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      June was a bad month for Shavon Montgomery. Her beloved sister, Sophie, was murdered by her jealous husband and then the coward took his own life. That left eighteen-month-old Georgie an orphan and now Shavon’s responsibility. She looked in the rearview mirror and saw that Georgie was still asleep. The baby was probably as tired as Shavon.

      She loved her niece but had never planned on raising her. This put some of Shavon’s plans off and others ahead. For instance, she’d planned on leaving the Chicago law firm at the end of the year and moving to Twin Bluffs, Montana, ten miles from Bozeman, where her great-grandmother had lived until six months ago. She’d died not long after Sophie.

      Great Grandma Nora hadn’t changed her will to reflect Sophie’s death, so she’d left Shavon and Sophie her house…and her money. An old Victorian mansion that Shavon and Sophie had visited for three months every summer, while their parents traveled the globe digging up dinosaur bones. Shavon had come until she was eighteen and entered college, ten years ago. The last time she’d been there was a couple of months before Grandma Nora had died, to tell her about Sophie.

      With Sophie gone, Shavon was now a very rich woman and she’d give it all away just to have Sophie here with her.

      Now, she would live in the house with Georgie. Hopefully many guests would come and stay as well. Shavon wanted the B and B open by Christmas. She knew people would wonder why she’d want to operate a B and B if she was wealthy enough to never work again. The answer was a simple one, she’d always wanted to own and operate a B and B. She was living one of her dreams.

      Shavon looked in her rearview mirror again. Georgie was still sound asleep in her car seat. Shavon smiled. She looked just like her mother, with white-blonde hair and the bluest eyes. The same color as Shavon’s own eyes. They all received them from their Grandma Nora. They were a deep blue, like the deepest part of the ocean as seen when the sun was high in the sky. A clear, clean blue which no other color muddied.

      Shavon looked around and marveled how different the landscape was compared to the skyscrapers of Chicago. She looked for a familiar landmark…the rock pillars at the end of the driveway to the mansion. She knew she was near the turnoff for Nora’s place.

      The trees obscured the driveway and she nearly missed it even though she’d been there recently. Of course, she’d nearly missed it then, too. The rock pillars at the end of the driveway were almost completely fallen down…or been knocked down. Another thing she needed to repair or replace. Sighing she turned right onto the driveway and drove the quarter mile to the house.

      Grandpa Ben’s father, Ralph, built quite a long way outside of Twin Bluffs, which had been little more than a mining camp when they built. Ralph had made his money in the gold rush in California. He didn’t hit gold, as in the mineral, but had hit gold as a grocer in Sacramento.

      When Ralph heard about the 1863 gold strike in Virginia City in the Montana Territory, he sold his grocery store and moved his wife to Twin Bluffs. There he built his wife her dream home—a ten-bedroom mansion several miles from town. They’d planned on having lots of children but were only blessed with Shavon’s great grandfather Ben.

      Ben married Nora and just as his father had before him, he planned to fill the mansion with children. But they too were only blessed with one child and not until late in life, Shavon’s mother, Estelle. Nora had been nearly forty-two when Estelle was born. Ben was fifty.

      She supposed in some ways that was a good thing because now that Sophie was gone, she didn’t have to fight with anyone about what she wanted to do with the house. Sophie wouldn’t have cared. She would have joined in on the venture.

      Now that home would be Shavon and Georgie’s. Shavon wanted to turn the mansion into a bed and breakfast, but knew the house needed some updating. And she knew she would have an uphill battle for guests. The tourist industry in Twin Bluffs wasn’t huge and those that did come, like hunters and fishermen, didn’t usually stay at a bed and breakfast. But she had to try. She’d always wanted to own one and now was her chance.

      Several of the bedrooms in the house were small, but she hoped that could be rectified by combining bedrooms or knocking out closets or something else. She wouldn’t know for sure until she looked at the house with renovation in mind and not as the beloved home of her grandmother.

      Whereas the home had been miles outside of town when it was built, now it was barely outside the city limits. The location was perfect for a B and B.

      The driveway was rutted and bumpy. It would need to be graded and gravel put down for it to be usable by regular vehicles. Maybe a lot of people in Montana drove SUVs, but that didn’t mean her guests would..

      The bumpiness of the road woke up Georgie. Her corkscrew curls went everywhere but mostly formed a white-blonde halo around her face.

      Shavon looked in the rearview mirror. “Hello, sweetheart. How’s my baby girl?”

      “Mama.” Her eyes filled with tears and her mouth turned down in a pout. “Mama.”

      The baby girl’s tears broke Shavon’s heart. She looked over her shoulder. “Ah sweetie, I know you miss your mama. I do, too. But we’ll do the best we can together. You’ll see. Everything will be all right.”

      Georgie’s bottom lip quivered.

      Shavon pulled to a stop in front of the house. Once upon a time, a butler would have greeted her, but the butler left when Grandma Nora passed on. She’d been 105 and still sharp as a tack.

      Grandma had understood when Shavon had come to tell her Sophie had been killed the previous week. The first words out of her mouth had been, “That asshole did it, didn’t he?”

      When Shavon confirmed that he had indeed murdered his wife, Grandma just sighed.

      “I wish I’d been able to convince her to leave that bastard and come here. But I might as well have been talking to a wall. Sophie wouldn’t hear anything bad about Bruce Vinson. I know you tried as hard as I did.”

      And she had. The last time he beat Sophie, she pointed out his cheating, his unreasonable attitude about her working and about most everything having to do with Sophie being outside of the house. He was completely paranoid about her meeting and falling in love with someone else.

      Shavon hoped she would find someone else, but Sophie only had eyes for Bruce, right up to the day he’d killed her. And she’d kept her real situation a secret from Shavon. If she hadn’t maybe Shavon could have saved Sophie, but she’d never know now.

      Shavon hated secrets. Seemed the people she cared for the most had felt it necessary to keep secrets from her. And it cost her. First Steve, her ex-fiancé and then her sister, Sophie.

      That was in the past and she needed to stop thinking about it. Now she needed to raise Georgie. She would teach her to be a strong woman and not let any man, or anyone else, take advantage of her or abuse her. Shavon would make sure what happened with her mother didn’t happen to Georgie.

      Shavon was bone tired. That was the longest ten hours of her life. She couldn’t wait to get as far away from Denver and the memories there as she could. She got out of the car, placed her hands on her lower back and stretched backwards. My God, that feels good. I need a massage but that is something that won’t happen for a long time.

      She unbuckled Georgie from her car seat.

      “Hi, baby girl. How are you? I bet you’re hungry and need changing. It’s been a long time since our last pit stop.”

      Georgie sniffled and Shavon felt like every terrible person she’d ever known for making the baby wait to have her diaper changed.

      “Okay. Let’s go inside.” She lifted Georgie out and carried her up the steps, across the wide, covered porch to the front door which she opened and walked inside.

      She’d left Grace in charge when she’d driven to Denver for the last time to get Georgie.  That had been a week ago. Shavon picked up Georgie from Social Services after going through a custody hearing and fighting off Bruce’s sister for custody. Shavon was a lawyer and no way would she lose the most important case of her career—winning custody of Georgie. After picking her up, she’d gone to the local Walmart and bought new clothes, diapers, bottles, food, everything she could think of that Georgie might need.

      She didn’t want anything from Sophie’s apartment. She’d had absolutely nothing Shavon wanted, except Georgie. Once she had her and finished shopping, she’d driven back to Twin Bluffs, though not at such a furious pace. The drive was about ten hours. They stayed overnight in Buffalo, Wyoming, left there the next morning at six and after stops for food and gas they arrived home about ten-thirty.

      Shavon was hungry. She’d skipped breakfast, the hotel had breakfast included, sweet rolls, toast and waffles. No protein. Nothing that would stay with her. It was all empty calories and she skipped it. Shavon promised herself she’d stop in Sheridan for breakfast. By the time they reached Sheridan, Georgie was asleep and Shavon didn’t want to wake her so she drove on.

      Now that they were home Shavon felt like a huge weight was off her shoulders.

      The housekeeper, Mrs. Grace Underhill,  had been with Grandma Nora for longer than Shavon had been alive. She hurried down the hall to the living room from the kitchen. Grace was probably in her early-to-mid-sixties, with beautiful white hair, sparkling green eyes and a laugh that was infectious. She’d watched Shavon and Sophie grow up. The house wouldn’t be the same without Grace who, luckily for Shavon had agreed to stay on when Grandma died.

      “Here, now. I didn’t hear you drive up. Let me get that diaper bag, and you can carry Ms. Georgie to her new room. As you wanted, I’ve gotten the downstairs bedrooms ready to go. You’re in the main bedroom and Miss Georgie’s in the adjoining room. The beds are installed. A crib and a twin bed in her room and a king bed in yours.”

      Shavon kissed the older woman on the cheek. “Thank you so much, Grace. I do so appreciate it. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Can you grab my overnight bag, too. It’s the small bone colored satchel.”

      Grace blushed. “You’re welcome, honey. Sure, I’ll grab that and the diaper bag and bring those in first. Then I’ll get the rest of your bags. You go on and change the little princess.” She sniffed the air. “I’d say she needs it.”

      Shavon laughed. “She’s needed it for about ten or so miles, but I was so close to home, I didn’t want to stop. I guess I should have, but the sweet thing didn’t complain once. Luckily, I have everything I need to change her in that diaper bag. I have lots of bags in the hatch, too. We did some shopping before coming home.”

      She huffed out a breath. “I didn’t take anything from Sophie’s except the diapers and a couple of outfits that I’d given her for Georgie. I didn’t want anything else. Sophie gave me the necklace Mother had given her on my last visit six months ago. If I’d known then what would happen, I’d have pulled her out of there kicking and screaming if I had to.”

      “Ah, honey. Sophie didn’t want you to know. She knew what you would do and that’s not what she wanted.”

      “I don’t believe she wanted to die either.” Shavon’s voice broke. “But look what happened.”

      Grace walked over and hugged Shavon. “You did what you could. Everything Sophie would let you do and that’s all you could do. Now just love Georgie and raise her to be a strong, smart woman but not a fearful one. Do you understand what I mean?”

      Shavon looked at Georgie, so like her mama. “Yes, I know what you mean and I’ll do my best.”

      “Good, you go change that baby and I’ll get the stuff from the car.” Grace started out to the car but turned back. “You’ll learn about changing her and lots of other things about babies. If you can smell it, it’s time to change her. Sometimes the odor is just gas but most often it’s not. Go on in now.”

      Shavon started toward the door then stopped and turned back. “Oh, did the furniture I ordered arrive yet?”

      Grace looked around the open hatch. “Some of it. The twin beds, some bookcases, three dressers, six nightstands and a new sofa and chairs for the living room.”

      “Good. I’ll have to take a look,” She looked down at the baby in her arms. “After I change Miss Georgina.”

      Shavon carried Georgie into her bedroom. The room was down the left hall from the living room which was in the middle of the house. It was next to Shavon’s bedroom, which they passed on the way to Georgie’s. The rooms had a connecting door.

      The right hall had the dining room, library, Shavon’s office and the kitchen.

      Shavon had told Grace to do what she wanted with Georgie’s bedroom and Grace had outdone herself. The walls were covered with rainbows, unicorns, and mermaids. The carpet was blue to match the sky and the ceiling. The crib had a pink comforter with mermaids that matched the ones on the walls.

      When Grace came in carrying the bags from Walmart, Shavon turned toward her. She was a terrific woman and Shavon was so grateful she decided to stay on.

      “Grace, this is wonderful. Did you do this all yourself?”

      She laughed. “Oh heavens, no. I’m not this talented. I found a carpenter, as you asked me to do. The young man was available and so I hired him. He also likes to paint as well as being a terrific carpenter. You’ll be pleased, I promise.” Grace turned to leave the room but turned back. “Oh, he also needed a place to live, so he and his son are in bedroom number four upstairs. It has two twin beds and worked out perfectly.”

      “Grace, do you think having an unmarried man living here with us is the best idea? Won’t that cause gossip? I don’t want to be on the receiving end of such gossip before we’re even opened.”

      The older woman placed her hands on her hips. “Shavon Montgomery don’t be such an old fuddy-duddy. This is the 21st century. Those worries went out with the 20th.”

      Shavon sighed. “You’re right.” She was overcompensating for Sophie’s problems and not allowing any man within 200 feet of her because of them. She knew she was being ridiculous but found it hard to be any other way.

      She carried Georgie over to the changing table and put on her little safety belt that kept her from rolling off. After she removed the dirty diaper, she threw it in the trash can and grabbed a new one from the top drawer of the attached dresser. Grace had everything set up perfectly.

      Georgie laughed and kicked, then pounded her legs on the table, then grabbed at her feet with her hands and kicked some more. She laughed and babbled. “Mummummum.”

      “What are you saying, baby girl? Hmm? Can you say Auntie Shavon?”

      “Shron.”

      “Shavon.”

      “Shron.”

      Shavon laughed. “I guess that’s close enough.”

      “I’d say she did pretty good,” said a deep baritone voice behind her.

      Shavon screamed. Her heart beating a hundred miles a minute she turned. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Brody James, the carpenter Grace hired.” He held his hand out. “I’m sorry I frightened you. Truce?”

      She held up her hands. “I have to wash these first.” He had the most amazing eyes, almost aqua rimmed with a black line around the iris. He seemed to be happy just looking at her. She hadn’t had that reaction from someone since Steve and that didn’t end well. Steve kept secrets. Secrets that destroyed their relationship. But she wouldn’t think of Steve. She would remember that this man worked for her and that was all. Her heart slowed and her mouth turned up on one side. Then she smiled. “Truce.”

      “My son, Davy, is with Grace in the kitchen. He’s fascinated with your daughter, and he hasn’t even met her yet. He’s never been around other small children.” He nodded toward Georgie. “ I hope you don’t mind if they get to know each other. When you’re done, of course.”

      The way he stared at her…she shouldn’t stare back, and yet she couldn’t look away, either. “I don’t mind at all. Georgie is my niece, not my daughter, and it will be good for her to have someone more her size to play with. And it will allow me to get some work done, too. I’m an attorney, but I plan on doing a lot of the cleaning and painting myself, so I should be thanking you.”

      He chuckled. “It looks like we are benefiting each other. That’s the perfect arrangement.”

      “Yes, I guess we are. I wanted to talk to you about the job you did in this room.” She unbuckled Georgie from the table and set her on the floor. “There you go, baby girl.” Shavon stopped and sniffed the air. “Mmm. I smell cookies. Shall we go find a cookie? I bet Grace has some fresh ones, just for you.” She looked around at Brody. “And your son, too.”

      Georgie toddled toward the door.

      “That would be very nice. I hope that she has some for his father, too. Grace’s cookies and her other treats, as well, are terrific. I’ve never had such good sweets to eat.”

      “We better follow her so she doesn’t get in trouble. I want to talk to you about this room, too.” She turned toward the door and walked after Georgie.

      He cocked a brow. “What about it?”

      She pursed her lips, to keep from smiling. “Come let’s go to the kitchen.” When they got to the kitchen she sat at the table. The kitchen, though aged, was well equipped. When you entered from the living room an oval oak table sat with five chairs and one highchair. Across from the doorway was the sink and counters. Next to the sink was the dishwasher. At the right end of the counter was the refrigerator. In the corner was the door to the pantry. To the right of the pantry was more counter and the glass-topped stove.

      At the left end of the counter was the door to the back yard. The wall had pegs on it for coats and below the pegs was the chair from the table to make room for the highchair.

      In the kitchen, Grace was pulling a fresh batch of cookies from the oven. She set those on the range top and turned off the oven. “Come, my darlings,” Grace walked to the counter where a plate of cookies sat. “I have cookies and milk for you.”

      A dark haired boy, who looked to be a carbon copy of his father, ran to the table from the counter where the cookies were and sat at the table.

      Georgie ran after him.

      Shavon stood, grabbed her baby girl and then lifted her high into the air and then kissed her on the cheek. “You want in your highchair so you can have a cookie?”

      Georgie pointed at the highchair. “Down.”

      After she sat Georgie in her highchair, she buckled her in and pushed back the tray toward the baby. Then she walked to the sink and washed her hands before returning to the table. “Okay, Grace, I think we’re ready

      Grace carried a tray of cookies to the table and set them in the middle. Then she got plates, napkins and glasses. Last she brought out a carton of whole milk.

      Brody took one of the plates and placed a large chocolate chip cookie on it, then put the plate on the table in front of his son along with a napkin. He grabbed a second plate and napkin, then picked up a cookie for himself.

      Shavon took a plate, napkin and two cookies. One of the cookies, she broke into smaller pieces and put them on the tray of Georgie’s highchair.

      Shavon looked over at the boy. “And what’s your name?”

      “Davy.”

      Shavon smiled. “Davy is a nice name for a boy.”

      Brody smiled. “He’s named after my wife’s grandfather. He was my wife’s favorite person in the whole world.”

      Shavon turned back to Davy. “How old are you?”

      “Five.”

      “Wow, you’re very grown up for five.”

      The boy smiled. “My dad says the same thing.”

      Grace got one of Georgie’s sippy cups from the upper cupboard by the sink and returned to the table. Then she filled it from the carton of milk and gave it to the baby girl.

      Grabbing for the cup, Georgie missed and knocked it over sending it tumbling to the floor.

      Thank goodness for screw-on lids. Shavon picked up the cup and put it back on the tray.

      Brody raised a brow. “Aren’t you going to wash that lid?”

      Shavon looked over at Georgie and shook her head. “The lid is fine. It won’t hurt her if it’s got a germ or two. She needs them to build her immunity. I mean, I don’t want her to go eat dirt, though I wouldn’t be too upset if she did, but she can’t become immune to everyday germs if she isn’t exposed to them.” She took a bite of her cookie followed by a swallow of milk. “Which is also the reason she eats peanut butter and loves it. Sophie, her mother, didn’t believe in not letting her get dirty, so I don’t, either…within reason. By the way, I love what you did, in her room, and I was wondering if you would paint murals in all the bedrooms?”

      Brody swallowed before answering. “I can probably do that before the completion date in six months. You were planning on being open by Christmas, correct?”

      Shavon nodded and then wiped Georgie’s mouth. “I want to have a real old-fashioned Victorian Christmas open house. I figure if people see how beautiful the house is, they might want it for a wedding venue as well.”

      Brody stood and went to the cupboard for a cup, then went to the coffee maker and filled his cup before returning to the table. “We should discuss what repairs you want done first. I know the floor, the stairs, and handrails on the porch all need to be replaced. The roof has places that need new shingles and the kitchen needs to be gutted and redone. What else would you like updated?”

      Grace sat next to Shavon at the table, got a plate and cookie before pouring a half glass of milk. “I knew you’d love what he did to that room.”

      “Dad, can I go play? Maybe the baby can come with me. I’ll only go to the living room.” Davy’s plate was so clean it could have been put back in the cupboard instead of the dirty dishes.

      “I picked up some toys and put them in a large basket in the living room that they can play with,” said Grace.

      “It’s okay with me if it’s okay with Shavon.” He looked over at her.

      Shavon smiled at the boy and then stood. “I think that’s a fine idea. Georgie will like that.” She unbuckled the baby and picked her up. Then she walked to the sink and washed Georgie’s face and hands with a paper towel before setting her on the floor.

      Davy put out his hand to the baby.

      Georgie took it with her left hand and put her right thumb in her mouth.

      The children walked out of the kitchen.

      Shavon looked over at Brody. “Back to our discussion. I want sliding doors on the closets, that will give the rooms more space. Do you think bookshelves can be built into the walls? Also, I’d like a couple of the smaller bedrooms combined to make one nice-sized bedroom.”

      Brody shook his head. “Not all of the walls will take to bookshelves. You’ll lose valuable space if you do. Instead, I’d put the bookshelves above the headboards so it looks like the headboards are part of the wall. If you want me to, I’ll make the changes to the room Davy and I are in, so you can see the effect.”

      She looked at her hands where they were clasped on the table. “If I might ask, where is your wife?”

      Grace stood and cleared the table taking the empty dishes to the sink. She left the cookies on the table.

      He clenched his jaw several times before saying through gritted teeth. “She died.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I’m not but thank you.”

      Based on the flat line of his mouth, Shavon was sure there was more to the story. She’d have to wait and see if he shared more with her. And what if he didn’t? Grace might know, she’d ask her.
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      Shavon followed Brody into the living room. Davy sat on the floor with Georgie, next to the toy box.

      He was sitting with his legs bent at the knee and crossed over each other. “Hi, Georgie. I’m Davy. I think we’ll be good friends. Can you talk yet?”

      “Dadadadada.”

      “No, I’m Davy.” He pointed at his chest. “Davy. Can you say Davy?”

      “Daby.” She grinned and sat forward with her hands flat on the floor and between her legs.

      “That’s right. Davy.”

      “Daby,” Georgie giggled.

      “You sure are cute.” Davy leaned forward and patted her head, her curls bouncing as he did.

      Brody chuckled. “Already letting a little girl wrap you around her finger, son?”

      Davy turned. “Hi, Dad. Don’t you think she’s cute? I’ve never seen such curly hair.”

      Shavon walked over to the kids. “I think she likes you.”

      Davy grinned. “You think so? I sure like her. She’s cute.”

      Brody stood with his arms crossed over his chest and a satisfied smile on his face.

      She could see the pride in his expression..

      Shavon crossed her arms over her stomach. “I think Georgie will like having you to play with.”

      Davy looked up at her. “I think I’ll like playing with her. It’ll be like having a baby sister. I can teach her stuff. She’s a little wobbly when she walks.”

      Shavon laughed. “She’s still learning and wearing a diaper doesn’t help but pretty soon she’ll be running to keep up and then to have you chase her.”

      Davy gave a brilliant smile. “I’ll like that. Maybe I can teach her to play tag.”

      “I’ll bet you can. You sound like a determined little guy. You can do anything you want in this life with that attitude.” She reached out and tousled his hair.

      He backed up a step. “I want to be a painter like my dad.” He smiled at his father.

      Brody coughed and then smiled. “I only paint part time now and only for a client, like your murals.”

      “Well, I’d say you’re very talented. That bedroom,” she pointed toward Georgie’s room and waved her hand from the ceiling to the floor. “Is incredible. Where did you find the time to learn to paint?”

      He shrugged. “I was a Fine Arts Major in college. I rode the rodeo circuit to pay for college and then to support a family. Mandy and I were married for twelve years. I didn’t know anything was wrong until the minute she left me.”

      Shavon reached out to put her hand on his arm, but he shifted away. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine leaving you.” As she realized what she’d said, her cheeks flamed.

      He lifted a brow and smiled. “Good to know.”

      Shavon picked up Georgie and carried her to her bedroom, with her arms outstretched and the baby dangling in the air. “What in the world are you eating that you stink so much?” She looked at Brody. “You’d think I was feeding her some noxious weed or something.” She placed Georgie on the changing table and strapped her down.

      Davy followed them.

      Brody laughed. “They always smell like that except, when they are only breast feeding. And sometimes even then, depending on what the mother ate.”

      “How did you learn that stuff? My father never paid that much attention to learn anything about raising babies. For that matter neither did my mother. Sophie and I had a nanny that took care of us. ”

      “I was injured and home a lot when Davy was a baby.” He grinned. “Believe me, I learned things…about feeding and lack of sleep and grumpy babies that don’t know why they’re not feeling good. Just wait until you have another little one.”

      She removed Georgie’s diaper and cleaned her before putting on a fresh one. “Oh, I don’t intend on having children. Georgie is enough for me.”

      “You say that now, but when you meet the right person, you’ll probably change your mind.”

      “I doubt it. I’m twenty-eight and don’t anticipate getting married anytime soon…if ever.”

      “That’s sad. A woman like you shouldn’t be alone.”

      That’s a very nice thing for him to say…I think. “What about you? Are you planning on remarrying?”

      He shook his head. “No. I want no part of that again. Once was more than enough.”

      She hugged Georgie close. “Well, baby girl, do you want to play with Davy? Hmm?”

      “Daby.” She squirmed to get down.

      Shavon set her on her feet.

      Georgie waddled over to Davy and sat.

      He settled next to her and started talking.

      Shavon looked up at Brody. “See? We feel the same way. I was engaged once, and he left me for another, too. So I know a little of what you went through.”

      Brody’s phone chimed, he pulled it from his back jeans pocket, looked at the screen and returned it to his pocket.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Brody pointed toward the kitchen.

      “Yes, I would. I’d like to know more about you, after all you are living in my house. I’d like to know if you are a serial killer.” She laughed. “Seriously, I want to know more about you.”

      Brody’s phone chimed again. He took it out of his pocket, looked at the screen, rolled his eyes and put it into his back jeans pocket. He made a fresh pot of coffee before sitting at the table.

      Just as they sat at the table with Grace, who was making a grocery list, a knock sounded at the front door.

      “I’ll get it.” Grace stood.

      “Would you tell Brody he has a visitor?”

      Even from the kitchen, they heard what was said. The woman was very loud and her voice high pitched, unpleasant to Shavon’s ear.

      Brody rolled his eyes, closed them, sighed and then slumped in his chair.

      “Why are you here Angela?” asked Grace. “You know Brody doesn’t want to see you.”

      “Of course, he wants to see me. We’re dating.”

      “Only in your mind. He took you for coffee one time.”

      “Like I said we’re dating.”

      Suddenly, a blonde woman who looked like a full-size Barbie doll strolled into the kitchen. “Hi Brody. I knew you’d want to see me.”

      Brody looked up. “No, Angela, I don’t want to see you. I’ve told you before I’m not interested in what you’re offering. Please, just go away and leave me alone.”

      Shavon looked at the woman and saw her focused only on Brady. She smiled. “Oh, Brody, I know you don’t mean that, so I’ll overlook it this time.” Then the woman looked over at Shavon. “You must be the maid. Well, don’t get your sights set on this man. He’s mine.” Angela turned and stalked out of the kitchen.

      Shavon raised both brows and wondered what drama she’d arrived in the middle of. “Who in the world was that? She looks more plastic than flesh and that voice…oh, my gosh. She needs to see a voice coach.”

      “Her name is Angela Griggs. She was a buckle bunny, and now she is probably more plastic than not.” He counted with his fingers what she’d had done. “According to the local gossip, she’s had her lips, cheeks, and eyes done. She had two ribs removed to make her waist smaller and had her butt enhanced, her breasts increased and, of course, her hair dyed and extensions put in. When she first started following the circuit, Angela was a nice average-looking girl. Now she gives me the heebie jeebies.” Brody shuddered.

      “What is a buckle bunny?”

      “A groupie on the rodeo circuit. There are groupies that follow bands all over the country. Rodeo has buckle bunnys.” Brody stood and walked over to the counter with the coffee maker.

      Shavon lifted her brows and nodded. “And she obviously doesn’t know how to take no for an answer. I’d say you have a stalker. I’m an attorney, I can help you get a restraining order against her.”

      He got down three cups and filled them with fresh coffee and returned to the table where he set one cup in front of each of them. “I don’t want to take it to that level…yet. But I might have to. She was suspected of murdering her sister years ago. But Mary’s body was never found and nothing could be proven.”

      “I think she did it,” said Grace. “She was jealous of that girl since they were both small. Mary was the quiet, studious one. Angela wanted as little to do with actually learning in school as she could get by with.”

      “Now that you’ve met Angela, I do have a favor to ask you. A bachelor auction to benefit the wild horse rescue is coming up in a week. I want you to buy me. I’ll give you the money. Grace was going to do it, but now she’ll be able to stay with the kids instead of having to take Davy to a sitter.”

      “That sounds like fun. When Sophie and I came to visit we had our own horses. They were bought from the Wild Horse Rescue. But buying you could cost a lot.” She narrowed her eyes. “If you have that kind of money, why don’t you have a place to live?”

      “I’m building a house for me and Davy but it won’t be complete for about six months. I knew you had extra bedrooms and the work here won’t be done for about the same amount of time, so I asked Grace if we could live here. She agreed. If you’d rather not have us here, I understand.”

      Shavon shook her head. “No, I’m actually glad you’re here. I love that Davy wants to play with Georgie. It will be so good for her.”

      He cocked his head a bit. “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

      She reached over and patted his arm. “I’m sure. Our children benefit by being together. I wouldn’t separate them for anything.”

      Brody leaned his forearms on the table. “Davy is happy being with Georgie, which surprises me. Who would’ve thought a five-year-old would have anything to do with an eighteen-month-old.” He put out his hand. “I’d be very happy to stay.”

      Shavon accepted his hand. Her eyes widened and she looked up at him.

      His eyes were wide, too.

      Did he feel it? The electricity? The heat? She quickly pulled her hand away and resisted the urge to wipe it on her skirt as though she could make the lightning she’d just experienced go away.

      “Well, uh…I…uh…better go unpack. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Certainly.”

      She turned and practically ran from the room. What was the matter with her?
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        * * *

      

      Brody watched her hurry from the room. She’d felt it…the electricity that pulsed between them. He’d never felt it before. His mother told him it would happen, but he hadn’t believed her.

      “You’ll find the right one with electricity. It will pulse between you like lightning on a clear day.” Then his mother laughed. “Your father didn’t believe it either until he met me. Then he knew, and he believed. You see, his mother told him the same thing I’m telling you now. It’s passed down from mother to son and trust me, it’ll happen to you. You’ll know she’s the right one and then you’ll believe, too.”

      Brody had never believed it because he’d never felt it with Mandy and he’d loved her but maybe his mother was right. After all Mandy had not been the right woman for him. He gazed after Shavon. Was she his soul mate?
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        * * *

      

      Shavon looked down at her palm half expecting to see burn marks. Holy cow, what had just happened? She gazed back toward the kitchen. Had she really felt that…that…lightning flow through her when she touched Brody? What did it mean that she’d never had that feeling before with anyone else?

      She went into her bedroom and lifted her suitcases onto the beautiful patchwork quilt done in blue and teal.

      “Oh, my.” She pulled out her clothes, most of which were wrinkled beyond recognition. It looked like she’d just thrown them in without folding them at all. That’s what she gets for packing in a hurry and using just the overnight bag on the trip. Well, I can throw them in the dryer with a damp washcloth. They’ll be wrinkle-free in no time. She found the laundry basket and filled it with the clothes. Now to put these in the dryer.

      She noticed a wonderful smell as she carried the basket through the kitchen to the laundry room. Then threw the clothes in the dryer.

      Shavon walked back into the kitchen where she found Grace at the stove. Looking around the kitchen, she had to agree with Brody. It needed redoing but what would they do for cooking while it was gutted?

      “Grace, what are you cooking? It smells fantastic.”

      “Elk chili. One of the men on the ranch next door gave us some stew meat. It makes wonderful chili as well as stew.”

      “Can I have a taste?”

      “Sure help yourself.”

      She got a spoon from the top drawer next to the sink. Then she returned to the stove,  took a spoonful and blew on it. Slowly tasting in case it was too hot to eat, she found it perfect and ate the spoonful.

      “That’s wonderful. I haven’t had elk in years. Not since I visited Grandma, probably five or six years ago.”

      “She was a great cook, your grandma.”

      Thinking of the little, white haired woman, Shavon blinked fast to keep the tears from falling.. “Yes, she was. I still miss her. She was a better mother to me than my own who had more time for her digs and her charities than for her daughters. Mom’s still that way.”

      Grace put an arm around Shavon’s shoulders. “Honey, I’m sure she loves you in her own way.”

      “I wish you were right, but I don’t think so. She seemed almost relieved when Sophie was murdered.” Shavon’s fist clenched. “ Mother was upset because the murder would look terrible to the ladies on the board of the charities. I mean really.” She raised her arms in the air. “Who the heck cares what those old biddies thought? This was her daughter. She should have grieved at least for show.”

      Grace tsk’d and squeezed Shavon’s shoulders. “That woman must have a heart of stone.”

      Brody entered the kitchen. “The kids are in Georgie’s room and should be fine for a while. I heard what you said. I’m sorry you had to deal with your sister’s murder alone. That must have been hard.”

      She turned toward Brody. “It was…is. Every time I look at Georgie, I see Sophie. She is a carbon copy of her mother.”

      “Sophie must have been a beautiful woman.”

      “She was, but she was more beautiful inside than out. Sophie always saw the good in people and thought she could help everyone do better, including her husband. She was wrong.”

      Grace nodded. “That was the truth. That girl was a ray of sunshine, lighting up any room she entered.” She wiped her eye.

      Brody looked over at Grace. “I didn’t realize you knew her, too.”

      “I’ve known these two since the day they were born. I worked for their grandmother for years. I watched those girls grow up and turn into beautiful, smart, strong women. Shavon even studied ballet for a while. I thought she would have been a beautiful ballerina. And then, thank the Lord, Shavon asked me to stay on.” She smiled at Shavon.

      He turned his gaze toward Shavon. “I would have to agree.”

      “I need to get back to my chili. You children do whatever you were doing and let me cook. Lunch is at noon. I’ll have cornbread to go with the chili.” Grace returned to the stove and stirred the pot.

      “And I need to finish unpacking. If you’ll excuse me.” Shavon headed for the door.

      “I’m headed to town for supplies. I came to see you either of you needed anything.”

      Shavon stopped and thought for a moment. “I don’t think I need anything right now unless you want to pick up a box of diapers for Georgie. She wears the size four.”

      “Sure. No problem. I’ll see you ladies later.” Brody left through the back door.

      Grace smiled. “He’s a handsome one, isn’t he?”

      Shavon shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      The older woman laughed. “You can deny it all you want, but you’re attracted to each other. I see it in your faces when you look at each other.”

      Shavon felt her face heat. “Maybe.” She walked out toward her room. Behind her Grace laughed.

      How can I be so transparent?
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      One week later

      

      The night of the bachelor auction arrived.

      Shavon entered the kitchen. She’d put her blonde hair up in a sleek chignon and wore a simple black sheath that hit her just above her knees. “Is this all right or is it too dressy?” She held out her arms and spun in a circle. She knew the sleeveless dress fit her perfectly accentuating her curves. She picked up a black lace shawl and placed it over her arm.

      Brody swallowed hard. “You look perfect.”

      Grace smiled. “Honey, you look beautiful. All the other women will be jealous.”

      Smiling, Shavon checked her clutch for the envelope with the money he gave her, her platinum card, her driver’s license and lipstick. Closing the bag, she looked up. “Thank you. I’m ready now.” She looked Brody up and down. He wore a black suit that fit him like it was specially tailored for him. “You look pretty good, yourself. Are you sure 5000 dollars is enough? Every woman there will be bidding on you.”

      He brushed off the compliment. “The auction has never had anyone go for more than that.”

      “There is always a first time,” said Shavon with a smile.

      Brody groaned. “Let’s hope not.”

      The drive to the Twin Bluffs Country Club started quiet. They rode in Brody’s new cherry red supercrew Ford F150 pickup.

      Shavon was impressed. The interior of the truck was black leather, which surprised her. “I didn’t think leather was available for these trucks."

      “It’s not. I had these especially made. How would a city girl like you know about what’s available for the interiors of this truck?”

      She laughed. Then her eyebrows came together and she wondered how a simple carpenter could afford a truck that cost probably more than $50,000. “I traded in my truck for that small SUV you saw when I found out I was getting Georgie.”

      He grinned. “No way. You?”

      “Yes, me. Why? Is there something wrong with me that I like trucks?”

      “Not at all. In this state it makes you even more desirable than you already are.” He looked over at her. “And you’re very desirable.”

      She gazed down at her lap. “Thank you. That’s very nice of you to say.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She looked out the window at the twilight sky. “I’m always amazed at how many stars I can see here. Chicago has so much light pollution I can barely see Venus and next to the moon it’s the brightest thing in the night sky. Even now when it’s not really dark yet, I see more stars than in Chicago at midnight.” She turned back toward Brody. “How far to the venue for the auction?”

      “From your place about forty-five minutes. It’s on the other side of town.”

      “Oh. How are there enough people to make a good auction? Twin Bluffs isn’t as big as Bozeman after all. How big is it?”

      “At the last census Twin Bluffs had around twenty-thousand people. The town is so spread out there’s lots of room for growth. And the tourist industry is doing well. There’s hunting, fishing, hiking, Yellowstone, Virginia City…lots of things to do. The venue we’re going to is on a large ranch on the southeast side of town. Almost directly across from you. And we get folks from Bozeman who come out for it.” He lifted a brow and looked at her. “Can’t stand being alone with me that long?”

      She saw the side of his mouth turn up as he looked back at the road. He’s flirting with me. “Of course not. We do live together after all.”

      “Speaking of which. You’re turning that old mansion into a B and B, which I think is great, but you’re doing all the cleaning and painting the rooms yourself. Why not hire it done?”

      “I like to do it. Grandma always made us help around the house. If we wanted our rooms painted, we did it. If we wanted new curtains, we made them. I know how to do all sorts of things, thanks to that dear woman.”

      “She sounds like a remarkable lady.”

      “She was.” Shavon had a hard time talking around the lump that formed in her throat, just thinking about her beloved Grandma Nora. “She never let on that she had money. For her, it could have disappeared as fast as it appeared, and she didn’t want to forget how to survive without it. She made sure we knew those things, too.”

      “Smart woman.”

      “Yes.” She glanced out the window. “I wish Sophie had taken her teachings to heart. Perhaps she wouldn’t have gotten into the relationship with Bruce Vinson to begin with.”

      “Maybe it’s a good thing he took his own life. Too bad he took Sophie with him.”

      She looked over at him. “Maybe. I might have killed him and then I’d be in jail. That wouldn’t have done Georgie any good. She’d be in the foster care system, which in many cases is horrible for the child. I know they try to do well by the children, and many of the foster parents are terrific. But then there are those who are only in it for the money, not because they care for children. And how do you know which one you’ll get? It’s a roll of the dice. I’m glad I’m here for Georgie. No one could love her more than I do.”

      “You’re a good aunt. Georgie’s lucky to have you.”

      She turned her body toward him. “I’m lucky to have her, lucky her psycho father didn’t kill her, too.”

      “Sounds like you’re right about that.”

      Shavon looked at the roof of the truck and closed her eyes before turning back toward Brody. “Enough talk about Bruce. It just depresses me.”

      Brody reached for her and then pulled his hand back. “You’re right. Do you have the money with you?”

      She raised her clutch. “Yes. I’m prepared to bid five-thousand for you.”

      He let out a deep breath. “Good. I’m terrified Angela will win the bidding. I would pull out of the auction and donate the money myself.”

      Brody pulled up in front of the country club’s main building. A valet was waiting.

      Brody hopped out.

      The young woman with long blonde hair and wearing a red uniform with gold double buttons down the jacket and a black stripe up the outside of the legs was waiting for him.

      When he got out of the truck, she handed him a ticket.

      “Give that to the attendant when you come out and we’ll get your truck for you. It’s beautiful by the way.”

      “Thank you.” Then Brody came around the truck and opened the door for Shavon.

      She was careful not to flash him when she stepped from the vehicle.

      He grinned. “You’ve had practice getting out of trucks.”

      “I told you, I used to have one. I’ve had lots of practice.” She smoothed her dress. The night was warm but she had a wrap in the car if she needed it. The sounds of the auction and the party before it were drifting out the open doors.

      Brody held out his arm. “Shall we?”

      Shavon placed her hand through the crook in his elbow.  “Thank you, kind sir.” She had butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She’d been to business functions before but this one was more important. Shavon needed to make a good impression on these people, who might then send customers her way.

      As soon as they entered they were accosted by none other than Angela Griggs.

      “Brody, darling. I’ve been waiting for you.” She stopped and looked Shavon up and down. “What did she come for?”

      “She consented to be my date for this evening,” Brody put his arm around Shavon’s waist.

      Angela’s smile disappeared. “I thought I’d be your date tonight.”

      He squeezed Shavon a little tighter and then released her.

      She turned to look at him.

      His eyebrows slashed downward and his mouth became a flat line. He lifted his arms and then lowered them, his hands fisted. “Why would you think that? I didn’t ask you and wouldn’t ever ask you. You are not my girlfriend, Angela. Regardless of what you think.”

      Angela smiled and went into her Texas southern belle persona. “Why Brody darlin’ you know you want to have me. You can.” She sidled up to him. “Anytime you want.”

      Frowning, Brody shook her off. “Angela stop it. You’re only embarrassing yourself.”

      Angela finally stepped back. She narrowed her eyes, her forehead wrinkled and her face took on a totally evil look. “You’ll be mine. I’ll never give up on you. You’ll come to me, Brody James, just wait and see.” She turned and stalked off.

      Brody looked around and then adjusted his tie. “Well, that was rather unpleasant. Forgive me. I should have known she would make a scene.”

      Shavon patted his arm. “Don’t worry about it. I know how to take care of myself. I was a defense attorney, after all.”

      Brody placed a hand over hers. “I’m beginning to think there is nothing you can’t do. You’re a great mother, aunt, and now, lawyer. You clean your own house, paint bedrooms and you can sew if you need to. On top of it all you’re beautiful.”

      As the music played in the background, Angela disappeared in the crowd. As people arrived they were walking around Shavon and Brody. “Thank you, but I wish you’d stop saying that. I’m only average.” Shavon was suddenly angry, remembering what Steve said before leaving her…for her best friend. “Believe me my ex-fiancé took delight in reminding me of that fact every day.”

      Brody’s eyebrows came together and his eyes narrowed. “Your ex-fiancé was an idiot. You’re the loveliest woman I’ve ever met.”

      “Thank you, again. Now, can we move on and get a glass of champagne?”

      He smiled. “Of course.” They moved into the room and he stopped a waiter with a tray of flutes full of champagne as he approached. Brody handed her a glass. Then took another for himself. He raised his glass. “To a successful purchase tonight.”

      She grinned and clinked her glass with his and took a sip. Shavon wanted to down the whole thing and maybe a couple of more, but she controlled herself.

      The room was lovely. She had a hard time remembering this was a large barn. Chandeliers sparkled from the high ceiling. A four-piece orchestra played on one side of the room. On the other was a table with an elderly woman sitting behind it. Shavon thought that might be the sign-in table for the auction. Where the stalls had been were now alcoves with hors d’oeuvres, punch, and other food and a bar.

      An older woman, dripping in diamonds, approached.

      “Brody James. I’m so glad to see you. Who is your companion, dear?”

      Brody moved the hand holding his flute from Mrs. Westerall toward Shavon. “Mrs. Gwendolyn Westerall this is Ms. Shavon Montgomery. Shavon, Mrs. Westerall is the organizer of this auction every year. This is the fifteenth year if I’m not mistaken. Is that right, Gwen?”

      “Yes, that’s correct. Ms. Montgomery did Brody tell you he’s been our top bachelor for the last three years? Ever since he retired from the rodeo circuit and began raising Davy on his own.” She turned toward Brody, smiling. “How is that delightful young man?” She looked back at Shavon again without waiting for Brody to answer. “Davy is the nicest boy his age I know.”

      Shavon nodded. “I agree. Brody and Davy are staying at my soon-to-be bed and breakfast.”

      Gwen raised her eyebrows. “Are you Nora Murphy’s granddaughter? I’d heard you were coming back. I didn’t know you were turning that old mansion into a B and B. I think that’s a wonderful idea.”

      “I think Grandma Nora would approve.”

      Mrs. Westerall took Shavon’s hand in both of hers. “Please, call me Gwen. And you’re right, she would have hated for that house to fall into disrepair. She did so love that mansion. When I was a young girl she and Ben used to hold balls there. I was too young to attend most of them, but I did get to go to the last one. It was amazing.” She looked at the floor, sighed and then glanced back at Shavon. “Ben died the next year and Nora simply had no desire to continue the balls without him. But,” she released Shavon’s hand and smiled again. “She would have loved this auction.”

      “You’re right, she would have,” said Shavon. “Both Sophie and I had horses at the mansion and they were bought from the Wild Horse Rescue.”

      “Wonderful. I love hearing stories like that.

      I’ll let you young people go and enjoy the party. The auction will be beginning soon.”

      “I enjoyed meeting you and reminiscing about Grandma Nora,” said Shavon.

      “Anytime, my dear. The stories I could tell. You’ll have to come for tea and maybe a little riding sometime. We can share our memories of Nora and, in my case, even some of Ben.”

      “I would enjoy that. Just let me know when,” said Shavon.

      “I’ll do that. Have a good evening.” The woman turned away and disappeared into the crowd.

      Shavon turned toward Brody. “She seems like a very nice woman. But I need to register and get a number if I’m to bid on you.”

      Brody smiled. “Gwen is the best. You’ll enjoy having tea with her. She does a high tea with all the pomp and circumstance. It’s quite nice. The registration table it just over there.” He pointed toward a side of the room.

      The wound their way through the crowd to the table.

      An elderly woman looked up. “Are you here for the auction, my dear?”

      Shavon nodded. “Yes, I need to register so I can bid.”

      “Certainly. Just fill this out.” She handed Shavon a form.

      Looking over the form, Shavon leaned over the table, picked up a pen and filled out the form. Then she handed it back to the woman.

      The lady looked it over. “Very good. Here you go, my dear.” She handed Shavon a short stick with a large number thirty-six on it.

      “I hope thirty-six is my lucky number,” said Brody.

      “I guarantee it will be,” said Shavon. “Shall we go toward the—”

      Feedback screeched from the microphone.

      Shavon squinted and then closed her eyes at the sound.

      “Sorry about that. Will all the bachelors please come up to the stage. All bachelors to the stage, please.” Gwen stood on the stage, holding the microphone.

      Shavon chuckled and gripped her clutch tighter. “No wonder she knew the auction was starting quickly.”

      “I’ll see you soon.” Brody bent and kissed Shavon’s cheek. “I hope.” He walked toward the stage in the front of the large room.

      One by one, the bachelors were introduced and sold like cattle at a stock show. Before too long it was Brody’s turn on stage.

      “Ladies, here we have Brody James. Former bronc rider with the rodeo and now just your average carpenter. Let’s start the bids at 1000 dollars.”

      Angela raised her fan with a number on it.

      Every woman had been provided with one.

      “I have 1000 dollars from bidder number 28. Do I have $2000?”

      Shavon raised her fan with the number 36 on it. “$2000.”

      Angela raised her fan. “$3000.”

      “$4000,” said Shavon. Butterflies began to dive bomb each other in her stomach. She didn’t want to let Brody down. Shavon would not let Angela win, whatever the cost.

      “$5000,” said Angela, as she looked over at Shavon.

      Shavon didn’t know Angela’s resources but she couldn’t stand the self-satisfied smirk on the other woman’s face. She would win. “$10,000 to end the bidding.”

      “I have $10,000. Going once. Going twice. Sold to number 36.”

      Shavon watched as Angela stalked from the room and couldn’t help but smile.

      Brody walked up, his eyes wide. “10,000 dollars!”

      “Yes, I brought my platinum card. I fully intend to pay for you myself. This charity is one of my favorites.”

      “I’ll pay you back,” said Brody.

      “No, you won’t.”

      Shavon noticed he got grumpy after this exchange.

      “Fine. You can pay me back.”

      Brody’s good humor returned. He grinned and took her hand in his.         “Good. Do you want to stay longer or are you ready to go home? They usually have wonderful canapes and the music is playing. We could dance if you like.”

      For some reason she liked that he called her home his as well. She thought about dancing. Have some fun, Shavon. “Why don’t we dance. Then we can go home. But first I have to pay for you.”

      They went back to the registration table and turned in her number. The woman looked up and smiled. “That’s 10,000 dollars, my dear.” She turned her gaze to Brody. “I’d say you got a bargain, dearie.”

      Brody turned red to the tips of his ears.

      “I agree, ma’am.” Shavon handed the woman her platinum credit card and her driver’s license.

      “Here’s your receipt. Now don’t forget you won a date with our Brody here.”

      Shavon laughed. “Oh, no ma’am. I definitely won’t forget.”

      Brody put his hand at her waist and guided her out to the dance floor. The orchestra was playing a slow tune. He put his arms around Shavon’s waist and pulled her close.

      She went readily and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      He gazed down. “This is nice.”

      She smiled. “It is. I haven’t danced in more than a year.” He feels so good. Why do I feel like I could dance all night like this?

      “You haven’t forgotten anything.”

      “Thanks.” She laid her head on his shoulder.

      Shavon and Brody danced every slow dance for the next hour. She hadn’t enjoyed herself so much in a long time. But it was time to go rescue Grace.

      She moved out of his arms after the dance. “I think we should head home. I’ve had enough party for one night.”

      He pulled away but just enough to wrap her arm around the crook in his elbow. “Your wish is my command, my lady.”

      The sky was very dark now and Shavon looked up into the blackness and was greeted by billions of stars. “My God, it’s beautiful. There are even more stars out than when we came over.”

      As they got closer to home he spoke again. “Where would you like to go on our date?”

      She lifted her brows. “What date?” Her heart began to pound. She’d really like to go on a date with Brody, but wished it wasn’t because of the auction.

      “The one you won by buying me.”

      Her heart plummeted. “You bought yourself so there is no need for a date.” She was afraid of this, that the reason he wanted to go on a date was just because of the auction. Shavon looked out the window so he wouldn’t see the disappointment on her face.

      He reached over and placed his hand on her knee. “Hey, I’d like to take you out, auction or no auction.”

      Shavon’s knee burned where his hand was. “You would? But you—”

      “I know I don’t have to. And this has nothing to do with my working for you. This would be just for us.”

      Her face flamed. “I’d like that. Maybe to dinner and a drive around the town. I haven’t been back here in years, and I’d like to see what’s new and what’s gone.”

      Brody smiled. “I’d like that, too. I’m a great tour guide. But we should go during the day. Maybe this time we can take the day off and make an outing for the kids, too. We can have a picnic. I know a great place just west of here higher in the mountains  . We’d get to know each other a little better before our real date.”

      Shavon turned her body toward him. She really wanted to tuck her left leg underneath her, but then she would really be showing Brody everything. “I think that’s a great idea. Some place with grass and flat enough that Georgie can run after Davy. She loves doing that around the house.”

      “This place has all that. It’s sort of a park inside open country outside the town.”

      “Perfect.”

      Brody pulled onto the driveway to the mansion.

      Shavon bounced around in the truck as it went in and out of ruts and over bumps. “I need to find someone who can grade this driveway and get rid of the ruts.”

      “You should put gravel down after that to prevent the ruts from returning.”

      She nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      He pulled up in front of the house and turned off the ignition. Then he jumped out of the truck and came around to Shavon’s side. He lifted his hand to help her out.

      She took his hand and the lightning struck again, just as before. She tried to ignore it, but looked up at him. His eyes were wide again and his mouth open. She slid off the seat to the ground. “Thank you.” She looked down and smoothed her dress ridding herself of the feeling and then straightened. “It’s been a wonderful evening. I had fun. Did you see the look on Angela’s face when I bid $10,000?”

      “No, I didn’t even know where she was standing. I only had eyes for you. But did you see the look on mine?” He chuckled. “Looks like I’ll keep the title of most expensive bachelor for a while.”

      She smiled. He only looked at me. “Yes, I bet you will. Unless of course, you decide you want Angela to buy you.”

      “Don’t even speak those words. God forbid she ever has enough money to buy me. I’ll drop out of the auction and simply donate rather than be bought by her.”

      Shavon patted him on the upper arm. How would he be able to donate that much money? “Don’t worry, I’ll buy you. I promise.”

      He wiped a hand across his brow. “Whew! Thank goodness. I was beginning to sweat, and it’s a year away.”

      She laughed. “Come on, let’s go relieve Grace and check on our children.”

      “Poor Grace is probably exhausted, chasing after those two.”

      Shavon walked through the front doors and was greeted by the sound of children’s laughter coming from the kitchen. “I wonder what’s going on and why the kids are up so late.” She followed the sounds.

      Brody followed her.

      In the kitchen, Shavon saw Grace making sugar cookies with Davy.

      Georgie was in her highchair with a small piece of cookie on the tray and beating said tray with a metal spoon. She was having a ball.

      Davy was decorating the cookies with icing and it looked like Grace had just pulled the last sheet of cookies from the oven which she turned off.

      Shavon crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s going on here?”

      The baby squealed. “Mama. Mama.”

      Looking at her happy niece, Shavon couldn’t help but smile.

      “What does it look like is going on?” asked Grace. “Davy and I are making cookies for the July 4th celebration in town. Georgie is eating cookies and banging on the tray, happy as a clam. Aren’t you pleased to come home to happy children?”

      Brody rolled his eyes and sighed. “Of course we’re glad the children are happy. We just thought they’d be in bed. It’s late.”

      “It’s not late,” retorted Grace as she set the dirty bowl in the sink. “It’s not even ten o’clock. You two are home early.” Then she shrugged. “I guess they are up a little later than normal, but we were having fun and I thought you two would make a night of it.”

      Shavon checked her watch. “She’s right it’s only ten until ten. We left the party a bit early.”

      “Of course.” Brody slapped a palm against his forehead. “We didn’t dance nearly long enough.” He looked over at Grace. “She bid $10,000 dollars for me. But we did stay and dance and eat and drink, not too much, two glasses of champagne is all.”

      Shavon grabbed a cup from the cupboard. She went over to the coffee maker and poured a cup of coffee and then sat at the table next to Georgie. “It’s crazy. The days are so long anymore it’s hard to tell day from night. Davy, may I have one of your cookies?”

      “Sure.” He continued squeezing the red frosting from the bag onto the cookie.

      She took one of the cookies off the plate in the middle of the solid oak table. It seated six which was perfect for her little family. My family. When did I start thinking of Brody and Davy as my family?

      Her family! She’d only been here a little over a week and already she considered Brody and Davy part of her family. What was she doing?
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      When the day of the picnic came Shavon dressed carefully in a pair of skinny jeans and a plaid shirt tied at the waist. She was a bundle of nerves. If she wasn’t busy getting Georgie ready, she’d probably have been sick to her stomach. As it was, Georgie was being a pill. She didn’t want to get her diaper changed and kept lifting her legs and trying to turn over on the changing table despite the strap to keep her still.

      “Georgie, stop it.” Shavon pulled her back for the umpteenth time. “You stay right there. You hear me.”

      The baby just laughed and tried again to turn over. To her, it was a game.

      Finally Shavon was able to get one side closed. She pulled Georgie back again and got the other one fastened. “Got you, you little imp. Now, let’s get your clothes on.” For this outing she chose a pair of little blue corduroy pants and blue t-shirt with a pink unicorn on it to go with the pants. Whether Georgie tired of the game or was actually listening to Shavon she didn’t know or care. Georgie lay there with her thumb in her mouth and let her auntie dress her. She put on little red tennis shoes with light pink socks.

      “There all done.” Shavon set her on the floor. “Now, you can crawl around or walk around which ever you want, little girl.”

      Georgie ran out of the room as fast as her chubby legs would let her.

      “Umpft. Where are you going, you little speed demon?”

      Shavon turned at the sound of Brody’s voice. Wearing jeans and a light blue western shirt, that matched his eyes, he had the sleeves rolled up and he looked good enough to eat. Her face heated at her sensual thoughts.

      He picked Georgie off the floor.

      She whimpered.

      “You’re fine. You just need to watch where you’re going.”

      Shavon laughed. “She was in a hurry to get out of here and play with Davy. She loves that little boy.”

      Brody kissed the baby and set her on her feet.

      She took off again at full speed, heading for the living room where she and Davy usually played.

      “I came to see if you’re ready to go.”

      “I am. I’ve got Georgie’s diaper bag full and ready for any emergency. Grace was packing our lunch when I left the kitchen a few minutes ago.”

      “I’ve got Georgie’s car seat and Davy’s booster already set up in the back seat of my truck. We’re just waiting on you.” He crossed his arms and grinned.

      Shavon pouted. “Okay, I’m slow. But, in my defense, Georgie was being a PITA this morning.”

      Brody laughed. “I’m just teasing. Do you want me to take that diaper bag?”

      “No, actually, if you’ll corral Georgie, that would be appreciated. I think she likes you more than me, anyway.”

      “Of course, she’s a woman.” Brody waggled his brows and winked.

      Shavon shook her head and laughed. “You have no shame.”

      “Nope. Not a drop.”

      She picked up the diaper bag and headed out the door of Georgie’s bedroom toward the living room and the laughter she heard.

      In the living room, Davy and Georgie were playing with her Hungry, Hungry Hippo game.

      Every time the hippo opened its mouth, she giggled.

      Davy laughed with her.

      “Okay, you two. We’re leaving now. Let’s go.”

      Georgie stood and ran to Brody. “Up.” She lifted her arms to him.

      He bent and picked her up, settling her on one arm. “There you go. Now, let’s make like a tree and leaf.”

      Davy rolled his eyes. “Dad, that’s what you say every time.”

      “I guess I need some new silly sayings, don’t I?”

      His son nodded. “Yes. You. Do.” He emphasized every word.

      Shavon headed toward the kitchen.

      Grace gestured toward the picnic basket on the counter. “You all have a good time. Don’t worry about anything here. I’ve got it under control.”

      Shavon walked over to the older woman and kissed her cheek. “I never worry when you’re here. You always have everything running smoothly.”

      The little, white-haired woman blushed. “Go on, you four. Get out of here.” She shooed them with her hands.

      Brody picked up the large wicker basket. “Wow, did you pack the entire kitchen in here?”

      Grace put her hands on her hips. “No, I did not, but you’ll find a few surprises. Now, get.”

      Shavon trailed the little party walking out the back door to Brody’s pickup. She thought it a perfect day for a picnic. The sun was bright, the day warm and the sky a clear, deep blue, bluer than it ever got in Chicago.

      He put Georgie in her car seat and strapped her in.

      Shavon helped Davy with his seat belt.

      “Thanks, Shavon,” said Davy.

      “You’re welcome, my man.” She kissed him on the cheek.

      Georgie watched. “Kisses. Me.”

      Brody chuckled and kissed her on the forehead. “There you go, sugar plum.” He placed the picnic basket in the bed of the truck.

      Shavon pointed at it. “I didn’t know you had a cover.”

      “Yeah, I have things in there I’d rather not be stolen…like my tools.”

      “It’s a good idea. Makes thieves think twice anyway. Do they want to spend the time on a truck that might be empty or try that car next to it with bags from some department store in the back seat?”

      He nodded. “Exactly. And I’ve hooked the cover up to the car alarm.”

      She put the diaper bag on the floor of the back seat, climbed into the passenger seat and buckled up.

      Brody moved behind the steering wheel and put his seatbelt on. “Everybody ready?”

      Shavon looked at the children in the back seat. “Yes, we’re all strapped in and ready to go.”

      “Yup,” said Davy.

      Brody put the truck in gear and drove down the long driveway. Then he turned toward the mountains.

      “Where are we going?” asked Shavon.

      “To a little piece of property owned by a friend. He keeps his horses on it when he’s not using them.”  Should I tell her they’re my horses? If I do she might treat me differently, like Sally did. All she was interested in after she found out who I was, was what I could buy her. She wasn’t interested in me anymore, just my money. I don’t want to go through that with Shavon. It’s better I keep this part of me a secret for a while.

      “How many horses does he have?” Shavon rested her arm on the console.

      “Oh, about fifty, I think.”

      She furrowed her brows. “This is not a small piece of property. I know how much land a horse needs and little doesn’t describe it. He’s got to have at least 100 acres.”

      Brody shrugged. “Okay. The land is about 500 acres but the place we’re going is rather secluded.”

      “Will we see any horses, Daddy?” Davy piped up in the back.

      “I don’t know.” Brody looked at his son in the rear view mirror. “We just might. A small pond is on the parcel we’re going to and the horses come to drink sometimes.”

      “Oh, I hope so.”

      Shavon heard the excitement in Davy’s voice.

      “Horsey. Horsey.” Georgie said. “Want horsey.”

      Shavon turned in the seat so she could see Georgie. “That’s right, baby girl. Horseys. If we get lucky.” She eyed Brody and cocked a brow. “Do you think we’ll get lucky, Mr. James?”

      Brody laughed. “Probably. The horses like me and usually come to me when I visit them.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” She waggled her brows. “Are they all mares and fillies?”

      When Brody stopped laughing, he looked over at her. “Would you believe me if I said yes?”

      “No, I would not.”

      He chuckled. “You’d be correct, then. I have some horses there, too and they’re all stallions.”

      “Do you ride them?” asked Shavon.

      Brody nodded. “On occasion.”

      “I’d love to go riding sometime. I haven't ridden in years. Not since Sophie and I last visited Grandma Nora together.” She was quiet a moment as memories flooded her. That trip had been the last Sophie had seen Grandma. They’d laughed with her like they had when they were children. Sophie had been free and happy. It was two years before Georgie was born, and Sophie had just met Bruce.

      If only I could go back and stop her from meeting him. Then she looked up at the mirror in the visor that she had down so she could see Georgie. She wouldn’t have that sweet baby if Sophie hadn’t met Bruce. Sophie would never have wanted that. She’d gone through hell to have that baby. She wanted her more than life itself.

      Well, you got her, Sis. She’s a joy and I wish you were here to see how much she’s changed and grown.

      Brody reached over and placed a hand on her thigh. “Shavon. Are you all right?”

      Closing her eyes, Shavon shook her head to clear the images from her mind. “What? Oh, yes, I’m fine. Just memories.”

      “Of your sister?”

      She nodded. “How did you know?”

      “You said you’d last ridden with her and then zoned out.”

      Shavon looked in the mirror at Georgie. She was so beautiful…Sophie’s mini-me. She sighed. Will remembering Sophie ever get easier? Will I ever do so without tearing up?

      “You know, it’s okay to cry. Okay to miss her.” Brody took Shavon’s hand and squeezed it. “But if you need someone to talk to, I’m always available.”

      She squeezed his hand back and then released it. “Thanks. I appreciate the offer and I just might take you up on it.” I won’t. I can’t talk about Sophie with out breaking down. I don’t want to do that in front of Brody.

      He smiled and turned his attention back to the rutted road which was more an animal trail than a road.

      “We’re almost there. See that pond?” He pointed at a small body of water on the right. “See the horses there? The big buckskin is one of mine. The rest are probably his harem. And I see a new foal.” Brody looked in the rearview mirror. “Davy, do you see the little horse? The light-colored one?”

      “Yup.”  Davy stretched to see out the window.

      “That’s our horse. His daddy, the big, light-colored horse, is our stallion so the baby horse is ours, too.”

      “Can we pet the horses, Daddy?”

      “Oh, that might be arranged.” Brody turned the truck toward the pond.

      Shavon hung on to the grip above the door as Brody mostly slid down the little hill. He’d definitely have to put the truck in four-wheel to get out of there.

      Brody parked the truck on the edge of a flat patch of grass next to the pond. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      She turned toward him. “Oh, what’s that? Is it a good surprise? I’ve already had several for today.”

      “It’s good, but you’ll probably like it better the next time we come.”

      She laughed. “Come on, you can tell me.”

      Brody winked. “I’d rather show you. Let’s get the kids out of the truck and set up the picnic and then you’ll see.”

      Shavon opened the door and then released Davy from his booster seat.

      He jumped down with a shout. “Yay!”

      Georgie squealed, too. “Out.”

      “Okay, baby girl.” Brody took her out of her car seat and carried her around the truck and set her on the ground near Davy. Then he got the picnic basket out of the back of the truck. “Shall we see what delectable food stuffs Grace sent with us?”

      Just the thought of food made Shavon’s stomach growl.

      Brody lifted a brow.

      “I didn’t have time for breakfast.”

      He laughed and then looked up to see the children headed toward the pond. “Davy, I want you to play with Georgie over here on the grass.”

      Davy tilted his head and his eyebrows slanted up. “But, Dad, we want to go wading.”

      “Not yet. You wait for me and Shavon.”

      She looked at Brody. “Now you’re making me get wet?”

      His mouth turned up on one side. “Not as wet as I’d like.”

      Shavon’s eyebrows lifted and her legs felt weak. She’d like what he hinted at, too. She hadn’t been with a man in a long time and she was more attracted to Brody than she’d been any other man. “You naughty man.”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “Ah, but you like me that way.”

      She lowered her chin and her eyelids before looking him in the eyes. “I don’t.”

      Brody cocked a brow and tilted his head. “I think you do, but that’s not for discovering today. Today, we have children and what I have in mind for you is definitely adults only.”

      Shavon’s nostrils flared, and her breathing became shallow. He knew just what to say to turn her on. She took a deep breath and shook her head quickly before she opened the picnic basket. She smiled. On top was a red-and-white checked blanket for the ground. I thought those only were in the movies. I’ve never seen one this big.

      Under the blanket were plastic containers with the food. Sandwiches of turkey with bacon, tuna fish and Georgie’s favorite peanut butter and grape jelly.

      Grace also packed sparkling apple cider and plastic tumblers. Fresh-baked chocolate brownies, bananas, apples and a variety of chips.

      Shavon held up a zipper plastic bag with hardboiled eggs and another snack size baggie with packets of salt and pepper. “Goodness, she packed enough food for an army.”

      Brody walked up from the pond carrying Georgie. “I think it looks about right. Georgie needs changing. Do you want to do it or do you want me to?”

      “I’ll do it.” Shavon took the baby from Brody. “My goodness baby girl, what have you been eating? You stink. Yes, you do. You stink.” She tickled Georgie’s belly.

      Georgie moved Shavon’s hand and giggled.

      Shavon did it again.

      The baby girl giggled and bent at the waist.

      Laughing, holding Georgie with one arm, Shavon used her free hand to open the back passenger side door and grab the diaper bag. Then she opened the passenger side front door and laid Georgie on the seat.

      Georgie started to turn over.

      Shavon pulled her back. “You stay right there if you want to come out and play again.”

      The baby girl pouted but laid quietly.

      Shavon changed her diaper quickly and when she was finished she set Georgie on the grass.

      The baby took off as fast as her little legs would carry her toward the blanket where Brody and Davy sat, their legs crossed in front of them.

      Georgie went to Brody and climbed into his lap.

      Shavon put the dirty diaper in a bag, then she took the wet wipes and cleaned her hands before joining the others.

      “What shall we have first? How about a sandwich? What kind would you like? Turkey, tuna or PB and J?”

      “I’ll take a turkey,” said Brody. “Please.”

      “Tuna, please,” said Davy.

      “And I know what the little princess wants. PB and J. Her favorite.” Shavon cut the PB and J in quarters and put two quarters on a paper plate with a couple of potato chips. Georgie climbed off of Brody’s lap and sat next to Shavon then picked up a sandwich. Shavon selected a tuna fish sandwich. “Would you like yours cut, Davy?”

      “No, thanks, and can I have corn chips, please?”

      “Certainly.” She opened the bag. “Tell me when.” Shavon placed a small handful on his plate.

      “That’s good,” said Davy.

      She handed him the plate. Then she looked over at Brody. “And you, Mr. James…would you like your sandwich cut?”

      He put a finger on his chin, pursed his lips and looked skyward out of the corner of his eyes. “I believe I would…just like you did for Georgie.”

      “Dad,” whined Davy. “That’s silly, she’s a baby.”

      Brody shrugged. “So what? I like my sandwiches in quarters.”

      Davy frowned. “What does quarters mean? You give me a quarter when we go to town so I can get a gumball.”

      “Quarter means four. So I want my sandwich quartered or cut into four pieces.”

      “Why?” persisted Davy.

      Brody lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know, I just do.” He looked over at Georgie. She was already on the second quarter of her PB and J. “Georgie doesn’t seem to mind her sandwich cut into quarters. She’s enjoying her sandwiches.”

      Shavon looked at her baby niece pleased to see her eat so well and very glad she wasn’t a picky eater. She was just about to comment when a beautiful buckskin horse walked up and stood by the truck.

      “Hello, boy.” Brody stood, walked over to the animal and petted his head.

      The horse rubbed his nose on Brody’s cheek.

      “Everyone this is Buck. He’s the light-colored horse we saw on the way in. He’s my stallion.”

      “Horsey!” Georgie ran toward Brody.

      “Georgie!”

      He caught her and lifted her in his arms. “Whoa, baby girl. Buck’s not used to babies. Let me show you how to pet him.”

      Shavon ran after Georgie. “I’m sorry I wasn’t paying enough attention to her.”

      Brody shook his head. “No problem. Shall we pet the horsey, Georgie?”

      “Yup.” She nodded her whole body, her curls bouncing every which way.

      He moved to the horse’s neck and ran his hand down it. “See? This is how you do it.” Brody took Georgie’s hand and ran it down the horses neck with him holding her hand to show her. “Can you do that?”

      Georgie nodded and leaned forward, pressing her hand against Buck’s neck. “Horsey.”

      “Buck. Can you say Buck?” Brody watched her gently pet the animal’s neck. “Buck.”

      “Buck.” She giggled. “Horsey. Buck.”

      Brody smiled. “That’s right.”

      Davy came over and stood by his side. “Dad, can I pet him, too?”

      “Of course, son. Come over here. You can pet his neck or, if you want, run your hand gently down his nose.”

      Davy chose to pet the horse’s nose. His eyes widened, and his brows lifted. “It’s so soft.”

      Brody nodded. “It is. Wait until you pet his colt or filly. They are so soft you just want to rub your cheek on them. I don’t recommend that, though. The little ones might bite. When a horse rubs his nose on you, like Buck did me, he’s showing affection.”

      Shavon went on the other side of the horse and smoothed her hand down his neck and then scratched behind his ears.

      Buck leaned his head toward her.

      “You like that, do you?” She scratched some more.

      The horse snuffled.

      Brody grinned over the top of the horse’s back. “I think you’re his new favorite person.”

      “He reminds me of my horse I had as a kid. Cherokee loved having his ears scratched, too.”

      Brody walked around to her. “I thought the next time we come, it would be just the two of us and we could do some riding. How about it? You in?” His voice was soft and low, for her ears only.

      Shavon thought for a minute about his whispered question while she continued to scratch Buck’s ears. “Where will you get the tack? Never mind that’s a stupid question. I’ve lived in the big city too long.”

      Brody chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. I have it at your house. I’ll put it in the truck before we come out.”

      She smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

      He grinned. “It’s a date then.”

      She narrowed her eyes just a bit. “It’s a date.”

      Brody looked down at Davy and pulled Georgie away from the horse. “Time to pack up, folks.”

      Shavon didn’t disagree. “If you’ll keep Georgie occupied I’ll pack up. We’ll have the apple cider and brownies when we get home.”

      “Sounds good,” said Brody.

      Shavon quickly repacked the picnic basket and folded the blanket.

      “I’ll put Georgie in her car seat.” He looked over at Davy who was still petting Buck. “Time to go, Davy. Get in the truck.”

      Davy looked up. “Okay.” Then he kissed Buck on the nose. “Bye, Buck. See you next time.” He turned and ran to the truck. “Dad, can we come back?”

      “Sure. We’ll do this again soon,” answered Brody. He clicked Georgie’s seatbelt in place. “There you go, princess.”

      “Home?” she asked.

      “You bet, little one.” Brody kissed her on the forehead and closed the truck door. Then he went around to Davy and checked his seatbelt. “Very good, son. Ready to go?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Davy.

      Shavon walked to the back of the truck and set the picnic basket on the ground to open the tailgate.

      Brody came up beside her. “Here, let me do that.” He opened the tailgate and placed the basket on the truck bed.

      “Thanks.” Shavon started to walk to the passenger’s side of the truck.

      “Can’t have you hurting yourself before we come back here.” He waggled his eyebrows and then winked.

      Just what does he mean by that? I hope he’s thinking what I am. What if he’s not and I’m reading too much into his flirting?
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      Two weeks later

      

      Shavon was at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, taking a break from cleaning the attic. The morning was going quickly. Georgie was down for a nap.

      She liked what she was doing now. It was interesting work. Her grandmother had a lot of stuff up there and Shavon had to look in every box and decide what was for keeping and what was for tossing. Unfortunately, she could hardly toss any of it. So many things brought back memories and things she knew her grandmother kept for a reason and she had to look at every paper and greeting card.

      I think I’ll have Brody build shelves up here. Then I can put the boxes on the shelves in order with what’s in them. She laughed. Of course, that means I’ll have to go through every box. Poor me. She laughed again. At this rate I’ll be able to keep Brody busy long past the six months he’s supposed to be here.

      “You look like you’re thinking awfully hard.” Brody sat at the table with a bottle of water.

      “Just wondering about the attic. I think when you’re ready, as long as it’s not too far off, I need you to build shelves up there.”

      “I’m sure that can be done. What I want you to arrange is time off so we can go riding.”

      Her pulse raced. She remembered the picnic and the inuendo he made about what he wanted to do to her. She was excited and fearful at the same time. Her ex-fiancé told her she was frigid and she might have been with him. She was never turned on by him. But Brody…just looking at him as he watched her with those blue eyes of his looking her up and down, taking in every curve of her body and coming back to her face.

      He appeared to like what he saw and he was the reason she wore makeup every day. She thought she only wanted to be friends, but the more she was around him, the more she was considering a friends with benefits arrangement. Yet she wasn’t sure that would be enough for her with Brody. She knew now, she wanted all of him. All of his attention, not just some of it. She was falling in love with Brody and she’d known him only a month or so. How could she fall in love with someone so quickly?

      She’d been putting some effort into how she looked. She wanted to look her best, but some days, she had to work, really work, around the house, and slacks and a nice blouse simply didn’t cut it. Those days, just like today, called for old jeans that were worn out in places. The teenagers today would love them.

      “Well?”

      She blinked and shook her head. “What?”

      “When can we go riding?”

      “I don’t know…I—”

      “Tomorrow. We’re going tomorrow, first thing.”

      Shavon thought for a moment about the work she needed to do and about Georgie’s schedule and then nodded. “All right tomorrow. I’ll ask Grace to watch the kids.”

      “Great. I’ll be in the den. I’m just about finished with the chair rail and the new bookcases. Do you want the same furniture in there, or are you getting new?”

      “Same. I love the Victorian items my grandmother had.”

      “They are beautiful and in great shape. She took very good care of everything.”

      Shavon nodded. “She did.” She stood. “I’ll find Grace. I think she’s playing hide-and-seek with the kids outside.”

      “Good luck. She was always a good hider.”

      “Don’t I know. She played with Sophie and me when we were youngsters.” She walked out the back door.

      Grace was indeed playing with the children, but they were playing blind man’s bluff. Davy was It and was turning in circles.

      “Okay, Davy, find us,” said Grace.

      Georgie giggled.

      Davy went toward the sound.

      She giggled again and ran when Davy got near.

      Davy ran after her, but slowly, and caught her in no time. “Gotcha.” He picked her up under her arms.

      She giggled some more.

      Shavon shook her head and laughed. “Grace, can I talk to you?”

      Grace laughed and walked over.

      “What can I do for you, sweetie?”

      Shavon spoke softly so the kids wouldn’t hear. “I’m going riding with Brody tomorrow. Would you watch the kids for us?”

      Grace smiled and nodded. “Of course. About time you two had some time alone together.”

      “It’s not what you think. We’re just going for a ride.”

      Grace rested her arms on her round tummy. “You call it what you want, but it’s still time alone for you two to get to know each other.” She narrowed her eyes. “He’s a good man, Shavon. Trust me on this. He’s not anything like that asshat you were engaged to.”

      “Grace!” She lowered her voice. “What if the kids hear you talking like that?”

      “All right, I’ll watch my language…but he is.” Grace wrapped an arm around Shavon’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you didn’t marry Steve.”

      Shavon sighed. “So am I.” And she was. If I’d married Steve, I would either be continuing to accept his abuse or be divorced. I hope I’d choose divorce. But I don’t know. Maybe I’m more like Sophie than I think. If Steve hadn’t been keeping secrets, I might have married him anyway. I hate secrets. If Sophie hadn’t been keeping it secret how bad Bruce was treating her, I might still have my sister.

      “Remember what I said. Brody is a good man. He’s not Steve…or anything like Steve.” Grace lowered her voice. “And I still say Steve was an asshat.”

      Shavon chuckled. “You’re right, he was.” Then she sobered. “And so much worse than anyone will ever know. I was very lucky to get out when I did.”
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      The next day, Shavon took great care preparing for her day with Brody. Her pulse raced, and her stomach was turning somersaults. Did she ever feel this excited going out with Steve? She answered herself…never. Steve would never have planned on a picnic or taken her riding.

      She wore her favorite, softest, almost worn-out jeans and a comfortable flannel shirt. From the back of her closet she pulled out her cowboy boots. She hadn’t had a reason to wear them for years, but they were so comfortable she couldn’t throw them away.

      Once she was dressed, she checked herself out in the mirror. Turning this way and that, she decided she looked pretty darn good. She did need to put her hair in a ponytail or it would be full of knots when they returned.

      She raced down the stairs into the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee.

      Brody was there, filling a thermos with the hot, black brew.

      “Save me a cup.”

      “Of course.” He turned his head and jutted his chin toward the table. “The silver traveling mug is yours. Fix it like you want. The thermos will be black.”

      “Good. I like black.” She picked up the mug and took a sip. “Oh, this is stronger than normal. I like it. Did you make it?”

      He nodded. “Don’t tell Grace. Her coffee is fine, I just like it bolder.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Well, it would have been nice for someone to tell me.” Grace entered from her bedroom off the kitchen and tied her robe around her as she walked. “I happen to like the bolder roast, myself, but didn’t think you kids did. From now on I’ll make it so we all like it.”

      “I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” said Shavon.

      “Me, either,” said Brody.

      Grace shook her head. “So we’ve all been suffering. You two have to tell me what you want or I don’t know. Is there something about my cooking or what I prepare that you don’t like or would prefer to change?”

      “I like lots of carrots in the pot roast,” said Brody.

      Shavon nodded. “Me, too, and I like turnips in it. I don’t care for the onions but I know they add nice flavor to the gravy, and I simply don’t eat them.”

      “Good. We’re getting somewhere.” Grace poured a cup of coffee from the pot Brody had made and took a sip. “This is good. How did you make it?”

      He shrugged. “I just used two more scoops of coffee than you usually do.”

      “Perfect. That’s easy enough to duplicate.” Grace walked to the table and sat. “I made lunch for you two. It’s in paper sacks in the fridge. Nothing special. A ham and cheese sandwich, turkey sandwich, a few cookies. That’s all.”

      “Sounds great,” said Shavon.

      “It does. I know a great place to have this lunch. Are you ready?” Brody picked up the black traveling cup and the thermos.

      “I am. Let me grab those lunches.” She got the food from the fridge.

      “Do you have a coat?” asked Grace.

      Shavon shook her head. “I’ll get one out of the closet. After all this is Montana and you never know when the weather will change.”

      “That’s true. I keep a couple of coats in the truck for that reason. One heavy and one lighter, depending on the weather.” He headed to the back door, held the thermos under the same arm as held the travel mug and opened the door for her. “Shall we?”

      “Let me get that coat.” She rushed out of the room and returned a couple minutes later with a wool coat with a hood. “This should work for any weather we get.”

      “Looks good to me,” said Brody, as he grabbed the sack lunches.

      Grace looked up from the table. “You kids have fun.”

      “We will,” said Shavon.

      “We’ll be back before dinner,” said Brody.

      Grace waved them away. “You’re grown adults. You’ll be home when you get here. I won’t worry until noon tomorrow. Then I’ll send someone to look for you.” She looked up at Brody. “Are you going up to that property you own in the mountains?”

      Brody nodded. “I am. There’s a little place on it if we run into trouble. It’s kept well stocked.”

      “Good. I’ll know where to send rescuers if I don’t hear from you.”

      “We’ll be fine, Grace. Don’t worry.” Shavon kissed the woman on the forehead. She suddenly wondered how Brody could own property in the mountains. I thought mountain property was very expensive. How does he afford all this stuff? A new house, a new truck and mountain property? Maybe he came into an inheritance or he’s been saving for years or he’s in hock up to his neck. I must remember it’s none of my business.

      “I won’t.”

      “Thanks for watching the kids.” Shavon folded the coat over her arm.

      Grace waved her away. “I’ll watch those two darlin’s any time. They’re good kids and they entertain each other most of the time.” She looked over at Brody. “Davy takes after you. He’s a good boy and a wonderful playmate for Georgie.”

      Brody smiled and puffed his chest out a bit. “I’m glad to hear it. I know he likes playing with her and even more he likes teaching her how to play certain things. He’s even teaching her how to talk…new words and the like. Shall we head out?”

      “Yes. Bye, Grace.” Shavon walked out the back door while Brody held it. “Maybe Davy is showing his aptitude for a career later in life. Gifted teachers are in high demand.”

      “I know, and I’ll be proud if that’s what he wants to do. Heck, I’ll be proud if he wants to be a fry cook, if that’s what he likes.” Brody’s mouth turned down. “I don’t believe in forcing your child into some mold that he might not like. I think he should be able to do whatever makes him happy.”

      Shavon nodded. “Me, too. Although, I’m glad I became an attorney, though it wasn’t my first choice.” She opened the truck door and climbed in.”

      Brody lifted a brow. “What was your first choice?” He handed her the thermos and shut the door. Then he went around the truck and climbed behind the wheel. He set his cup in the cup holder and buckled his seat belt.

      Shavon did the same. “I wanted to be an artist. Mother reminded me that most artists don’t make a living at it, and it’s not until after they’re dead that their artwork becomes valuable.” She shrugged. “But I was able to help people with my law degree.”

      “What kind of law did you practice?”

      “I was a defense attorney and once a month I did pro bono defense work for a non-profit in Chicago.”

      Brody put the truck in gear and pulled down the driveway. He turned toward the mountains again, just as they had two weeks ago. “Are we going to the same place as the picnic?”

      “Not exactly. We’re headed to a little piece of property I know of.” He looked over at her.

      She cocked an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “Little?” Shavon crossed her arms over her chest. “Your definition of little or mine?”

      He lifted one shoulder and sighed. “All right. It’s a nice-sized piece of property that I lease out to a local rancher for grazing. I keep some of my horses there.”

      Brody drove the same way he’d gone for the picnic, but at the second fork in the road, instead of going right like he’d done before, he went left.

      Shavon figured they drove about five miles after the fork before he turned off again onto what looked more like a path than a road or even a trail. “Are you sure you know where you’re going? It doesn’t look like this road has been used in years.”

      Brody chuckled. “That’s the beauty of Mother Nature and Montana. Growth continues, given the chance. It’s been a couple of months since I’ve been up here.”

      Suddenly, the trees parted, and in the clearing appeared a barn. Made of natural wood and not painted red, it blended into the forest so well, it couldn’t be seen until you were right on top of it. “Wow. I didn’t even see it until we’re here. That’s amazing construction.”

      “Nah, just regular construction. It’s a matter of choosing the right place to build.”

      “It’s a barn, right?”

      One side of his mouth went up in a smile. “Of course. It looks like a barn doesn’t it?”

      “Well, yes.” She pointed at the building. “But they build houses now that look like barns, so it could be either.”

      He grinned. “Or both.”

      “Both?”

      He parked the truck next to the structure and climbed out.

      Shavon unhooked her seat belt.

      Brody opened her door and held out a hand.

      She took his hand and slid out of the vehicle. “Thanks.” Their gazes locked for a moment. Suddenly she would have liked nothing better than to kiss him. Shavon, control yourself. Take it slow.

      He cleared his throat and quickly glanced down. “Anytime. Let’s go in.” He put his hands in his pockets.

      She grabbed the lunches Grace prepared from the back seat. “It’s cooler up here than I would have thought for July.”

      “It’s the altitude. We’re at almost 8000 feet.”

      “Still, it feels good not to be sweltering. I suppose I should consider having A/C installed.”

      “I wouldn’t. The home is an old Victorian mansion. That’s what people will expect when they come. That’s what sets it apart from any other B and B in Twin Bluffs, though for a city as big as it is, there are not many B and Bs.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I just knew I wanted to turn it into a B and B and let it pay for the upkeep…or at least, part of it.”

      Shavon and Brody reached the barn and he unlocked the door.

      “In Chicago, we lock everything, but you’re so far away from civilization, why do you lock it?”

      “Because I’m not far enough away. Hikers, hunters, cowboys and others still come by here often, even if they don’t realize, for the most part, that the building is here.” He opened the door.

      It was so dark inside she couldn’t see anything.

      “Let me turn on the lights before you come in.” Brody disappeared inside but returned a moment later. “Okay, come in.” He waved her by him and then closed the door.

      Shavon entered into a small kitchen with all the latest appliances.

      “Wow. This is nice. I’d like for the kitchen at home to look like this.” She walked over toward the sink and set the lunches on the counter. A window above it looked out onto the drive where the truck sat.

      “That can be arranged. Come see the rest of the place.”

      The front part of the building was a modern three-room home with living room, bedroom and kitchen. And, of course, one bathroom.

      Brody led the way to another door. “Let’s go out here.”

      Shavon followed him through into a mud room. Coats, boots, hats and gloves were on pegs or shelves that lined one wall. The opposite wall had a triple-paned window, just like the kitchen.

      “Why triple-paned windows?”

      “Come with me. I have a surprise.” He opened the door out of the mud room.
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      She smelled it. Hay and horses and leather. She widened her eyes. “The triple panes keep out not just the weather but the odor, too.”

      “That’s right. Come on into the barn.” He stepped through the door and held it open.

      “But what about the stink seeping through the doors?”

      “That’s why the mud room is here, to keep what little scent that comes out of the barn from getting into the house. The solution is not perfect but it works pretty well. The doors are steel with rubber sweepers at the bottom and heavy-duty weather stripping around the door. The combination works well.”

      In the barn were two stalls, both currently occupied by horses.

      “Who takes care of the horses when you’re not here?”

      “The man I rent the land to, Wes Monroe, has cowboys who come every day and feed, water and shovel the stalls. That’s another thing that keeps the smell down. The straw isn’t allowed to get full of manure. It’s completely replaced every third day and cleaned in-between. That’s part of our deal and why I only charge him 100 dollars a year. He manages the land so it’s not over grazed and keeps up with this house and barn when I’m not here.”

      Shavon walked over to one of the stalls and crossed her arms on the top of the gate. A snow-white horse occupied the space. “She’s beautiful.”

      “How’d you know it’s a mare?”

      She turned toward Brody and grinned. “She’s pregnant and just like all expectant mothers, she’s gorgeous. What’s her name?”

      Brody walked next to her and leaned on the stall gate. “Snow White. And this guy,” he walked to the neighboring stall, occupied by a beautiful palomino, “is Prince Charming.”

      Shavon laughed. “Much into fairytales?”

      “Davy was little, and I was reading Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs to him when I got these two. I wanted to breed them and finally got lucky. Snow should be giving birth in the next couple of weeks. It’s hard to tell the actual date since I wasn’t here when she was impregnated. However, she does seem to be in distress. See how she keeps walking around the stall? And then, like now, she’ll lay down for a bit. And see how she’s sweating? She’s in early term labor. It may be today. Want to stay and see if we have a foal?”

      “I’d like that. We can ride anytime, but watching a horse be born? That’s a once in a lifetime chance for me.”

      Shavon watched the horse’s constant movement. She walked in a circle around the stall. Then she’d lie down for a bit and then get up and walk again. “From what you said, I think you’ll have a foal today.”

      Brody entered the enclosure and went to the horse. “Hi there, Snow.” He petted the horse’s nose. “Are you having a baby today? I’m glad you waited for me.”

      Snow nudged him with her head and walked again for two rounds before lying down again. This time, though, she went completely down on one side.

      “I wonder how long she’s been in labor. Poor thing, and all alone.” Shavon walked through the open gate into the stall with Snow and Brody. “Isn’t there something we can do for her?”

      Brody shook his head. “’Fraid not. She’s got to do this on her own. If I’d known sooner, I’d have had the vet here. I doubt she’ll make it in time now. But I’m calling her, anyway.” He took his phone out of his pocket and placed the call. “May I speak to Dr. Rogan, please? Yes, I’ll hold.”

      He was silent while waiting for the vet to answer.

      Shavon squatted next to Snow’s head and petted her. “You’re doing great. I wish I could help you, pretty lady, but this is something you need to do on your own.”

      Prince Charming was stomping in his stall and whinnying.

      She stood and walked to the next stall. “Hello, boy. Are you anxious about your lady? Brody will take good care of her. Don’t you worry.”

      “Hello, Patricia. Brody James. Snow is in labor but she’s lying on her side now and I think we’re about to get a foal. I wanted to apprise you of the situation, so I can get through if there are complications.” He listened. “I understand. I’ll keep an eye out for distress and give you a call if I need further instructions.” He listened again. “Yes. Thank you. Speak to you soon.” He ended the call and put his phone in his back pocket.

      “What did she say?”

      “What I feared. Snow is in labor and it could last a long time or be short, there’s no way to know. We won’t be riding today. You should call Grace and let her know we might not be home tonight. I can’t leave Snow until she foals.”

      Shavon pulled her phone from her back pocket. “I don’t have any bars here. How can that be? I’ve never had no bars before.”

      “It’s the mountains. Use mine.” He reached into his back pocket and handed her his phone. “I use the only carrier who has service here, and I tried them all. I put in a booster, too. I even got a satellite phone, but it’s in the house on the charger. I want it to be ready for any circumstance at all times. For the most part the sat phone only gets used for emergencies.”

      “You might have an emergency if Snow White has trouble birthing this foal. Has she given birth before? Does she know what to do?”

      Brody shook his head. “This is her first time. But we need to leave her be. She’ll do well on her own. Look her water just broke. She should give birth in about twenty to thirty minutes now. If it takes her longer than an hour or so after she has started expelling the foal, then we might need to help her. That’s when I’ll use the sat-phone to call the vet.”

      “I assume she’ll walk you through what you need to do.”

      “That’s the plan. I might need your help, too.”

      “I’m ready when you are.” I’m totally incompetent for the task, but I’m willing to be an aide. You’re incredible, Brody James. You love your animals enough to make sure they get great care. You’re staying with Snow while she gives birth. I like that.

      He stared at her for a minute. “You’re pretty amazing. Most women wouldn’t want to get their hands bloody, much less their clothes.”

      Shavon shrugged. “If the clothes get stained, which they probably will, then they become painting clothes. Not a big deal. I have other riding clothes and don’t think I’ve forgotten…we are still going riding. Not today, of course, but soon.” When had she decided she really wanted that ride? Really wanted to spend more time with him? Now. Today. When he showed how caring he is. I want that, at least for a while, I want him to care for me, too.

      Brody chuckled. “Very well, Ms. Montgomery. Consider it a date. We will go riding in three days. I want to bring Davy up here to see the foal first. You’re welcome to come and bring Georgie.”

      “I’d like that.” She laughed. “Georgie will love it. A horsey her size.”

      He chuckled. “Since there isn’t anything for us to do, what say we make fresh coffee while we drink what’s in the thermos?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” She headed toward the door.

      Brody opened it and waved his arm wide. “After you.”

      She nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

      Once in the kitchen, Brody made coffee.

      Shavon poured the coffee from the thermos into two mugs she found in the cupboard and sat in one of the four chairs at the small, square table. “This place is great. A fully stocked getaway.”

      Brody sat. “All of the essentials are stocked.” He pointed at the refrigerator. “There’s meat in the freezer, but the fridge is empty because the food could spoil before I get back up here. The pantry is full of canned goods—soups, beans, oatmeal, dry cereal, though I have to eat it dry unless I bring milk, which I often do.”

      They finished the coffee and went back to the barn.

      Snow White was lying on her side, clearly in distress. The foal was part way out and seemed to be stuck.

      “What do we do now? The baby appears stuck.”

      “Get me the sat-phone, please. I’ll call the vet.”

      Shavon ran into the house and returned with the phone. “Here you go.” She handed it to him.

      Brody quickly dialed the vet.

      “Hello, Patricia? It’s Brody. Snow is in trouble. The foal is stuck. I only see one foot along with the nose.” He listened for a bit. “All right. Will you stay on the line, please?”

      He looked up at Shavon. “I’ve got a bag of cloth strips in a bag next to the back door. A plastic bag is there for the used strips. Will you get cloth for me. I need to wrap her tail.”

      Shavon retrieved the bag and Brody used the strips of clean cloth to completely wrap Snow’s tail.

      Then he pushed on the foal’s head, forcing it back into the mare with great difficulty.

      “I’ve got to get the other foot coming out. It’s apparently bent the other way. Can you come help me?”

      “Of course.” Shavon rolled up her sleeves and went to Brody’s side.

      “When I get the head back in, I need you to hold it there. It’ll take all your strength because she’s pushing against you. While you do that, I’ll turn the hoof the right way.”

      He pushed the head back. “Now.”

      Shavon put her hands inside the horse without any hesitation. She had to help Snow.

      Brody turned the leg. “All right release her.”

      She removed her arms quickly.

      He did the same.

      Almost immediately the head and front legs of the foal appeared, followed quickly by the rest of the body.

      When the foal was completely free of its mother, she turned and began licking the baby and removing the amniotic sac,

      Shavon stood and wiped her hands on some of the leftover cloth for the tail. “We did it! Look you have a new foal.”

      Brody grinned. “If I wasn’t so dirty, I’d kiss you.”

      “And I’d let you.”

      He picked up the sat-phone. “Thanks for holding, Patricia. We have a foal. I’ll talk to you later and arrange a time for you to come check Snow and the baby. Goodbye.” He set the phone down and turned to Shavon. “For now, we need to get the wrap off her tail and then let her and the foal bond. They’ll do that while she licks the foal until he…or she…is dry. During this time she’ll talk to him and he’ll get to know her voice to recognize her. She’ll know him by his smell, usually by sniffing his bottom.”

      She took her gaze off the horses and looked at him. “You seem to know an awful lot about this. Have you watched a horse give birth before? Or was this your first time?”

      Brody shook his head. “When I knew Snow was pregnant, I started reading all kinds of books on horses, birthing, after care—everything I could get my hands on.”

      “It paid off. You have your baby.”

      “Yes, I do. They are ready for us to leave them alone. I just need to make sure they have enough food and water until tomorrow.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      He stood. “Sure. Gather up the used cloth wraps and put them in the plastic bag.”

      “I’ll do that and then wash before I clean up the kitchen.”

      “That would be helpful. Thanks.”

      Shavon walked into the kitchen and to the sink. She had to wash three times before she felt she’d removed all the blood. Then cleaning the kitchen didn’t take long. Two coffee cups and a coffee pot, quick wipe of the counters and she was done.

      Brody came in about five minutes later. “Ready to go home?”

      She stood leaning on the sink. “Yes. I’ve got a towel here for you so you can wash.”

      “Thanks.” He, too, washed several times and then rolled down his sleeves.

      He came over and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “You were a great help to me today. I’d like to kiss you but I don’t want to overstep—”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I thought you’d never ask.” Shavon stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips against his. She parted her lips and darted her tongue out, running it against the seam of his lips.

      He smiled, placed his arms around her waist and brought her flush against his body, then he granted her entry.

      His body was hard with muscle and when she ran her fingers through his hair it was silky to the touch. He smelled wonderful, even after helping Snow. The scent was Brut. She’d recognize it anywhere because her father wore it and she loved hugging him.

      His kiss was more passionate than she’d ever had with Steve. Forget Steve! She tingled all over, right down to her toes and finally pulled back. How could she get that turned on just from one kiss?

      “That was nice,” said Brody. “I want more, but I’ll wait until you’re ready.” He gave her a quick kiss and released her. “Let’s get out of here before I throw you over my shoulder and head to the bedroom.”

      Her hormones went into overdrive. She’d hadn’t made love in over a year. “We better get out of here before I let you.”

      Brody headed to the door. He opened it and let Shavon pass in front of him then turned and locked the door behind him.

      “I find I’m hungry and I don’t want to insult Grace by not eating the lunch she made.” Shavon opened one of the sacks. “What kind of sandwich do you want, ham or turkey?”

      “I’ll take a ham.”

      She unwrapped the sandwich and gave it to him. “I’m having turkey. I think Grace knew we’d do this…have different sandwiches.”

      “Probably. She pays a lot of attention. Grace doesn’t miss much.”

      The ride home was quiet while they ate.

      When she finished, Shavon looked at Brody. “This was an unexpected but delightful day. Helping a foal be born is an incredible experience and one I’ll never forget.”

      Brody reached over and squeezed her knee. “It was made all the more wonderful because you were there to experience it with me.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      Brody pulled the truck around by the kitchen door.

      Shavon turned to him and smiled. “Thank you. I had a marvelous day…in more ways than one.”

      His mouth ticked up on one side. “I had a great time, too. Are you and Georgie coming to see the foal? I thought I’d go ahead and take Davy tomorrow. Snow should have bonded with the little palomino baby. He’ll look just like his sire if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Then he’ll be a beauty. Maybe you can check to see what sex the baby is and do you have a name for him?”

      “I’ll go with King Arthur legend and if it’s a boy name him Galahad. A girl will be Guinevere.”

      Look at him. He’s as excited as I am about that foal. His color is heightened and that scar through his eyebrow is more visible because of it. He has little laugh lines on his eyes that aren’t suntanned like the rest of his face. Right now his hair is a little mussed from my fingers and I like it that way.

      Shavon picked up the lunch sacks. “Those are nice names. I’d planned on working in the attic, but seeing the foal is much more exciting. The attic isn’t going anywhere. So yes, Georgie and I would love to accompany you tomorrow.”

      Brody placed one arm on the top of the steering wheel and turned his body toward her. “I think it will be fun for the kids, but it will be a short trip. I don’t want to bother Snow too much. She’ll be very protective of the baby.”

      She lifted her eyebrows. “Will we get to see him at all?”

      “Sure as long as the kids don’t yell and scream in their excitement. We’ll have to make sure they understand that quiet is best. I know they’ll be anxious to see and touch the baby, but if we upset Snow, she’ll put the baby behind her. I’ll go in to talk to her and check the baby’s sex. I should have done it while she was resting after the birth, but in the excitement I forgot.”

      Shavon tilted her head just a little. “I hope she lets you.”

      He nodded. “Oh, I think she will. She and I have a special relationship. I’ve raised her since she was a newborn foal. I bought Prince Charming just for her.”

      “I think we better go in before the kids come out here to get us.” She unbuckled her seat belt and opened the door, then slid to the ground.”

      Brody came around and watched her. “Most women would use the step.”

      She grinned. “I’m not most women, remember?”

      “I’m discovering that. For a city girl, you act like a country girl.”

      She laughed. “That’s one of the best compliments I’ve ever had.”

      “A backhanded compliment if ever there was one but I did mean it as a compliment.”

      “Thanks. Let’s go.” She started for the kitchen door.

      It opened before she got there.

      Davy and Georgie came running out.

      Davy jumped into his father’s arms. “How was riding horses?”

      Brody kissed his son on the forehead. “We didn’t actually do any riding. We had another situation come up.”

      Davy cocked his head. “What kinda situation?”

      Brody adjusted his son in his arms, bouncing him up to get a better grip. “Well, we helped one of my horses give birth. She had some difficulty. The foal got a little stuck and we had to help her get it in the right position to be born. After that it was too late for us to go on a ride. But we’ll go some other time.”

      “Can me and Georgie go, too?” asked Davy.

      Brody shook his head. “I still don’t have any horses gentle enough for you to ride. I’m sorry, son.” He set Davy on the ground. “Let’s go inside.”

      Shavon picked up Georgie. “Come on, baby girl, let’s go inside.”

      Georgie nodded, her white-blond curls bouncing everywhere.

      In the kitchen, Grace was mopping the floor. “You people go around to the front. And take off your shoes. I already cleaned in there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Shavon turned to Brody and Davy. “You heard her, gentlemen, around the house we go, and our shoes come off on the porch.”

      On the porch, Shavon took off her shoes and then Georgie’s.

      “Suz.” Georgie pointed at her shoes. “Georgie’s suz.”

      “That’s right, sweetie. Those are Georgie’s shoes.” Shavon gave her a kiss on the forehead.

      Inside, they walked to the kitchen.

      “Grace, I’m afraid we’re about to dirty your clean kitchen.” Shavon walked over to the fridge. “Brody and I are thirsty.”

      “I figured you would be.” Grace leaned on the mop. “I thought with the excitement you had that you would have forgotten to eat so I made you a plate of sandwiches and cookies. They’re in the fridge. Take them out to the porch and eat them. Take a carton of milk with you and some plastic glasses. I’m sure the little ones will join you. They always seem to be hungry.”

      “Thank you, Grace. You’re the best.” Shavon walked to the fridge and pulled out a platter of turkey club and ham sandwiches. She noticed there was even a PB and J for Georgie. Plus, there looked to be about eight chocolate chip cookies. “Brody, would you grab the milk and glasses? I’ll get a roll of paper towels. They’ll work for our plates too.”

      “Will do.” He got four plastic glasses and a quart of milk before heading out to the porch.

      Shavon settled the children at the table. Georgie needed a booster seat to see over the top, so Shavon got some big, fat books from the living room for her to sit on.

      Brody had just started his sandwich when his phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the caller. “Excuse me, I need to take this.” He stood and went inside. He left the front door open, as it had been.

      Shavon couldn’t help but hear his side of the conversation.

      “This is Brody James. Yes. Yes. What is her condition? Look Jensen, you know I don’t have anything to do with the company. I haven’t for years. Yes, I understand. I’ll be there as soon as I can get a flight to Houston. No, I won’t bring my son. She’s never shown any interest in meeting her grandson before, no point in doing it now.”

      Brody returned to the table. His jaw was clenched and his mouth in a flat line.

      “My mother has had a heart attack and I have to fly to Houston. I’d like to leave Davy here with you.”

      Shavon nodded. “I’m so sorry. I hope she’s okay. Of course you can leave Davy. Whatever I can do to help. Do you need anything else?”

      Brody let out a deep breath. “Obviously, we won’t be going to the mountains tomorrow.”

      Shavon shrugged. “That’s fine. They aren’t going anywhere. We’ll be here when you get back. Do you need a ride to the airport?”

      “No. I’ll park the truck there. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

      “Call when you arrive, so we know you made it.”

      He furrowed his brows, narrowed his eyes and spoke through clench teeth. “You’re not my mother. I don’t need to check in.”

      Shavon stiffened her back. “I know I’m not your mother. I just thought you might want to let your son know you’re okay.”

      The kids got silent.

      Shavon noticed that Davy’s mouth was turned down and his lips quivered. He looked like he would cry.

      Georgie stuck her thumb in her mouth and tears filled her eyes.

      These reactions from the kids made her even more angry with Brody.

      He took a deep breath and pinched the skin between his eyes for a for a moment. “I’m sorry. I’m angry at the situation, not at you.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Could have fooled me.” I know I shouldn’t take it personally, but he sounds so much like Steve just before he got violent.

      “Look, I have to pack. I don’t have time for this. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”

      “Don’t go out of your way.” Shavon picked up the empty glasses and the milk. “You kids go play now.” She followed the children into the house, leaving Brody to follow…or not. Right then she didn’t much care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day Shavon was cleaning the living room when a knock sounded on the front door.

      She opened it, and Angela was on the other side. Shavon sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. “What can I do for you, Angela?”

      “I’m here to see Brody.” She stood on tiptoes and angled her head to see past Shavon.

      “He’s not here and won’t be for a while. I guess you’re not as close as you thought.”

      Angela’s eyebrows went up and her eyes widened. “But, but, but.”

      “Angela, stop coming here. Brody doesn’t want to see you and neither do I.” Shavon closed the door on a sputtering Angela. Why won’t that woman take no for an answer?
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        * * *

      

      For the fifth time in as many days. Brody entered the hospital room. “You’re looking good, Mother.”

      Madelyn Cole James, her previously dyed blonde hair now mostly gray, was sitting up in the hospital bed and wearing an oxygen tube. “I’m better, but that doesn’t mean you can run away from your responsibilities. You are the heir to a billion-dollar company. It’s time you figured out how to run it.”

      I’ve heard this argument so many times. It’s always the same. She’ll never change. He sat in the chair next to her bed. “I’m not interested.”

      “Well, get interested.”

      “Why? It means nothing but heartache for me. I have no good memories of my time in Houston.”

      She sneered. “You like the money the company provides.”

      He stood, cocked a brow and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve never touched any of the money the company sends me. I don’t need it. I made good money on the rodeo circuit, and I like being a carpenter now. When Davy wants to go to college, he’ll use father’s trust fund. Money is not a problem now, nor has it ever been. But you already know that, why the same old argument?”

      She smoothed the sheet that was folded over the blanket lying on her.

      It was hot in the hospital and blankets were not required, yet according to the nurse, his mother requested one. He stared at the woman he’d been angry with for so long. She looked frail. The cancer had taken all her fat and muscle. She was literally skin over bone. And the heart attack took the rest of her energy.

      He noticed she wore a long-sleeved cotton nightgown with a high collar. The clothing was totally unlike his mother, who had once boasted she had peignoir sets that cost more than his truck.

      “Why are we fighting about this, Mother? You know I won’t become CEO of Cole Enterprises. I don’t want it, never have. Surely, you’ve been grooming someone to run the company. Who is it?”

      She turned away and looked out the window. “Your cousin, Barbara. She’s had a keen interest in the company since she was a teenager in the mail room.”

      “Barb is a good woman and would have the company’s interests foremost. Why would you want me, who cares nothing for the company?”

      She turned back to him. “Because you’re my son. I built this business for you. Only you.”

      His mother turned away again, but not before he saw the tears.

      Brody went to his mother and took her in his arms.

      She held on to him and cried.

      “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment, Mother.”

      She pulled back and cupped his jaw with her hand. “That’s just the problem. You’re not a disappointment. You’ve been very successful in your endeavors. You married and had a son and I understand you’re an artist, as well. I’m very proud of the man you’ve become. And you don’t let me tell you what to do. You have backbone.”

      “I didn’t know you’d been keeping tabs on me. Thank you, Mother. I appreciate that coming from you. I’ve always wanted you to be proud of me.”

      She clutched at his arms. “And I always have been. I just never told you because I wanted you to obey me, but you were too much like your father to ever be dictated to…by anyone.” Madelyn let go of him and lay back on the pillows. “Much less your mother.”

      He thought of Shavon. She’d just asked him to call when he arrived. Had he thought she was trying to dictate to him? Was that why I came down so hard on her? Is that why I’ve been here for almost a week and I still haven’t called?

      “Mother, do you mind if I make a quick phone call? I can step into the hall if you’d rather.”

      “Of course, not. Make your call.”

      Brody took his phone out of his back pocket and walked out of the room before dialing Shavon’s number.

      She picked up on the second ring.

      “Shavon, please don’t hang up. I know you have every reason to, but—”

      “I assume you called to speak to Davy. He’s been asking after you for days. I’ve done my best to explain to him that you’re very busy and will call when you can.”

      “Thank you, but you’re the one I want to speak to first.” I should talk to Davy first, but right this minute, Shavon is more important. I have to get her to accept my apology.

      “I can’t imagine why. We don’t have much to say to each other.”

      “Shavon, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have treated you like I did. Please, forgive me.”

      Silence greeted him. “Shavon? Are you there?”

      “I’m here. I’m just deciding if I should talk to you or not.”

      He smiled. She was bending. “And what did you decide?”

      “I will, for now, and only for Davy’s sake. Let me get him so you can talk to him.”

      “All right. I don’t want him to worry anymore.”

      Shortly, Davy was on the phone. “Dad?”

      It is so good to hear his voice. I’ve missed him more than I thought possible. “Davy. I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you before now. How are you doing, buddy?”

      “I’m good. Shavon takes real good care of me, but I wish you were here.”

      “I’ll be home soon. I promise.”

      “Okay.”

      “Give the phone back to Shavon, please. I love you, son.”

      “I love you, too. Here’s Shavon.”

      “What else do you need?”

      Her voice was clipped. She was still angry. “I need you to forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. I just think it would be better if we simply keep our relationship professional. I was wrong to consider it to be more than that.”

      He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “Shavon, please.”

      “Please what? Let you treat me like Bruce did Sophie? Or Steve did me? Is the next thing that you’ll be getting physical with me? I don’t think so.”

      “I never meant to push you away. I came to Houston to see my mother. She has cancer and is very ill. The heart attack on top of that nearly killed her. I needed—”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before? You couldn’t take two minutes to explain why you were leaving and why you were so upset?”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Can we talk about this when I get back? Please?”

      “We’ll talk but I don’t think it will make a difference.”

      “I’ll call again before I leave. That should be in a day or so.”

      “Whatever. I’ll talk to you when you call. Don’t make Davy wait so long next time.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      She hung up.

      Brody looked at his phone and closed his eyes. Shavon didn’t even say goodbye. He must have really pissed her off. I don’t think I made any progress with that call except she did say she’d talk to me next time I called.

      Brody stuck his phone in his back pocket and returned to his mother’s room.

      “Calling that lady attorney whose house you’re fixing up?”

      “Knowledge from the tabs you’re keeping on me, Mother?”

      “Just a little. I want to know what you’re up to, and since you don’t call me—”

      “I don’t call you because I’m tired of the same old conversation about me taking over at Cole Enterprises. I’ll tell you again. It won’t happen. I like my life as it is.”

      Madelyn waved the thought away. “Fine. I’ll make Barbara CEO. She’ll be a good one. Of that I have no doubt.”

      “Great. Then I can go home.”

      She reached out a hand toward him. “I’d like you to stay, just for a little while. I’d like to get to know my son…before I die.”

      “Die? But can’t they help you? You’re not stage four yet.” He furrowed his brows. “Are you, Mother?”

      “I’ve been at stage four for several months. There is not much more they can do for me. Keep me comfortable is about all they can do. But you…I just want a couple of hours.”

      He nodded. “I have to go home. Davy needs me.”

      “Yes, Davy. I wish I’d gotten to meet him. From the reports I’ve had he seems a fine boy.”

      “I think so. I can’t take the credit, though. Mandy raised him for the most part. She did well, until she stopped caring.”

      “I’m sorry, son. I know you loved her.”

      He shrugged. “That’s the past. Davy and I have our future to look forward to. He’s really amazing. Here are some pictures of him.” He took out his phone and showed his mother pictures from when he was a baby to current. Then he smiled. “Shavon has a baby niece who is about eighteen-months old and Davy is so patient with her. And he’s trying to help her learn how to talk. He’s great. We wondered if he might be a teacher when he grows up.”

      Madelyn chuckled. “He sounds amazing…like another young man I know…or knew… or thought I did. This young man was an artist, but I didn’t want that for him so I discouraged it. He liked to work with his hands, but I thought he was so much better than that. So I discouraged it. Luckily, this young man didn’t listen to his mother and pursued his dreams anyway.”

      His posture relaxed as he put his phone in his back pocket. “Do you really mean that, Mother? Are you glad I followed my heart?”

      She sighed, looked down at her lap and then back up at him. “Yes, as much as I want you to be part of the company, I want you happy even more.”

      Brody hugged his mother. “You don’t know how much that means to me. I’ve always hated us being at odds.”

      Madelyn snorted. “I guess there is more of me in you than I thought. I never gave in to my father, either. He didn’t think I was fit to start this company. I was a woman after all.” She laughed and then coughed, resting a moment before continuing. “I had just five oil wells then. An inheritance from a great aunt I never knew. He wanted me to sell them, and I had some very nice offers. But I figured, if people in the know were offering me that much, the wells must be worth much more. And I was right. I invested the profits back into the company and bought more wells until we had the company you know now. Only a handful of businesses in the oil industry are bigger than we are.”

      She coughed and took a sip of water. “I’m proud of what I achieved, and I wanted to pass it on to my only son. Now, I’ll pass it to his son. I’m putting all of my shares in Davy’s name to be administered by you. Together with your shares, you will control sixty-five percent of the company. Barbara will manage the company. Neither you nor Davy will have to take an active role unless you choose to. I would suggest that you do stay apprised of the business and make sure the company stays viable for Davy.”

      All the wind went out of him and he sat in the chair next to the bed. “Sixty-five percent. I’ll look at the quarterly reports that Barb sends me, but I want to make sure that Barb has a vested interest in the company, too. I want you to give her shares equal to ten percent in the company. After that, I intend to make sure she gets stock options every year.”

      Madelyn laughed and leaned back into her pillow. “She already has both. Actually, she owns ten percent now. She’s a very wealthy woman in her own right and she’s earned it all on her own.”

      “I’m glad. I always liked Barb.”

      “I’m happy to hear it,” said a feminine voice from the door.

      Brody turned and stood. “Barb. How are you?” He walked to her and took her in his arms. He leaned back but didn’t release the beautiful redhead. “You look terrific. What’s going on in your world?”

      “Same as usual. Watching the company, putting out fires, not literally, thank God. But there always seems to be something that I end up having to handle.”

      “Come sit, Barbara. I’m sure Brody won’t mind sitting on my bed.” Madelyn pointed at the chair Brody just vacated.

      “Yes, please.” Brody placed his hand at the younger woman’s back and guided her to the chair. Then he sat on the end of his mother’s bed.

      “I just came by to see how Madelyn is doing, and I’d be lying if said I didn’t time it so I’d see you, too. How are you? And Davy? He must be around five now. I haven't seen either of you in two years. That has to stop. We need to be closer to each other.”

      Brody nodded. “I agree. Your little Lucy should be about five now, too, if I‘m not mistaken.”

      Barbara smiled. “Lucy is now a precocious six years old, going on thirty. She’s got the answer to everything.” Then she laughed. “At least to every reason I give that she needs to go to bed. Finally, it ends up as ‘because I’m your mother and I said so.’ She can be so exasperating.”

      Brody laughed. “Davy hasn’t gotten that way yet, but the little niece of my current employer is eighteen months and already questions her aunt.”

      Barbara’s mouth turned down and her eyebrows came together. “It’s so sad what happened to that child’s mother.” She glanced over at Brody. “Don’t look like that, you know we keep track of what you’re doing. It’s the only way we have any idea what you’re up to. It’s not like you come to a family reunion.”

      He cocked a brow. “When have we ever had family reunions?”

      Barbara laughed, a deep, throaty sound. “I guess this is about as close as we ever get.” She sobered. “Seriously, Brody, we’d prefer it if we could talk to you every month or so. You could find out what’s happening in your family, and we can discover yours. I’d love for my Lucy to meet her cousin. We could make it a barbeque or picnic. Something informal so the kids could play and get to know each other. I’d like to know you better, too. We used to have such fun as children before we drifted apart.” Barbara reached over and placed her hand on Brody’s knee. “Wouldn’t you like to recreate some of our good times and create new memories, too?”

      Brody placed a hand atop his cousin’s. “I would like that, Barb. You arrange it and Davy and I will be there.”

      Madelyn clapped. “Wonderful. I’m so glad you two are getting together. You’re the only family each other has, you should be closer.”

      “I agree,” said Brody

      “So do I,” said Barb.

      Brody stood. “I’m really glad we had this time together, but I do need to return to my son and I have a plane to catch. I’ll be back soon, I promise.”

      “The company plane is at your disposal,” said Barb. “If you’d like to get there sooner.”

      Brody thought about her offer. “I don’t think I’m ready for that yet. I’ll accept some of the changes as Mother and I have discussed, but for now, I think I’ll keep it at that.”

      Barb nodded once. “As you wish. Just know that it’s available to you should you need it.”

      “Thank you. I will keep it in mind. Perhaps for our first barbeque. Davy would get a kick out of it, I’m sure.”

      “I’m sure he would.” Barbara stood. “We’ve upgraded since you took it last. It’s now a 737 outside and inside there are two bedrooms, a living room, large bathroom with shower, kitchen and a bar, of course. It’s really quite comfortable.”

      “It sounds like it. Like I said, maybe for the first barbeque.”

      “Maybe.” She opened her arms and gave Brody a hug. She whispered in his ear. “I’m so glad you came. It was important.”

      “I’m glad I came, too.” He released Barb and went to his mother’s side. Brody leaned down and took his mother in his arms and gave her a gentle hug. “I love you, Mother. I’m not sure the last time I said that. But I do, and I always have.”

      His mother began to softly cry. “I love you, too, son. I may not have shown it much over the years, but I do, and like you, I always have. Have a good life.”

      “I will.” He pulled back a little and kissed his mother on the forehead and then on the lips. “I’ll be back soon and I’ll bring Davy with me.”

      “You could surprise me even more by bringing Shavon and her niece.”

      Brody lifted both eyebrows. “Shavon?”

      “She’s a nice woman. Very good character. You know that, and you knew I would check her out, so don’t act surprised.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, I knew. I wish you wouldn’t do that, but I also understand your reasons behind it. Goodbye, Mother.” He straightened. “Goodbye, cuz. I’ll see you soon. Send me your phone number.”

      “How about I just call you instead? You’ll have it then.”

      Brody grinned. “I’d like that.” He saluted. “Ladies.” And he walked out the door.

      Once out of the room, his smile faded. He had to get to the airport and get home. He had to make it right with Shavon, prove to her he wasn’t like the other men she’d known. Brody figured that, right now, she thought him an asshole, and she was probably right, but he intended to change that. Shavon was worth the effort. At that thought, he smiled. He’d win her over. That was important. She was important. But what if he couldn’t convince her? No, surely he could. His lack of patience was a small incident, wasn’t it?
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      Shavon worked hard while Brody was gone. She cleaned and painted four of the bedrooms. They were ready for Brody to paint murals. Would he still want to after their discussion? She’d come down awfully hard on him. Was it too hard? After all he was stressed about his mother’s health and that could make anyone lash out. She’d wait and see how he was when he got back.

      She went back to working on the house. The opening day was fast approaching. She might have to forgo the murals at least for the opening.

      Shavon sewed new curtains for the bedrooms she’d painted and had the new carpet installed.

      With so much yet to do, she hoped Brody’s mother recovered so he could come home.
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        * * *

      

      Brody arrived at the mansion and found the driveway had been graded and graveled.  But no one at home and he had no idea where they’d gone. He didn’t worry too much because he knew Davy was with Shavon, and she would take care of him like he was her own.

      He decided to work on the bookshelf headboard and surprise her when she got back. Hopefully, she would be talking to him by then.
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        * * *

      

      The time in Bozeman, just a short outing to play miniature golf with the kids and have lunch out, had been good for them and good for her, too. Time to relax and think about things was very helpful.

      She pulled onto the long drive to the house. When she was close enough to see the house she also saw Brody’s truck. He was home.

      “Davy it looks like your Daddy is back from Houston. You’ll have to tell him about our little trip.”

      “Yay! I can’t wait to tell him I beat you at golf.” He laughed with glee. “Daddy’s home. Daddy’s home. Daddy’s home.” He bounced in his booster seat.

      Shavon laughed.

      So did Grace.

      Georgie giggled, too, because everyone else was.

      She was such a little sprite and growing up much too fast for Shavon. She wanted to keep her a baby as long as possible, but with Davy’s help, her vocabulary was growing by leaps and bounds. She was beginning to use short sentences, such as when she asked for something. It was now, “I want cookie. Pease.” Instead of just “cookie”. And he’d taught her to say please—something Shavon had tried to do without success.

      Shavon pulled her little SUV to a stop next to Brody’s 150.

      The truck was full of lumber.

      “I wonder what Brody’s working on to need so much lumber.”

      Grace pointed toward the house. “Here he comes. You can ask him yourself.”

      The older woman wasn’t happy with Shavon. She thought she was making a mountain out of a mole hill.

      Maybe she was. She’d be nice to Brody and see where that got her.

      Grace got out of the car.

      Brody came up to her and gave her a hug. “Good to see you, Grace. Looking just as feisty as ever.”

      “You were only gone less than a week. Of course, I’m the same as ever.” She swatted his arm. “You’re a crazy man. Get your son out of the car.”

      He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.” Brody opened the car door and released Davy from the booster. “Hi, son.” He pulled the boy into his arms.

      Davy wrapped his arms around his father’s neck and his legs around his waist. “Daddy, I’m so glad you’re home. I missed you and so did Shavon.”

      Shavon felt her face heat and did her best not to look at Brody but failed. Brody lifted an eyebrow and looked across the roof of the SUV at the woman in question. “She did, did she?”

      The boy nodded. “She stomped around the house and I heard her say your name lots of times.”

      Brody smiled but didn’t take his gaze from Shavon, who was blushing furiously.

      She lifted her chin. “Don’t believe everything you hear. I was cussing you not missing you.”

      Brody laughed. “You don’t have to convince me of that.” He stopped smiling. “I would like to talk to you alone, if we can. I have lots to say, and I owe you an apology for snapping. I know you were only trying to help, and I’m very sorry.”

      He put Davy down. “It’s all right. I reacted inappropriately. I’ve had Sophie on my mind a lot and took your snapping too much to heart. I’m sorry, too.”

      “Can we start over?”

      She wanted to, wanted him more than anything, but it wasn’t a wise thing to do. Was it? Shavon frowned. “I don’t think that’s wise. We should just stay friends.”

      His mouth flattened to an almost straight line and his eyebrows furrowed slightly. “Shavon, I want to be a lot more than friends with you.”

      Davy pulled on his dad’s hand. “Dad, let’s go in. I want to show you my pictures.”

      Brody looked down at his son, smiled, and ruffled his hair. “Okay, we’ll go inside.” He looked over at Shavon, who had Georgie in her arms. “We’ll talk more.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t change my mind.”

      “I have a lot to say to you, let’s talk tonight after the kids are in bed. It’s important.”

      Shavon was quiet for a moment and just stared at him. “All right. Tonight we’ll talk.”

      Brody let out the breath he’d been holding. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, though you might regret talking to me.”

      “Never.”

      Davy pulled on his arm. “Let’s go.”

      Brody looked down at his son. “Okay, buddy, let’s go look at those pictures.” He took Davy’s hand and held it with one hand and rubbed it with the other. They started walking toward the kitchen door. Brody looked back.

      Shavon was watching him but still hadn’t stepped away from the car. He turned back toward the house and heard the car door slam shut. He smiled. She was angry, but was it with herself or him?
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        * * *

      

      Shavon’s stomach was doing somersaults at just the thought of talking privately to Brody, but she knew she needed to. Georgie was in bed asleep, and Brody was putting Davy down now.

      She went to the kitchen to wait for him. Once there, she put on the kettle to make tea, more for something to do rather than actually wanting a cup of tea. Grace had gone to bed, as well, so they had the kitchen to themselves.

      “Hi.” Brody entered.

      Shavon turned away toward the cupboards. “Hi. Would you like a cup of tea?” She reached in and grabbed two cups.

      “That would be nice.”

      He came up behind her and put his arms around her waist. “I’m sorry I was short with you.”

      She turned in his arms. “I’m sorry, too. I took it much too seriously. It’s just, that was the start of Steve’s bad behavior toward me. He started snapping at everything I said and then shouting at me for the least little thing. Then it was physical and that’s when I got out. I couldn’t go through the same thing that Sophie did, and he was treating me like Bruce treated her.”

      Brody narrowed his eyes. Then reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll never hit you. Never. We might have heated arguments, but I’ll leave and cool off before I’d ever lay a hand on you that wasn’t loving.”

      Her stomach calmed a little at his words. “Thank you for that.”

      “I don’t want to just be your friend. I want much more from you than that.”

      She smiled. “Angela won’t like that.”

      Brody groaned. “That woman is nuts. I’ve never given her the least bit of encouragement. I want a real woman. I want you, not some plastic Barbie Doll.”

      Shavon lifted a brow. “She came by to see you while you were gone.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know what to do about her. I don’t really want to get a restraining order. They don’t work, anyway, because the person is already gone by the time the police get there. I just want her to stop.”

      “Restraining orders are necessary to establish a baseline of behavior, how many times the police are called and so forth. Even if they don’t find the offending person, data is collected and can be used against the offender later. Though I have to admit, I think you’ll have to get married before she’ll stop. I’ve seen it happen in my career. As long as she thinks she has a chance she’ll keep trying.”

      Suddenly Brody got quiet. Then he smiled and looked at her. “Why don’t you marry me? It wouldn’t have to be a real marriage, not yet anyway, but it would serve two purposes. One it would get Angela off my back and two, it would give us a chance to get to know each other better and I really want that chance.”

      “Marriage?” Her stomach dropped. What if it never became real? Could I handle that, knowing I’m in love with Brody. It would be all too easy to say yes. “That’s quite a commitment and as much as I like you, I don’t know that I’m ready to make that kind of promise.”

      “It wouldn’t be a real marriage. Just a pretend one. We could fly to Vegas and then when we get back tell everyone we got married. We’d tell Grace the truth, but for everyone else they’ll believe it. Including Angela. That should stop her from bothering me anymore.”

      Shavon thought about it for a minute. Can I do it? Just pretend? Maybe. “It might work and it would only be pretend for us. We’d still be friends and—”

      “Learning each other to see if we can be more than friends because I already know I want more.”

      Are you sure, Brody? I couldn’t take a divorce. Maybe I’m gun shy because of Steve, but I’m scared. Maybe if we still have the great chemistry, I’ll say yes. After all, he’s so good with Georgie. And Davy? What about him? How will he feel? “I don’t know.”

      He smiled. “I’d like to kiss you and then we can go from there. May I?”

      She pursed her lips and then nodded. “You may.”

      Brody lowered his head until his lips barely touched hers.

      She leaned into him, pressing her lips against his.

      His tongue ran along the seam of her lips.

      She parted them, giving him access to her mouth.

      Brody entered with his tongue and tasted her.

      Shavon’s tongue met his in an age-old duel. Tasting him, exploring him. He tasted like coffee and the lemon cake they’d had for dessert. She liked the taste of him. She liked when he kissed her. She liked him. She loved him.

      Brody pulled back and leaned his forehead against hers. “You do things to me and make me feel things that I haven’t for a very long time. I want you, but I’ll wait until you’re ready.” He pulled back. “And that’s not tonight.

      She reluctantly let him go.

      “Goodnight, Shavon.” He kissed an index finger and then placed it on her lips. “Until tomorrow.”

      “Goodnight, Brody.” Her stomach was tied in knots, and her heart in her throat. She’d like nothing better than for him to make love to her, but she couldn’t…not yet. She wasn’t ready now and maybe not soon. Who knew, maybe not at all. Everything depended on Brody, on who he really was.
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        * * *

      

      Brody had been awake most of the night thinking about Shavon. He decided he’d take it slow with her. He didn’t want to push her and end up losing her. She was worth so much more than just a roll in the hay.

      He’d been up for a couple of hours, painting a mural in one of the bedrooms. He wanted to use the time productively without waking the household. Painting the third floor bedroom was the perfect solution.

      “Hey.” Shavon walked in holding two cups.

      The scent of fresh coffee wafted to him.

      “Hey, yourself. Is one of those for me, I hope?”

      “It is.” She walked over and handed him the cup. She looked up at the wall he’d just finished. “This is beautiful. Why aren’t you an artist, selling your paintings?”

      “As your mother told you, when you wanted to be an artist, I too would have been a starving artist? I like to eat too much. Besides, by the time I finished with the rodeo circuit for the last time, I had Davy to care for. His mother was gone and we only had each other.”

      “I’m sorry. That must have been hard. Giving up something you love, I mean.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know, you tell me. Do you miss the law? You had to give up your life to give Georgie a good one.”

      Shavon shook her head. “I didn’t love the law. Did you like riding broncs or just painting?”

      He set his coffee down and pulled two folding chairs from the closet, opening one for her.

      “Thanks.” She sat and crossed her knees, then rested her cup on one knee.

      He chuckled. “You know I love painting but I did enjoy the rodeo circuit despite the cuts, bruises and broken bones.”

      She shook her head and then looked at him with a slight smile. “I don’t understand how. I’d have quit the first time I got thrown.”

      He sat across from her. “No, you wouldn’t have. Did you quit the law after losing your first case? Did you quit riding bicycles after falling off the first time?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “No, I didn’t. As a matter-of-fact, those spills only made me try harder.”

      “Exactly. You tried to become the best you could be and I bet you succeeded. That you were the best defense attorney in Chicago. That’s why I wondered how you could give it up.”

      Her gaze softened and her mouth turned up at the corners. “For Georgie. I’d do anything for that little girl. The best I could do for her was to come here and raise her. Teach her all the things my grandmother taught me…all the things her mother seemed to have forgotten. I don’t want Georgie to be like Sophie. I’ll make sure she remembers her lessons.”

      Brody gazed at Shavon. He could see lots of pain in her, in her words, in her actions. “Do you blame Sophie for what happened?”

      Her head snapped up, neck and back straight. “What?! No! Why would you say that?”

      “Because you talk about the lessons that Sophie forgot, and I just thought maybe you blamed her for forgetting those lessons.”

      “Well.” She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “Maybe, in a way I do. If she’d remembered not to be taken advantage of and would have gotten out as soon as he hit her the first time, she’d still be alive today. But mostly I blame him, may he rot in Hell.”

      “I’m glad you learned those lessons.” He reached across and put a hand on her knee. “Very glad, or you might have married that…what does Grace call him?” He furrowed his brows and then lifted them and snapped his fingers. “An asshat.” He laughed.

      Shavon laughed, too, and then sobered. “I’m glad I learned them, too, or I might have ended up like Sophie. I was going down that path. I think that’s part of the reason I took your bad temper so personally.”

      He shook his head as he spoke. “It was not meant to be like that. I was just worried and in a hurry, and still, I shouldn’t have reacted so harshly.”

      She straightened on the chair. “How was your trip to see your mother?”

      Brody leaned his elbows on his knees and held his cup with both hands. “I’ve never been close to her but this trip was good. We made peace and I finally could tell her I love you and mean it.”

      “I’m glad you were able to do that. I miss my mother though she’s not dead, just distant. I disagreed with a lot of her mothering practices, but I still love her.”

      He sat up straight. “I should get to work. Will you be up for that horseback ride on Saturday?”

      She shook her head. “I’d rather take the kids to see the new colt…before he grows up.”

      He chuckled. “He’ll be small for a long time, but your wish is my command, mademoiselle.”

      “Thank you, monsieur.” She laughed, then stood and gathered their cups to carry downstairs and put them in the dishwasher. “I should get to work myself. It’s house laundry day, that means bedding and towels. I’ll be gathering yours in a little while.”

      “I’ll make sure Davy picks up his clothes and puts them in the bathroom hamper.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Brody went downstairs and then out to his truck for more lumber for the bookshelves. He should have told Shavon he’d bring her the sheets and towels. Now she’d see the bookcase before it was complete, and he had to admit, it didn’t look all that good right now. What if she didn’t like it? What if he’d ruined it and she didn’t really like him? Could he fix it, fix their relationship…heck, have a relationship?
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      When Saturday came, Brody and Shavon gathered the kids in the kitchen.

      Shavon got their jackets, and Brody sat them at the table.

      She bent forward and put her hands just above her knees. “We have a surprise for you two today. Are you ready for a surprise?”

      Davy sat on a chair swinging his feet. “Yup.”

      “Spies.” Georgie watched Davy but her legs were too short to swing, so she pounded them on the chair.

      “That’s right, sweetie.” Shavon put on Georgie’s jacket and then picked her up and hugged her before kissing her cheek. “You’re doing so well with your words. Davy is a good teacher.”

      The little boy blushed furiously, but he grinned, too.

      Shavon donned her jean jacket.

      Brody handed Davy his coat and put on his own. “Are we ready?”

      “Yay!” shouted Davy.

      “We’re ready,” said Shavon. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Don’t forget the lunch I packed.” Grace brought the picnic basket over, carrying it with two hands. “None of you should go hungry.”

      Brody took the basket and walked out to the truck with Davy.

      Shavon carried Georgie.

      They all got in, kids in car or booster seats, adults buckled in.

      An hour later, they were in the cabin’s barn.

      Brody went in the barn first by himself. He was gone about five minutes. When he returned he had a big smile. “We have a girl. A little filly.”

      She lifted a brow. “I take it that makes you especially happy.”

      “Yes.” He grinned. “She’ll look just like Prince Charming, but a female. When I breed her four or five years from now, I’ll hopefully get the horse color I want.”

      “Which is what?”

      “I want a solid white horse except for a golden mane. The opposite of the coloring of Prince Charming. Of course, I’m dreaming because it usually takes generations for something like that to happen, but I’m that much closer.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re happy and I hope you get the coloring you want.”

      The little party trouped into the barn.

      Shavon held her niece at the stall gate so she could see over the top. “What do you think, Georgie? Do you like the baby horse?”

      “Horsey!” Georgie pointed at the little filly. “Baby horsey!” Then she stuck her thumb in her mouth.

      Brody lifted Davy so he could see over the top. “What do you think of our new horse, son?”

      “She’s pretty and little.”

      “She is now, but she’ll grow. I’ll let her and her mother out in the corral a little bit today, while we’re here. I won’t leave them out overnight or release them into the pasture yet. She’s too small and we have mountain lions to fear. They would love to have her—”

      “Brody!” said Shavon. I don’t want the kids upset by learning that mountain lions would eat the baby. “No need to go into detail.”

      He looked at her and then at his son. “Right. Anyway, it’s just too dangerous to let them out yet.”

      “What do you say we have our lunch and then we can come visit the filly again afterward?”

      “That sounds like a great idea.”

      Grace had prepared them a spread consisting of fried chicken, potato salad, coleslaw, macaroni salad, chocolate chip cookies and fresh lemonade.

      “My gosh, she wasn’t kidding when she said no one would go hungry.” Shavon fixed Georgie a plate and then one for herself.

      Brody did the same for him and Davy.

      After lunch, they went back to the barn. This time Brody opened the gate and let them go in with him, one at a time. He held a hand toward Davy.

      “Come on in, son. You can pet Snow on her nose so she knows you’re friendly. Guinevere is a little shy, but she might get friendlier as we spend some time with her mother.” Brody looked back at Shavon and Georgie. “I don’t want to crowd Snow.”

      “Understood. We don’t mind watching from here.”

      Brody reached into a canvas bag hanging on the wall and pulled out a small nugget of something and gave it to Davy. “Here, put this horse cookie in your hand and make your palm absolutely flat, like this.” He demonstrated.

      Davy did as instructed and held his hand out to Snow.

      She took the cookie into her mouth with her lips.

      After a few minutes, Guinevere came around her mother and nudged Davy’s hand.

      Davy laughed. “Can I have another cookie for the baby?”

      Brody laughed, too, and then shook his head. “Sorry, buddy. She’s too little. She gets Mama’s milk, and that’s all.” He looked up at Shavon. “Will you bring in Georgie now, please.”

      Shavon walked slowly into the stall.

      “You can help Georgie pet Snow and Guinevere.”

      Shavon walked to Snow and petted her nose. “Be gentle, Georgie. Let me show you. Give me your hand.” She held the baby’s arm just above the wrist and slowly brought I down Snow’s nose. “Isn’t she soft?”

      The baby nodded. “Sof.”

      “We should go home, now.” Shavon looked at her niece. “Georgie will fall asleep on the way home.”

      Georgie yawned.

      “Can’t we please stay a little longer? Please?” begged Davy, with his hands together as if praying.

      “Sorry, son. Shavon is right. It’s time to go. Snow needs to be alone to rest and feed her little girl.”

      “Aww.” Davy hung his head.

      Brody ruffled his son’s hair. “We’ll come back soon.”

      Davy nodded but still pouted.

      Shavon was proud of Brody for not giving in to the boy. Maybe she could learn some parenting skills from Brody after all.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner and getting the kids to bed, Brody, Shavon and Grace sat in the living room.

      Shavon was curled up in a chair with a book but couldn’t keep her mind on it and was rereading the same page over and over.

      Brody sat in the other chair, watching the rodeo finals on TV, seeming to be totally engrossed..

      And Grace was crocheting on the sofa.

      After a while, Shavon stood. “It’s really nice out. I think I’ll sit on the porch for a while and listen to the night sounds.”

      “Would you like some company?” asked Brody.

      “Sure.” She turned to Grace. “Would you like to join us?”

      The older woman shook her head. “No, but thank you for the invite. I think I’ll just head to bed and read. It always puts me to sleep.”

      “Maybe you aren’t reading the right book. Sometimes I’ll be up until three in the morning to finish a good book,” laughed Shavon. “ Especially one by one of my favorite authors.”

      “Oh, I used to do that,” said Grace. “But now, I’d rather sleep or so it seems.”

      “Goodnight, then,” said Shavon.

      “Yes, goodnight.” Brody then turned toward Shavon and waved his arm toward the door. “After you.”

      She grabbed her sweater off the banister knob and put it on then headed outside.

      “Do you really need a sweater?”

      “I don’t want to get cold.”

      “I promise to keep you warm.”

      Heat infused her face, and she knew she blushed. She didn’t respond, just walked outside and sat in the swing.

      “May I join you?” Brody pointed toward the seat next to her.

      “Please.”

      He sat close enough their legs touched. Brody put his arm on the back of the swing behind her. “This is nice.”

      Shavon nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      He moved his arm to her shoulders and pulled her close.

      She went with ease.

      Then with his other hand, he used one knuckle to gently lift her chin. Brody lowered his lips to hers and kissed her.

      The kiss was filled with promise, and Shavon wanted to believe that she and Brody were making a real connection.

      He broke the kiss. “I know you’re not ready to take our relationship to the next level and that’s okay. But I won’t give up on us. This is important. We’re important.”

      “I want us to get to know each other better. I don’t want any secrets between us. That will kill our relationship before it really starts.” She’d never told anyone what her ex-fiancé did. Her stomach roiled and she felt like she was about to be sick. “Steve kept secrets from me. Not only was he an abuser, he was a cheater.” She huffed out a breath. “With my best friend no less. But he’d also been running up debt on my credit cards and having the bills sent to him so I wouldn’t know. I found out when I went to use one, and it was rejected. When I called the credit card company, they told me what he’d been doing. It took me months to get everything straightened out and get my credit back to good standing.”

      “I will never do that to you. Trust me on this.”

      “I should hope not. But, suffice it to say, I hate secrets. I might have helped Steve if he came to me, but instead, he robbed me. When I questioned him is when he finally got physical and hit me. I left that day. He begged me to come back, saying he would never do it again.” She looked down at her lap. Her heart aching as she thought of Sophie. “But I already knew what would happen if I did. Bruce used to promise Sophie the same thing. Over and over again. And again, Sophie kept her physical injuries secret from me or I might have been able to help her.”

      “I’m so sorry. Have you gotten therapy? I think the trauma you went through would give you PTSD. You should think about it.”

      “I went for therapy and yes, I do have PTSD. Not as severe as a vet returning from a war zone, but still PTSD.” I don’t like this conversation. I don’t want to talk about Sophie and PTSD. I need to leave. Now. She stood. “I think it’s time for me to go to bed. Morning comes early.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “My wife did die but she ran off with her lover first. Mandy and I divorced. We’d been married for twelve years. The judge gave me full custody which was a good thing. If Davy had been with her…” He closed his eyes and shuddered before opening them again. “She and her lover were killed when he drove off a mountain road in a snowstorm. The police speculate that they were arguing or otherwise engaged and he was not watching the road. He missed the curve, driving them over a 200 foot cliff. Maybe it was my fault she found a lover. I used to be a rodeo bronc rider and I followed the circuit. She didn’t travel with me and so had to raise Davy mostly by herself.”

      Shavon sucked in a breath and sat again. I’ll be raising Georgie alone, too. “Oh, my God. How horrible for your son. He sort of lost her twice. Once when she left with her boyfriend and again when she died.”

      Brody’s mouth opened and then closed, his lips in a straight line. He frowned. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. Thank you for pointing that out for me. I need to talk to Davy and make sure he’s all right.” The man stood. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      “I’ll come with you.” She stood and then shoved her chair back under the table. “I need to take care of Georgie and maybe I can help if you need it.”

      He didn’t look back at her. “I’m sure I can handle it.” His words were clipped and not given to reply.

      “All right.”

      He stood. “I’ll say goodnight then.” Brody stopped her retreat, with a touch of a hand on her arm. “I hope I didn’t say something that upset you.”

      Shavon shook her head. “You didn’t. Our discussion just brought up a lot of memories—some pleasant, some not so much.”

      “I’m sorry for the not pleasant ones.”

      She gazed at him. “I’m so sorry that I upset you.”

      Brody wrinkled his forehead and his brows creased together. “It’s not you. Please believe me, but I have to take care of Davy. I have to make sure he’s okay.”

      She put a hand on his arm. “I understand. Go. Go to your son.”

      Brody turned to her, reached up and cupped her face. “Thank you…for enlightening me. I don’t want Davy to suffer…like we are.” Then he kissed her lightly on the lips.

      Shavon closed her eyes and thought of all the pain they’d both suffered. When she opened her eyes he was looking at her.

      “You’re so special.”

      She shrugged. “It’s nice that you think so, but I’m not. I’ve just learned you have to take the good with the bad, isn’t that the old saying?”

      “I suppose it is. Would you like me to walk you inside?”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “My bedroom is practically behind the door. I think I can make it on my own.”

      He ran a hand behind his neck. “Yeah, I guess you can. I’ll check on Davy. He should be asleep but you never know. See you in the morning.”

      “Okay. Goodnight.” Shavon headed inside.

      Brody’s phone rang. “Hello.”

      Her window was open and she heard Brody, still on the porch, on the phone.

      “You know I don’t want the company, Barb. Cole Enterprises is your baby. You love it and you’ve worked for this. I’ll keep my shares for Davy, but I don’t need stock options. What do I need those for when I already own sixty-five percent of the company.”

      His voice got louder.

      Shavon ran to her window and closed it quickly so he wouldn’t catch her accidently eavesdropping. Her heart pounded like she’d just run a race. Cole Enterprises? That’s one of the biggest oil companies in the country. Everyone has heard of the billion-dollar company.

      She went to her desk and opened her laptop where she looked up the company. Cole Enterprises, founded by Madelyn Cole James. James! Brody’s last name is James and he’s saying he owns nearly three-quarters of the company?

      Somebody’s been keeping secrets, even after I told him that was the one thing I couldn’t tolerate.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Shavon was feeding Georgie when Brody entered the kitchen. She didn’t look up or say good morning. She still fumed that he was withholding information about himself.

      “Good morning.” Brody made his way to the cupboard for a cup.

      Shavon continued to watch her niece eat. “Do you like that, Georgie?  Hmm? You’re eating so well today. You finished your scrambled eggs, without wearing too many of them and now you’re almost finished with your Cheerios.” Shavon had poured about a quarter cup of the cereal on the tray of Georgie’s highchair.

      “Good morning, Shavon.” His tone was a little stiffer.

      “If you say so.”

      He sat across the table. “Shavon? Is something wrong?”

      She didn’t look up. “What could be wrong?” Then she pinned him with her gaze. “What’s the one thing I said I couldn’t tolerate?”

      He looked down into his coffee cup. “Secrets.”

      “Secrets. And you have a big one. What are you doing here, Brody?” She swung her arm around taking in the simple kitchen. “Slumming it? Seeing how the other half lives?”

      He looked up. His jaw was tight, clenched, his eyes only slightly narrowed. “Shavon, it’s not like that. You don’t understand.”

      “Maybe if you’d trusted me enough to tell me, I would have understood. I don’t think we should continue our personal association. If you could finish the work we’ve discussed, I’d appreciate it.” She stood, picked up Georgie from the highchair and left the room without looking back.

      Once she was in the hall, tears filled her eyes. She didn’t let them fall or Georgie would have commented on them, and right now she shouted everything. Shavon didn’t need the whole house knowing she was crying.
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        * * *

      

      She knew. Brody ran both hands through his hair. She must have heard him on the phone with Barb, but it didn’t matter how she found out. He should have told her as soon as she told him about Steve keeping secrets. Yes, his secret was different, but to Shavon it didn’t matter. It was a secret, and this one had come back to bite him in the butt.

      He had to find her and make it right. Brody followed her to Georgie’s bedroom, but she wasn’t there. He knocked on Shavon’s bedroom door. No answer. When he tried the knob, it was locked. He cursed under his breath. “Shavon, let me in. We have to talk.”

      “We did our talking. Now go away.”

      Fear rode him. What if she won’t forgive me? I’ve got to make her understand. “Shavon, please. It’s not what you think.”

      She opened the door a few inches. “How do you know what I think? I’ll tell you what it is. I told you how I feel about secrets. Now you might tell me that it was none of my business, but I disagree. We were talking about having a relationship. That makes it my business. Now, go away.”

      She shut the door before he could say anything. Brody stared at the closed door for a few moments, cursed again and walked back to the kitchen.

      Grace was at the sink, finishing the breakfast dishes. “You didn’t eat anything. Do you want me to fix you a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon before I put this food in the fridge?”

      Brody shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry.”

      “Shavon didn’t eat anything, either. I don’t know what you did, but she’s plenty pissed off about it.”

      He sighed. “It’s what I didn’t do.”

      “She found out about you, did she?”

      Brody snapped his gaze toward Grace. “What did she find out about me?”

      Grace lifted a brow. “That you’re Brody James, heir to Cole Enterprises, of course.”

      “How do you know that? I’ve gone to great trouble to have that not be known. I never gave interviews. I never talked about my family to anyone who didn’t already know them.”

      Grace turned around and sighed. “Brody. I knew your mother in college. She married your father and I married my beloved, Herbert Underhill. Then we went in different directions, but we kept in touch. Who do you think I got your name from to hire you in the first place?”

      He closed his eyes and released a pent-up breath. “I should have known.”

      She leaned against the sink, holding a dishtowel in one hand. “I suppose I should have told you before now. I figured I’d tell you when you told me about yourself, but you never did. So, I kept my knowledge to myself.”

      “I’ve kept mine, as well. I didn’t want anyone to treat me differently, and they do, at least, usually do, when they find out. Suddenly,” he patted his chest. “I’m a lot more attractive.”

      Grace lowered her chin and pursed her lips. “Shavon isn’t that way, and you know it. She’s a wealthy woman in her own right because of her grandmother.” Her eyes widened. “You didn’t know that, did you?”

      He shrugged and sat at the table, his head in his hands. “I suppose I could say she’s been keeping secrets, too, but I had a feeling when she bought me at the auction that she had money. But I didn’t press it because I didn’t want to tell her about me.”

      “Well, you know how well that went.” She put her hands on her ample hips. “What are you going to do about it now?”

      Brody slammed to his feet. “I don’t know, but I will think of something. I like her and I do respect her. I have to figure out a way to make her talk to me.”
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      Brody knocked on Shavon’s door. He had to make her understand but he needed her to listen first. “Shavon, we need to talk.”

      “We have nothing to talk about,” she shouted through it.

      “We have everything to talk about, such as why you didn’t tell me you’re wealthy, either.”

      She opened the door, looked behind her at the floor where Georgie was playing, and then closed the door behind her.

      Her eyes were fiery sapphires. She fisted and unfisted her hands like she was trying to remain in control.

      “I did tell you after I bought you at the auction that I have my own money. And you knew it when you began work on the house and the money I gave you for supplies. No, I didn’t come right out and say I’m rich, but I didn’t try and hide it, either.”

      She poked him in the chest. “You did. Even when you talked about your horses, you made it sound like Buck, Prince Charming and Snow White were all you have. You only leased out a few acres to Wes Monroe, I think you said.” She put her hands on her hips. “Tell the truth, all that land we saw was yours, wasn’t it?”

      He glanced away. “Yes, we were on my land. All of it was mine. All the horses we saw were mine. Wes Monroe does run his cattle on the land, along with mine. Together we have about 150 head.”

      “You see? Secrets. Though not a bad secret, like you’re a serial killer or something, but still a secret. And if you keep this one, what others are you keeping? If we were to begin a real relationship, we should be honest with each other…completely honest. And you aren’t. Perhaps there is a reason you can’t be, but I need those answers if you want me to trust you.”

      “I want to give you all the answers, but I can’t…not yet.” I have to keep Davy safe. I have to make arrangements for him, for his safety.

      “Well, when you can, come see me.” She shut the bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      Shavon leaned her back against the door. She hated this. More than anything, she wanted to trust Brody, but how could she if he didn’t trust her? What if he was like Steve? Not that he’d ruin her financially, she knew he wouldn’t, but it was just that she needed his faith that she wouldn’t hurt him or use him. She needed to be able to rely on him for anything…and she couldn’t right now. Would she ever?
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        * * *

      

      Angela knew she needed to get rid of Shavon. She’s the reason Brody’s not interested in me now. After all I’ve done for him, I know he’d want me if she was gone. People think I’m crazy, but I’ll show them, I’ll show him, I’m not and he will want to be with me.

      And she wanted Brody like she’d never wanted anyone before, not even Eric, her sister Mary’s boyfriend.

      She knew she couldn’t go around killing people, but she was good at it. They’d never found Mary’s body. To this day, their parents mourned her and said they knew she’d come back to them. Angela simply nodded and then rolled her eyes behind their backs, her lips turned up at the corners.

      Now, she just had no choice. Shavon had to die.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Angela came to the house.

      When Shavon opened the door and saw Angela she frowned, took a deep breath and released it slowly. “What do you want, Angela? Brody isn’t here.”

      Angela folded her hands demurely in front of her. “It’s not Brody I want to see. It’s you. I want us to be friends. I know Brody wants you, not me, and I can                                                                                                                                                                                                 understand that.”

      Shavon raised her eyebrows. “You can?”

      “Of course. He seems to like skinny, flat-chested girls like you. I’d like to call a truce. I have tickets to the ballet in Bozeman, and I’d really like you to come with me. I know from Grace that you used to study ballet and my sister Mary did, too. I can’t tell you how many times my mother had to tell me to sit down when we were at Mary’s lessons. I wanted to do it, too. Anything my sister did, I wanted to do. Anyway, I thought we could enjoy it together.”

      Shavon answered slowly her eyes narrowed. “When is the ballet?”

      Angela smiled brightly. It’s working. “It’s Swan Lake a very famous romance. It’s this Friday at eight. I promise you won’t forget it and I promise I’ll leave Brody alone. I want him to be happy. That’s all.”

      Shavon was quiet for a moment and then shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to do anything together. I’m sorry.” She started to close the door.

      “Please Shavon.” Angela dipped her chin and looked at Shavon through her lashes. “All I want is us to be friends.”

      “Like I said, I really don’t think that is a good idea. Goodbye, Angela.” She closed the door.

      Angela left the house and went to her SUV. That didn’t go at all like I planned. I guess I’ll have to try something else.
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        * * *

      

      Shavon watched the small green SUV drive away. What was that really all about? I don’t believe for a minute that she wants to be my friend. Maybe she thinks by getting close to me, she can get close to Brody.

      I don’t know but I don’t trust her.
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        * * *

      

      Angela watched the house for several days. Finally, she saw what she wanted. Brody and Grace leaving together. She didn’t care why, they were gone and Shavon was alone with the kids. She pulled down the driveway to the front, got out of the car and walked up the steps and across the porch to the door where she knocked.

      Shavon opened the door. “Hi, Angela. What do you want? Brody isn’t here and doesn’t want to see you even if he was.”

      Angela looked her up and down. “Hi, Shavon. I’m not here for Brody. I’m here for you.” She pulled a Glock from her pocket. “If you value those children I hear, you’ll come with me.”

      “I can’t leave them.”

      “You can if you want them to live. Do you really think I have any qualms about killing a child or anyone else for that matter? I don’t, but I just want you to disappear. Like my sister.”

      Shavon, wearing her jean jacket and cowboy boots, with a knife in them, had been working in the attic in the chill morning. Brody and Grace went to Twin Bluffs for groceries and lumber while she stayed with the children.

      She looked over her shoulder to where the kids were playing in the living room.

      “Quit stalling. Get in the car. Now,” sneered Angela, her voice even more grating than normal. “Or the first child I’ll shoot is the little girl with the blonde curls so like yours.” She moved the gun to point at Georgie.

      “All right. I’m coming. Just let me tell them—”

      “You’re not telling them anything. Move. Now.”

      “Okay.”

      Angela backed up so Shavon could pass in front of her.

      Shavon closed the door behind her, praying the kids would be all right until Brody and Grace returned in ninety minutes or so. She looked up. Dear Lord, protect them.

      “Get in the driver’s seat. You’re driving and any sudden moves, you’re dead.”

      Shavon did as she was told.

      Angela kept the gun on her the entire time.

      She drove into the mountains west of Twin Bluffs

      Suddenly, Angela said “Turn right here.”

      Shavon turned the car onto a dirt road.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I have something to show you. You’ll better understand me when you see it.”

      She drove for about ten minutes.

      “Turn right up there, that track on the right.”

      Shavon turned onto a rutted road that was more trail than road. She noticed they were going into the mountains. She had to get away from Angela. The woman was insane.

      The car approached a small cabin.

      “This was my great-great-grandfather’s cabin. Stop here and get out.”

      Shavon complied.

      “I don’t think anyone in the family remembers that it’s here except me.” She kept the Glock trained on Shavon. “Don’t think about running. I’m a very good shot.”

      Shavon got out and slammed the door. “What will you to do to me?”

      “You’re about to disappear.”

      “They’ll know it was you.”

      “No they won’t. I can be very convincing when I want to be. Now, walk to the cabin and open the door.” She produced a large flashlight from inside her coat.

      Shavon pushed open the cabin door and had to clear away cobwebs to enter. Scanning the room, looking for something she could use as a weapon, she saw only a small table and two chairs in the middle of the room, in front of the fireplace. In one of the chairs slumped a skeleton, a human skeleton, covered in cobwebs. Shavon stopped short, her stomach churning. That is what Angela has in mind for me. I won’t let her kill me. I have to get back to Georgie. Who will raise her if I disappear? Bruce’s sister? I don’t think so.

      Angela poked her in the back with the gun. “Move forward. As you can see, no one comes to this cabin. Soon, you’ll join Mary in death.”

      Shavon tried to remain calm. She had to get out of this. “So it’s true. You did kill your sister.” She kept scanning the cabin. The only thing she saw that could possibly be turned into a weapon…was Mary’s bones.

      “Of course. She was in my way. I wanted Eric, her boyfriend. When she was gone, I was sure he’d turn to me and we could share our grief.”

      Shavon worked to control her breathing. She would not panic. Thinking is difficult with a loaded gun poking me in my back. “But he didn’t did he. Did you kill him, too?”

      Her voice sounded deranged as she sneered. “I’d gotten rid of Mary, just so I could have Eric, but he didn’t want me. I showed him what the penalty for that was by cutting his brake lines. He survived the crash but probably wished he hadn’t. He was no longer the star running back for the high school football team. He no longer had hopes of being a pro-football running back.” She laughed. “He couldn’t run anywhere anymore since doctors had to amputate his legs to save his life.”

      “Sometimes I feel sorry for Eric, then I remember what he said to me.” Her voice deepened. “Angela, you’re Mary’s sister, I could never love you as anything more than a friend. If that’s not enough, I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      Her singsong voice was back. “Then he walked away and put his arm around Bethany, my ex-best friend.”

      Shavon stood still with her arms at her sides. With that gun in her back, she was afraid to make any sudden moves that would cause Angela to shoot point blank. “You’re insane, Angela. Completely, insane.”

      “Don’t say that. Go to the table.” Angela poked the gun in her back again.

      Shavon stepped forward and started to turn, thinking how she’d disarm Angela. Suddenly, Shavon’s head felt like it was split open and the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Brody and Grace arrived home and came in through the kitchen.

      Davy came running. “Daddy! Daddy!” Tears ran down his face.

      Brody gathered him in his arms.

      Georgie sat on the kitchen floor, crying.

      What was going on here? Where is Shavon?

      Grace picked up Georgie and cuddled her. “Shh. Sweet girl. Everything will be all right.” Grace looked at Brody. “I don’t like this. Georgie is wet clean through and unless I’m mistaken she’d dirtied her diaper, too and not recently. Where is Shavon?”

      “Daddy, I watched through the window and I saw Shavon leave with a lady, but the lady made Shavon drive her green car.”

      “What lady? Have you seen her before?” Brody’s stomach soured afraid of the answer.

      Davy furrowed his brows and wiped his nose on his sleeve. Then sniffled his tears away again. “She’s been here a couple times. You don’t like her and always send her away.”

      Brody widened his eyes and felt like he’d been slammed in the gut with a two-by-four. “Angela.”

      “Oh, dear God.” Grace held Georgie close and swayed on her feet to comfort her. “I’ve got to take care of this baby. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’m calling the police.”

      Grace nodded and walked out of the room.

      Brody put Davy down. “Sit at the table buddy. I’ve got to call the police.”

      “Is Shavon in trouble?” Davy’s eyes teared up. “Did I do something to get Shavon in trouble?”

      He squatted next to Davy’s chair. “No, you are not in trouble. You did a very good thing and are a very brave boy. I’m so proud of you for taking care of Georgie when Shavon left.” He dropped to his knees and hugged his son. “So very proud of you. I love you, Davy.”

      Brody stood and took his phone from his pocket and dialed the police.

      “Yes, this is Brody James. I want to report a missing person.”

      “Has the person been missing for twenty-four hours?”

      Doing his best to remain calm he clenched his jaw. “No, she’s only missing for about three hours is the best we can determine.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t put out an All Points Bulletin until they’ve been missing for twenty-four hours.”

      “By that time it will be too late.” He shoved his phone into his pocket. “Don’t they understand? We can’t wait twenty-four hours. By that time she could be dead.”

      “Don’t say that, Brody. Please.” Grace’s voice broke on the last word.

      He could tell she was close to tears and held back the expletives he wanted to shout. “I’m sorry, Grace. I’ll get some men here from Bozeman. Cole Enterprises has an office there.”

      Grace furrowed her brows. “Why would an oil company have an office in mining country?”

      Brody shrugged. “Diversification. Mother doesn’t want all her eggs in one basket. And, since I was here, she opened an office nearby. Mostly, I think, to keep track of me.” He took out his wallet and retrieved a business card. Then he pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number. “Yes, this is Brody James. I want every employee in Bozeman to come to my home immediately.” He gave them the address. “Tell them to dress for hiking. And ready the helicopter, I want it in the air as soon as it’s light out.” He didn’t wait for a response but touched end call. “Grace, can you handle the kids today? This might take a while.”

      “Of course, but where will you start?”

      “I had a workup done on Angela when she first started stalking me. Her family has several properties in the mountains. I intend to check every single one. And the area around those cabins.”

      “I didn’t know her family had any property. They rent an apartment, for goodness sakes and Angela still lives with them, as scary a proposition as that is in my point-of-view.”

      “They are mostly plots of vacant land. A couple have old cabins. We’ll check those first. I need to get dressed appropriately.” He headed toward the stairs. Please God, if you never do anything else for me, let me find Shavon safe.
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      Shavon’s head felt like it had been split open with an axe. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find her brains running down her face. She tried to reach up to touch her head but couldn’t. She was tied up.

      She had no idea what time it was, just that it was pitch black in the cabin. She lay on her side, her wrists tied to her ankles. Angela wasn’t as smart as she thought she was. She left Shavon with a weapon. Thanks to her grandfather’s teachings, Shavon always carried a knife in her boot. If she could just get one hand free, she’s have her knife and be loose.

      Shavon worked on her right wrist for hours before she finally loosened it enough to get her hand out. Despite the soreness of her wrist, she reached into her boot, got the knife and proceeded to cut the rope until she could break it.

      It was after sunup when she was finally free. Still somewhat groggy with a splitting headache, she carefully made her way out of the cabin, winced at the bright sunlight, then hurried around the side and relieved herself out of sight. Then she took off down the trail, hoping to find a road. before Angela came back to check on her.

      She heard a sound overhead and went into the trees not sure what it was. Could it be a helicopter? Could they be looking for her? Maybe Brody hired one. He could afford it. She was so sorry for fighting with him. Shavon knew in her heart she hadn’t been completely honest with him either. She should have come right out and said she was wealthy due to her inheritance, but she didn’t. She didn’t trust him. Tears filled her eyes. What if she never got the chance to apologize?

      What if she never got the chance to raise Georgie and see the amazing woman she would become? She had to get back for Georgie. She just had to.

      Had Mary been dead before being put into the cabin or had she died a long slow death from exposure. Shavon hoped the former. She hated the thought of that poor girl dying slowly and alone.

      Shavon heard a car or cars coming she couldn’t tell but hightailed it into the trees in case it was Angela. Three large black SUVs passed on the way to the cabin. She had to take a chance that they were looking for her.

      She hurried out of the trees and ran behind the vehicles.

      Suddenly, the lead vehicle stopped and the driver’s door opened.

      “Shavon!”

      “Brody!”

      He ran down to her as she ran to him.

      Shavon jumped into his arms, her legs going around his waist. She hung on crying.

      Brody wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. “I’ve been so worried. Are you hurt?”

      She lowered her legs but not her grip on him.

      He held her away from him and looked her up and down before running his hands down her arms.

      “I’m fine. I have a roaring headache, but nothing more. Georgie. How is Georgie?”

      He waved off the helicopter. “Georgie is fine. She and Davy are with Grace and one of my armed men. Angela can’t get to her or Davy.” He looked at her hands. “Your right wrist is bleeding. You’re dripping blood.”

      “I know. She had me tied up and I had to work the rope to get free.”

      “Come with me. A first aid kit is in the car.”

      He put an arm around her shoulder, as though he was afraid he’d lose her otherwise and they started walking.

      She leaned into him. “I can’t believe you found me. I was sure I’d have to walk to Bozeman, but I would have done it just to see the look on Angela’s face when they arrest her. Remember the rumors you mentioned about her sister, Mary?”

      He lifted an eyebrow and turned his head toward her. “Yes.”

      “They weren’t rumors. She did kill her. Her skeleton is in the cabin up there.” She shivered and pointed back the way she’d come.

      “I’ll have someone stay with her. I don’t want Angela to try to destroy the evidence. Her parents will be glad to have the closure after all these years. Right now, I want to get you home and into a hot bath. You’ll feel much better. Let’s walk back to my car.”

      Shavon nodded and kept her arm around his waist. She was so glad to have his solid body next to hers. “How did you find me?”

      “I used available resources. This cabin is the farthest from Bozeman so it was the last to be checked. I’m sorry we took so long.”

      She stopped walking and turned to him. Shavon cupped his cheek. “Thank you for finding me…for using those assets you didn’t want, just to find me. We need to talk when all this is over.”

      “We will. I promise. First, let’s get you fixed up and then call Grace.”

      “Will there be cell service in these mountains?”

      “The vehicle is equipped with a satellite phone. I’ll get through.”

      Shavon sighed. “Poor Grace. Alone with both kids all night. How much you want to bet they slept with her?”

      Brody chuckled. “I’m not taking that bet.”

      At the SUV, Brody got the first aid kit, cleaned and then bandaged Shavon’s wrist. “Any place else need a bandage?”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s it.”

      “Good. Now, let’s get you home. You can call Grace after we’re underway.”

      As soon as the SUV got turned around and headed back toward civilization, Shavon called Grace.

      “Hello, Grace. Brody found me. How are Georgie and Davy?”

      “Oh, thank God. You’re safe. The kids are fine. They’re eating breakfast. Well Davy is eating and Georgie is wearing, but I’ll get some in her shortly. Are you all right, honey?”

      She appreciated the normalcy of it. The kids are safe and Grace is in charge. “Yes, I’m fine, thanks to Brody.” She gazed over at her savior. He looked as ragged as she felt. He had a heavy five o’clock shadow, the kind that only comes when a man has nearly black hair. And she’d never seen him look better, if overly tired. She smiled and reached her left hand toward his right one.

      He turned toward her, smiled and took the offered hand.

      Shavon squeezed it. “Yes, Grace, I’m still here.”

      “Are you headed to the hospital to get checked out?”

      “No, we’re on our way home. I need to see the rest of my family.”

      “How soon can I expect you?”

      “I don’t know.” She covered the mouthpiece on the phone and looked at Brody. “How long until we get home?”

      He shrugged. “About an hour, give or take.”

      “Did you hear that, Grace?”

      “Yes, dear. I’ll have some breakfast ready. Then you can take a nice bath and relax.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. We’ll see you then.” She ended the call. “I think we should stop at the police station. I don’t want Mary to disappear before they can get to her.”

      “I left a man to stand guard and I’ll send two more.”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples. The bumpy road jarring her headache. “I’d appreciate it. Angela will be tried for murder for Mary’s death. And only kidnapping and assault for me. I want her to go away forever. I don’t want her to be able to hurt anyone else.”

      Brody squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. She won’t be able to. Let me have the phone.”

      She extended the device toward him.

      “Wait, you’ll have to dial for me so I can keep the car on the road.” He gave her the number.

      She punched in the numbers and handed the phone back.

      “This is Brody. Who am I talking to?”

      “Good. Sam I want you and Mason to follow the coordinates for the last cabin I was checking. Go there and stand guard. It’s a murder scene.”

      Brody listened. “No, Shavon is safe. It’s an old murder. Brody out.” He set down the phone. “There, that’s enough. You know, this is one of those times I wish these vehicles had a bench front seat, too. I’d like nothing better than to have you sitting next to me.”

      She laughed. “I thought we weren’t speaking and now you want to hold me close.”

      “I don’t want to fight, so we aren’t going to talk about the past right now. Just the future. I think we can have one, if we sit and talk for a while. How about a date, one to the barn with Snow and Guinevere.”

      She smiled and her pulse raced. “I’d like that.”

      He pursed his lips. “It would be an overnight date.”

      Shavon nodded. “Okay.”

      He lifted an eyebrow and dipped his chin. “There’s only one bed.”

      Her heart pounded and butterflies flew around her stomach. The corners of her mouth twitched up just a bit. “I’m aware.”

      “Then, Ms. Montgomery, we have a date.”

      “So it would seem, Mr. James. So it would seem.”
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        * * *

      

      On the way home Brody stopped at the Bozeman Police Department where Shavon made her report about Mary. The lieutenant who took the report turned his mouth down and sighed. “I always thought that was what happened. I knew Mary in high school. You couldn’t have met a sweeter girl. Angela on the other hand was mean and manipulating even then and now we have the proof we need to put her away.”

      Shavon lifted her arm to show the bandaged wrist. “You’ll find my DNA at the murder scene. I rubbed my wrist raw getting out of the rope she tied me with.”

      “I’ll make a note. Thanks for coming in. We’ll be in touch in the next few days, just in case you think of anything else.”

      Brody used the sat-phone again to call the office and make sure the men had left. “Who am I speaking with? Sam? Good. Have the men left for the murder site?

      “Good. Tell them to stay until after the police have left with the remains.”

      “Thank you.”

      He ended the call and turned toward Shavon. “The two men had just come in from the field, but climbed aboard the helicopter, fully armed to guard the cabin. No way is she getting anywhere near that cabin.”

      Shavon sniffled. “Good. I’ll sleep better tonight, knowing Mary will be avenged.”

      Brody nodded. “So will I.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten days later

      

      Shavon dressed in her nicest blouse and a pair of indigo jeans along with her black cowboy boots and her knife that might have saved her life. She looked heavenward. Thank you, Grandpa. She’d had the boots made special so they fit her like a glove. She looked in her full length mirror and decided she looked good enough for a date with Brody. She planned on them making love while at the cabin, but before that could happen, they needed to talk.

      During the last ten days, either she or Brody had something to do and they couldn’t talk that day. But today they had a good forty-five minutes to do so before they reached their destination. No excuses. She had to know why he couldn’t tell her who he was before she stumbled on the information.

      She walked into the kitchen carrying her overnight bag with the sexiest red negligee she owned inside, along with a change of clothes for tomorrow.

      Brody did a wolf whistle. “You look very fetching, Ms. Montgomery.”

      Shavon looked at him in his jeans and light-blue western-style shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, showing his muscular forearms and she nearly swooned.

      “So do you, Mr. James.”

      He came forward and kissed her cheek. “I don’t know how I’ll keep my hands off you until we reach the cabin,” he whispered, while next to her ear.

      “Nor I you,” she whispered back.

      “Okay, children,” said Grace. Her voice was stern, but she wore a wide smile. “I’ve got a nice lunch packed for you, with enough for dinner, should you so choose. The little ones and I will be just fine. Georgie mostly feeds herself though she needs hosing down afterward.” She chuckled. “And we have Mr. Sanderson to protect us if we need it.”

      Brody hired a guard for the house at least until Angela was caught.

      She’d managed to disappear. Despite several city sweeps, the police hadn’t found her. The Bozeman and Twin Bluffs police forces were both looking for her.

      Shavon chuckled, too. She loved her niece as if she was her own child, but Grace was right. She was the messiest eater Shavon had ever seen, often wearing her scrambled eggs in her hair.

      Brody picked up the basket. “Are you ready, m’dear?”

      “Yes, kind sir.” She went to the older woman and kissed her cheek. “Thank you. As always, you’re a lifesaver.”

      Grace waved off the compliment. “I love those kids. Watching them is never a hardship.”

      Shavon went over to Georgie. “You be a good girl for Grace.”

      “Goo gil,” said Georgie.

      Shavon kissed her and then grabbed her jacket off the peg by the back door. “See you later, Grace.”

      Brody held the door for her but turned toward Grace. “Thank you and if either of those kids give you any trouble—”

      “They never do. Now go.” She shooed him out the door.

      Brody looked at Shavon. “Do you get the feeling she’s trying to get rid of us?”

      She chuckled and walked to the truck. “I did have that distinct impression. Maybe she has something special for the kids today.”

      Brody reached for the handle. “Here, let me.”

      “You are quite the gentleman today.”

      “Hopefully, I’m a gentleman all the time, not just today.”

      They’d been on the road for ten minutes when Shavon gathered the courage to broach the subject between them.

      “I’d like to know why you couldn’t trust me?”

      Brody sighed. “It’s not you, specifically, it’s people in general. I need to keep Davy safe, and if people knew who I was, he wouldn’t be. He’d have to have security, and his friends would have to be vetted. The same goes for me. My mother has already had you checked out. She told me you passed.”

      Shavon watched the road in front of them. “That’s something I’ve worried about…pleasing your mother…NOT.”

      “I’m sorry. I should have told you who I am as soon as you told me how you feel about secrets.” He reached over and took her hand. “Forgive me?”

      She gazed over at him and then covered his hand with hers. “Of course, now that I understand why, I can say I don’t blame you. As a matter-of-fact, it’s probably a good thing. Angela is psycho enough without knowing you’re rich.” Shavon looked out the side mirror and then turned and looked behind them to make sure they weren’t being followed by a teal SUV. She wouldn’t feel safe until Angela was caught, but she knew she couldn’t let fear keep her from living her life or Brody living his.

      He glanced over and then back at the road. “I don’t care about Angela, or anyone else, I care about you. Does it matter to you that I have money, lots of money?”

      She squeezed his hand. Her heart and her mind aligned. The real problem wasn’t the secrets or the money it was her fear of getting close. But this was important. She and Brody were important. Her heart pounded as she admitted that fact to him. “It really doesn’t. I have enough money that I don’t have to work for the rest of my life. I’m content with that. But do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      She was mostly content, but she did have her niggling fear. “No more secrets of any kind. We share everything…assuming you want our relationship to move forward.”

      He grinned. “Oh, yes, I very much want our relationship to move forward.”

      Shavon gave him a half smile. “Good. I’d hate for the negligee I brought to go to waste.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Angela watched the cherry red truck leave from the copse of trees she’d hidden her parent’s car in. She saw Brody and Shavon get into it before running back to her car to follow them. She was good at tailing people, staying back enough so she wasn’t seen but could still see where they went.

      This time would be harder. She didn’t have traffic she could blend in with but they wouldn’t be looking for her parents old beat up Buick. Shavon knew everything and had to die. Unfortunately, so did Brody. She couldn’t take the chance that Shavon hadn’t told him everything about the cabin.

      She finally saw them pull off onto an old driveway that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. She drove past and parked in the trees where her car was more camouflaged.

      Before getting out of the car, Angela checked the load in her Glock. It wasn’t traceable to her. She’d bought it for cash at a gun show and given the seller fake information.

      As quietly as possible, she approached the large barn she’d seen Brody and Shavon enter. They’d been giggling and laughing like teenagers, which only fueled Angela’s anger.

      She listened at the door and, when she didn’t hear anything, she turned the knob and went in, her weapon out in front of her. She entered the kitchen and it was empty, so were the bedroom and the bath. The door at the back of the kitchen stood ajar.

      Angela tiptoed to it and listened.

      “Look how big Guinevere has gotten,” said Shavon.

      “She’s growing like crazy. Pretty soon, she’ll be big enough to go into the pasture with the rest of the horses.”

      “Where’s Prince Charming?”

      “He’s right next to you, Shavon.” Angela entered with her gun aimed right at Shavon. “Didn’t you know that Brody is Prince Charming? All the girls fell in love with him when he was on the circuit. But did he give me the time of day? No. Even after all the changes I made to be perfect for him, he still wants you instead of me. I can’t let that happen. I got rid of my sister so I could have her boyfriend. And now, I’ll get rid of you.”

      Brody moved in front of Shavon. “That won’t change anything, Angela. I’ll never want a plastic woman when I can have a real one. Are you even a woman anymore, or are you a Barbie doll?”

      Anger filled her. “Shut up. Just shut up,” she shouted. “I did this all for you. Everything was for you.” Tears ran down her cheeks ruining her carefully applied makeup.

      “No, nothing was for me. I had nothing to do with what you did. Don’t make matters worse for yourself. Give me the gun.” He moved closer, his hand outstretched.

      Angela’s hand shook.
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        * * *

      

      Shavon’s pulse raced, and her heart beat wildly in her chest. She wanted to pull him back. Brody was so close to Angela, if she fired that pistol, she would do serious damage and probably kill him.

      Suddenly, Brody launched himself at Angela. One hand grabbed her gun hand and pushed it up. The momentum of his body crashing into hers carried them to the floor, where they struggled for the weapon.

      A shot sounded.

      Snow pranced in her stall.

      “Brody!” Shavon screamed.

      Both Brody and Angela lay, unmoving.

      Slowly, Brody rolled away from the insane woman and stood.

      “Oh, my God. You’ve been shot.” Fear gripped Shavon as she hurried over to him.

      He looked down at his shirt. “Not my blood.”

      She gazed down at Angela.

      The woman lay still, her eyes open and cold. She was dead. The struggle with Brody had aimed the Glock directly into her heart.

      Snow had moved Guinevere to the back corner and put herself in front of her.

      Prince Charming came charging in from the paddock. He whinnied and tried to break the gate with his front hooves.

      “You take care of Snow,  and I’ll calm Prince,” said Brody. “There’s nothing we can do for Angela, but these animals need to be taken care of so they don’t hurt themselves.”

      “Please put a blanket over her.” Shavon wrapped her arms around Brody’s waist and buried her face in his shirt. She relished his hard body, thankful he was uninjured. His scent penetrated her conscious and calmed her. This was bringing back Sophie’s murder. When Shavon looked at Angela lying there on the barn floor. Dead. It might as well have been Sophie. Tears ran down her cheeks and would probably ruin her makeup. She didn’t care.

      She mentally shook herself then wiped her cheeks with her palms. “I’m fine. I’ll get the blanket and cover her. You take care of Prince. He’s very agitated.”

      “Thank you.” Brody went to Prince’s stall.

      Shavon lifted the blanket from the gate on Snow’s stall and covered Angela. She didn’t pick up the Glock, knowing it would be a major piece of evidence to be used to clear Brody’s name.

      Then she went to the mare’s stall. “Hi, Snow. Hi, girl. You’re all right now. Nothing is going to hurt you or Guinevere. I promise.” She got a horse cookie from a canvas bag nailed to the outside of the stall where neither she nor Prince could reach them on their own. Shavon flattened her palm and placed it in the middle of her hand before she offered it to the nervous mother.

      Snow came forward and took the cookie with her lips.

      Shavon ran her hand down Snow’s head and scratched her jaw. “Yes, you’re a good mama,” she cooed.

      Brody was doing much the same thing with Prince Charming. When he was ready to go inside the house, he placed his hands on top of Shavon’s shoulders. “Let’s go. We’ll call the sheriff and see if he wants us to wait here or if we can leave.

      She covered his right hand with hers. “I know we’ll need to stay.” She headed to the door, stepping around Angela’s body. The woman was insane and Shavon hadn’t wanted her to be able to hurt anyone else, but she hadn’t imagined her dead.

      Once in the kitchen she busied herself with making fresh coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Brody pulled out his cell phone and called the Madison County sheriff.

      “Sheriff’s office.”

      “Yes, I’d like to report a fatal accident.”

      “One moment, please.”

      Brody looked over at Shavon. “They want me to hold while they get someone.”

      She nodded and then retrieved two cups from the cupboard above the coffee maker.

      “This is Lieutenant Olsen. I understand you want to report an accident.”

      “Yes, this is Brody James and someone was shot and killed in my barn. I need your office to come right away.”

      “Where are you, Mr. James?”

      Brody gave him directions to the property. “Do you want us to wait?”

      “Yes, we’ll have questions for you and anyone else who witnessed the accident.”

      “Very well, we’ll be here when your deputies arrive.”

      “It will take us about an hour based on your directions.”

      “Fine. We’ll see you then. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye. Oh, and Mr. James. Don’t touch anything.”

      “We won’t.” Brody pushed end call. “We’re not supposed to touch anything but I think in here is fine.” He sat at the table across from her and wrapped his hands around the warm mug of coffee and then reached over and covered her hand with his. “I’m sorry this happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Shavon looked up, saddened by the turn of events. “So am I. I never wanted her to die, I wanted her to stop hurting people, that’s all.”

      “I know. That’s all we both wanted.”

      They sat there, not talking, until the sheriff’s deputies arrived. Then they walked out to greet them.

      A clean-shaven man with dark hair sprinkled with gray stepped out of the car.

      Brody walked up to him and extended his hand. “I’m Brody James, and this is Shavon Montgomery.”

      “I’m Lieutenant Greg Olsen. I’m aware of Ms. Montgomery’s recent experience.”

      Shavon frowned. “The woman inside is the one who kidnapped and tried to kill me.”

      The deputy took out a small pad from his pocket. “That would be Angela Griggs, correct?”

      “Yes, sir.” She reached over and took one of Brody’s hands in hers and squeezed it. The comfort it gave her to know she wasn’t alone, was immeasurable.

      “Tell me what happened. What was she doing here?”

      Brody squeezed Shavon’s hand back. “She came to kill Shavon. She was the one who escaped and told the authorities about Angela’s sister, Mary. She found the remains in the cabin she was tied up in.”

      The lieutenant paused in his writing. “Why would she come up here to kill you?”

      “Because it’s the first time we’ve been alone together and she wanted to kill me.” Shavon leaned against Brody. “Though I believe she would have killed Brody, too.”

      Lieutenant Olsen put his book back in his shirt pocket. “I need to look at the crime scene.”

      Brody let go of Shavon. “It’s this way.” He took him into the cabin and through to the barn where Angela’s body lay as she had fallen, holding the gun.

      The deputy walked around the body and lifted the blanket to examine her. “A single gunshot wound to the chest.”

      Brody nodded. “That’s right. We were struggling for the weapon when it discharged and shot Ms. Griggs.”

      Shavon stood back and watched.

      Brody was calm and cool. He kept his voice modulated and only stated the facts and answers to the lieutenant’s questions. He didn’t elaborate on any item.

      She was ready to pull out her hair and scream. But she didn’t. She’d let loose later, whether with tears or screams depended on who was around.

      The sheriff’s deputy covered the body again. “I’ve called the coroner. She should be here shortly.”

      “Do you want us to wait?” asked Brody.

      Lieutenant Olsen shook his head. “Not unless you want to stay and lock up the cabin yourself.”

      “I’d rather get Ms. Montgomery home and let us both calm down. This has been an awful experience and not one either of us will forget. Here’s my business address. They know where to reach me.”

      The officer took the business card Brody extended. He looked down at it. “Oh, you’re that James. I’ve worked with some of the geologists with Cole Enterprises as they looked at old mines.”

      “They’re good people,” said Brody. “They all came out and helped to search for Shavon when Angela kidnapped her.”

      “I understand that. We weren’t able to help at that time. That’s the law and we have to follow it.”

      Brody nodded. “I understand. You don’t want to put resources to use on runaway teenagers who go home the next night.”

      The lieutenant stood at ease, his hands behind him. “That’s right. The only exception is for young children.”

      “You should make an exception for anyone who has been kidnapped.” Shavon’s voice was high and broke on the last word. She really needed to get out of there.

      “We’ll get our stuff and go home, then. Thank you.” Brody extended his hand again.

      Shavon extended hers. “Yes, thank you. Please contact us when you’re ready for our statements. We live about ten miles southwest of Bozeman, just outside Twin Bluffs.”

      The deputy tipped his hat. “I’ll be in touch tomorrow, and we’ll arrange a time for you both to come into the station.”

      “Thank you.” Brody ushered Shavon into the cabin, and they gathered their coats and the food.

      Shavon turned off the coffee maker and rinsed the mugs and the pot, putting them on a paper towel on the counter to dry.

      When everything was ready Shavon and Brody walked out to his truck.

      Brody put the food in the backseat.

      Shavon also put their coats there. She climbed in, buckled up and then stared at the barn-like structure. Such a nice place, but now she’d always associate it with this accident.

      “What are you thinking?” Brody asked after they were out of the long driveway to the cabin.

      “How I’ll always remember this tragedy when I think of this cabin. I doubt I’ll ever be able to come back.”

      “I understand, and I feel the same way. If I didn’t have to care for Prince Charming, Snow and Guinevere, I’d never come back either. As a matter-of-fact, I’ll ask Wes Monroe to take care of them until Guinevere is big enough for the pasture. I won’t tell him why, but I know he’d do it even if he did know.”

      “This event won’t stay secret very long. Soon it will be out, and all the gossip will be about how you shot someone. I know those gossip columnists and how they work.” She turned to face him. “I’m afraid everyone will know who you are. I’m sorry Brody.”

      He placed his right hand on her knee. “There is nothing to be sorry for. You didn’t do anything but like me. At least I hope you like me.”

      She chuckled. “Are you unsure of yourself now?”

      “A little.” He turned toward her. “But I know I love you, Shavon. I don’t want to be with anyone but you.”

      She reached over and cupped his jaw. “We’ve had some rocky times and some scary ones. We haven’t known each other that long, but when I think of you, my heart beats faster and my pulse races, in a good way. I love you, too, Brody James, whether you’re a cowboy or a carpenter, or the head of a huge company.”

      Brody pulled off to the side of the road.

      Shavon looked around them. They were the only vehicle on the road. “What are you doing?”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the truck.

      Shavon followed suit.

      He came around the truck to her, cupped her face and kissed her. The kiss was gentle. He pulled back, kissed her eyes, the sides of her mouth and then her lips again. Brody wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. Then he tasted her lips and when she opened for him, he tasted her.

      She gave back all he gave her. Her love for him was in every thrust of her tongue and every circle. Shavon finally broke the kiss. “I do love you. You make my heart sing.”

      He pulled her close again. The moment his firm lips touched hers, Shavon was lost. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hung on.

      This time, it was Brody’s tongue that darted out and tickled the seam of her lips.

      She opened for him.

      He plunged inside.

      Shavon met every thrust. She dueled with him, tasted him and loved him with her tongue. She’d never felt for anyone what she did for Brody. Some people would say it was a response to a traumatic event, but she knew better. Her feelings had been building ever since she saw the mermaid room he’d done for Georgie.

      She pulled back and broke the kiss. “Brody James, I know this is unconventional, but will you marry me, be my husband and my lover for as long as we both shall live?”

      He grinned. “I was about to ask you the same thing. Yes, Shavon Montgomery, I’d be honored to marry you and have you as my wife, to love you and be loved by you for the rest of our lives.”

      Shavon kissed him again. She’d never imagined, when she returned to Montana that she would find her true love in this unassuming cowboy carpenter. But she was so glad she’d come.

      She looked up at the sky. “Thank you, Grandma.”
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      The Golden Pine Bed and Breakfast, December 10, 2021

      

      Shavon looked in the mirror checking her reflection. This was the most important day of her life. She held a hand over her stomach as the butterflies in it dive bombed each other.

      “You look beautiful.” Grace came up behind her and put her hands on Shavon’s bare shoulders.

      Her gown was a sheath under a full off-the-shoulder overdress of sheer lace. She’d never felt so beautiful.

      Georgie had on a little pink dress with frilly white tights. Probably not the best choice, since her baby girl loved to play in the dirt or roll around on the grass with Davy. But she looked like a little princess with bows on the pigtails on either side of her head.

      “Are you ready to go?” asked Grace. “Everyone is here and in place.”

      “I’m ready.”

      Grace picked up Georgie and held her for a moment while Shavon took a deep breath. Then Shavon took Georgie into her arms. “Are you ready to get married, my little love?”

      “Marry,” said Georgie.

      “That’s right. We’re marrying Brody and Davy.”

      Georgie nodded. “Body and Daby.”

      “Yup. Brody and Davy.” She looked at Grace. “Are you ready, matron of honor?”

      “I am. Let’s do this.”

      Grace walked out of Shavon’s bedroom into the living room where Brody’s mother and cousin were seated.

      Shavon followed her.

      Brody and Davy stood facing the fireplace.

      Brother Paul, the pastor, stood in front of them with his back to the fireplace.

      The click of Grace’s heels and the rustling sound of her dress cued everyone the ceremony was starting. They all turned as Grace came in.

      When Brody saw Shavon he smiled wide. He and Davy wore matching tuxes complete with satin vests, boutonnieres and pocket watches. Shavon gave Brody her Grandpa Ben’s watch and Davy a new watch.

      Shavon took her place next to him.

      Georgie pointed at Brody and said, “Hi, Body.”

      Brody smiled. “Hi, Sugar Plum.”

      She pointed at Davy and said “Hi, Daby.”

      Davy laughed. “Hi, Georgie.”

      Brother Paul opened his Bible. “I think we’re ready to get this show on the road. What do you say?”

      “Yes, sir.” Shavon smiled at Brody and then down at Davy.

      “Yes, sir,” said Brody.

      “How about you, young man? Are you ready to marry these two lovely ladies?” asked Brother Paul.

      Davy grinned and nodded. “Oh, yes, sir. I’m ready to call Shavon Mom.”

      “All right.” Brother Paul cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved. We are gathered here, in front of these witnesses to join these women with these men. Do you Brody James and David James, take this woman Shavon Montgomery and her niece, Georgie Vinson, to be your lawfully wedded wife and mother and daughter and sister? To have and to hold, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” said Brody.

      “I do,” said Davy.

      Brother Paul smiled and turned toward Shavon. “Now, Shavon Montgomery, do you take these men, Brody James and David James to be your lawfully wedded husband and son? To have and to hold, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, for as long as you both shall live?”

      Shavon looked down at Georgie, who had her thumb in her mouth. She grinned at her niece, her heart so full she thought it might burst. “We do.”

      “Are there rings to be exchanged?”

      “Yes, sir.” He pulled the ring from his pocket.

      “Yes.” She turned to Grace who handed her the ring.

      “Brody, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “With this ring, I thee wed.” Brody pushed the gold-and-diamond band onto the third finger of Shavon’s left hand.

      The pastor turned to Shavon. “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “With this ring, I thee wed.” The ring she picked out for Brody was gold with a large center diamond and four little diamonds one on each corner of the platinum setting.

      She looked up at Brody and smiled.

      “Very good,” said Brother Paul. “I now pronounce you man and wife, son and mother, man and daughter. You may kiss your bride.”

      Brody kissed Shavon gently and then kissed Georgie on her forehead.

      Shavon bent down and kissed Davy on the top of his head.

      “Very good.” Brother Paul closed his Bible and tucked it under his arm.

      Brody and Shavon turned and faced the guests, then Shavon walked to where Brody’s mother sat on the sofa. “Madelyn, you now have a granddaughter.”

      The old woman reached a bony hand up and cupped Georgie’s face. “So beautiful. Hi, Georgie. I’m your Granny Maddie.”

      “Granny,” said Georgie.

      “That’s right, baby girl,” said Madelyn. “I’m your granny.” She smiled and ran her knuckles up Georgie’s cheek. “So soft. I’d forgotten how soft a baby’s skin is.”

      Barb came over to the two women. “I’m not going to be left out of this love fest.” She smiled at Georgie. “I’m your Auntie Barb.” She looked at Madelyn and Shavon. “It sounds so much better than cousin.” Barbara held her daughter Lucy by the hand. “What do you think, Lucy?”

      “I think cousin is all right. Davy is my cousin.”

      Brody walked up. “That’s right he is, but sometimes an auntie is easier to remember for the little ones.”

      Lucy nodded, her long red hair swinging with the movement. “Oh, I understand. She’s still a baby and learning to talk. It’s okay. Davy and I are okay being cousins. Isn’t that right, Davy?”

      Davy shuffled his feet and looked down. “I guess so. I’d rather have another sister.”

      “Tell you what, buddy.” Brody squatted so he’d be on Davy’s level. “I’ll talk to Shavon, and we’ll see what we can do about that.”

      Shavon smiled. Since deciding to get married, they’d barely had any time together. It’s not that the wedding was big, but there was as much to do for a small wedding as a huge one. For instance, they only had immediate family for the actual ceremony. Shavon’s parents were away on a dig, so didn’t attend the wedding.

      The reception, however, was held in a large tent on the property, was a sit-down dinner for 200. They’d invited all the Cole Enterprises employees in Bozeman and their families. All of Brody’s old rodeoing buddies and their families. Everyone from the mayor on down had asked for invitations once Brody announced the wedding as Brody James, of Cole Enterprises.

      Brody and Shavon had been adamant that the actual ceremony was family only but had relented on the reception, to include friends and employees, and politicians. Basically anyone from Twin Bluffs who wanted to come.

      They’d been in the tent for about twenty minutes when suddenly everyone got quiet and watched a couple in their mid-fifties enter the tent and approach Brody and Shavon.

      But Shavon smiled and went to greet her new guests.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Griggs. Thank you for coming.”

      Mrs. Griggs leaned in for a hug. “We couldn’t do anything else. You gave us so much by finding Mary. We never blamed you for Angela’s death. It was a tragic accident, and maybe it was for the best, anyway. She’d either have gone to prison or an asylum for the rest of her life.”

      Shavon hugged the older woman. “I agree with your assessment. Come, now. Come have a meal with us and cement our friendship.”

      Mrs. Griggs looked up at Brody, tears in her eyes. “We’d like that very much.”

      Shavon took the woman’s hand. “Come and sit with Grace, whom you already know, and Brody’s family, who you must meet.”

      Grace walked close. “Martin and Gloria. It’s good to see you. Come sit with us.” She put her arm around Gloria’s waist and headed to the table with Martin following.

      An hour or so later, after the meal had been served, Shavon turned to Brody. “I think we should cut the cake now and then start the dancing, so we can sneak out. We’ll never make our plane if we don’t. Besides, I want a little time alone with you…while we change clothes.” She grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Come here, cowboy.” She kissed him until he took over, pressing her to open her mouth and let him in, which she did eagerly. Shavon smiled.

      He kissed the sides of her mouth and nibbled at her lower lip, sucking it into his mouth where he ran his tongue along it.

      “Children. Children.” Grace was approaching them.

      Suddenly, Shavon felt like a little girl in trouble for kissing the little boy next door, only nothing about Brody was little. They’d actually managed to make love twice in the last month since the wedding was announced. Their lovemaking was like nothing Shavon had ever experienced. It was explosive. They learned each other’s bodies and as they did their lovemaking was better and better.

      She laughed and left her arms around Brody’s neck. “I love you, Mr. James.”

      “And I love you, Mrs. James. I never thought to say those words again to anyone but you take my breath away.”

      Shavon smiled. Her heart was full to bursting. She had a wonderful daughter and now a son, too. Along with a husband who made her heart sing. Her life couldn’t be any better. This life was the stuff dreams are made of and hers were real.
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