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      “I’m trying to find your sister.”

      Bo studied the face of Claudie’s brother and began to detect a hint of her in the man’s eyes. He put out his hand. “Bo Lester. I’m a private investigator, but this isn’t work. It’s personal.”

      “I thought you were in California,” Zach said softly.

      He knows who I am. “I came looking for Claudie. She left without telling anyone where she was going.”

      “Musta had her reasons.”

      Bo sighed. “The reasons are she’s stubborn, secretive and ornery as a moose.”

      Zach’s mouth twitched as if in agreement. “She’s been on her own a long time,” he said loyally.

      “I know that. She’s also strong, brave and resourceful. But I’m worried about her and I want to be there when—” He stopped. What if Claudie hadn’t told Zach?

      “She takes on our daddy?” Zach finished. He looked at Bo. “But why do you care what happens to her?”

      A lump the size of Manhattan formed in Bo’s throat. He had to swallow twice before he could say, “Because I love her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      CLAUDINE ST. JAMES knew the value of a dollar, or rather a twenty-dollar bill. That was how much she’d made the first time she’d sold her body.

      “I’ll give you eight-fifty for it and not a penny more.” She kept her voice as stern as possible. Inside, a rare feeling of frivolity made it hard to keep a straight face.

      The old man behind the counter of the Wyoming thrift-store-cum-gas-station gave her a squinty look from his single watery eye—the other was concealed behind a hard plastic cup taped to his face with old-fashioned white tape, the kind that left black tracks behind when you pulled it off.

      “Are you trying to snooker me, little girl?” he asked, his voice warbling as if he’d been silent too long.

      At five-five, Claudie was used to being called “little,” but she was nobody’s “girl.”

      “No.” She drew her shoulders back and stiffened her spine. “The tag says twenty. It might be worth ten. Don’t know. Don’t care. Because, frankly, I don’t happen to need it that bad. If you want to get rid of it, then I’ll give you eight. If not, keep it.”

      She’d had twenty-seven years to perfect her poker face, and no old man with only one good eye would ever see past it.

      He hefted the object in question into the dim light of his storefront window. Claudie assumed a pose of careless nonchalance and looked over the old man’s shoulder through the coating of grime that almost obscured the four old-fashioned gas pumps out front.

      Sara would kill me if I let the bookstore window get that dirty.

      Claudie winced as an image of Sara Bishop—her friend and the owner of the Sacramento bookstore that Claudie managed—popped into her head. Claudie hadn’t talked to Sara in almost a week. She and Ren, her husband of three months, had left early last Friday for their cabin at Lake Almanor. Claudie’s impulsive decision to embark on this self-imposed mission hadn’t come until later that day when her Internet search turned up a ghost from her past.

      Knowing Sara would be worried about her, Claudie had phoned from her motel in Wendover, Utah, but could only leave a message because Sara didn’t pick up.

      I hope everything’s okay, she thought, poking at various pieces of dust-covered junk while the man debated. I hope they didn’t get caught in that storm that was following me.

      A burning sensation in the pit of her stomach made her frown. For a person who’d been on her own since seventeen, Claudie wasn’t used to worrying about other people, or vice versa.

      “Oh, all right,” the man grumbled. He pitched the book to the counter as if to get it out of his limited sight as quickly as possible. “But you said eight-fifty the first time. Not eight. No way I’d be letting it go for eight.”

      Claudie bit down on the smile that tried to worm its way to her lips. She jammed her hand into the front pocket of her jeans and withdrew the exact amount, a five, three ones, and two quarters. An original copy of Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson. Ren, a collector of rare and old books, would keel over when he opened it at Christmas.

      Claudie swept the prize into her voluminous purse and hurried to her car. Humming under her breath, she slipped behind the wheel of her 1986 Toyota wagon and pulled on her sunglasses. The car, which had belonged to Sara for most of its hundred and fifty thousand miles, was the first possession of any worth Claudie had ever owned. Except for some transmission trouble in Wendover, which had wasted two long days and cost her three hundred bucks, the car was running like a dream.

      “Okay, baby, let’s hit the road.” She eased the car into gear. As she waited for the light to change, she glanced appraisingly at the sky. Horizon-to-horizon blue. Yesterday’s brief, tumultuous storm, which had stranded her in western Wyoming overnight, might have seemed a figment of her imagination if not for a few residual snowdrifts.

      The mini-blizzard had reminded Claudie of Maya’s ominous forecast prior to Claudie’s departure. Maya, the newest resident of One Wish House—the halfway house for ex-sex workers that Claudie had helped establish—had pulled Claudie aside to whisper, “You can’t trust November. One minute it’s nice, the next you’re buried alive in snow. The weather can be more brutal than a man.”

      Claudie had shrugged off the dire prediction. It wasn’t like she had a choice. Her baby sister would turn seventeen next month. Seventeen. A grim number that had marked a turning point in Claudie’s life. The point when life had gone from bad to worse. She wasn’t about to let the same thing happen to Sherry. Claudie only hoped she hadn’t left it too late.

      No, her trip couldn’t wait—which is exactly what she planned to tell Bo the next time she saw him. That is, if he was still speaking to her.
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      ROBERT BOWEN LESTER, JR., or Bo, as he preferred, slammed down the receiver of his office phone with gusto. “Who the hell came up with automated answering systems?”

      His secretary, Karen Kriegen, a sixty-something German with the build of a sumo wrestler and the voice of a porn star, appeared in the doorway of his office. “Break the phone—I’m going home.”

      Bo knew she was only half kidding and he gave her a look of contrition. “Sorry, Mrs. K. By the time I got to the fifteenth option, I’d forgot what I was calling about.”

      She made a tsking sound and shook her head. “Where’s that happy-go-lucky P.I. I used to work for? I think I liked him better before he fell in love.”

      “L-lo-ve?” he sputtered. “Believe me, Mrs. K., that’s the last emotion on my list where Claudie St. James is concerned.”

      A ladylike snort filtered past the partially closed door. Karen and the other four members of his staff apparently had put their own spin on his impassioned search for Claudie.

      They’re wrong. They have to be.

      He swiveled his chair to face the floor-to-ceiling window at the far end of his office. The tinted glass afforded a pleasant view of the building’s Andalusian square, but Bo’s mind was not on his surroundings. He’d been plagued by harrowing thoughts of what-if…ever since learning Claudie had disappeared.

      “She’s not here,” the Asian girl had told him when he’d knocked on the door of One Wish House. He’d cut his Vegas trip short—ostensibly because he’d been bored. In reality, he’d missed Claudie. And he’d been worried about her, too. She’d seemed preoccupied and distant for over a week. “She’s gone off on a mission, and you are best to leave this alone.” The woman’s voice seemed steeped with portent.

      She’d have shut the door of the old Victorian house in his face if not for Bo’s cop-trained reflexes. “Wait. Claudie’s gone? Where? She didn’t mention anything about a trip when I talked to her last night.”

      Yes, she’d seemed tense and distracted—maybe a little down, which was another reason he’d cut his trip short. But there’d been no mention of disappearing off the face of the earth.

      “It is not for me to say,” Maya—Bo was certain that was the woman’s name—had replied. She spoke with a spooky singsong intonation that made him uneasy. “Her wounds are deep and painful. There is much healing to do.”

      For some reason her speech sent a bolt of fear through Bo.

      Before he could ask anything else, a tall black woman had appeared in the doorway to add her two cents. “Get lost, private dick. If Claudie wanted you to know where she was, she’da told you. But she didn’t, so guess what? You’re f⁠—”

      Bo hadn’t waited around to hear the rest of Rochell’s colorful diatribe. He’d dashed to his car and started calling people. First, Sara, Claudie’s best friend. “Hi. Sorry to miss your call. Please leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      Bo didn’t bother. Instead, he tried Ren’s cell phone but wasn’t surprised when a voice told him the number was not in service. Ren seldom turned the damn thing on.

      Next, Bo had tried No Page Unturned, Sara’s bookstore. “She came by about four and asked if I could cover for her next week,” Daniel Pagannini, the co-manager told him. “I kinda assumed she was joining you in Vegas. Next Monday is a holiday so the store is closed, and she was due for a vacation. Why? Is there a problem?”

      Bo’s gut said, yes. With anyone else, he might have shrugged it off, but not with Claudie. People like her weren’t generally impetuous. They’d learned the hard way that unplanned risks often left you exposed and vulnerable.

      It had taken Bo months to win her trust—at least I thought she trusted me, but apparently he’d been deluding himself. She hadn’t even bothered to tell him goodbye.

      A staged cough brought Bo back to the present. He spun his chair to find Ren Bishop standing in the doorway.

      Ren held up both hands, “Don’t shoot the messenger. My wife’s pregnant with twins.”

      Bo’s body gave a little shudder as the wasted adrenaline dissipated in his veins. “Dammit, Bishop, haven’t I told you not to sneak up on me?”

      “I knocked.” Ren stepped into the room. “Twice.” He looked around, his expression appreciative. “Nice digs. Beats the hell out of the spare bedroom of your houseboat.”

      “I moved here in September, you jerk. Is this the first time you’ve been to my office?”

      Ren shrugged. “Have you been to mine on campus, yet?”

      Bo rocked back in his chair and kicked his feet up on his desk. Ren had recently switched from dispensing the law to teaching it. “Point taken. Have a seat. Any word from Claudie?”

      “No, she didn’t tell Sara where she was going, either. To me that says she didn’t want to worry the two people she cares most about.”

      Bo snorted. “Some way of showing it.”

      Ren walked to the window, checking out the view.

      “At the moment, Sara’s more worried about you than Claudie. Mrs. Kriegen told her you haven’t left this place since Saturday.”

      “Mrs. K. exaggerates. Besides, I got a shower and a closet full of clothes here. The couch makes into a bed and there’s a pizzeria next door. Maybe I’ll sell the boat and move here permanently.”

      Ren returned to the tufted leather sofa and sat down. Bo could see the depth of his concern. “I know you’re worried about her. We’re all⁠—”

      “Screw worried,” Bo snapped. “I’m just plain pissed now. I thought we were past that I-don’t-need-anyone-and-nobody-needs-me stage. She has a life here, Ren. Responsibilities. A job.” He swallowed to keep from saying, “A relationship.”

      “I’m sure she took all that into account before she left. Claudie’s not what I’d call impetuous. This must have been darned important.”

      Bo shook his head. “Too important to share with the people who care about her?”

      Ren sighed and lifted his shoulders in resignation.

      Bo regretted his outburst. Mrs. K. was right—this really wasn’t like him. “By the way,” he took a breath, striving for a more equitable tone, “I know Daniel’s managing the bookstore while Claudie’s away, but I forgot to ask when I talked to you last night. Who’s running One Wish House while she’s gone?”

      Ren looked up, a bemused expression on his face. “Believe it or not, my mother volunteered. Apparently, Claudie called her late Friday afternoon and said she had a family emergency and asked if Babe would keep an eye on the place until she returned.”

      “She called Babe but not me.” Bo nearly winced from the gut punch. He no longer cared how bitter he sounded.

      Ren sighed. “Like I said, this must be something she thinks she has to do on her own. You’re the same way, pal. Jeez, getting personal information out of you is like pulling teeth. How long did we know each other before I ever met your family? I probably never would have met Matt if he hadn’t come to visit you.” He waited a second then asked, “Are you still going to New York?”

      Bo studied his fingernails on one hand—being a judge had given Ren an unfair advantage when it came to reading people’s faces. Bo didn’t want to reveal how hopeless this case looked. “I don’t know. I left a message on Matt’s machine, but it’s not like we have a lot to go on. I don’t even know if Claudie St. James is her real name.”

      Ren rose. “Here.” He pulled a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his lightweight blazer. “Maybe this will help. Sara found this drawing in Brady’s backpack.”

      “What information could your four-year-old son possibly have?”

      “Apparently Claudie was doodling when she baby-sat Brady last week. This got left behind.”

      Bo took the rumpled paper and spread it out before switching on his desk lamp. Claudie had apparently been teaching Brady the alphabet. Beside letters were names.

      “Do you recognize any of these names?” Bo worked to keep his voice even. Just the sight of Claudie’s carefully crafted penmanship made a funny ache blossom behind his breastbone.

      “Nope. But Brady told Sara they were the names of Claudie’s brothers and sisters. He said the two with the sad faces beneath them died.”

      Bo sat up straighter. “You’re kidding. She’s never once mentioned any family.” He scanned the names again. “My God, she has two brothers and two sisters still alive. That woman makes a clam look chatty.”

      Ren shrugged. “That’s our Claudie.” He turned to leave but stopped. “By the way, Sara thinks she once heard Claudie say something about growing up near one of the Great Lakes.”

      Bo groaned. “Terrific! That narrows down the search to the upper third of the country.”

      Ren frowned and took a step closer to the desk. “Why don’t you come home with me? Sara’s fixing lunch. Maybe we could do some brainstorming.”

      Bo shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m gonna run over to the bookstore. Claudie told Daniel she’d e-mail him if she got a chance.” He couldn’t stop himself from adding, bitterly, “I have an e-mail address, too, you know.”

      Ren reached out and squeezed Bo’s shoulder. “She’s a big girl, Bo. She can take care of herself.” He walked to the door but stopped at the threshold and looked back. “Let me know if you decide to go to New York, okay? We still haven’t been able to reach Eve. Weird, huh?”

      Bo didn’t have the energy to care about whatever troubles might be facing Eve Masterson, Ren’s former fiancée. She’d chosen her course—a shot at network news, complete with all the fame, glamour, and salary that went with it. If anyone could take care of herself it was Eve. Claudie, on the other hand, was as defenseless as a baby chick.

      True, Claudie had survived for years in the emotionally desolate world of prostitution. But that was the old Claudie. The hooker. The new Claudie had her GED and was signed up for her first semester of college next spring. The new Claudie was fragile, vulnerable. Bo knew this on a gut level. And his gut was telling him to find her before something or someone could hurt her again.

      He studied Claudie’s sketch a minute longer. Wedged between Wesley and Valery was a word he’d overlooked. A name. A surname. “Anders.”

      This might be the break he needed. Bo buzzed his secretary. “Mrs. K., try my cousin again, please. And see if you can get me on a flight to New York City. Tonight.”
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      AS HER CAR joined the easterly flow of traffic on Interstate 80, Claudie heaved a sigh and let her thoughts drift to Bo—where they seemed content to stay way too much of the time.

      “Bo’s head over heels crazy about you, Claudie,” Sara had said last Tuesday as they’d relaxed on the bench of the BART train during their ride back from San Francisco. An array of fancy bags—trophies from their shopping expedition—encircled their aching feet.

      “If he is, then he’s just plain crazy, Sara. I’m not the girl next door, you know.”

      “He knows who you are, Claudie,” Sara had protested. “He’s seen you turn your life around these past seven months and he knows how hard you’ve worked to help other women get off the street.”

      Sara’s praise had a way of making Claudie squirm—it felt good but somehow undeserved. “I’m no saint, Sara. I’m not the kind of person who deserves a happy ending. Life just doesn’t work that way for people like me.”

      Sara’s eyes had filled with tears. “You are so wrong about that, Claudie. And if you think Bo believes that then you don’t know Bo.”

      Their conversation had been interrupted by the train’s arrival at the Pleasanton station where Sara’s Explorer was parked, but Sara’s words had stayed with Claudie during the drive home. Claudie did know Bo. He was a kind, decent man who’d always treated her with respect.

      He’d never judged her or questioned her about her years on the streets. The more she came to know him—they were often thrown together thanks to Ren and Sara’s situation—the better she liked him. But that was as far as their relationship should go. They needed to keep things superficial.

      Friendly. Bo was a friend. Period.

      So maybe you’re hoping your friend will come looking for you?

      “No,” she said aloud, startling herself by the volume of her denial. “I can do this myself. If I’d have wanted his help, all I had to do was ask.”

      But that would have meant telling him about her past. That was nobody’s business but hers—and Garret Anders’s.

      A sign announcing a truck stop caught her eye and Claudie impulsively took the exit. The clock on the dash read: three-thirty. She was less than twenty miles from Cheyenne. Her brother probably had a job, which meant Claudie would have to time her arrival. She knew she could call first, but she wanted to surprise him. Perhaps just to see if he still recognized her. She was curious herself—was there any of the old Claudie left to see?

      She parked near a bank of vending machines and got out of the car. The wind sliced through her sweatshirt, but the clean, brisk air felt exhilarating. She sat down at a picnic table partially sheltered from the wind and mentally catalogued all that she’d left behind to undertake this quest.

      First and foremost: One Wish House.

      Back in July when Ren first suggested using his partially renovated Victorian home in Folsom, California, as a halfway house for prostitutes, Claudie had laughed in disbelief. But somehow the project had become a reality.

      The name had come from her friend, Keneesha, a former prostitute who’d turned her life around and was now living in Georgia, raising the son she’d abandoned years earlier. “When I was hookin’, I can’t tell you the number of times I’d find myself thinking, ‘If I could have one wish, I’d ask to start over,”’ Kee had said when she’d returned for Sara’s wedding.

      The home’s current residents ranged in age from nineteen to thirty-three. While linked to various bureaucratic agencies, the halfway house was a volunteer residence program.

      Claudie feared her absence might undermine all she’d worked so hard to create.

      “You know what people are going to think, right?” Davina had fretted as she watched Claudie pack. “They’re going to think you abandoned us or something.”

      “It’s dangerous out there, Claudie,” the world-weary Maya had added. “I’ve been across this country more than once—bad things can happen. And this is a terrible time of year to travel. Storms. Snow this high.” She’d raised to her tiptoes to hold her hand above her head.

      “Sí,” Davina had concurred, “you shouldn’t do this alone. Meester Bo would go. I know he would. He likes you.”

      A foul epithet had introduced Rochell’s opinion. “She don’t need a man to do this. She got off the street on her own, didn’t she? Why do you always act like men are the answer?”

      “Bo’s at a gadget fair in Vegas until Monday,” Claudie had interjected. “This can’t wait. I’ll call him from the road and let him know I’m okay. Besides, we’re just friends, you know.”

      Sally Rae, a willowy blonde and youngest member of the group, made a snorting sound. “Yeah, right, like we believe that.”

      Claudie had grabbed her jacket from her closet and faced the group. “Hey, this isn’t a best-case scenario, but I’ve got to go, and you all know why. Babe Bishop’s going to check in on things from time to time.”

      Their simultaneous groans summed up their feelings about that topic. Claudie flinched. “Sorry, but she’s on the board of directors. If you need any help, call Sara.”

      Davina, the most spontaneous of the group, surged forward, clasping Claudie in a hug. “Don’t worry. We will be okay. And I will pray for you and your little sister.”

      The women walked Claudie to the door. A sober stillness hung in the foyer as she opened the door. Beyond the porch, a steady drizzle fell, cold and un-inviting. Claudie feared she might not make it over Donner Pass without chains. She’d debated about waiting until morning to head out, but the weather report showed a big storm approaching from the northwest.

      Maya spoke softly. “You are a warrior on a quest, Claudie.” Her obsidian eyes had seemed capable of viewing the core of Claudie’s heart. “Find the truth and it will release the pain you keep locked away.”

      A warrior on a quest, Claudie silently repeated, gazing across the windswept vista. Bo would love that one, wouldn’t he?

      Guilt made her grimace, but she closed her mind to Bo’s image. She couldn’t think about him right now. She had to stay focused.

      She rose and started toward her car, but detoured spotted a pay phone. They were rarer than hen’s teeth as Sara liked to say. Unfortunately, her cell phone was on the cheapest plan available. She needed to save her minutes for emergencies, so it was plugged in and turned off.

      She counted her remaining coins—probably enough for one call. If I call Sara, she can give Bo a message.

      Coward, a voice whispered. A cowardly warrior on a foolish quest. Yep, that about sums things up. Shaking her head to keep the wind-induced tears at bay, she punched in number she knew by heart.
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      BREATHLESS FROM her run to catch the phone, Sara’s “Hello” came out as a croak.

      Hey, Sara. It’s me.”

      The voice triggered a flood of emotion. “Claudie! Thank God you’re okay. Tell me you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine. Don’t get all worked up. That can’t be good for the babies.”

      An immediate sense of relief made Sara’s knees weak. She sat down on a stool and caught sight of the notepad and pen Bo had left beside every phone in the house. Notes. I’m supposed to concentrate and take notes. Impressions. Background noises.

      “Where are you, sweetie? Why’d you leave without telling me? You are coming back, right?” Sara picked up the pen. It was hard to be a sleuth and talk at the same time.

      Claudie’s small laugh sounded sort of lonely and sad. “I’m a bad penny, remember? I keep turning up.”

      Sara’s eyes misted over. “You’d better come back soon. Brady’s missing you, and Bo’s going nuts.”

      “Bo’s one of the reasons I left without telling anyone. You know Super Snoop—he’d have his nose in this up to his eyebrows. But I have to do it on my own, Sara.”

      “Honey girl, we’re your friends. Can’t we help? That’s what friends do.”

      “Between keeping up with Brady and getting ready for the new babies, you’ve got your hands full at the moment, remember?”

      Sara frowned. Claudie was obviously not going to reveal much, so Sara tried to focus on the noises coming through the line. She hastily jotted down: Trucks slowing down. Faint hum in the background. Freeway maybe? A car door slamming. A rest area? She added a couple of exclamation points.

      Sara decided to gamble. “Does this have anything to do with your family?”

      In the moment of silence that followed, Sara heard a tinny voice give the call letters of a radio station. She wrote them down. “What made you ask that?” Claudie’s voice sounded tense and edgy. Like the old Claudie. The Claudie that had given up on ever leading a normal life.

      “You left a piece of paper in Brady’s backpack. There were names. Brady said they were your brothers and sisters.”

      Claudie blew out a breath. “I keep forgetting how smart that little guy is.”

      Sara added the notation: She misses Brady…and us. “Well, all I’m gonna say about it right now is that I’m trying to find my half-brother. Hopefully Yancy can put me in touch with the rest of the bunch. A regular old-home week.” Her tone sounded less than pleased by the prospect.

      Sara added a few quick notes to her list. “That’s...good, isn’t it? I’m happy you’re reuniting with your family.”

      Claudie’s chuckle didn’t sound encouraging. “I haven’t seen any of these people since I left home ten years ago. I doubt they’re going to be thrilled to see me, but that’s just tough. This is something I gotta do. Period.”

      Sara recognized the determination in her friend’s voice. “I know you, Claudie. You’ll do whatever you set out to do. I just wish we could help. We’re family, too, aren’t we?”

      “You’re my California family, Sara, and I know you want to help, but this is the past. My past. Believe me, it isn’t pretty. And I don’t want my future god-children exposed to any of it.”

      Sara swallowed loudly. “Then Bo. Couldn’t he help?”

      “No. This is something I ran away from a long time ago, and if I learned anything from you and Ren it’s that the past has a way of catching up with you. I have to deal with it. I can’t sit by in my safe little world and let Garret ruin another girl’s life.”

      “Who…?” Sara tried to ask, but her question was interrupted by a mechanical voice asking for more money.

      “My stepfather, that’s who,” Claudie snapped. A second later, she sighed, as if regretting her disclosure. “I’m outa change, Sara J. Gotta go. I’ll call again soon. Tell Brady I haven’t forgotten his birthday. I’m going to send him something. And tell Bo he can yell at me all he wants when I get back. Bye.”

      The line went dead and Sara replaced the receiver. She walked into Ren’s office and turned on the computer. Within minutes she was online; seconds later she’d found a page dedicated to the call signs of radio stations. She pushed the button to access the other phone line and hit the speed-dial number of Bo’s office.

      As soon as he picked up, she said, “Hi, it’s me. I think she’s in Wyoming.”
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      KNOCKING ON the door of her brother’s house turned out to be harder than Claudie expected. Her heart pounded in her chest as she forced herself to take a deep breath. The raw Wyoming wind penetrated through her Sacramento Kings sweatshirt making her shiver. The November sun was already sinking below a stratum of thin, horizontal clouds—eye-catching ribbons of tangerine and magenta.

      The hollow tinny sound her knocking produced didn’t seem substantial enough to magnify past the wooden inner door. She looked for a doorbell but found a piece of frayed duct tape over an empty hole.

      Her hand was poised to rap again when she heard a loud, hollow thump. A moment later the inner door opened with a swoosh. A tall, trim man in a worn plaid shirt greeted her with a curious, “Yeah? What can I do for you?”

      The lanky auburn hair was familiar even if the long handsome face wasn’t.

      Claudie swallowed. “Yancy?”

      He bent down slightly and put his face closer to the screen. “Do I know you?”

      “It’s Claudie,” she said, suddenly realizing her wind-combed, Meg Ryan hairdo probably bore little resemblance to the girl with long dark hair that he’d last known.

      He stepped back as if someone had yanked him by the collar. His mouth dropped open and he shook his head. “My sister Claudie? Really?”

      Claudie’s heart galloped against her ribs. She’d visualized this moment a dozen times. She just hadn’t expected to feel so…tearful. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      Yancy stepped forward again, this time fumbling with the latch on the metal screen door. “Well, I’ll be…It’s been ten years, ain’t it? Good Lord, I’d never have recognized you in a crowd. Come on in.”

      Gratified to find her legs still worked, she stepped over the threshold and moved in enough for him to close the door. Once inside, she was struck by conflicting odors: overly pungent male cologne and the too-sweet stench of chlorine. He must have noticed her nose crinkling. “We’re bleaching the toilets,” he said apologetically. “We all had the flu since Sunday, but everybody’s better today.”

      Claudie smiled—not sure what to say. Yancy seemed just as tentative. His big, coarse-looking hands made start and stop motions as if he wanted to hug her but wasn’t sure how to do it. Finally, he indicated the room to her right. “Let’s go sit down. This is just too weird. I can’t believe it. Zach and me were sure you’d died or something.”

      Claudie picked her way past an assortment of shoes, toys and old newspapers, which Yancy apologized for with another reference to their recent illness. The couch was a plush navy sectional adorned with a dozen throw pillows in a rainbow of hues. She nudged aside a plump square of sunshine yellow and sat down.

      “I’ve been living in California. Sacramento, mostly.”

      “Really? I been through there. I used to drive long hauls, but I’ve been with a cement company the last six years. Closer to home. Wife likes it that way.” He lowered himself to a dusty piano bench across from her. Behind him sat an electric keyboard enveloped in an opaque plastic cover.

      “You’re married.” Claudie surmised, looking around. A brass frame on the end table held an eight-by-ten photo of a woman with long blond hair and two young boys, one dark, one light. “That your family?”

      “One of ’em.” He made a wry face. “First wife, Becca, lives in Denver with our daughter Darcy—she’ll be eight in January.”

      “Wow,” Claudie exclaimed, mentally doing the math. Yancy was two and a half years her junior. “You started young.”

      “Yeah, you think you know everything when you’re seventeen. Hell, I didn’t even know enough to use a rubber. Becca was six months along when we got married. It was a mistake from the start.”

      Claudie nodded as if she understood.

      “You married?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He opened his mouth as if to speak but just then a small child burst through the front door then slammed it resoundingly. Yancy poked out one long arm and grabbed the boy before he could escape.

      “Slow down, Pika. Your Aunt Claudie’s here to visit. Say hi.”

      The child, who looked a couple of years older than Brady, squirmed like a fish on a line. “Hi,” he said, not making eye contact. From what Claudie could see, he was the spitting image of his father at that age—wavy auburn hair, all legs and arms.

      Yancy let him go and the boy dashed down the hallway.

      “What did you say his name is?”

      “Pika. As in Pike’s Peak. Renee says that’s where he was conceived when we were on a camping trip. Hell if I know. I was probably stoned or drunk.”

      Claudie kept her expression blank. She’d known plenty of men who wanted sex when they were stoned or drunk. If she’d been the dishonest type, she could have ripped them off when they passed out. But she wasn’t a thief.

      “Who?” a woman’s voice asked in the distance. “Yancy, is someone here?”

      “Yeah, Renee, my sister.” Yancy shook his head once more as if the idea still boggled his mind.

      A shuffling sound preceded Renee’s arrival. Curious, Claudie sat forward. The woman who appeared in the doorway looked far different from her photograph. Her bleached locks hung limp beside her long sallow face. Her pale skin was blotchy and a large cold sore festered at the corner of her lip.

      Dressed in baggy red sweatpants, heelless mules and a paint-splattered Mickey Mouse T-shirt, she attempted to fix up her hair and clothes but gave up with a sigh. “Oh, hell,” she grumbled, extending her hand. “I’m Renee.”

      Claudie rose and shook her hand. “Claudie.”

      Renee’s chin turned abruptly toward her husband. “That one?”

      Claudie’s hackles rose until Yancy said, “Yep, my long-lost sister who ran away from home when she was sixteen.”

      “Seventeen,” Claudie corrected. “I was sixteen when Mom died, but my birthday’s May 7, and I didn’t leave home ’til the fifth of June.”

      He nodded. “That’s right. We were still in school, which was how come Val’s teacher offered to take her in.”

      Renee motioned for Yancy to move over so she could sit down beside him. Claudie sat back down, uneasily. She hadn’t talked about that time in her life for a very long time, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to do so with a stranger present.

      “How long have you been married?” she asked, stalling.

      Renee shrugged. “Four years next week. don’t bother with the math. We’da done it sooner, but his divorce from the Barbie doll wasn’t final.”

      Yancy’s grimace told Claudie his ex-wife was a sore spot in his current marriage.

      “And you have a second son,” Claudie said, nodding toward the photo.

      “Laramie. He’s three. He’s over at his grandma’s—my mom’s house. She lives across the alley. He still ain’t feelin’ too good.”

      “Oh.” Claudie looked at her brother. “They’re pretty close together. Like you and Zach.”

      Yancy frowned. “Yeah, but that’s all we’re having. Two, not ten. I already went in and had the operation just to make sure there weren’t any accidents.”

      Startled by his vehement response, Claudie glanced at Renee. Her scowl said this was another sore subject.

      “Renee wanted to try again for a girl, but like my pal Andy says: first rule about holes is, if you’re in one, stop digging.”

      Renee snorted then looked at Claudie. “Like Andy knows shit from shinola—he’s single. You got kids?”

      Claudie pictured Sara’s adopted son, Brady. At times he felt like her child. At times she wished he were her child. She shook her head. “No.”

      Yancy made an understanding sound. “Not surprised. With Mom sick so much toward the end, you were practically raising the rest of us.” To Renee, he said, “Claudie had to drop out of school after Mom passed away to stay home and take care of our baby sister, Sherry.”

      Claudie looked down at the floor. Sweet darling Sherry hadn’t been the problem. If Garret hadn’t started drinking…

      She put the thought aside when Yancy asked, “So, Sis, what brings you to Cheyenne?”

      Claudie swallowed. “I ran across your name on the Internet. I couldn’t find anything on Zach or Val, so I thought I’d get a hold of you and see what you know.”

      He nodded. “Searching for your roots, huh? A guy I work with’s big on that genealogy crap.” He shrugged. “Not me. Past’s behind us—right where I like it.”

      A year ago Claudie would have agreed with him wholeheartedly.

      “If you were online, you shoulda been able to locate Zach. After all, it’s not like he’s moving around,” Renee said, sourly.

      Claudie’s heart lurched. “Are you saying he died? That he’s buried somewhere?”

      Renee gave a laugh that turned into a coughing fit.

      Yancy gave her a disgusted look. “Naw. He’s not dead. Just doin’ time.”

      Claudie jaw dropped open. “What’d he do?”

      “They called it vehicular manslaughter. I don’t think it was. His blood alcohol was sorta pushing the limit, but the owner of the rig he was driving didn’t believe in giving his drivers breaks...that are required by law. Zach said he closed his eyes for a minute or two and the next thing he knew his rig collided with a car, killing two people.”

      Claudie grimaced. A part of her wasn’t surprised to learn that her brother’s life had turned into a nightmare. As the eldest son he’d borne the brunt of his father’s demands. He’d also been the most devastated by their younger brother Wesley’s death.

      “How long ago?”

      Yancy looked at Renee. “Five? Six years?  We write each other once ’n a while.”

      Renee snorted. “Like once a year if you’re lucky.”

      He gave her a black look, and she stood up. “Listen.” She turned to Claudie. “I’d like to stay and chat, but I gotta finish up before Mom brings Laramie home. And, don’t forget, Yance, you promised to take Pika to the store if he cleaned up the dog shit.”

      “Did he do it?”

      “Said he did. Go look for yourself.” With that she turned away, but paused. “It was nice meeting you, Claudie. Sorry we can’t offer you a place to stay tonight, but, believe me, you don’t want to catch what we just got over, and Laramie might still be contagious.”

      Claudie hadn’t thought about her plans for the night, but she definitely didn’t want to catch the flu. “Thanks, but I need to push on anyway. I’ve got a lot of stops to make.”

      After his wife left the room, Yancy heaved a sigh. “Families are such fun.”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but Claudie shook her head. “Not ours.”

      He flinched. “Are you gonna bring all that stuff back up? ’Cause I don’t want to hear it, Claudie. What’s done is done, you can’t take it back.”

      She cocked her head. “What do you mean I can’t take it back? Do you think I lied about what happened?”

      He shrugged. “The old man said you did. Claimed you just wanted to get out of staying home with Sherry. He tol’ the police you were mad ’cause he made you miss the prom or something.”

      A fury so deep and massive it nearly choked her made Claudie leap to her feet. “That bastard. Lying scumbag. He raped me, Yancy. He was supposed to go to jail. Miss Murray promised he’d go to jail if I told the police what happened.”

      Yancy drew back. “Well, I don’t know about any of that. Once the cops came and took us all away, me ’n’ Zach never got to go home. We saw Dad a couple’a more times at the courthouse, but the judge said it was apparent Dad couldn’t handle us. Said me’n Zach needed more discipline and structure than we were getting at home, so he sent us to a group home in Emporia.”

      Claudie saw a hooded look descend over his face. “I didn’t know that.”

      “It sucked big time. The food was bad, the beds stunk like old piss. Only good part was we were together most of the time. Zach learned to work on engines and they helped him find a job with a trucking company when he turned eighteen. I was supposed to stick around another year, but I split when Zach did. We went to Omaha.”

      “What’d you do there?”

      “Zach drove truck. I was a dishwasher mostly, but then I met Becca. Her dad owned the company Zach was working for.”

      “How’d you wind up here?”

      He shrugged. “Long story. Could we save it for later? You kinda caught us at a bad time—what with the family being sick and all.”

      She got the hint. “Look, Yancy, I came here for a reason. I
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