later, the door flew open.

Her little sister was framed in the doorway.

Hunter was the same height as Nora—and Patty-Jean. With the same hard-to-tame curly locks as both of them.

Though she wasn’t a redhead like Nora.

Hunter’s hair was the same natural dark-brown shade captured in photos of a young Patty-Jean. Before their mom went platinum.

Hunter wore a turquoise tank top. Jean leggings hugged her generous hips and slender legs.

Her turquoise running shoes had a black swoosh that matched the small backpack dangling from one shoulder. She looked fresh and peppy.

Stepping over the threshold, Hunter pulled the door closed, and scurried across the pavement to the Hyundai.

Nora popped out of her car and wrapped her sister in a hug.

Since both sets of boobs were at the same level, they knocked knockers.

A less crushing experience than hugging their mom.

Patty-Jean’s monster tits always flattened hers completely.

Sniffing, she breathed in Hunter’s scent.

Violet cologne with hints of tobacco smoke.

Hunter smelled like Patty-Jean.

Yikes, was Hunter using their mom as a role model?

She’d put a stop to that.

Running a light hand down her sister’s back, she confirmed Hunter was still going braless.

Unlike Patty-Jean, whose foundation garments were engineering marvels, designed to haul her sixty-two-year-old bazookas into firing position.

Hunter’s recent enhancements kept her perky with no other assistance.

Maybe Hunter’s fondness for violet cologne was coincidental.

Ending the hug, Nora said, “You heard from Patty-Jean since we talked?”

Hunter gave her head a negative shake. “She hasn’t phoned. I call but I get a message that the number’s not available. Like she ran out of juice.”

“Or turned it off,” Nora pointed out. 

Hunter threw up her hands. “Bottom line is that we’ve had no contact since breakfast yesterday. Worries me that she didn’t come back last night. I think I should report her missing.”

“No you shouldn’t,” Nora retorted. “Patty-Jean has to be gone longer than one night before the cops will take a report. Why don’t we see what we can learn on our own before we go to them?”

Hunter tilted her head to one side.

Seeing Hunter do that still startled Nora.

The cocked head was a trademark Patty-Jean move.

One Hunter’d been using before she ever met their mom.

Giving Nora a sidelong glance, Hunter added “You taking charge now feels different than when you were my lawyer.”

Nora blinked. “How so?”

“Feels like I’m a little sister getting bossed around by my big sister.”

Nora laughed. “Sorry if I came across as bossy. I was telling you how I see it.”

 “I have to admit that my own experience should have led me to the same conclusion. No cop was in a hurry to help me out when Garth died. I’d still be in prison if you hadn’t stepped up.”

“Does that mean you’ll go along with my plan?” Nora asked.

Hunter gave her the saucy smile that went with the tilted head. “Sure. Makes sense for us to do some investigating.”

Nora ducked her head back through the Hyundai’s still-open door.

She heard a hand thump the shiny gray hood.

Followed by Hunter’s laugh.

“Did that old Buick die on you?” her sister asked.

Snagging her brown leather shoulderbag, Nora backed out of the car and shut the door.

“I was hearing death rattles,” she said. “I traded it in on this buggy last month.”

Hunter tapped the hood again. “You made pretty good time.”

She shrugged the bag strap onto her shoulder. “You sounded desperate. I drove as fast as I dared.”

“You didn’t have to rush down. I was only calling to run my concerns past you. I don’t know Mom as well as you do.”

 “Usually, she hangs out in the same places.” Nora sighed. “If she doesn’t turn up soon on her own, we should be able to track her down.”

“I hope you’re right.” Hunter’s voice quavered. “And I’m glad you’re with me. Thanks for coming.”

“No thanks necessary. You got your ID on you?”

Hunter patted her black nylon backpack. “Got it.”

Nora raised an inquiring eyebrow. “You got a key to the Mustang, too?”

Hunter shook her head. “No sign of a car key, sorry.”

“Too bad. Quickest way to find Patty-Jean is to steal her Mustang and drive home. She’ll chase you all the way to Sweet Home to get her car back.”

“I couldn’t do that to Mom,” Hunter protested.

“I could. She deserves some trouble for making you worry.”

Nora nodded toward the street. “We’ll hoof it. We walk fast, we can be at Sonny’s Tavern before happy hour ends.”

Hunter blinked. “I thought we were looking for Mom?”

“We are. She’s pumping brewskis down some place. Sonny’s at happy hour is where we start.”
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Nora urged Hunter across the parking lot to the main eastbound avenue. They turned left and tromped along the city sidewalk edging the road.

Heat radiated from the sunbaked concrete. Nora felt beads of sweat forming along her hairline.

“When I was in high school,” she added, “Patty-Jean lived at Sonny’s Tavern. She had her own bar stool reserved for happy hour. If I needed to talk to her, I always knew where she’d be from five to seven on weekdays.”

Hunter frowned. “If Sonny’s happy hour is only on weekdays, she isn’t likely to be sitting on one of his bar stools tonight.”

“Worth trying since it’s her favorite.”

Nora pointed down the street at a gray-sided, gray-roofed single-story building. “See the tavern?”

Hunter squinted at the tall block letters on the display board fronting the rectangular structure.

She read the message aloud. “SONNY’S THRILLRIDE.”

Shaking her head, she added, “Nothing thrilling at Sonny’s. Mom insisted we drink at his place last Wednesday. I couldn’t see the appeal. Big box of a place with no windows? Screams sketchy.”

Nora laughed. “But you found no lap dancing at Sonny’s. He caters to hardcore drinkers. All they want is cheap beer on tap and a few flat screens to stare at.”

“Somebody’s improved on that a little, but it’s not a fun place.”

“Oh?” Nora raised an eyebrow. “Were you hoping to find a wet T-shirt contest you could enter?”

“Not after I learned that a widow showing her tits in public is proclaiming that she poisoned her husband.”

Hunter’s hands moved to her hips. “But I’m not ready for Sonny’s level of boredom.”

Nora laughed. “This is only the first stop in our hunt for Patty-Jean. If we don’t see her, we’ll move on. I’m sure we’ll reach a place you’ll like.”

Nora crossed her fingers behind her back. She had a couple more venues to investigate. But Patty-Jean’s favorite hangouts didn’t have much appeal for younger women.

Nora led them across the sparsely populated parking lot. Passing under the shade from the tavern’s overhanging roof, she reached a metal door covered with thick gray paint.

She shoved the heavy door open and stepped across the threshold onto laminate flooring designed to look like high-gloss oak planks.

A blast of chilled air hit her and she smelled a blend of industrial-strength disinfectant and ancient cigarette smoke.

A decade had passed since Oregon banned smoking in bars, but thirty years of heavy-duty tobacco use had embedded the stale stink in Sonny’s walls.

She was temporarily blinded by the abrupt change from sunshine to scattered spot lighting. Yet her nose recognized the place. She’d breathed in Sonny’s aroma hundreds of times.

The sweat evaporated from her arms as her eyes slowly adjusted to the indoor dimness.

She was startled to discover that the old funky interior had been transformed.

Beneath the mandatory red-and-black sign barring minors from the premises, a lemon-and-lime sticker informed her she was in a Wi-Fi Hotspot.

The varnished plywood booths once lining the walls had been replaced by a dozen machines flaunting screens with colorful moving images.

Each was paired with a faux black-leather-cushioned bar stool with stick-like legs and a circular chrome footrest.

Scattered across the fake oak planks were half a dozen bar tables with glossy wood-grain laminate tops that gleamed in the light from the machines.

The scratch-resistant tops perched on tall black metal pedestals. Each table was surrounded by more backless bar stools.

Weaving between the tables and stools, she reached the three pool tables in the center of the big room.

None were in use and their felt tops glowed vivid green beneath ceiling-mounted spots.

Wow, this tavern was colorful, clean, and connected.

It bore no resemblance to her Sonny’s. 

Neon beer signs cast more bold hues from the far end of the room, drawing her gaze to the back wall.

The old stand-up bar of reddish-brown lodgepole pine had disappeared.

As a teenager, she’d often broken the NO MINORS ALLOWED rule tracking down Patty-Jean. To prolong her illegal stay, she’d avoided making eye contact with the owner.

Instead she’d locked her gaze on the rough, splintery bark of the split tree trunk halves that covered the lower part of the bar.

Only lifting her eyes to the scarred pine bar top when Sonny ordered her off the premises.

This new bar top was free of cigarette burns, carved initials, and dark whiskey stains. Only half as long as the old, it matched the wood-grain laminate on the tables.

She felt a pang of loss, as though the former bar was a departed old friend.

Where had that come from?

She was also pained that she hadn’t found Patty-Jean bellied up to this new bar.

Her glance fell on the old man behind it.

The bartender wore a knee-length sage-green bib apron over a short-sleeved white shirt. His bald pate and white fringe of hair looked tie-dyed in the glow from the multicolored neon signs.

Sonny himself was tending bar.

He placed both palms flat on the bar top and beamed at her.

Threading her way past the furniture, she felt her mouth curve up in a return smile and moved a little faster.

Grinning, she stopped when she reached the row of stools. She heard Hunter’s rubber soles squeak to a halt behind her.

“Well, well, well,” Sonny said in his gravelly voice. “Look who’s back.”

Pushing between stools, she topped his right hand with hers, a mock-handshake.

He clapped his left hand on top of the pile and gently squeezed her hand between calloused fingers for a second before pulling free.

He grinned. “Welcome home, Nora.”
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Home.

Despite the tavern’s makeover, Sonny’s warm greeting made her feel she had come home.

How incredibly weird.

She smiled back. “Great to see you, Sonny.  How you doing?”

“Damn good,” he said. “And pleased you chose to pay me a visit.”

She tapped a finger on the bar. “You made some changes.”

“I was overdue for an upgrade.” He stroked the smooth top. “This laminate is sealed with commercial grade clear epoxy. Extremely durable.”

Giving her a proud smile, he hooked his thumbs in his apron bib and slapped his fingertips against his chest. “This bar top will still look brand-new after I’m long gone.”

Nora widened her eyes in mock alarm. “Hope you don’t plan on leaving soon. Sonny’s Tavern needs a few traditional relics to maintain the right atmosphere.”

“So now I’m a relic?” He unhooked his thumbs and frowned at her. “Any more trash talk and I’ll eighty-six you.”

“Don’t throw me out. I’m dying for a cold beer. And I meant relic in a good way.” She tilted her head and winked at him. “As in prized relic.”

He chuckled. “Guess I can forgive a lifetime customer. Though as I recall, when I first served you, you settled for soda pop and a cream-filled cupcake.”

“With a candle on top.” She blew him a kiss.

Turning, he pulled a pair of glass mugs from the chiller and placed them under the beer taps mounted on the back wall.

Over his shoulder, he said, “You girls make yourselves comfortable. Two PBRs coming up.”

She climbed onto a stool and motioned to Hunter to take the one beside her.

Leaning toward her sister, Nora whispered, “My birthday party when I turned four years old? Happened on this very spot.”

“I remember you telling me that story.” Hunter shifted on her stool to survey the room. “But this place is more inappropriate for a kid’s party than I suspected.”

Nora chuckled. “And it was divier. Smoke-filled, worn-out linoleum on the floor, scarred wooden fixtures.”

“Sounds awful.” Hunter shook her head. “Are you sure you got that ancient memory right?”

“Believe me, the experience was unforgettable.”

Remembered images floated into her brain.

Mama plopping her on the sticky linoleum only an arm’s length away from the easy-to-peel bark below the pine top.

Mama crooning happy birthday in that sultry voice Nora loved.

Mama’s white-gold hair shining brighter than the candle on the cupcake in front of Nora.

A dozen “uncles” clapping when she blew the candle out.

Could explain why she cherished a fondness for Sonny and his tavern.

 “It’s one of my last happy childhood memories of Patty-Jean,” Nora continued. “Less than a year later, she dumped me with Grandma and took off with a trucker.”

Hunter nodded. “And I was born seven months after that.”

Nora grinned. “This time, you’re the one at Sonny’s celebrating your birthday.”

Sonny turned to face them as she reached the last word.

“On the house.” He set a frosted mug in front of Nora and held another toward Hunter.

“I hope you’ll settle for a free birthday beer,” he said. “I’m out of cupcakes.”

“Beer’s fine,” Hunter said quickly, accepting the mug.

Wrapping her fingers around the chilled glass, Nora inhaled the hoppy scent.

“Thanks,” she said to Sonny.

“My pleasure.” He wiped damp palms on his bib front. “Maybe you came in for another reason besides making me happy?”

“Smart man,” Nora said. “As usual, I’m looking for Patty-Jean. Have you seen her lately?”

“I might have.” Sonny eyed Hunter. “Weren’t you with her on Wednesday?”

Nora widened her eyes. “Patty-Jean didn’t introduce you two?”

Sonny laughed. “Round-Up Week, Nora. I was way too busy for chit-chat.”

“Let me do the honors. Meet my sister, Hunter.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Sonny said. “Surprised, mind you, since this is the first I heard Nora has a sister. But pleased, too.”

“Not as pleased as I am to be her sister.” Hunter smiled. “I’m delighted to meet you, too.”

Nora tapped a finger on the bar to get Sonny’s attention. “Was Wednesday the last time you saw Patty-Jean?” she asked.

“No. I saw her once more after that.”

Okay, now they were getting somewhere.

She leaned toward Sonny. “When did you see her?”
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Sonny’s forehead furrowed into multicolored wrinkles as if he was conjuring up his last vision of Patty-Jean.

The wrinkles smoothed out and he said, “Saturday morning. She came in around eleven trying to sell a pair of tickets to the finals.”

“Patty-Jean never misses the finals.” Nora turned to Hunter. “What happened?”

Hunter shrugged. “She said we wouldn’t find them exciting because we didn’t know any finalists competing.”

“That’s a first.” Nora snorted. “At least, it’s the first time she’s admitted she couldn’t drag a top rodeo hand into her bed.”

“She had no luck with the men on Wednesday night.” Hunter shrugged. “Some pretty fierce female competition for rodeo star attention.”

“You seemed to be drawing your share of male admirers,” Sonny interjected.

His face reddened as if he’d violated bartender code.

Hastily, he added, “Not that I saw you connect with anyone.”

Hunter laughed. “I had no chance. Whenever a guy approached, Patty-Jean shoved me aside and got in his face.”

She shook her head and added, “I think she had that in mind when she begged me to come with her this year.”

“Sounds likely,” Nora agreed. “Patty-Jean’s a master of bait-and-switch.”

“If that was her plan, it didn’t work. She had at least twenty years on the oldest rodeo hand in the room. Far as I could tell, she got no action at all.”

Nora eyed Hunter. “You said you two had breakfast together yesterday morning.”
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