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      Laura’s funeral was a private affair, as Travis wanted. Only he, Jamie and Mac Cunningham attended the burial in a small Dallas cemetery. The man, Dean Ratliff, who Travis believed paid to have her and Richie kidnapped denied all responsibility for her death and the man who did the kidnapping disappeared. He either left the country or left this Earth, but which of the men had killed her, no one knew.

      Well, that wasn’t true. Richie knew. Travis’ five-year-old son had watched his mother die and, after telling his father, “A bad man hurt Mommy,” he refused to say anything more about it or to talk at all.

      Nothing Travis did could change his son’s mind and make him talk again.

      Richie was determined not to speak.

      He was starting kindergarten this year, in just two weeks.

      The Marshal’s Service tried to put Travis in the Witness Protection program, but Travis refused because the rules were too restrictive. He would use his money and go underground. He wanted to be apprised of every move Dean Ratliff made and he couldn’t do that in WitSec. He needed all his resources available to him, to fight Ratliff if needed and he couldn’t do that in WitSec either.

      So, Travis paid to have his new identity in place and the Sagebrush Ranch purchased by the time Richie started school. The ranch was purchased by a shell company of a shell company of a shell company and so far removed from Travis no one would think to go there.

      Travis was Jack Saunders now. Everything he did was under Jack Saunders’ name. He got a new Montana driver’s license, a passport and credit cards. He destroyed all his Texas identification and credit cards. He wanted nothing that said Travis McGill on it. With enough money, to the right people, a person could become someone else. He’d gone to a lot of trouble and a lot of expense to become someone new. Now, if he could just keep Ratliff from finding him.

      He had a contact in Ratliff’s organization. Someone who would never be found out. Someone who had lots of experience working undercover. This person would tell him what Ratliff was up to by way of a secret email account.

      Jack changed his and Richie’s appearance.

      Richie now had brown hair instead of his light, golden blond.

      Jack wore his brown hair long, in a ponytail and had a mustache and goatee. He also wore colored contacts that made his blue eyes, brown.

      Richie was now Jamie Saunders. James was his middle name so it wasn’t too difficult for him to answer to and he’d gotten better about answering to it now that they’d practiced for a couple of weeks.

      Jack, Jamie, Mac Cunningham, his friend and ranch foreman and Rosie Norton, his cook and housekeeper, had finally moved into the ranch house. Jack had wanted it to be fully furnished and ready for them before he moved in.

      Jack picked up his son. “Hey, little man. How are you?” It’s so hard to look at you. I see Laura in you except for my eyes. But since we dyed your light blond hair brown, you don’t look quite so much like her which makes it easier on me though I don’t want to forget her either.

      Silence.

      “Jamie, can’t you tell Daddy how you feel? Are you having a good day?”

      The boy nodded.

      That was all Jack could get out of him…nods or shakes of his head. If it wasn’t a yes or no question, he just got silence.

      “Are you hungry? Rosie’s making your favorite…spaghetti with hot dog chunks.” Luckily, she made regular meatball spaghetti for her, Mac and Jack.

      Jamie nodded and grinned, then rubbed his tummy.

      “Good. Let’s go get some dinner.” He set Jamie back on his feet and then took his hand and they walked into the kitchen.

      They’d moved the furniture into the ranch house just that week but this was their first night living there. The house was good sized. Five bedrooms, with dual masters. Four full baths, one three-quarter bath and one half bath.

      Rosie had a bedroom and full bath off the kitchen.

      Mac had one of the master bedrooms with full bath upstairs.

      Jack had the other.

      Jamie’s bedroom was next to his father’s and had a three-quarter bath.

      And the last bedroom was a guest room, which also had a full bathroom.

      He’d tried to stay in Dallas and had placed Jamie in therapy, but there was no progress. In fact, it only made matters worse. He was always sad and sometimes angry afterwards.

      A year had passed since Laura’s murder and Jamie had only spoken once since His eyes were haunted and he jumped at the least little sound.

      But maybe tomorrow Jack would make a breakthrough. He was taking his son riding. He’d found a Pony of the Americas horse. The horse stood about eleven hands at the shoulders and was a beautiful white mare with black spots on her rear.

      He'd also bought a stallion with similar markings in the hopes of breeding them.

      For now he’d run cattle on the ranch. The realtor told him the ranch had once been a big employer in the area and even farther back had been a brothel. Jack had laughed at that bit of news.

      Mac had already hired five men. Jack left that to him. Mac knew what to look for in a man, what kind of skills he needed, the man’s attitude, all those things that mattered when it came to herding cattle and working on a ranch.

      Jack wondered if he could choose a good man. He and Ratliff had once been good friends, at least, Jack thought so. Then Ratliff made a lowball offer for McGill Industries. When Jack refused outright, Ratliff had Laura and Jamie kidnapped.

      Then Laura had died at his hands. How Jamie got away, Jack never found out, but he suspected one of Ratliff’s men helped him. It was the only explanation as to how a four-year-old escaped his kidnappers.

      Of course, Ratliff was careful not to let any of the blame fall on him, so he’s a free man while my Laura is dead, and my son’s so traumatized he refuses to speak.

      Jack closed his eyes for a moment and regained some composure.

      “Time for bed, my little man.” He lifted Jamie from the booster seat and set him on the floor. Jack put out his hand.

      Jamie grabbed his hand and started walking toward the stairs.

      When they got to the second-floor hallway, he walked past his room and on to his father’s.

      Jack stopped him with a tug of his hand. He crouched so he was level with his son. “That’s my bedroom, little man. Yours is there.” He pointed to the room next door.

      Jamie shook his head and pulled Jack toward his bedroom.

      “Son, you have to sleep in your own room.”

      The boy hung his head.

      “Come on, now. Your room is great. Let’s look.”

      He flipped the light on. The room was painted medium blue and with stars all over it. The ceiling was a slightly darker blue.

      “And look here.” Jack turned on the nightlight, turned off the overhead light and hundreds of stars covered the ceiling. “Isn’t that cool?”

      Jamie looked up at the display and smiled, then nodded.

      “Will you try sleeping in here, please?”

      Jamie’s shoulders slumped but he nodded again.

      “That’s my boy. Let’s get you in your pjs.”

      The room had a double bed with oak headboard and footboard, two nightstands and a tall dresser, all matching. Against one wall was a large toy box and a bookcase full of books.

      Rosie was the one who put all of Jamie’s clothes away, so Jack had to look through the first two drawers before finding his pajamas.

      “Here we are. Your Hulk pajamas. You know you’re safe when you’re in these. The Hulk won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Jack helped the boy get undressed and then into his pajamas. Then he turned on the overhead again so he could read.

      Jamie went to the bookcase and pulled out a bright yellow book.

      Jack put his hands on his hips and lifted an eyebrow. “Curious George again?”

      The child grinned and nodded.

      Jack sighed. “Okay. Climb into bed, and we’ll read the story of a curious little monkey named George.”

      Jack got about halfway through the book before Jamie went to sleep. He tucked him in and kissed his forehead. “I love you, little man.” He turned on the nightlight and the ceiling was full of twinkling stars. Then he smiled down on his son before leaving the room and softly closing the door behind him.

      He headed downstairs to his study. Mac should already be waiting.

      When he entered he found his foreman with a brandy and a cigar, sitting back in one of the leather chairs in front of the desk with his boots on the corner of the desk.

      Mac was a lanky man with gray hair and a mustache. The sun had tanned his face but gave him lots of wrinkles, too.

      Jack grinned at his best friend. “Make yourself at home.”

      Mac blew a smoke ring. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Jack walked to the desk and sat in the big, brown leather chair behind it. He nodded toward the cigar. “Those things are bad for you.”

      “I should tell you the same thing. They’re in your humidor.”

      “They were Dad’s and you know it.”

      “That I do. We had many a good talk and argument over this brandy and those cigars. Thanks for bringing them for me. So how did the boy go to bed?”

      Jack leaned forward, his forearms on the desk. He took a deep breath and then released it. “You know how. The same way he’s been doing since Laura died. He starts at my room, then we go to his and read a book while he falls asleep.”

      Mac’s lips formed a flat line before he shook his head and sighed. “Poor little mite. He’s been through an awful lot for a youngster his age. No one should have witnessed what he did. It’s no wonder he won’t talk.”

      Jack slammed a fist on the desk. “I’ll make Ratcliff pay, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “Just make sure, whatever you do, that it’s legal. We don’t need you in jail. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. And your money won’t do you any good if that happens.”

      Jack sat back in his chair. “I know that’s the only reason I haven’t gone there and killed him myself.”

      Mac leaned forward and put his empty glass on the desk. “I know, son. And I’m proud as I can be of you for putting Jamie first.”

      Jack shrugged and closed his eyes. “Laura would want me to. I have to remember I’m all he’s got now.” Leaning back he slouched against the back of the chair. “I’ve done everything I can to make him safe and I still feel like it’s not enough.”

      Mac took a drag from his cigar. “You’ll always feel that way. It’s part of being a parent.”

      Jack yawned. “I suppose. I think I’ll turn in and try to get some sleep, before he comes to join me.”

      Mac nodded and stood. He took his glass to the sideboard. “That sounds like a good idea. I think I will, too. I bought a new book I want to get started on.”

      Jack got to his feet. “I’ll see you in the morning, Mac.”

      “Goodnight, son.” He turned and walked out.

      Jack thought about taking Mac’s glass to the kitchen and decided it could wait. He needed to sleep, even though it was usually too hard to relax enough to do so.

      He walked into his room and stopped short as he entered the room, shaking his head. Jamie was sound asleep in the middle of Jack’s king-sized bed. What am I going to do with you, my little love?

      Jack got into his pajamas and crawled in beside his son, knowing he needed Jamie as much as the boy needed him. He scooted over and wrapped the little body in his arms, cuddling him close. He bent his neck and kissed his boy on the top of the head. “I love you, son. Sleep well.”

      Jack woke early, and Jamie was still cuddled next to him. I really should take him back to his bed, but the cold sheets would just wake him. He crawled out of the bed without waking the boy. He needs his sleep. He’d been wandering the house rather than sleeping before we moved here. I want to change that, but I think I’ll do it slowly, so it’s not as much of a shock.

      Jack tucked the blankets around Jamie and then dressed quickly. He was supposed to meet Mac in the barn. Today, he was learning to milk cows. Even though Jack had grown up on a ranch, he’d never learned how to milk a cow. His mother had always done that chore. She said it was the only time she had to herself.

      He walked into the kitchen.

      Mac was pouring a cup of coffee.

      “Mornin’.” Mac said without turning.

      “Mornin.” Jack got a mug from the cupboard and helped himself to the coffee. Then he got the half-and-half from the fridge and added it until his coffee was a light caramel color.

      Mac pointed at Jack’s mug. “Why don’t you just have a glass of milk? Can’t hardly call that coffee.”

      Jack shook his head and smiled. Mac had been after him to drink coffee black since he was a kid. He didn’t tell Mac he only did it to get under his skin. When he was away from the house, he drank it black. Unless it was really awful, and then he couldn’t get enough cream and sugar in it to make it good but just barely tolerable.

      Before he’d gone into hiding, he’d seriously been thinking of hiring an assistant on the basis of coffee making abilities. He shook his head remembering. That was an entire lifetime ago.

      “So, are you teaching me the morning chores, or are we goin’ to stand here jawin’ all day?” Jack smiled.

      Mac laughed. “I guess we’ll do some chores.”

      Jack took a big swig of coffee and set the mug on the counter. “Ready when you are.”

      “It’s early September, so you’ll need a coat this early in the morning.” Mac grabbed his coat from a peg on the wall next to the back door.

      The barn was closer to the back door than the front. Jack grabbed his coat, too. He donned it and then zipped it up. “I’m ready.”

      Mac set his cup on the counter and grabbed a damp towel he had ready. “Let’s go.”

      Outside, darkness lay heavy over the ranch.

      Picking up a Coleman lantern from the table on the back porch, he handed it to Jack before picking up another one for himself and switching it on. Then he gave him an empty metal bucket and took another for himself.

      Jack turned on his lantern.

      The light was so bright, it might as well have been daylight for them to walk the 110 yards or so to the barn. It was well away from the house, with several buildings in between. The bunkhouse, woodshed and chicken coop were all between the house and the barn. They were arranged so the path to the barn from the house was a straight one.

      Mac opened the barn and hung his lantern on the inside wall. Practically the whole space was illuminated.

      “Follow me. The cows are in the back stalls.” Mac started walking to the back of the barn.

      When he reached the stalls, Jack hung his lantern on the back wall as Mac had done.

      Mac picked up a flake of hay and placed it in the trough of the last stall. “That will keep Elsie here busy while you milk her.”

      The black and white cow occuping the stall seemed to pay them no mind.

      Then he picked up a three-legged stool and placed it on the side of the cow near it’s left flank.

      “You sit and learn.”

      Jack sat.

      Mac knelt next to him, leaning in and washing the udder with the damp towel. “First, clean the udders so nothing falls into the bucket.” He laid the towel on his leg. “Now, you punch the udder hard. You’re pretending to be a calf and they are not gentle. This will get the cow’s milk flowing.” He punched the udder several times. “Take a teat in each hand, pull and squeeze, pull and squeeze. The first few squeezes, let the milk go to the ground or…” he aimed at the numerous cats and kittens that had shown up. “You can squirt a few cats, if you want. They love it.”

      Jack laughed at the cats, some of which just waited to be hit in the face with the milk. The kittens were funniest, pushing in to get the milk, then standing in it to drink and trying to protect their spot. They batted each other and hissed and mewed.

      Mac then began squeezing the milk into the bucket. He sat back on his haunches. “Okay, now you try it.”

      I can do this. It doesn’t look that hard. Jack did all the same things that Mac had but no milk came. “Okay, what am I doing wrong?”

      “Punch the udder again and then pull from the top and squeeze the milk out using your whole hand. Try again.”

      Jack tried again and got a little, so he did it again and again until he was getting full squirts into the bucket. He grinned at Mac.

      “Looks like you’ve got it. I’ll do Bessie while you finish with Elsie, here.”

      Mac walked to the next stall.

      Jack understood his mother’s sense of peace she got when milking. He admitted he let his mind wander and he relaxed as he milked Elsie until the milk bucket was full.

      He also had a deeper appreciation of the work that goes into a carton of half-and-half, cream or just plain milk that he bought at the grocery store.

      Mac was done and leaning against Bessie’s stall gate with his arms crossed over his chest when Jack finished.

      He picked up the bucket and then the stool. “Sorry, I’m slow.”

      “Don’t be. You’ll get faster. Put away your stool, get your lantern and we’ll head back.”

      They reached the house and scraped their feet on a mat.

      Rosie was at the stove, placing strips of bacon in a skillet.

      Suddenly, Jamie ran in, tears streaming down his face. He ran to Jack and wrapped his arms around his father’s legs.

      Mac took Jack’s bucket.

      Jack bent down and picked up Jamie. “What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?”

      Jamie shook his head and cried, sucking in breaths.

      Then it hit Jack right between the eyes. “You woke up, and I was gone. You thought I’d left you.”

      The boy nodded, wrapped his arms tight around Jack’s neck and cried harder.

      Jack hugged him close. “It’s all right. I won’t leave you. Not ever, if I can help it.”

      How do I convince him that we’re safe? That he’s safe and I won’t let anything happen to him?
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      September 7 -  Twin Bluffs Elementary School

      

      The first day of school arrived, and Jack was not looking forward to it. Jamie wouldn’t like being separated from Jack or Mac or Rosie. Those were the only people he wasn’t afraid of.

      Jack drove Jamie to the school in his battered 2000 Chevy pickup. He had a nice Chevy Suburban but he thought the pickup made the impression he wanted—that he was just another rancher—and wouldn’t get people staring. Turned out, the opposite was true. He’d have been less conspicuous in the new SUV. Seemed just about every parent who drove their kid to school drove a new SUV, and most of them were black.

      He parked in front of the school, in a line with all the other parents of kindergartners. The school’s starting hours were staggered, so the kindergartners were there by themselves and not with the rest of the students.

      He walked around the truck and unbuckled Jamie from the booster seat.

      The child crossed his arms and refused to either climb down from the truck or into his father’s arms.

      Jack knew he had to be stern, though it broke his heart. “Jamie, you have to go to school. You can’t stay home with me, Mac and Rosie forever.” He plucked him out of the truck.

      Jamie cried and squirmed.

      “Stop that.” He set the boy on his feet and squatted down. “Son, I know you’re scared, but you have nothing to be afraid of. No one can hurt you here.”

      “Excuse me. Can I be of some assistance?”

      Jack turned and looked up into the prettiest blue eyes framed by impossibly dark lashes. A heart-shaped face, surrounded by lots of wavy red hair, looked back. The rosy lips smiled. He blinked several times and realized he was staring at a beautiful young woman.

      “I’m sorry. He’s just afraid of new places and new people.” Jack stood. “I’m Jack Saunders and this is my son, Jamie.”

      The woman bent down to Jamie’s level. “Hi, Jamie. I’m Gabby Cooper. I’m your teacher this year. Would you like to come with me?”

      Jamie shook his head and latched onto his father’s legs.

      “I’m sorry but we lost his mother a year ago, and he’s not said a word since then.”

      Gabby looked up at Jack but didn’t rise as she talked to Jamie. “Jamie, I lost my mama last year, too. She was from Texas and I always called her the yellow rose of Texas, after the song. Maybe we can band together and remember our mama’s?”

      Jack’s mouth turned down and he fisted his hands to keep from strangling the young woman. “How dare you tell him you lost your mother, too. He doesn’t need to be lied to.”

      Gabby Cooper stood. Her eyebrows slashes over narrowed eyes. “Mr. Saunders. I do not lie to small children or anyone else for that matter. I did lose my mother to cervical cancer, almost exactly a year ago. She was only fifty-eight and I miss her every day.” Her eyes filled with tears.

      Jack slumped and pressed his lips together, swallowing hard. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry. I assumed—”

      She sniffled. “You know what they say about people who assume?”

      He smiled. “Yes, it makes an ass out of you and me.”

      “That’s right, and I’m not an ass.”

      Jack laughed. “No, you definitely are not. Can we start over? I am genuinely sorry for the loss of you mother. I know it’s difficult.”

      She wiped her eyes with her fingers.

      No smudges. Those lashes must be hers and not mascaraed. Why do I care?

      “Yes, it’s been very difficult. She was basically all the family I had. I have a sister in Phoenix, but we don’t talk much anymore. Not since Mama died.”

      Jamie walked over to Gabby and patted her leg.

      She dropped to her knees again. “Thank you, Jamie. If you stay for school today, I promise you can be with me all day.”

      Jack frowned again. “What about the other kids?”

      Gabby stood and still had to crane her neck to look up at him. “There are four kindergarten teachers. We each have ten children or fewer in our care. Those are our kids all day, every day, for the entire year.”

      “I see. I’m sorry.”

      Eyes blazing, she poked him in the chest. “Stop apologizing. Or, better yet, stop jumping to conclusions and therefore needing to apologize.”

      Jack felt his face burn. “You’re right. I’m just very protective of Jamie since his mother died.”

      Gabby closed those beautiful eyes and huffed out a breath.

      “I suppose I understand.” She stuck out a hand. “I do promise to take care of him. If he needs to be by my side all day, then that’s okay.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “Of course. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I have other children to corral.” She gazed down at Jamie and held out her hand.

      Jamie looked up at Jack.

      The boy gazed up at him with question in his eyes. “It’s okay, buddy. Gabby will be here when I’m not. You can trust her.” I hope I can trust her. If I find out differently there will be hell to pay.

      The child gazed over at Gabby.

      She didn’t move or say anything, but she smiled.

      Jamie gave her a tentative smile and took her hand.

      Gabby started walking toward the school.

      The boy looked over his shoulder at his father.

      Jack gave him a thumbs-up.

      Jamie returned the gesture and proceeded into the building with Gabby.

      She was amazing. Jack couldn’t get her out of his mind. He hadn’t made a very good first impression. Or maybe he had. Being concerned about your kid is a good thing.

      Maybe, after things settled, he’d invite her out to dinner to discuss Jamie’s progress, of course. If she could get him to talk, it would be a wonderful thing.

      He drove home…smiling. Maybe things were starting to go his way.
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        * * *

      

      Dean Ratliff paced his office. Travis McGill couldn’t have just dropped off the face of the Earth, but he seemed to have done just that. Every private detective he’d hired in the last year said the same thing. He was dealing with his wife’s death and his business when he just disappeared. He left his top managers in charge and was gone.

      Dean bugged the managers homes and offices to no avail.

      He slammed a fist on the desk and let out a long string of expletives. He pressed the intercom on his phone. “Susan, get in here.”

      A minute later at tall, leggy brunette in a short skirt entered his office with a laptop. “What do you need, Mr. Ratliff?” She sat in front of the desk and crossed her legs.

      “I want an email sent to every private detective I’ve hired in the last year, firing them. Do it nicely. I haven't the patience to do it myself.”

      She typed the information into the laptop. “Yes, sir. That’s what you have me for.”

      “Exactly. Then I want you to hire twelve more, new agencies. The best ones in California, Colorado, Missouri, Kentucky and Virginia. We already tried the best ones in the bigger cities, including California, so we’ll try some in the not-so-big states, or cities in the case of California. You got it?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve got it.” She looked up at him. “Will that be all?”

      He walked around the desk. “What’s for dinner tonight?”

      She lifted a brow. “I don’t know. Ask your wife.”

      Dean frowned. “Not my night with you, I take it?”

      “That would be correct. I’ll see you tomorrow for boeuf bourguignon.”

      “You know I never care what we eat, it’s the dessert that I relish.”

      “Moi, aussi, mon amour.”

      He grinned. “You know one of these days, I’ll look up what those words mean.”

      She rose and stood between his legs. “I’ll tell you. It means me, too, my love.” Then she unbuttoned her blouse and let him ogle her breasts for a bit before giving him a deep, thorough kiss.

      Dean took all she offered, knowing if he didn’t pay her so well in addition to paying her rent and all her credit cards, she would find another to take his place mon amour or not.

      She pulled back and buttoned her blouse. “I must get started on this if I’m to give you a report tomorrow.”

      “You are efficient, in addition to being beautiful.”

      “I know.” She picked up the laptop and left his office.

      Dean followed her with his eyes as she left. Damn, he’d never met anyone like Susan Wells, except Laura McGill. When he and Travis had been friends, he’d tried to seduce Laura, but she was true to Travis, though she must have told him what he’d tried to do since his and Travis’ friendship suffered after that. When he’d had her and the boy kidnapped, he’d tried again, but she adamantly refused. He'd forced her. Unfortunately, he ended up killing her because she fought so hard.

      Dean closed his eyes. Regret filled him, now that she was gone. He never should have assaulted her, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. If Travis knew, he’d be dead, so he had to assume his threat to the child was working. Dean made sure the boy knew if he said anything, his father would die.
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        * * *

      

      October 29

      

      Six weeks had gone by, and little by little, Jamie seemed to be coming out of his shell. He was smiling more and sleeping the whole night in his own bed, for the most part. Jack knew he had Gabby to thank for the changes. He didn’t know how she’d gotten him to sleep in his bed instead of Jack’s, but he was grateful to her, nonetheless.

      Jack took Jamie to school, as normal.

      Gabby was there, as always, to pick him up and take him inside the building. The difference today was she was dressed as a cat. Jack thought she was the sexiest black cat he’d ever seen and yet her outfit was not overtly sexy.

      She wore a black leotard with yoga pants and black tennis shoes. She’d painted a nose and whiskers on her face, wore a headband with cat ears and had pulled her hair into a high ponytail.

      “Well.” Jack grinned. “Don’t you look terrific for Halloween?”

      She blushed. “Thanks.” She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes just a little. “Why isn’t Jamie in costume?” Looking at the child, she lifted a brow. “You didn’t give your dad the note I sent with you, did you?”

      Jamie hung his head and then shook it.

      “Didn’t you want to dress up like the rest of the kids?” she asked.

      He shrugged.

      “I didn’t know or I would have bought him a costume.”

      She lifted her brows and rested her hands on Jamie’s shoulders. “Doesn’t he have a costume for trick-or-treating on Sunday night?”

      “We hadn’t planned on going. We live so far away from everyone out there on the ranch, it’s not practical.”

      She suddenly smiled. “I thought that might happen so I got him a costume.” Gabby looked down at Jamie. “How would you like to be The Incredible Hulk for Halloween?”

      Jamie grinned and nodded quickly.

      “Good. Let’s go get you in your costume.” She put her hand out.

      The child took it and waved to his dad while pulling her toward the school building.

      Jack laughed. “I guess he wants to be dressed up, now. I take it you knew from his lunchbox and backpack that The Incredible Hulk is his favorite superhero?”

      She gave him a small shrug, her shoulders barely rising. “I thought it might be.”

      Jack put his thumbs in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. She takes such good care of Jamie. I wonder if she’d like to go to dinner. Or maybe come to dinner on Sunday. What am I thinking? She’s Jamie’s teacher. But I’ve never been as attracted to anyone as I am to her. Even Laura didn’t affect me like Gabby does. I’ll do it.  “Gabby would you like to come to dinner on Halloween, unless you’re planning on giving out candy.”

      She leaned toward Jamie as he pulled her arm. “Well, I am giving out candy, but why don’t you and Jamie come to my place? We can take him trick or treating early and then come back for dinner and give out treats after that.”

      “We’d like that very much.” He looked down at his son. “Wouldn’t we like that, Jamie?”

      The boy opened his eyes wide and nodded.

      Gabby patted Jamie’s hand with her free hand. “Good. I’ll make a pot of chili in the crock pot so it will be ready when we return.”

      “Sounds great. Do you dress up to give out treats?”

      She leaned sideways as Jamie started to pull her arm again. “I do. I’ll be a toned-down version of Elvira, Mistress of the Dark.”

      “Sounds like a costume I want to see.” Jack felt his face heat as he realized what he said. He sounded like a lech.

      Gabby laughed. “Trust me when I say that, except for the wig and the makeup, the rest is unlike anything Elvira would wear.”

      Jack liked that. He liked that Gabby was modest, and she was the real thing. An actually nice woman. He’d really like to get to know her better. Seeing her every weekday when he dropped off Jamie just wasn’t enough.

      He stared at his son and cocked a brow at him. “I better let you go before my son pulls your arm out of its socket.”

      Jamie ignored him and kept pulling Gabby’s arm.

      She laughed. “He’s not the first one to try. But he does need to get into his costume. We’re having treats later. I saw on his enrollment form that he has no allergies. Sometimes the mothers forget that other kids have allergies. I always have an epi-pen for such emergencies, as do all the teachers and the school nurse has one, too.”

      Jack shook his head. “No allergies. He eats everything. Chocolate and peanut butter together is his favorite.”

      “I’ll have to make you some of my famous peanut blossom cookies. It’s a peanut butter cookie with a chocolate kiss in the middle.”

      “Sounds great. A woman who can teach children, cook chili and bake cookies, too. Is there anything you can’t do?” I can’t believe I’m actually flirting with a woman. I haven't done that since Laura and I got together in college, more than fifteen years ago.

      A shadow crossed her face. “Oh, yes, there are things I can’t do.”

      Jack ran a hand behind his neck. “Look, I’m sorry if I crossed the line with my question.”

      She shook her head and waved away his concern before smiling again. “No, it’s fine.” She started to turn toward the school and let Jamie pull her. “Well, have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      He turned and walked back to his truck, suddenly wishing he still had his Jaguar to impress her with. But the truck was necessary to his disguise, and he couldn’t break the deception, not even for Gabby. He had to keep Jamie safe.

      Of course, if he married Gabby, then he could tell her. He’d have to contemplate that…why was he already thinking of marriage? They hadn’t even had a first date!
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        * * *

      

      Gabby sat in her living room after getting home from school. She closed her eyes and pressed her lips together. She had no business entertaining Jack Saunders. Even if he was the handsomest man she’d ever seen, at least, since Sam. She’d settled twice before Jack and been wrong. Was she right this time? Should she back out now, before it was too late?

      But it was already too late, at least for her and Jamie. She’d fallen in love with the little boy. His muteness called to her to help him. Since he refused to speak because of his mother’s death, perhaps a book on sign language would help him communicate with his father…and her. Perhaps her need to help him stemmed from the way he touched her heart…or was it the need to fill the hole that Sam left?

      She reached for the chain that hung between her breasts with one of Sam’s dog tags. If she’d been able to have children, she’d have something more than just a piece of metal left of him. But, she couldn’t. They tried for three years. Sam had been gone for seven years now.

      They knew Sam could have children. In high school, his girlfriend had gotten pregnant and they’d given the child up for adoption.

      Gabby hadn’t met him until she was a freshman in college and he was a senior. She’d entered college at seventeen, after having skipped ahead to the fifth grade from third in elementary school. They’d married six months after meeting…on the day she turned eighteen. They both worked after classes, and Sam was in the ROTC, which helped with 100% tuition reimbursement. From the time he was ten years old, he’d wanted to go into the Army and fly helicopters.

      She’d always worried when he deployed, but he told her he’d be fine, and on his first two deployments, he was. The third one in Afghanistan, his ‘copter came under ground fire and was shot down by a stinger missile. An incredibly expensive armament. The captain who came to give her the news was surprised by the use of one. It was a fluke, he said. The Afghan rebels didn’t have those kinds of missiles, he said. And yet, Sam was gone from a weapon that, supposedly, the Afghan rebels didn’t have.

      That was seven years ago. She’d been in deep mourning for more than a year, then she met Ed. He was handsome and funny and made her feel things she hadn’t for a long time. So, when he asked her to marry him, she said yes. On the day of their wedding, she walked in on him and her maid-of-honor, her best friend, Terrie. She later learned they’d been having a torrid affair for months.

      She’d found another man she thought she was in love with, only to have him cheat on her…again, with her best friend. She’d forgiven Terrie once, but the second time, she realized that she wasn’t really a friend, at all.

      Gabby had avoided men altogether for the last two years, so she was noticeably reticent to see Jack, even to help Jamie. But she realized the child was the most important person in this trio, so she began to work with Jack to help Jamie.

      Dating a student’s father, even casually, brought a whole new set of problems. Do I need to inform the principal? No, this was really just a friendship, not anything more. What about the other parents? Would they think that Jamie is getting preferential treatment because I’m seeing his father? No, I’ve worked individually, and after school, with other students and it hasn’t been a problem.

      She sighed. Now, if she could just keep her heart out of the situation.
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      Halloween, October 31

      

      At four o’clock, Gabby’s apartment doorbell rang. She answered it in full costume. The Elvira wig and makeup were perfect. She also wore a form fitting full length, sleeveless black formal gown with a turtleneck. Gabby knew she looked good even without her boobs hanging out.

      Jack looked sexy as hell in a white turtleneck sweater and jeans. He’d pushed up the sleeves to his elbow. Why do I find a man’s muscular forearm so attractive?

      It wasn’t cold out but Jamie wore an open wool coat over his Hulk costume because it would definitely be chilly on their way home.

      She twirled. “So is this what you had in mind for my costume?’

      He shook his head and laughed. “I’d be lying if I said I did. I was hoping you were teasing me.” Jack shrugged and put his hands up to his sides, bent at the wrist like an Egyptian dancer. “What can I say? I’m a man.”

      Gabby laughed.

      Jamie gazed between the two of them with his eyebrows slashed and eyes narrowed.

      Jack looked down at him and ruffled his hair. “Someday, you’ll understand, son.”

      “Come on inside.” She closed the door and then squatted down to Jamie’s level. “Would you like some hot chocolate? It’s made with cocoa and milk, not the instant kind…and has marshmallows.”

      Jamie nodded vigorously.

      Jack made yummy sounds. “That goes double for his dad.”

      He took off Jamie’s coat.

      Gabby laid it on the back of the sofa. “Coming right up.”

      From the entryway, she had a large kitchen to the left, a good-sized living room straight ahead and her bedroom was down the hall across from the kitchen. She liked her apartment. It was cozy and just the right size for one…or two people.

      She headed into the kitchen, where the cocoa was keeping warm in a double boiler so it didn’t get a skin on it. She pulled three mugs from the cupboard and filled them with the cocoa, leaving room for plenty of marshmallows.

      “Here we go.” Gabby handed the two guys each a cup and went back for hers. When she returned to the living room, they’d made themselves comfortable. Jamie was  in the big recliner and Jack on the sofa.

      She sat at the other end of the sofa.

      “So what do you do on a ranch on Sundays?”

      Jack swallowed his hot chocolate. “Same as we do every other day, except no school. Milk the cows, feed the animals in the barn and the chickens in the coop. Gather eggs. Have breakfast and then go out to the pastures, looking for downed fences.”

      “Do you have a lot of downed fences? And how do you fix them? What causes them? In the movies, they just pull the wire up and nail it back to the post.” She took a sip of cocoa.

      Jack set his cocoa on the coffee table. “Well, if just the wire came loose, then we simply nail it back. If there is a cut, we have to replace the wire unless we can twist it closed, which doesn’t happen too often. Most of the time, we have to replace it. If a post fell, we have to replace that, which means digging a new post hole and placing the post in it, making sure to get it real snug so it stands up to the cows rubbing against it.”

      “Wow, that sounds like a lot of work.”

      He shrugged. “It is. It’s hard on a man and hard on his vehicle. That’s why I drive an old, beat-up truck. Wouldn’t want to ruin a brand new, pretty one.”

      Gabby gazed at Jack. He was a handsome man, with his dark brown hair and beautiful brown eyes. They were eyes she could get lost in.

      She looked away before she did get lost. “Um…we can eat anytime you get hungry. I thought we’d eat first and then go trick or treating.”

      Jack looked at his son. “Are you hungry, buddy?”

      Jamie nodded.

      “I guess we can eat now. Can I help with anything?”

      She shook her head and stood. “Nope. The table is already set and cornbread and butter are there, as well. I still have to get the sour cream and cheese from the fridge. We have our cocoa to drink unless you would like something else. I have milk, orange juice, water, I can make coffee and I have a bottle of wine that my late husband gave to me.”  That I got eight years ago for Christmas from Sam. I was saving it for when he came home. She looked away for a moment. If only we’d had a baby. I’d have some part of him still with me.

      “I didn’t realize you are a widow. I’m sorry for your loss.” Jack reached over and placed a hand on her arm. “How long have you been widowed?”

      “Seven years.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I shouldn’t have mentioned it. Let’s just eat, shall we?”

      Jack looked at her. “Yes, but perhaps we can talk later.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Back to dinner, I think milk for Jamie and just ice water for me. The cocoa is good, but I don’t want either of us to fill up on it. If he did, he’d be so hyper on sugar, I’d be climbing the walls. As it is, I’ll have to monitor his candy intake. He’d sit and eat until he was sick if I don’t.”

      “You’re a good parent. I’ll have kids tomorrow whose parents let them eat all they wanted, probably until they are sick. Then they send them to school, and the sugar hits them again. Same for parents who let their kids eat sugary cereal before school. All of us teachers have a difficult time controlling those students.”

      Jack blushed. “I’m afraid I’m one of those parents. Jamie’s favorite breakfast is a bowl of Fruit Loops.”

      Gabby laughed. It’s so strange having guests in my apartment, but somehow, Jack and Jamie don’t feel like guests. It’s more like they are friends. “That’s okay. I never have a problem with Jamie.” She looked down at him. “Isn’t that right?”

      He nodded and grinned.

      Jack helped Jamie up onto some books that Gabby had put on a chair for him. Then he waited until after she placed the chili on the table and was ready to sit before he pulled out her chair and then sat himself.

      She put a ladle in the chili. “Why don’t you dish up some for Jamie. I made sure not to put jalapenos in it, so it shouldn’t be too hot.”

      “Thank you, that’s very thoughtful.” Jack poured half a ladle into Jamie’s bowl and then returned the utensil to the crockpot, handle turned toward Gabby. Then he buttered a small piece of cornbread for him.

      Gabby ladled her bowl to about half full and replaced the ladle, handle toward Jack. Then she took a piece of the cornbread, slathered it with butter and took a bite. “Mmmm.” She chewed and swallowed. “I just love cornbread. I hope you do, too.”

      “I do. I can’t wait to taste yours. My mother made the best I’ve ever had. Just a little sweetness to it.” He took a bite and chewed. “This is almost as good as Mom’s.”

      Gabby laughed. I seem to laugh a lot with Jack. “Nothing is ever as good as our mothers made it.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      Jamie finished his bowl pointed to his bowl, indicating to his father he wanted more.

      “Wow. That’s great. He rarely asks for seconds.”

      Gabby put a hand on top of Jamie’s. “I’m so glad you like my cooking. That does my heart good.”

      Jamie grinned and nodded.

      After they finished eating, they cleared the table, with Jack putting the dishes on the counter and Gabby loading the dishwasher.

      Then Jack bundled Jamie into his coat and put on his own.

      Gabby put on her coat and made sure the porch light was off. “I thought we’d just go around my apartment complex. The folks here are very generous, especially with the little ones, and I’m sure he’ll get more than enough candy. How’s that sound, Jamie?” I feel so strange. Happy, to be going trick-or-treating with another man’s child and sad, because I wish I was doing it with my own child.

      He nodded and walked out the door onto the concrete walkway that ran around the third floor.

      They visited about thirty apartments in the forty-five minutes they were out. Gabby said, “Trick or treat” at each door.

      Jamie held up his bag.

      Then, Jack said, “Thank you.”

      Jamie collected half a bag full of candy.

      “Wow.” Jack took the bag and set it on the kitchen counter. “Do I need to go through all this before I let him have it?”

      “No. All the people here are good folks, and most of them have been here a long time. I lived here with Sam for three years before he went overseas and for the seven years since he died.”

      Jack handed Jamie his bag of candy.

      Jamie headed for the living room.

      “Hold it, Hulk. You can have two pieces of candy now.” Jack held up two fingers. “And another when we get home. So pick out the two you want more than anything for now.”

      Jamie grinned. He went to the kitchen table and poured out his bag. Then he picked out two full-size candy bars, a Snickers and a KitKat Bar.

      Jack closed his eyes, shook his head and dropped his chin to his chest.

      Gabby laughed. “You did say two pieces. You didn’t say what size.”

      Jamie laughed.

      Jack stopped for a moment and then went to his son and rubbed his head. “Okay, buddy, but don’t be surprised if you get sick and don’t want any more for a while.”

      The boy nodded. He unwrapped the Snickers bar and took a bite. It was almost too big to chew.

      “I have How to Train Your Dragon on DVD. Can he watch that?”

      “Sure. It’s one of his favorites.”

      She leaned forward and whispered, “Mine, too. I don’t keep it just for visiting nieces and nephews…when they still lived in town.” She walked to the TV and put the DVD into the DVR and pushed play.

      Then she walked to the kitchen and made a pot of decaf coffee. She didn’t need a sleepless night and though she might have one anyway, it wouldn’t be caused by coffee. Instead by a handsome man with twinkling brown eyes.

      Jack sat at the kitchen table. “Can I help with something?”

      She lifted a brow. “I noticed you asked after you sat down.”

      He started to stand.

      “Oh, sit. I’m just teasing. There’s nothing to do but wait for the coffee maker to finish. I’ll just check that the DVD is playing properly.”

      She walked into the living room. The movie had just started to play.

      Jamie had climbed up on the couch, his little legs sticking straight out in front of him.

      She gazed at him and his chocolate covered fingertips. “I think I’ll get you a napkin. That chocolate is starting to get all over your face and melt in your hands.”

      She returned shortly with a napkin and a wet wipe. “For when you’re through. Try not to touch the couch before you wipe your hands, okay?”

      Jamie nodded and turned his attention to the television.

      Gabby walked to the front door and turned on the porch light. Then she grabbed the bowl of candy from the kitchen counter. She turned to Jack. “Can’t forget the kids. They remember where they got candy and where they didn’t. I like having them on my side. The older kids can be downright destructive, egging your door and such. I don’t want that to happen.”

      She returned to the kitchen and saw two mugs of coffee on the table.

      Jack sat at the table, his hands around one of the mugs. “I didn’t get anything else since I don’t know where anything is kept.”

      She smiled. “That’s fine. What do you take in your coffee?”

      “Just black for me.” Jack sat back at the table.

      “I use a little milk and sugar.”

      Jack grinned. “I only do that at home because it irritates Mac. He says I might as well have a glass of milk.”

      She laughed and brought the milk to the table and then grabbed the sugar bowl and a spoon. Then she sat across the table.

      “I’ve been wondering how you managed to stay here after your husband passed. When Laura died, I had to move as far away as possible, hence…Montana. Jamie and I had just too many memories at the old place.”

      “I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I don’t want to be with my sister. She and I don’t get along. As much as I love my niece and nephews, I don’t want to be their fulltime babysitter. Besides, I love my teaching position and the kids.”

      “Yeah, I can see where that would get old. I never had that problem. Laura and I were both only children.”

      She reached across the table and laid a hand on top of his. “I’m so sorry. That must have been a lonely way to grow up.”

      “Not really. I had lots of friends. I grew up on a ranch, and all the hands were my buddies and watched out for me. I want that for Jamie.” He looked toward the living room and then leaned over and whispered, “Don’t say anything but I’m about to start teaching him to ride. He has his own horse, which doesn’t have a name yet because he won’t talk and doesn’t know how to write much yet, but we’re working on it. He knows how to write his name, and he knows the alphabet.”

      She whispered back and squeezed his hand, which he hadn’t moved. “I won’t say a word. I think it’s a wonderful thing. He can spend more time with you that way, too.”

      He still didn’t move his hand. “That’s the hope. When I’m riding fences which I do on horseback, I can take him and we can camp out in the summer or stay in one of the line shacks in the cooler weather. I won’t take him out in super-cold weather.”

      “I should hope not.” She pulled her hand back and picked up her coffee mug with both hands.

      All too soon, the evening came to an end, much to her disappointment. She hadn’t had such a nice time in what seemed like forever.

      Jack stood and walked behind the sofa to get Jamie’s coats. “I’d like to do this again. But at the ranch or let me take you to dinner.”

      Gabby picked up their cocoa cups from the coffee table in front of the sofa and put them on the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the living room. “The ranch would be great. I’d like to see a real working ranch.”

      Jack helped Jamie into his coat. “Well maybe you can come on Saturday—early, like one in the afternoon and I can show you the ranch on horseback before dinner. Do you know how to ride?”

      She pointed at her chest and raised her eyebrows. “What kind of Montana girl would I be if I didn’t know how to ride a horse? Though I have to admit, my experience isn’t on a ranch, but from riding lessons. I’ve always lived in town.”

      “You’d know better than me. I’ll see you Saturday. Say goodnight, son.”

      Jamie hurried to Gabby and wrapped his arms around her legs.

      She ruffled his hair. “I’ll miss you, too. But I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He nodded and took his father’s hand, starting out the door.

      Jack laughed. “Looks like now that he said goodbye, he’s ready to go. I’ll give you directions tomorrow.” His son pulled him a little bit toward the door.

      “That would be great. See you tomorrow.” She closed the door after them and then leaned her back against it. Jack Saunders was an enigma. Was owning his own ranch something he’d always dreamed of, since he grew up on one? Was he doing the hard work because he wanted to, not because he had to?

      More important than that, would it be awkward now that they’d sort of had a date? Was Saturday their second date or their first, or was it a date at all?
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      Susan Wells didn’t look forward to entering Dean’s office. As much as he might want her, he wanted Travis and Richie McGill more. He wanted McGill Industries. He wanted to be the only business oilmen could go to for the specialized parts that weren’t stalled in port due to the pandemic. Ratliff Industries and McGill Industries both made their parts in the United States. Of course, that wasn’t the only business the companies were in, but it was the biggest.

      She knocked twice.

      “Come in.”

      Susan entered and closed the door behind her. If there were to be fireworks, she didn’t want the rest of the office to know, and Dean’s office was soundproof.

      “Susan.” He smiled. “What news do you have for me?”

      She sat in her customary chair. “It’s not good, Dean. It’s been nearly two months, and none of the detectives have found even a clue. I’m wondering if he left the country.”

      Dean pounded his desk with both hands like a small child.

      She loathed him even more when he was in a mood like this, but she’d never let him know. Susan knew a good thing when she had it. From being with him for the last five years, she’d already amassed a small fortune. The only hiccup had been when he was pursuing Laura McGill…then kidnapping her.

      Now, Dean was a nice looking man, blond hair and blue eyes, but Travis McGill was just as handsome and was nice on top of it. Dean never had a chance with Laura, and if he was half as smart as he thought he was, he would have known that. But he was a man obsessed with having her as his possession. She refused.

      Oh, Susan knew about that. Little went on in this office that she didn’t know or keep a copy of. She knew how to cover her backside with more than short skirts. Her lawyer was advised to give the information—or the safety deposit box key—to the police if she didn’t call him every day to tell him otherwise.

      “What do you want me to do? Hire more detectives, let these go for a couple weeks longer? What?”

      He stood and looked out of the window onto the Dallas skyline. “Why do I have to make all the decisions? Take some initiative.”

      She shook her head and crossed her legs. “You don’t pay me enough in any way, shape or form, to be taking that kind of risk. It’s your company. You get paid the big bucks to make these decisions.”

      He stood and paced the room.

      Susan made sure to keep her eyes on him and not let him get behind her when he was in this kind of mood. He could strangle her without meaning to.

      “I’m not about to kill you, Susan.”

      “I didn’t think you were, but you could hurt me by accident, so I’d rather keep you in my vision.” She had no reason to lie. They’d been through this exchange before.

      “I never should have told you about Laura. Doing so puts me in a precarious position where you are concerned. I don’t doubt you have everything in a safe place if something were to happen to you.”

      “You wouldn’t respect me if I didn’t.” Should I be worried he knows me so well? No, I don’t think so.

      He suddenly threw back his head and laughed. “You’re quite right, I wouldn’t.” Dean walked over, leaned down and laid a big, wet, sloppy kiss on her.

      Susan wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I really wish you wouldn’t do that. Tongue when we’re in bed is one thing, in the office it’s another and totally unacceptable.”

      He moved away, his mouth turned down. “I don’t know why I ever put up with you.”

      She licked her lips and lifted her chin. “Because I make you feel things no other woman ever has or ever could. Remember that.” Susan stood. “Let me know when you decide what you want to do.” She turned and walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Jack had one contact he trusted implicitly who kept him apprised of Dean Ratliff’s movements.

      For instance, he knew he’d hired more detectives. Jack had his contact spread false leads. His friend was former CIA, worked in Dean’s company and knew how to deal with little men with Napoleon complexes. He gave Dean just enough information to send him the wrong way. And no one would suspect the man, a lowly mail room clerk, of having any knowledge of Travis McGill’s whereabouts.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday, November 6

      

      Gabby was a Montana girl and didn’t go anywhere without a winter coat, even when the day was relatively warm—in the 50s—like today. Anything could and did happen in Montana. The weather can change like that in a second in November. Besides, the weatherman said a winter storm would be rolling in around three o’clock. So, based on that distinct possibility, she’d worn jeans, her western boots, and a pale green cowl neck sweater. She’d even curled her lashes and put on a little mascara and lip gloss, which had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with looking her best for Jack.

      She followed the directions to the letter and arrived at the Saunders ranch about thirty-five or forty minutes after leaving home.

      Admittedly, she was a bit early, having given herself an hour in consideration of her horrible sense of direction. When she drove up, she saw Jack working one of the horses with a rope in the corral. He wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      Suddenly, all the wind went out of her lungs, and she couldn’t breathe.

      He turned, saw her and waved.

      She waved back and walked toward the barn hoping she’d come to her senses by the time she reached it.

      She arrived at the barn just as he was shutting the big doors.

      “Hi.” He looked over his shoulder. “Can’t be losing any of our animals.”

      “Will they run away?”

      He turned toward her. His shirt was open. “No, more than likely a big cat would get one or two.”

      She widened her eyes, not only because of her surprise at his words but because the view of his chest was tasty and made her lady parts come alive. Jack Saunders was not good for her resolve to stay just friends. She tried her best not to stare at his torso. “Big cat as in mountain lion?”

      “Yup. Let’s go on up to the house. Jamie is excited to see you.”

      Gabby laughed and started walking toward the house. “He just saw me yesterday.”

      “But that was at school. This is different. You’re at his house. I bet he grabs your hand and takes you to his bedroom first.”

      “Okay, you’re on. I bet he takes me to your room first.” She stopped for a minute. “What are we betting?”

      Jack’s mouth turned up on one side in the sexiest half smile she’d ever seen.

      “How about a kiss?”

      She lifted a brow. “And if I win?”

      His smile widened, and his lips turned up on both sides. “You name it.”

      She knew he thought he’d already won, but they’d see. “I want you to take me horseback riding next weekend.”

      “Deal.” He stuck out a hand. “Shake on it.”

      She took his hand. “Deal.” His big hand engulfed hers. His was a working man’s hand with callouses and rough knuckles. Gabby liked the feel of her hand in Jack’s. She enjoyed feeling his strength and knowing he was holding back so as not to squeeze hers too tightly. Being connected physically felt intimate and it was just his hand!

      They reached the back door and entered directly into the kitchen. Taking a cake out of the oven was a pretty, blonde, solidly built woman about Gabby’s height and in her mid-fifties.

      “Rosie, this is Gabby Cooper, Jamie’s kindergarten teacher. Gabby, this is Rosie Norton, housekeeper, chef, mother and grandmother all around.”

      “Don’t you count me into that mother-grandmother stuff.” A lean, muscular man of about sixty and wearing a Colt revolver, entered from the hallway off the kitchen. “Rosie’s way too young to be my mother or grandmother.”

      Jack laughed. “Gabby Cooper, this is Mac Cunningham, my ranch foreman and all-around cowboy.”

      Mac took off his hat, put it on one of the pegs by the door and came over to Gabby. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Cooper. I’m sure, if Jamie was talking, he’d be singing your praises.”

      Just then Jamie ran into the room and straight to Gabby, hugging her legs.

      “Hi there, little guy. How are you?”

      Jamie looked up and grinned.

      “I’m doing okay, too. I just met the rest of your family.”

      He let go and stared up at his father.

      “No, she’s right. Mac and Rosie are our family, too.”

      Jamie grinned then ran to Rosie and hugged her legs. Then he went to Mac and did the same.

      Gabby placed her coat on one of the pegs on the wall.

      Jack put a hand out to her.

      She took it easily.

      “I’ll show you the rest of the house. Rosie’s bedroom and bathroom are off the kitchen. Mac, Jamie and I have rooms upstairs.” He started down a long hall. “We don’t eat in the formal dining room. I prefer for all of us to eat in the kitchen. I suppose, when I get more ranch hands hired, we’ll have to eat in the dining room, because the kitchen table is only for six.”

      She looked in the dining room and saw a large—very large—oak table with at least sixteen chairs around it. “My goodness, that table is huge.”

      “I hope to fill it with ranch hands and kids at some point in the future.”

      All the joy left Gabby for a moment. She was infertile and he wanted kids, well what man didn’t? She wouldn’t let it interfere with her enjoyment of Jack’s company…on occasion.

      “Down at the end of this hall is the living room. My office is the door on the left across from the dining room.

      Just before they reached the living room was the staircase which was directly across the foyer from the front door.

      “Upstairs—”

      Jamie came up behind them and pointed at himself and then grabbed Gabby’s hand.

      “I think he wants to take you upstairs, himself.”

      Jamie nodded.

      Gabby allowed herself to be led up the stairs by one excited little boy. “Are you going to show me your room? Where you sleep?”

      The boy nodded.

      He took her to the room at the far end of the hall on the right side.

      She walked into what was definitely not Jamie’s room. The room contained a king-sized bed, nightstands, dresser, bureau with mirror and a closet with the sliding doors open showing a man’s shirts, pants and she thought she even saw a suit. Gabby glanced at Jack who was bright red. “Looks like you’re taking me horseback riding on Saturday.”

      He shook his head and furrowed his brows, obviously baffled. “How did you know he wouldn’t show you his room?”

      “Remember the second question I asked him? Where you sleep? I get the feeling this is where he likes to sleep. Is that right, Daddy?”

      Jack nodded as they stood in the doorway to his room. “He does and I’ve had to put him into his bed many, many times. He’ll wake up with a bad dream and come into me. Then when he falls asleep again, I carry him back to his own room. Most of that behavior is my fault. After Laura died, he and I both needed the closeness of each other. Then, as we started to heal and when we came here, I thought he’d stay in his bed, but that was a pipedream. I’d started a bad habit.”

      “Have you started r-i-d-i-n-g lessons yet? Maybe you can give him one lesson for every night he sleeps in his own bed. You have to explain very carefully that half a lesson means no actual riding, just caring for the animal. And when he is in for two nights, he gets a full one-hour lesson and so on.”

      “I haven't started those yet, but that might work.”

      “If the lessons aren’t successful, try something else stories or books or whatever. Just find what motivates him.”

      “Jamie, son, why don’t you go down and help Rosie and Mac with supper for Miss Gabby? Okay?”

      He nodded and ran toward the stairs.

      Jack looked back at Gabby. “I’ve been trying.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Until he started school nothing seemed to work. Now you are what seems to work. You’ve gotten further with him than anyone.”

      She felt her face heat. “Thank you, but I haven't really done anything special. Have you taken him for professional help?”

      Jack looked down. “To begin with, but after every appointment he seemed more withdrawn than before. Then I stayed without the doctor being able to signal anyone and a police detective came in. They were interrogating my son without my being present. Totally off the books by this one detective and one doctor. But I figured, if it could happen once, it could happen again. I’ve never taken him back.” He closed his eyes and slowly shook his head while he slumped with his hands in his pockets. “He was worse after that experience than he was before and it was my fault since I insisted he go to therapy.” He straightened and slammed a fist into his other palm. “Never again.”

      Why were police involved with Jamie’s therapy? How did Jack lose his wife? “You know, most doctors and most police detectives aren’t like that.”

      “They can be bought, just like those two—”

      “Bought?” She leaned back a little. “Jack, what are you not telling me? Maybe I don’t deserve to know, but I think, if I’m to continue to help Jamie, I need to know more than what you’ve told me. Maybe not everything, but something more to help him.”

      His posture relaxed. “Come with me. Let’s go to my office. I want to make sure Jamie doesn’t hear us. If he does and he thinks you don’t really care for him, it will set him back even further than before.”

      “But I do care for him.” Her body relaxed as she walked. “Very much. More than I’m supposed to, but I can’t choose who I love.” I might get in trouble and be reprimanded for showing favoritism if I’m not careful.

      Jack opened the door to his office, ushered Gabby in and then shut the door and locked it. “Please don’t be alarmed, but I can’t risk him coming in.”

      His office was all male. It might even have been called a man cave. The furniture was a rich, brown, leather. The desk and sideboard were solid oak and set off nicely by the dark furniture. The single window was covered with a set of wood shutters that matched the oak furniture. “That’s all right. May I sit?”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” He indicated the brown, leather sofa.

      She sat on one end. The leather was soft not stiff. She relaxed and crossed her legs.

      Jack sat on the other. He took a deep breath. “Where to start? My wife Laura and Jamie were kidnapped by a business competitor. I believe Laura was murdered in front of Jamie—”

      “Oh, my God.” Gabby slammed her fist against her lips to keep from crying out.

      Jack clenched his jaw. “Trust me, God had nothing to do with this.”

      “I’m so sorry, more than I can say. Please, go on.”

      “The only thing he said afterward was, “A bad man hurt Mommy.” Then he quit talking all together. That was more than a year ago.”

      Jamie has PTSD. How can he not if he witnessed what Jack thinks he did?

      “I decided to come here and see if simple, country living could help me get my son back. You’re helping me, Gabby. You’re helping him. He’s not been this animated and happy in months. The only change has been you.” Jack moved closer and took her hand. “Thank you.” He kissed the top of her hand and then the inside of her wrist.

      She shivered. Her stomach flipped and butterflies were divebombing inside it. She uncrossed her legs and squeezed her thighs together. Jack knew just how to turn her on, even if it was by accident.

      He moved closer until they were thigh to thigh. “May I kiss you, Gabby Cooper?”

      “Oh, please, Jack Saunders. I thought you’d never ask.”

      He placed a hand behind her neck and slowly pulled her toward him, never breaking eye contact.

      She closed her eyes and simply felt his smooth, firm lips on hers.

      She thought he’d kiss her more deeply, but he didn’t ask for entrance. The kiss was just sweet and tender and unlike any kiss she’d ever had.. She ran her fingers through his hair, the silky texture not at all what she expected.

      He pulled back. “I think we should stop and rejoin the others, or I’ll want to take this where neither of us is ready to go, yet.”

      Speak for yourself! “You’re right.” She looked up and grinned. “You should probably comb your hair. I’m afraid I left it standing on end.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose I better. I’m not ready for the questions seeing that would bring.”

      He stood and extended a hand to help her to her feet. Then he took a comb out of his back pocket and ran it through his hair. “How’s that?”

      “Much better.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Jack led the way to the kitchen and then stepped aside to let her enter first. She scanned the room and saw that Mac, Rosie and Jamie were all present.

      Mac smiled. “We were beginning to think something happened to you two.”

      Rosie, standing next to Mac, swatted him on the arm. “We were doing no such thing. Dinner will be ready in about forty-five minutes. We’re having beef roast.”

      Gabby giggled.

      “What’s so funny?” Jack straightened and tilted his head.

      She shrugged. “I was just thinking that you must eat a lot of beef.”

      “I suppose we do. It kind of comes with the territory,” said Jack.

      “Yeah, I guess it does, just like a pig farmer eats a lot of pork.” Gabby looked over at Rosie. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

      “Not a thing, child. Why don’t you, Jack and Jamie go on out to the barn and see the new colt?”

      “Colt?” Gabby looked up at Jack. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a new baby? I love babies. I think just about every mammal baby is beautiful. I don’t care for insects, reptiles or amphibians. But I even like warthog babies.” She laughed and looked around. No one else was laughing. “Ah, come on people.”

      Jack was the first to crack a smile.

      Then Rosie.

      Followed by Mac.

      Gabby shook her head. “I guess it wasn’t that funny to anyone but me.”

      Jack held out his hand.

      She grabbed her coat from the chair she draped it over and then accepted his hand.

      Jamie took her other hand and the three of them walked to the barn like that.

      Jack opened the people-sized door to the left of the large barn doors.

      They walked into the dark.

      “Maybe I should open the big doors. You two wait here.”

      In a minute or two he’d opened the first of the huge doors.

      Light flooded the area. Opening of the second door illuminated the entire barn. The first thing she noticed about the barn was the smell, one she’d had on many occasions when she was younger—one she never forgot. Ten stalls, five on each side filled the barn on the posts between the stalls were pails.

      She looked in one and saw grooming tools for the horses. The last two stalls on the left held black and white heifers—milk cows—which she knew from friends who ran a dairy.

      Jack came in and took her hand again. “This way.” He walked to one of the middle stalls.

      Inside stood a large black mare and, beside her, a little buckskin colt.

      “Oh, he’s beautiful.” Gabby walked to the gate and peered over the top. “He doesn’t look very old. Have you been out here a lot to see him?”

      The boy nodded, got close to the gate and looked through the two lower rungs.

      Gabby pointed at the colt. “Isn’t he adorable?”

      Jamie looked up with a grin a mile wide and nodded.

      She returned her gaze to the baby horse. “What have you named him?”

      Jack folded his arms on the top rung of the gate. “I haven’t. That’s Jamie’s job and when he starts talking again or learns to write, he’ll decide.” He turned to the next stall. “This is Jamie’s horse.”

      Inside this stall was a small black-and-white horse, bigger than a pony but smaller than a standard horse.

      Gabby kept ahold of Jamie’s hand. “She’s beautiful.”

      “She is a mare. Do you know horses?”

      She shrugged. “Not really. That’s about the extent of my knowledge.” Gabby looked down at Jamie. “Other than riding one.”

      The boy stared at the horse which stood facing them. She swished her long tail and came closer to the gate.

      “Do you like her?” Gabby squatted to talk to Jamie on his level.

      He nodded.

      Jack rested one arm on the top of the gate and turned toward his son. “Would you like to learn how to ride her?”

      Jamie’s eyes widened and so did his smile. He nodded again.

      “Maybe we’ll start that tomorrow, if the weather is good.”

      Jamie hugged his father’s legs.

      Jack ruffled his hair. “I’m glad you’re happy. Shall we go back inside? It’s getting a little cold. Looks like something is blowing in. Let’s hope it just blows by us.”

      She looked at the sky and recognized the dark gray storm clouds. “Yes, I’m not looking forward to driving back in the snow.”

      “You don’t have to. We have a guest room with private bath you’re more than welcome to.”

      Gabby pushed her coat back and put her hands in her jeans pockets. “Thanks, but if possible I’d rather be in my own bed. I am ready to go back to the house though.”

      “Let’s go then. Rosie should have dinner almost done anyway.” Jack turned toward the entrance and started walking. He pulled on each stall’s gate along the way.

      “Why do you do that? Check the stall gates I mean. Do you expect them to be loose?”

      Jack pointed at a couple of stalls. “It’s possible. Some of the horses don’t like to be cooped up, but I don’t want these particular horses out in the pasture with the cows. Not until they finish their mating schedule. I have one mare that has yet to be covered, so I’ll let those horses out in the corral tomorrow when I can watch them and make sure the stallion doesn’t injure her.”

      “Injure her?”

      “Yeah, they like to bite and sometimes they bite too hard and draw blood. I have to watch they don’t do that too often. Though in reality, I can do little about it while the stallion is covering her. I have to wait until they are done and then treat the mare’s wounds.”

      Gabby shivered again, whether from the cold or the horse practices, she wasn’t sure. “I’m glad I’m not a mare.”

      “So am I.” Jack laughed.

      She noticed Jamie smiling up at her and Jack. Is he happy that his dad and I are getting along so well? Am I?
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      The snow hit with the force of a hurricane. Blizzard warnings for all of western Montana including Twin Bluffs.

      Gabby stood looking out the window from the warm safety of Jack’s living room.

      Jack stood next to her. “I think you’ll have to accept my hospitality and stay the night. Hopefully, the snow will let up, and we can get you out of here tomorrow, if that’s what you want.”

      She sighed. “I shouldn’t drive in this that’s for sure but I have no extra clothes.”

      “Maybe Rosie has something you could wear.”

      “I only need something to sleep in.” She lifted an eyebrow and put her hands in her front jeans pockets.

      “I’ll give you one of my t-shirts to sleep in.” He winked. “It should be big enough to work as a nightgown.”

      “Thank you. That would be great.” She lifted her head hearing Jamie come down the stairs.

      “You’re welcome. Would you like to play cards or a board game before bed?”

      Jamie hurried into the room and pulled on her shirt. He was wearing Incredible Hulk pajamas and had a yellow book in his hand.

      Gabby turned her gaze down to his and smiled. “Ah, I recognize that book. I had the same ones as a child. Would you like me to read that to you before you go to sleep?”

      He nodded and handed her the book. Then he took her hand and pulled her toward the stairs.

      Jack followed.

      When they reached his bedroom, he let go of her, went to the bed and got under the blankets, scooted over and patted the bed next to him.

      Gabby walked to the bed and sat beside him so they could read the book together. She read about Curious George’s exploits with the firemen. The little monkey wreaked havoc and got in trouble a couple of times before the Man in the Yellow Hat corralled him and took him home.

      By the time the book was finished, Jamie was asleep.

      She stood, tucked him in and then kissed his forehead. Gabby turned to Jack. “He’s such a special little guy.”

      “Yes, he is.”

      “He’s been through so much for someone of such a young age.”

      She headed for the door.

      Jack touched her arm and stopped her. “Thank you for caring for my son.” He reached up and pushed a curl behind her ear. “I’d like very much to kiss you.”

      She gazed up at him, eyes wide and then she looked down and back up at him through her eyelashes. “I’d like that, too, but maybe not in here.”

      Jack took her hand and walked out of Jamie’s room toward his own. There, he stopped just outside the door and pulled her to him. He lowered his head until his lips met hers.

      The kiss was gentle, as before, but Gabby didn’t want gentle this time. Her heartbeat pounded in her chest, and her pulse raced. She wrapped her arms around his neck and tentatively touched her tongue to his lips. She felt him smile as he opened for her.

      She rushed in, tasting him along with the coffee and chocolate cake they’d had for dessert.

      Gabby didn’t know how long they stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms. She finally pulled back, needing air. Resting her forehead on his chest, all she could say was “Wow.”

      Jack chuckled. “Yes, wow.” He lifted her chin and gave her a short peck. “I want so much more from you than just a kiss, but I know you’re not ready for that level of commitment.”

      She was surprised that he was stopping. He had to know she wanted more than just a kiss as well. “You’re right. As much as I want you, and I do, I’m not ready for anything long term, and I’m not a one-night stand kind of gal.”

      “I’m glad. I’ll be here when you want to talk more about this.” He stepped back and released her from his arms. “Let me get you that t-shirt.”

      Gabby was so surprised at his restraint, she didn’t know what to say and just nodded.

      Jack walked into his room.

      The guestroom was across the hall from Jamie’s bedroom. She waited in the hall, rather than follow Jack into his room. The way she was feeling now, just seeing that big bed would be entirely too tempting.

      He returned with an azure blue t-shirt in his hands.

      It would look great with her eyes.

      Jack handed her the shirt. “This is the only clean one I have right now, and I didn’t think you wanted a used one.”

      Gabby laughed. She took the shirt with both her hands and restrained herself from bringing it to her nose to sniff it. “You are correct. This will be great. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I think I’ll go down to your living room and get something to read.”

      “I bid you goodnight, then.”

      “Goodnight, Jack.” Gabby looked him up and down, memorizing him. She saw the evidence of his ardor and was gratified she could cause that reaction. She turned and headed downstairs with a smile on her face.

      When she reached the living room she practically put her nose on the window to see what was happening outside, but it was too dark. She really wasn’t ready to go to bed. Her heart still beat a mile a minute.

      Gabby walked behind the sofa and perused the bookshelves, finally settling on the latest thriller by her favorite author. She was actually surprised to find such a library in the age of ereaders for every age. Instead Jack had real paper books. The practice was quaint and she liked it. She liked paper books. There was just something wonderful about holding a book in your hands, especially a new one, where you could smell the paper and the ink.

      She noticed not one of the books had a creased spine. Gabby was always careful with her own books. She liked her books to always have that new look and feel. She was glad Jack felt the same way.

      After looking out the window again, Gabby headed up to the guestroom. As she walked into the room, she looked up the hall toward Jack’s door. It would be so easy to just slip in, make love and slip out. But was that what she wanted? Really wanted? One night in his bed? And what if Jamie decided to sleep with Daddy? Wouldn’t that just be lovely? The poor kid was already traumatized from losing his mother, and now his teacher was sleeping with his father. That couldn’t happen.

      She looked down and shut the door. Gabby set the book on the nightstand, Jack’s t-shirt on the bed and then shed her clothes. She picked up the shirt and pressed it to her face, sniffing, hoping to smell Jack…even though it was clean, and she knew that was unlikely. She slipped the shirt over her head and let it fall down her body. It was big. She hadn’t expected it to be so big. The shirt hit her mid-thigh and was so soft, she ran her hands up and down her body, enjoying the feel. She’d have to ask Rosie what she did to get it so soft.

      Gabby pulled back the blankets, put all the pillows on her side of the bed and crawled between the crisp sheets. This was nice. She should be able to sleep well. Leaning back on the pillows, she opened the book and began to read. She read and reread and reread the same page again and again. Finally, she closed the book and slammed it on the bed next to her.

      She threw back the blankets and got out of the bed. Then she paced the room in half circles from one side of the bed to the other and back again. It was after one o’clock in the morning. She should be dog tired.

      Gabby fisted both of her hands. “This is ridiculous.” She needed some warm milk, maybe that would help her sleep. Hopefully, Jack won’t mind if I make myself some.

      She went to the door and peeked out. No one was up. She would be okay to slip down to the kitchen get the milk and slip back to her room. Gabby opened the bedroom door slowly and checked the hall again. Then she almost closed the door, leaving it slightly ajar so she wouldn’t make any noise.

      She padded down the stairs, the air was chilly on her bare legs and feet. In the kitchen she found the light on over the stove. So far, so good. Gabby opened the cupboard where she thought cups might be, near the coffee maker, and voila. After finding the milk and pouring herself a cup, she was two for two until she had to figure out the microwave. The house was older and the microwave wasn’t above the stove but on a counter next to the fridge. And, of course, she couldn’t read the instructions. Why does every microwave have to be different?

      Why does this feel so strange? Being in a house with Jack, sharing his space. It had been so long since she’s heard a deep voice in her living space. Having them over on Halloween had been the most pleasant experience she’d had in a long while and now here…with his family was even better.

      Jamie was so happy and so different than at school.

      Gabby went back to trying to get the microwave to work. She pressed the bottom button and was rewarded when the door opened. She placed her cup inside. She could make out the keypad, so pressed one. The number showed up on the timer. On hers if you press one, it goes for thirty seconds. Not this one. So she pressed nine. Now to find the ‘on’ button. She ran her hand down where she thought it would be and pressed all over.

      Suddenly the kitchen lights came on.

      “Can I help you?” Jack leaned against the doorway in just a low slung pair of sweats, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Jack! You scared the life right out of me.” She patted her chest. Good grief. She hadn’t seen a man look that good since Sam. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d mind. I can’t sleep and am trying to heat up some milk.”

      Slowly a smile formed on his face. “That shirt looks a lot better on you than it does on me.”

      She glanced down and closed her eyes, knowing how she must look with her bare legs and feet. “I should have dressed, I guess.”

      He waved a hand in front of him. “Please, not on my account.”

      Gabby smiled. “Well, as long as you’re here, can you work this microwave for me?”

      He pushed off from the doorjamb and walked toward her. When he reached her side, he leaned around her and pushed a couple of buttons on the appliance which sprang to life.

      Then he corralled her with his other arm on the counter.

      “Uh, Jack.” She stared up at him.

      “Hmm?” He lowered his head to just above hers and breathed in heavily.

      The microwave dinged.

      “Jack.”

      “You said that.” He kissed the top of her head. Then her forehead.

      “Um, the microwave is done.”

      “So?” He tilted her chin up with a knuckle.

      “Well, I—”

      His lips covered hers.

      She was lost and couldn’t have resisted for all the tea in China. Gabby snaked her hands up his chest and around his neck, then hung on for the ride.

      Jack pulled her to him, crushed her against his hard body and proceeded to devour her.

      “Uh-hum.” Rosie cleared her throat.

      Jack pulled back but kept his arms around her.

      Gabby hid her face on his bare chest and hard muscle. Big mistake. She closed her eyes and sniffed. He smelled like heaven. She turned enough to peek at Rosie.

      She stood with her arms crossed over her chest and lifted a brow. “You know, you two should take that back upstairs.”

      “We know, Rosie.”

      Gabby squinted and looked at the older woman. “I’m sorry, Rosie. I’m a terrible guest.”

      “Girl, I’d be wondering about you if you could look at my Jack and not be smitten. Looks like there’s feelings on both sides here.”

      Gabby stepped away from Jack, for all the world feeling like the kid who got caught with a hand in the cookie jar. “But I shouldn’t. He’s my student’s father and some parents might think it unethical, but—”

      “That’s got nothing to do with anything,” said Jack.

      “You’re right. It doesn’t. There is nothing in the school rules to prevent our having a relationship.” Gabby looked up at him. “I like you, Jack Saunders and I don’t care if Rosie knows it.”

      Rosie grinned. “You two take it into the office and shut the door.”

      Now Jack grinned and grabbed Gabby’s hand. “I know a good suggestion when I hear one.”

      Gabby let herself be pulled along by Jack into his office, the warm milk forgotten.

      He closed the door and locked it. “Now, where were we?”

      She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. “I think I know.” Gabby pulled his head down to hers and kissed him.

      He was the one to take the kiss deeper this time.

      Gabby was all for it, kissing him back, feeling his soft, firm lips on hers and her breasts pressed against his hard chest.

      Jack pulled her flush with him and when he couldn’t get her closer, he lifted the hem of her shirt.

      She pulled back. “We still have all the same problems we had three hours ago. We can’t and you know it. I can’t. I—”

      He put his fingers over her lips. “Shh. I know you’re right. Let’s get that milk, shall we? Maybe I’ll have some, too, since sleep seems to be eluding me, as well.”
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      Monday, November 7

      

      Gabby looked out the bedroom window and groaned. The blizzard left her car buried. Sighing, she dressed and made the bed.

      In the bathroom, she saw the results of her sleepless night. Her eyes were puffy and had dark circles under them making her look old. She was only twenty-eight. One sleepless night shouldn’t do this.

      Gabby found a washcloth and wrung it out in cold water and pressed it against her eyes. When she took it away she thought she did look a little better. Sighing, she went down to the kitchen.

      As she approached she smelled the wonderful scent of fresh coffee. Gabby entered the kitchen and sniffed. “Mmm. That smells great. I need coffee…badly.”

      Jack laughed and handed her a cup. “Thought you might.”

      She smiled and took a sip, the faint flavor of chocolate on her tongue. “This is good. What kind is it? Do I smell almonds?”

      He nodded. “And chocolate. Mocha almond fudge. Sort of like the ice cream.”

      “Where did you find it?”

      Jack looked down into his cup. “This is the last of it. I got it where we used to live.”

      “That’s a shame. Maybe you could have someone ship some more.”

      “I can’t do that. I don’t want anyone to know where I live. If I do I can’t keep Jamie safe. So no orders online. No talking to family and old friends.” He ran his hand behind his neck. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to snap at you. Any other time I’d say I was paranoid.”

      “You’re not paranoid when they really are after you. I shouldn’t have even suggested it. I know what’s at stake.”

      He shrugged. “It’s okay. You know, I’m glad I told you. It helps to have someone outside Mac and Rosie know what happened. And maybe you’re right. Maybe you can help Jamie more by knowing.”

      “I volunteer in the Veteran’s Hospital in town. Some of the guys I work with have severe cases of PTSD. I think, though I’m not a doctor, that Jamie has it, too.” She took a sip of coffee. “Maybe the same treatments that work for them can work for Jamie. With your permission, I’d like to try.”

      “Let’s sit.” He walked to the table.

      Gabby followed.

      He pulled out a chair for her.

      She sat and held her coffee cup in front of her with both elbows on the table.

      “I trust you or I wouldn’t have told you anything. You can do whatever you need to help him. Within reason, of course.”

      Gabby set her cup down and rested her crossed arms on the table behind it. “Well, there are certain things I won’t and can’t do. The vets are on medication. Most for anxiety, some for that and depression. I would never suggest that Jamie go on medication. He’s much too young.”

      “Good, because I will never agree to medication. I believe he needs therapy, but I don’t trust strangers to give it. Can you help him with that?”

      She nodded. “I’m not a qualified therapist, but I can perhaps begin with getting him used to the way real therapy is supposed to be. If you’ll come by school an hour later each day, I’ll work with Jamie until then.”

      He shook his head, the skin between his brows wrinkled. “I’d rather you didn’t do it at school. I don’t want anyone else to know my business. How about I bring him by your house? I’ll run errands for an hour, and afterward, we can all go to dinner.”

      Gabby smiled. “Is this your roundabout way of asking me to dinner?”

      Jack chuckled. “Not very original, was it?”

      She reached across the table and took his hand with hers. “I’d love to go to dinner with you…and Jamie.”

      He leaned forward and took her hand. “How about with just me?”

      She smiled and she knew her face flushed. “That, too.” He wants to be with me. Just me. Not that I don’t love Jamie, but I want to know Jack himself.

      He grinned. “I feel like I just won the lottery.”

      “Maybe you have. I don’t go out with just any parent, you know.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Would you like to start tomorrow?”

      “Already hungry?”

      She laughed. When have I laughed so much? Or enjoyed myself with someone as much as I do Jack? “Always. Seriously, I think the sooner we start, the sooner Jamie will begin to show improvement, if the therapy is working.”

      “You’re right. I think tomorrow would be perfect.”

      Rosie entered the kitchen. “Good morning, children.”

      Jack, nearly spat out his coffee. “Rosie, I haven't been a child for a long, long time.”

      “Jack Saunders you’re only thirty-five years old. You’re still a child to me.” She walked to the counter and poured a cup of coffee. “What do you want for breakfast today?”

      “The regular,” said Jack.

      “Okay, biscuits, eggs, bacon and OJ, coming up.” She took a couple of frying pans out of the bottom drawer of the stove and set them on top to heat before she got out the food.

      Mac came downstairs, his hair still damp from his shower.

      That’s what I should have done this morning. Then she remembered Jack’s hair wasn’t wet either. Did he skip his shower to spend some time alone with me before everyone else awoke?

      Jamie was the last to come in still in his Hulk pjs and rubbing his eyes.

      “Good morning, little man.” Jack patted his leg.

      Jamie went to him.

      Jack lifted him onto his lap. “Do you want your Fruit Loops?”

      He nodded.

      Rosie carried over a bowl of Fruit Loops and a carton of milk. “Here we go.”

      Jack looked at Gabby. “He’s very easy to figure out for breakfast. He always wants to have Fruit Loops.”

      She leaned over and whispered to Jamie. “It’s my favorite cereal, too, but I only eat it on weekends.”

      He grinned.

      Jack laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      She pushed out her lips in a pout. “Why would I kid about that? And especially to Jamie? No, I’m serious and if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather have a bowl of cereal. I’m not used to a big breakfast. I don’t have to put in the kind of physical labor you do. Besides I never have the time to cook in the mornings.”

      “Okay. Coming right up.” Rosie got another bowl and the box of cereal. “Help yourself. Would you like some orange juice?”

      Gabby nodded. “Yes, please.” I feel so strange being waited on like this. I’ve been doing for myself for more than ten years. I’ve been taking care of my own breakfast since I was fourteen. Mama was just beginning to show some of the symptoms of the cancer that would take her life in thirteen years. She lived a lot longer than anyone had ever expected her to and yet not long enough. We thought she was cured but it came back with a vengeance and she was stage four before they found it again.

      Gabby closed her eyes for a second and regained her composure.

      Rosie brought them three glasses of orange juice then returned for the pitcher and a couple of empty glasses, setting them in the middle of the table. “Mac, you can help yourself.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      Rosie crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, you do, but I never know when you’ll change your mind, now do I?”

      He chuckled. “You know me too well, Rosie girl.”

      Rosie girl? Is there something between Mac and Rosie?

      Jack poured milk on Jamie’s cereal and then passed the carton to Gabby. “You’ll need this…I think. For all I know, you eat it dry.”

      Gabby picked up the box of cereal and filled her bowl. “Not today. I’ll use the milk. Besides, after I get done eating, I can drink the fruit-flavored milk. Do you do that, Jamie?”

      He nodded vigorously.

      Jack ruffled Jamie’s already mussed hair. “He likes it a lot, too. I’ve tasted it. It’s pure sugar.”

      She smiled. “I know. Isn’t it great.”

      He lifted a brow and shook his head. “No, it’s gross. I thought you didn’t like when the kids have sugary cereal?”

      “I don’t during the week. Remember I said I eat it on weekends. I wish more parents would have the same restrictions. As for the sugary milk…ah, Jack, you just don’t appreciate the good things in life.”

      “I’ll forget you said that.”

      Gabby laughed.

      About twenty minutes later, Rosie had all the food on the table.

      Gabby couldn’t resist the bacon and it looked like Rosie had cooked the entire pound. “Do you mind if I have some bacon? I just love it but don’t buy it much. It’s just too expensive.”

      “I agree with you, but these men like it, so I buy it.” Rosie left a couple of slices still cooking. She forked them out of the pan and onto the paper towel-covered plate. “Okay, breakfast is finally served.”

      Gabby snagged a couple slices of bacon before the plate went around the table and came back empty. “My goodness, you men eat a lot.”

      “Of bacon, eggs or biscuits?” asked Mac.

      “All of it.” Gabby laughed.

      “This is nothing,” said Rosie. “You should see it during branding. They eat about double what they’re eating now. I don’t know how I always get it done, but I do and I will.”

      Gabby shook her head. “I can’t imagine.” She took a bite of the bacon, which was cooked to perfection. “This is great, Rosie. I can never get mine right in a pan. I have to use the microwave.”

      “Ah.” The housekeeper put one hand on her hip and held a spatula in the other. “But then you don’t have the bacon drippings…grease…for your eggs. Eggs fried in bacon grease are the best.”

      Gabby sighed. “I can’t remember when the last time was I had a fried egg much less one fried in bacon fat.”

      Rosie looked over the top of her glasses. “Do you have room for one egg?”

      Gabby smiled. “I think I can handle one egg. Actually, I usually have a big appetite.” She gazed at Jack. “For all things.”

      Jack reddened.

      He obviously took her meaning. Why am I doing this? Flirting when nothing can come of it? She lifted a brow.  Because I can’t help myself when he’s around. I want him so much.

      Jack cleared his throat. “After breakfast, we’ll see about getting your car dug out, and the driveway plowed. Sometimes, it takes them a couple of days to plow the county road, though. I’m just warning you.”

      Gabby slumped in her chair. “Days? What about my students? If Twin Bluffs got hit like this, it’ll take them some time to get everyone back on the road. We aren’t that big a town. I think there are only five plows.” Gabby frowned. “Or was it ten? Anyway not that many for a three-foot snowfall.” She shrugged. “Oh well, all I can do is tell them I’m snowed in and won’t be there.”

      “That’s right,” said Jack. “They don’t have to know where you’re snowed in.” He winked.

      Mac set his coffee on the table and leaned back in his chair. “If you really, need to be there, we can probably get you there tomorrow. But today isn’t possible. There’s too much snow. It’ll take several passes with our plow before the driveway is clear.”

      “That would be nice. I hate to be so much trouble. But, if the rest of the town is moving and all the other teachers are in school, I can’t very well explain that I stayed with a student’s family over the weekend.”

      “Why not? You can tell them you came out to work with Jamie.” Jack leaned forward and slapped the table. “That’s perfectly acceptable. You got caught by the blizzard and had to stay. That is acceptable, as well.”

      “I don’t know…” Gabby squinted. “Somehow, when you say it, it sounds like a reasonable excuse. I just don’t know if I can sound convincing.”

      Jack reached for her hand. “But it’s the truth. Why should that be so hard to tell someone?”

      Gabby sighed. “It just is. I hadn’t set up to work with Jamie yet, and so this was just a dinner.”

      “Ah, but,” Jack tilted his head and raised an index finger. “But we did set up the program for Jamie.” He looked down at Jamie, sitting next to him and seemingly engrossed with his Fruit Loops. “So you did work and you did talk to me about my son.”

      She perked up. “You’re right. I did. We did. Now that that is settled, after breakfast, if you’ll give me a shovel, I’ll start digging out my car. I knew I should have bought that SUV. Instead I went for gas mileage and bought the Fusion.”

      Jack laughed. “There isn’t an SUV built that would get you through this snow. A tank…maybe.”

      “You know, when I was younger, I was a bit reckless and had a couple of accidents. My mother wanted me to get a tank, so I wouldn’t get hurt.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “That’s right, laugh. It’s funny now, but it sure wasn’t when I was sixteen.”

      Rosie was the first to stop laughing. “No, it wouldn’t have been. Your poor mother.”

      Jamie got down and came over to Gabby and patted her on the leg.

      She looked down. “What do you need, young man?”

      He pulled her to the door to the backyard.

      “You want to go outside? Do you want to play in the snow?”

      His eyes widened, and he nodded.

      Gabby patted his hand. “Would you like to make a snowman? Or have a snowball fight? Or build a fort?”

      He nodded.

      “Which one?”

      Jamie spread his arms wide.

      “You want to do them all?”

      He grinned and nodded.

      “Well, we’ll see what we can do after everyone has breakfast and I help Rosie clean up.”

      Rosie shook a finger at Gabby. “You’ll do no such thing. This is my job. I’m the housekeeper and cook. When you have those job titles, then you can do them.”

      Gabby rolled her eyes. “Okay. I get it. I won’t encroach on your territory.”

      “Darn right you won’t,” she mumbled.

      Gabby turned her gaze toward Jack. “Do you want to help us play in the snow, Daddy?”

      Jamie looked over at his dad, then moved to him, patted his leg and nodded.

      “Sorry, buddy. I can’t play right now. I have to help Mac clear the snow away so we can get around and get Gabby home.”

      The boy hung his head.

      Gabby pushed away from the table. “You better get some winter clothes on if you want to play in the snow.”

      Jamie grinned and ran out of the room.

      She watched him go.

      “Thank you for playing with Jamie.” Jack reached over and took her hand. “It can be pretty boring for him out here when we’re working. Don’t get me wrong, he does great on his own, but given the chance to play with someone, he’ll always take it. He misses his mom especially then. She was always there to play with him and they both loved it.”

      “I imagine they did. I had my sister and we always played in the snow together. I guess I never really had to be by myself when I was growing up.

      “You were lucky.” Then he grinned. “All I had was Mac and a bunch of cowboys and the wide open Texas countryside. I guess when it came down to it I was never alone either.”

      “Well, I’ll be back. I need to get ready to go outside and build a snowman or a fort or have a snowball fight or…more than likely…all three. If you get tired of shoveling snow, come play with us.”

      “We just might do that,” said Mac. “I haven’t had a snowball fight in probably fifty years. Not since I was a boy in Illinois before my folks moved to Texas.”

      “Great. I’ll see you later then.” Gabby left the room feeling lighter than she had. What was it about Jack that made her so happy at the thought of playing with him in the snow or just being with him, doing anything or nothing?

      She was falling hard, heck she’d already fallen and nothing she did could change it. She was in love with Jack Saunders.
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      Susan ignored her lunch of Chinese takeout and hung up the phone. Then she hurried to Dean’s office and didn’t even bother knocking. “Dean. We have something. Do you remember Mac Cunningham the ramrod of Travis’ dad’s ranch?”

      Dean smiled. “Sure. He was a real good man.”

      “Well, we have a detective who found him in Montana. Twin Bluffs, Montana. What if Travis is there with Mac?”

      “How did he find Mac?”

      “Apparently, the doctor in Twin Bluffs had to contact the one here in Texas for Mac’s heart medication. Why this guy was following Mac to begin with I don’t know, but it’s the best lead we’ve had lately.”

      “Mac was from Montana, he might have just retired there.”

      “Or he might still be ramrodding, but for another McGill this time.”

      Dean’s smile made her shiver with fear.

      “Send a couple of our men. I want to know if Travis McGill has taken up residence in this Twin Bluffs, Montana. I don’t want them to do anything but confirm it. Make sure they understand.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dean smiled. “Since when do you call me sir?

      Susan lifted a brow. “Since you sounded like a general on a mission.”

      He paced in front of the window. “And so I am. When I find him, I want to be the one to take him down. I want him to know I beat him. I destroyed him.”

      She walked over to him. “I like you when you’re a take-charge kind of man.” Wrapping her hand around his neck, she brought him close and placed her lips on his. She kissed him a lover’s kiss and made sure he knew it. She tasted him, taking him deep, as she would later tonight.

      “No dinner tonight. Just dessert.”

      He smiled. “Just what I had in mind.”

      Susan walked away to do his bidding and made sure he kept his eyes on her as she left. She turned back at the door. “Until tonight.” She looked him up and down, and then smiled. Susan had him wrapped around her little finger. Now, if she could just keep him there.
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        * * *

      

      The Saturday after the blizzard was warm and beautiful. Gabby only needed her lined jean jacket, but this time she also packed her heaviest coat, not just the lighter one she kept in the car, and a change of clothes, with pajamas. As she drove to the ranch she was sure that this time she wasn’t taking a chance on being ill prepared for any eventuality.

      Jack came out of the ranch house and met her at her car. “Hi, I’m glad to see you.”

      She smiled up at him from the car seat. “I’m glad to see you, too.”

      He stood in her open car door with his hands on the roof. “Did you miss me?”

      “You were just at my place for dinner on Thursday.”

      “Ah, but that was with Jamie. As much as I love him, I do need to have time without him.”

      Gabby looked up at him. He wore a heavy flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. “Yes, you do.”

      “I’m glad you understand. Now, are you ready for our ride?”

      “I am.” She grabbed her purse from the passenger’s seat. “Don’t I look ready?”

      “You’ll need a heavy coat.”

      “In the backseat.” Gabby pointed a thumb over her shoulder.

      He grinned wide and waggled his eyebrows. “Are you sleeping in my t-shirt…with me in it?”

      She laughed. “No…I brought my own pajamas.”

      His face dropped into a pout then he lifted a brow. “Are you sure you don’t want to change your mind?”

      She sighed. “You are nothing if not persistent.”

      “You have no idea…but you will.” Suddenly he was serious. “I want you Gabby. I want us, but I need to think of Jamie first, and I won’t do anything that might jeopardize his progress. Seducing his teacher is one of those things I can’t do…right now. I’m not giving up on us, I’m just postponing. Do you understand?”

      “I understand wanting someone I can’t have. That I understand very well and it’s okay. I want to think of Jamie first, too. I love that little boy, you have to know that.”

      “I do, and—”

      “Jack! Jack!” Mac rode up and slid from his horse.

      Jack moved away from the car. “Where’s the fire? Is Jamie okay? Never mind, he’s with Rosie in the house. What’s going on?”

      “I spotted someone down on the road watching the house…with binoculars. I think that vile piece of horse sh—” Mac looked down at Gabby. “Manure, has found us.”

      “We’re prepared for this. What is he driving?” Jack walked over to Mac.

      Concerned by Mac being so upset, Gabby stood and listened. Jack isn’t telling me something…like who he is hiding from and, more than likely, who he really is. Before anything else happens, before I go forward with Jamie or especially with Jack, I need to know just who I’ve fallen in love with.

      “White SUV.” Mac took off his cowboy hat and wiped his forehead with his shirtsleeve.

      Jack started to pace. “If he’s working for who I think he is, they’ll be in a good hotel.” He turned to Gabby. “Where would you stay if you wanted someplace nice?”

      “The Majestic downtown is the best, but it’s hard to get into. You’re probably better off looking at Twin Bluffs Manor, or even the new one that just opened, The Golden Pine Bed and Breakfast. It’s fantastic and has got a great reputation already.”

      “Tell me more about this place, but first I want you to pull around behind the house. I don’t want your car to be seen from the road.”

      “Okay.” She glanced all around and then shut the car door and put the key back in the ignition, surprised that her hand shook. Then she made sure Mac and Jack were both clear and pulled around to the backdoor.

      Jack met her and opened the car door. “I’ll get your bag and coat.”

      She stood in the open door. “Jack, do you have something to tell me?”

      He looked at her, his eyebrows dark slashes over his eyes. “I have so many things I want to tell you, but I can’t right now. Let’s go for our ride and talk about it then.”

      She stepped away from the car and shut the door, locking it out of habit.

      “Let’s go in.” He held the door to the kitchen open.

      Rosie was there and took Gabby’s coat from Jack, hanging it on a peg. “You can put that bag down here for now.” She pointed at the floor beneath the coats.

      Mac came in from the living room. “Where is Jamie? I don’t want him to hear what I’m about to say.”

      Rosie pointed upstairs. “He’s in his room playing with that old Game Boy you found.”

      “Okay. If he’s found us then they know about Gabby, too—”

      “They only know she’s Jamie’s teacher. That’s all.” Jack crossed his arms over his chest.

      Mac pointed at the table. “Let’s sit.”

      Gabby sat on one side. The tension between the two men was palpable but she didn’t know why. And she needed to know why. Something was happening and it affected her and Jamie. She needed to know what if she was going to be able to protect herself and the boy if she needed to.

      Jack came and sat next to her.

      Rosie and Mac took the side across from them.

      “You don’t have to like this Jack, but even if they’ve been watching for just this last week, they know Gabby is more than just Jamie’s teacher.”

      Closing his eyes, Jack huffed out a breath. He opened them and looked at Gabby. “I’m sorry I got you into this.” He took her left hand in his right one.

      She pulled away, angry that he’d probably put her in danger and she still doesn’t know why or how. “What have you gotten me into? What don’t I know?”

      “I need to start at the beginning.”

      “Farther back than when your wife was murdered?”

      He pressed his lips together in a flat line before he spoke. “Yes. The truth is, Jack Saunders is not my real name. I’m Travis McGill.”

      Gabby waited for him to continue as the anger rose in her. She doesn’t know this man at all and Jamie? Is Jamie his real name or is that an alias, too?  “And? Am I supposed to know who that is?”

      Jack dropped his head with a smile. “Only if you keep track of the rich and famous.”

      “I don’t. So you’re rich. So what? What does that have to do with the man outside?”

      Mac chuckled.

      So did Rosie.

      “Let’s just say, I’m very rich. That’s part of the reason Laura and Jamie were kidnapped.”

      Gabby widened her eyes. “For ransom and you didn’t pay it, so they killed Laura?” Her stomach clenched and she thought she’d be sick.

      Jack shook his head and raised his hands in front of him and shook them, palms out. “No. No, that’s not what happened. Look, a man named Dean Ratliff is my biggest competitor. We used to be best friends, until Laura. She chose me and not him.” Jack clenched his jaw. “He never got over it. When I was out of the country on a very rare overseas business trip, he had them kidnapped, and you know what happened after that. She was the ransom he demanded and she refused, so he murdered her.”

      Her heart was in her throat. “Oh, my God. And Jamie witnessed that…her murder?”

      He slumped back in his chair. “Yes, I believe so, but I can’t be sure since he hasn’t spoken since.”

      He looks so defeated. I hate to see him this way. “I think there may be more to it than that, but we won’t know unless we can get Jamie to speak. What does he act like when you ask him what happened?”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t ask him anymore.”

      Gabby leaned forward and pressed a hand on his forearm. “What did he act like when you did ask him?”

      Jack thought a minute.

      Mac looked over at Gabby. “He acted afraid. Like it would happen to him.”

      “He could have been afraid for Jack, as well as himself.” She pointed at Jack. “What will happen to me if Daddy dies? That kind of thing.”

      Jack sank back in his chair. “I hadn’t thought of that, but I wouldn’t put it past Dean to threaten me or Jamie directly.”

      Gabby sat forward in her chair and turned toward Jack. “I’ve heard of children who were threatened by a parent to keep quiet or someone they loved would be hurt. In response they stopped speaking. They were keeping quiet. For them, it wasn’t a matter of protecting the abuser but protecting the loved one.”

      Jack sat up straight. “Do you really think that’s why he won’t talk?”

      Gabby got up and went to the coffee maker. Thank goodness, there’s coffee made. She got a cup and filled it with the hot brew. “I think it’s a distinct possibility. Think about it. He’d just seen his mother murdered by this man, and now he’s threatening to do the same to his father. What would you do in his place? Remember he was only five, or at that time, probably only four.”

      Jack snapped his fingers. “That’s it. I’m sure of it, but I still don’t know how that knowledge helps us.”

      “Through knowledge there is power, according to Sir Francis Bacon, and I have to agree.” She wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the warmth seep into her. “Now that we know, or at least suspect, Jamie’s problem, we can help him.”

      “How?” asked Rosie. “What kind of protocols will include a child his age?”

      Gabby shrugged. “I don’t really know. I’d like your permission to contact an old friend of mine and get his take on the matter. I wouldn’t say who you are, just that I have a student I need to help.”

      Silence reigned in the kitchen, everyone thinking about her offer.

      Jack let out a pent-up breath. “I want Jamie better more than anything. We’ll handle Ratliff if he’s found us. Go ahead with your idea.”

      What does he mean by handle? I hope he’s not planning on killing the man. I probably would if it were me, but he has to think of Jamie first. Gabby reached over and squeezed his hand. “Everything will be okay and Jamie will get better. You’ll see.”

      He squeezed back. “I hope so.” He released her hand. “Shall we go riding?”

      “What about the man watching the house?”

      “I’ll take care of him.” Mac stood, grabbed his hat from the peg, checked the load in his sidearm and went out the back door.

      Gabby was alarmed. “He’s not going to kill him is he?”

      Rosie laughed. “He carries that gun for varmints, but rarely does he use it on the two-legged kind.”

      Gabby patted her chest. “I’m not sure that’s at all reassuring.”

      Rosie laughed again and then stood. “You two go riding and enjoy yourselves. I’m about to start the stew for dinner. It needs to simmer for a couple of hours to be really good.”

      “She’s right. I won’t let Ratliff worry me or make me act like a scared rabbit.” Jack rose and held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

      Gabby took his hand and stood. “Good. I really would like to ride. It’s been more than a year, probably closer to two, since I rode but it’s like riding a bike and once you can do it, you’ll always be able to.”

      “But just in case, I do have one of our more docile mares for you. She’ll give you a fun ride, guaranteed.”

      “Sounds good to me. Let’s go.” Gabby grabbed her coat from the peg board.

      Jack did the same.

      Rosie looked at them from where she stood by the fridge. “See you two in a couple of hours, unless the weather gets you. It might snow. The weatherman says no, but I never trust them. Just pay attention.”

      “Yes, Mother.” Jack laughed.

      Rosie shook her finger. “Make fun of me all you want, just pay attention to the sky.”

      Jack walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m only teasing. You’ve known me since I was a boy and you know I love you.”

      Rosie blushed and patted his cheek. “I know you do.”

      Jack headed back to the door where Gabby stood. “Let’s go.” He grabbed her hand and they walked out the back door toward the barn.

      The big barn doors were open.

      “We like to leave the doors open when the weather is nice. Lets the smell out. It can get pretty rank in there, even though we muck the stalls twice a week.”

      As soon as they walked in, the cats and kittens surrounded them.

      Gabby squealed.

      A particularly brave little black one rubbed itself on her legs.

      She bent down, picked it up and scratched it behind the ears. “Aren’t you the cutest little thing?” Gabby looked over at Jack. “Why didn’t they come out last time we were here?”

      “I don’t honestly know. I thought at the time it was because there were three of us, but that doesn’t really make sense. I’m not sure they can count.” He laughed.

      “Well.” She petted the kitten and kissed him.

      He purred.

      “At least, I know where to come if I ever get an apartment that allows cats. I’d have to get two of the kittens though so they’d have each other to play with while I’m at school.”

      Jack just shook his head. “I’ll never understand the attraction between women and kittens. Is it really just the cuteness? Laura was the same way when we went out to dad’s ranch. She loved the kittens. She’d take Jamie and go to the barn, where they’d sit on the dirt floor and play with the kittens for hours. Jamie loved it and I guess still does. He likes to let the little ones crawl all over him. They aren’t afraid of him, at all.”

      Gabby put the kitten down, took Jack’s hand and squeezed it. “You must miss her an awful lot.”

      “I do. I probably always will, one way or another. Every time I look at Jamie, I see Laura. He has my eyes but her hair and features.” He sighed and his features softened, before he smiled again. “Are you jealous that I miss her?”

      “No. She was your wife, and she was taken from you in a horrible way. I’d be more worried if you didn’t miss her.”

      “You’re a pretty amazing woman, Gabby Cooper.” He wrapped his arms around her and brought her close. Then he bent his neck and kissed her.

      This was the kind of kiss she liked. Gentle and easy at first, then deeper when he entered her mouth and played with her, dueled her, tasted her. He pulled back slowly, giving her two quick kisses before taking his head away completely. He kept his arms around her. “We have a hayloft we could make use of.” He waggled his eyebrows and grinned.

      She laughed. “What a way to kill the mood.”

      “Oh well, I’m just teasing anyway.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Let’s saddle the horses.”

      “You’ll have to spot me. I haven’t saddled a horse in years.”

      “Okay. You can watch and relearn.”

      She saluted. “Yes, sir.”

      Jack saddled two horses.

      One, a pretty buckskin mare, and the other, a magnificent, pure black stallion.

      “Your horses are beautiful.”

      “Thanks, but I can’t take any of the credit. Mac buys all the stock. He knows it much better than I do. Do you need help mounting?”

      “No, that I still remember how to do. Thanks, though.”

      She mounted the buckskin.

      Jack led the black out of the back of the barn, through the corral and opened the gate into the pasture and closed it after him before mounting.

      “Is your pasture large enough for us to have a good ride?” She shifted in the saddle to sit more comfortably. Gabby held the reins loose, but not too loose as the rules of riding came back to her.

      “Oh, yeah. And if we get in trouble there are a couple of line shacks. We can shelter in.”

      She looked up. A few white clouds broke up the otherwise solid blue sky. “I don’t think we’ll have any problems with the weather. It looks pretty clear.”

      “I agree.” He mounted once they were through all the gates and into the grazing land. “Let’s head north. That’s the way to the first line shack, and we’ll have a better idea about the weather by then.”
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      Gabby looked around as they walked the horses for a while. She turned in her saddle toward him. “Can we ride faster? I’d like to gallop.”

      “Sounds good.” He clicked his tongue and tapped his horse in the sides. The animal began to trot. Then Jack tapped him again and the horse started galloping.

      Soon Gabby’s mare galloped, too. It was as though she didn’t want to be left behind.

      They hadn’t been riding more than an hour when dark clouds moved in and filled the sky. The weather was turning ominous and Gabby didn’t like it at all. She looked back toward the house. It was a long way back.

      Lightning flashed. A long bolt lit the sky. Almost immediately, thunder rolled across the valley Jack’s ranch was in.

      Jack’s stallion reared, but he had no problem controlling him. He waved for Gabby to follow him.

      In a short time snow began to fall. The thunder continued. This rare phenomenon called thunder snow was something Gabby had only witnessed once before.

      She followed Jack, and soon they came to one of the line shacks.

      He slid from his saddle and ran over to help her dismount. “You go on inside. Make a fire, if you can.”

      He took the horses to a lean-to behind the line shack.

      She dashed inside. Small windows on either side of the door let in light. It was enough for her to find the Coleman lantern on the table. She switched it on and the whole cabin was bathed in bright, white light. A potbellied stove stood in one corner. Next to it was a stack of firewood and a pile of kindling. Gabby called on her Girl Scout experience and built a fire in the stove. Soon, the fire roared and heat permeated the room.

      Gabby stood next to the stove rubbing her hands together, trying to get feeling back into them. How could she get so cold, so fast? She turned and warmed her backside then switched back to the front.

      The little square table stood in the center of the room and had two chairs around it. She was tempted to pull a chair next to the stove so she could warm her feet.

      Jack suddenly hurried through the door, shutting and locking it after him. “Wow. This weather isn’t fit for man nor beast. It’s already piled up a couple of inches. If it keeps up this way all night, we’ll be stuck for a couple of days.”

      “Luckily, the sun will probably be out tomorrow and start melting it. That’s the thing about Montana. If you don’t like the weather now, just wait a day and it’ll be totally different.” She moved to the right side of the stove. “Take your coat off and come over and get warm.”

      He shook his head and grabbed the metal bucket from the counter in the kitchen part of the one room cabin. “I’ll get us some water. Be right back.”

      He returned a few minutes later with a bucket full of water which he set on top of the hot stove. “We need to boil the water before we use it, but then you probably already know that.”

      “I do.” She saluted. “Proud member of Twin Bluffs troop number seventeen.”

      “I wondered how you’d do building a fire. Now, I know why you did it so well.” He shrugged out of his sheepskin coat.

      “Come by the fire and warm up.”

      “I don’t mind if I do.” He rubbed his arms as he walked to the stove where he put his hands over the top. “Ah, that feels good.”

      Gabby turned again and faced the heat. “These little potbellied stoves are great for cabins like this one.”

      Jack shivered. “That’s why we have them in both of the line shacks. This one on the north side of the grazing land and the other on the southwest side. The house is between the two of them. Hopefully in weather like this, the men will be able to reach one of the three for shelter.”

      She walked over and looked out the window. “It’s blowing so hard I can’t see the pasture at all. Just snow.”

      Jack turned his back to the stove. “Well, I can tell the weatherman didn’t see this coming.”

      “What shall we do? Do you have cards in here or games?”

      “Just a couple decks of cards. Usually there wouldn’t be more than one man in here. Kind of hard to play backgammon by yourself.”

      She chuckled. “Okay, where are they?”

      He pointed to the kitchen area. “They should be in one of the drawers. Let me call the house and let them know we’re okay.”

      “That’s a good idea. Jamie will be worried if we don’t come back.”

      “I know. He’s the main reason I’m calling. I can talk to him even if he doesn’t answer me.”

      He took his phone out of his shirt pocket and pressed a button. “It’s ringing.”

      “Hello there, Jack. Where are you?”

      “Hi Mac. We’re in the north line shack. We’re safe and dry. Let me talk to Jamie please.”

      “Sure thing. Jamie, your daddy wants to talk to you.”

      “Can you hear me, son.”

      “He can hear you,” said Mac. “You’re on speaker.”

      “Jamie, we might not be back tonight. I don’t want you to worry about me or Gabby. We’re safe and warm but the snow is coming down really hard and we might not be able to leave until tomorrow. Understand? Will you be okay with Mac and Rosie?”

      “He’s nodding yes,” said Mac.

      “Good. If we need anything I’ll call back otherwise you’ll probably see us tomorrow.”

      “No problem. Jamie will be just fine with me and Rosie.”

      “I figured he would, but I needed to let him know where I am, so he doesn’t worry.”

      “I know. Now get off the phone and save the battery.”

      “Will do. Kiss Jamie for me.”

      “That both Rosie and I will do.”

      “Okay. Signing off.” Jack pressed his phone and put it back in his pocket. “Jamie will be okay now. I haven’t been away from him at night since Laura died.”

      “That’s understandable. I’ll get those cards now.”

      The kitchen was on one entire side of the cabin. It consisted of a counter with a single sink and a small window above it. One cupboard was on each side of the sink both above and below, and a cupboard underneath the sink. A coffee pot sat on the left-hand counter. Single drawers were above the lower cupboards.

      She walked over and opened first the right-hand drawer. Finding eating and cooking utensils there, she tried the left drawer. This one had not only two decks of cards, but a box of wooden kitchen matches, two can openers, pliers both blunt and needle nosed—as well as a hammer and some loose, three-inch nails.

      She picked up the cards and the matches. “Shall we play poker?”

      He cocked an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest, putting his hands in his armpits for warmth. “Are you sure you want to? What if you lose all your matches and have a great hand, what will you bet then?”

      She dropped her chin and looked at him through her lashes, with an eyebrow raised, doing her best to look sultry. “We could start betting our clothes.”

      Jack walked over and grabbed the cards. “Why didn’t you say strip poker? I’m in.”

      Gabby laughed. “That’s only as a last resort. It’s too cold to play it in the beginning.” Suddenly, she realized they might have to spend the night and looked over at the single bed. At the foot of the bed was a steel footlocker that looked like it was Army surplus. “What’s in there?”

      “Bedding and a pillow. Just one. The footlocker is the best thing we’ve found to keep the mice out.”

      She shrugged. “That makes sense. Let’s play cards.” She moved the chairs so they were on the sides closest to the stove. Then she sat and took the cards out of one of the packs. “You get to count the matches. Let’s start with what…twenty-five each?”

      He sat and picked up the matchbox. “Let’s make it an even thirty. Each matchstick is worth a dollar. What do you say?”

      “Hey, I’m a kindergarten teacher. I don’t make that kind of money. Let’s keep it penny ante. At least if I lose my shirt I won’t lose the rent, too.”

      Jack laughed. “Okay, penny ante it is.” He looked at the box. “The whole boxful is only worth five dollars.”

      She wiped a hand across her forehead. “Whew. I can afford five dollars.”

      “Who deals first?”

      Gabby shrugged. “Cut for it.”

      Jack shuffled the cards several times and then put them in the center of the table. “Ladies first.” He waved a hand toward the cards.

      She took a small stack of cards and kept them face down.

      Jack took about half the deck with his cut.

      “Turn them over.” She flipped hers and had a five of spades.

      He revealed his and had a Jack of diamonds. “Well, you get to deal first. Once through the deck and then we’ll change dealers. Work for you?”

      “Yup. Perfect.” She shuffled the deck five times, since it was a new deck. “Dealer’s choice is five-card draw.” Then she dealt them each five cards down. She looked at her cards and had a pair of aces, a ten, a jack and a queen. She decided to keep the aces.

      Jack kept two, as well.

      He couldn’t beat her aces, she knew that, but he could always trip up, and if she didn’t, too, he’d beat her.

      She dealt him three. And herself three. She tripped. A third ace. Gabby made sure her eyes didn’t move, and she didn’t smile. “You opened. Bet, check or fold.”

      “I bet three matches.” Jack took the three from his pile.

      “Three? I raise you two.” She put five matches in the middle.

      “And I raise you five.” He pushed seven more into the center.

      “Call.” She placed another five matches on the table. Gabby turned over her aces, sure she’d won.

      Jack turned his cards one by one. Deuce – deuce – deuce – king – deuce. “Quadzilla!” He pumped his arms over his head.

      Gabby laughed. “Well played. But that’s the last hand you get to win.”

      He hunched over and laughed maniacally while rubbing his hands together. “You’ll soon be in my clutches, my pretty.” He used his best Wicked Witch of the West voice.

      She pointed. “Quit that.” Then she laughed. She tilted her head and smiled. “If I had to get lost in a snowstorm with a student’s parent, I’m glad it is you, Jack Saunders or Travis McGill. Whoever you are.”

      He reached over and covered her hands with one of his. “I’m glad to be with you, too.”

      She gazed over at the bed. “What will we do about the sleeping arrangements?”

      He followed her gaze. “Well, much to my dismay, we’ll keep our clothes on. They’re already dry.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be safe with our clothes on.”

      “We might need each other’s warmth. That will work better if we’re naked.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She squinted and smiled a smile that really was more of a grimace. “As long as the stove works, I don’t see that happening.”

      He snapped his fingers. “I knew there was a downside to keeping these shacks in good working order.”

      She shivered. The sun was going down and the cabin was becoming draftier.

      “You’re cold. Is your coat dry?”

      “I don’t think so, not yet.”

      He jutted his chin toward her coat. “Maybe you should put it on, anyway.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I was just getting warm.” She rubbed up and down her arms.

      “Okay. Why don’t we get the blankets out and you can wrap up in one. Or we can put them on the bed and get in to warm up. I promise to be a gentleman.”

      “I have no doubt you’ll be a gentleman. You’ve proven to me that you are, many times. Every time we kiss and start to get carried away, I pull back and you don’t force me to stay.”

      “I’ll never force you to do anything.”

      “I know. That’s another reason I feel safe with you, so let’s find those blankets. I think I need a nap anyway.”

      Jack opened the footlocker. Inside were three wool blankets and one firm pillow. “These should keep us warm. There’s coffee and canned food in the cupboards, as well as cooking pots and dishes. We’ll be fine until we can go home.” He walked over to her and put his arms around her waist.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “I’m glad I got caught with you, too.” He lowered his head and placed his lips on hers.

      She kissed him back, and the kiss was suddenly carnal, with him making love to her with his mouth. Gabby pulled back and rested her head on his chest. “I’m glad to be caught with you, too.” She looked up at Jack. “Where are we, Jack? Are we having a relationship? Or just kissing acquaintances?”

      “I am definitely not just an acquaintance or just another student’s parent. But I can’t get involved until this situation with Ratliff is settled. I’m surprised the FBI even listened to the word of a four-year-old.” He paced to a window by the door.

      Gabby heard his swift intake of breath and knew he was struggling with his emotions. She walked up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’ll help you and Jamie in any way I can.”

      He covered her arms with his. “All I need is for you to help Jamie. I’m fine.”

      She kissed his back. “I don’t think you’re fine. Turn around.”

      Jack turned.

      Gabby kept her arms around him. He’s so vulnerable right now. I need to comfort him. I hate seeing him like this. “Why don’t you lay with me for a while?”

      He stiffened. “I don’t need your pity.”

      “This isn’t pity.” She stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his for just a moment. “It’s comfort.”

      He relaxed and smiled. “I like this kind of comfort.”

      She stepped out of his arms and went to the bed and made it before she turned down the blankets. Then she took off her boots and laid down and opened her arms to him.

      Jack didn’t wait. He sat, took off his boots. “I need to set an alarm to check the horses. We can’t forget them.” After he was done, he lay next to her and stretched his arm behind her.

      Gabby scooted to his side and curled into him. “Isn’t this nice?”

      “Yes…and dangerous. It’s even harder for me to resist you.”

      “Or I you…but, we will.” She kissed his chest. His scent and the hardness of his muscles just made it that much more difficult to resist him, but she would. She had to. “For now, this is good enough.”

      “As you wish.” He squeezed her closer. “I must admit, this is comforting.”

      “Good. Let’s just lie here, maybe nap, and then I’ll fix us something to eat.”

      “That sounds nice. By that time I’ll be hungry enough to eat a horse. Oh, wait. We happen to have two such beasts outside. I’ll need to go check on them in a little while, so close your eyes and sleep.”

      “Only if you do the same.”

      “I will, though I doubt I’ll sleep.”

      “Try. You might be surprised.”

      “Okay.”

      The next thing Gabby knew, darkness had fallen outside.

      “I wondered when you would wake.”

      His voice rumbled through her. She started to reach for her phone but decided to stay curled up and warm. “What time is it?”

      The alarm on his phone sounded. He shut it off.

      “Five o’clock. You slept for around two hours. You must have been tired.”

      “Boy, I guess so.”

      “I need to move my arm…it’s numb.”

      She rolled away and sat up. “Oh, my gosh. Did you hold me the entire time? No wonder your arm is numb. It won’t feel good as the blood rushes in.”

      He stood and lifted his arm straight up. “Don’t I know it.” He grimaced and worked his fingers fisting and unfisting them into his palm. “I hate this.”

      “I’m sorry. You should have wakened me.” She stood. “I would have moved.”

      He slowly shook his head. “You were sleeping so peacefully. I didn’t want to do anything but watch you. You’re beautiful when you’re asleep.”

      She laughed. “As opposed to when I’m awake?”

      He narrowed his eyes and lowered his arm. “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” He pulled her close enough he could kiss her. Then he lowered his head.

      She closed her eyes.

      He kissed her…cheek.

      Her eyes popped open. “Is that it? A kiss on the cheek? I must say I was expecting more.”

      Jack chuckled. “If I gave you more, with the state I’m in, I’d want much more from you. Let’s just leave it at the cheek.”

      She looked down, looked back up and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a femme fatale.”

      He lifted both brows and tilted his head. “Femme fatales are usually working for the other side and I know you’re not. You love Jamie too much to be working with Ratliff.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How could you even for a moment think I might do anything to hurt Jamie?” I shouldn’t think that. I know he knows I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Jamie. Doesn’t he?

      “I don’t. That’s what I said. You love him too much to do anything like that.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sorry. I guess I’m just touchy where Jamie is concerned. But you’re right, I do. He’s such a special little boy. He never complains, he never pouts. He doesn’t fight with the other children. Some people would say it’s because he doesn’t talk, but he could still do all those things without speaking, and he doesn’t.”

      “I wonder if that will change when he speaks again? I have no doubt that he will talk. It’s just a matter of time.”

      “It is.” She walked over to the window. “It’s too dark to see if it’s still snowing.”

      He grabbed his coat from the back of a chair. “I’ll check the horses now. They’ll need water. Maybe you can rustle us up something to eat.”

      “I’ll see what you have.”

      “Be right back.” Jack walked out the door.

      What else would change when Jamie spoke again?
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      Gabby went to the kitchen side of the cabin and began opening cupboards. One was filled with cans and boxes. She found two cans of chili and a box of saltine crackers. She selected one of the can openers and opened both cans, dumped them in a pot and put it on the stove to heat.

      Then she set the table with bowls, spoons, a plate for the crackers and a ladle for the chili.

      Jack came back in, shook the snow off his coat and laid it on the back of a chair close to the stove. “It’s still snowing like crazy. I don’t know if it will stop or not tonight.” He sniffed the air. “Something smells good.”

      “I’m glad. I hope you like canned chili. It won’t be as good as what I made but the only thing we’re missing is sour cream and cheese.”

      “No electricity or I’d have a fridge here with staples in it.”

      “I’ll make coffee if we still have enough water. I forgot to take it off the stove before we went to sleep.”

      “We’ve got plenty left in the water jug. I need to check the horses.”

      She filled the coffee pot and put the grounds in.

      A few minutes later he was back, covered in snow. He shook the snow off before lowering his hood and taking his coat off. “At this rate, this coat will never dry.”

      “Well, hopefully you won’t have to go out again anytime soon.”

      “Let’s hope. I think the snow is beginning to lessen, but even if it quits, we can’t ride home in the dark.” Jack sat at the table.

      She got a potholder, removed the chili from the stove and put it on the table. “Voila. Food fit for a king.”

      “Only if the king likes chili and crackers…which I do.”

      “I suppose I could have waited and asked you what you wanted. But I figured if you don’t want chili you can fix whatever you’d like yourself.”

      He grinned. “You’re a feisty one after a nap, aren’t you?”

      “You should see me when I get up after a full night’s sleep.”

      Jack sobered. “I’d like to do that. When this is over, I fully expect to take complete advantage of you.”

      She sat and smiled. “I’d like that, more than you can imagine.”

      “Oh, I have a good imagination.”

      Her face heated to pinpoints in her cheeks. “Let’s eat while it’s still hot.” She suddenly jumped up. “I forgot the coffee.” She placed the pot on the stove and took her seat again.

      Jack dished up her bowl first and then his. “The perfect amount for the two of us.”

      “Two cans will do it.” She opened a sleeve of crackers and put them on the plate so no crumbs fell on the table. Gabby took a bite of the chili, chewed and swallowed. “Well, it’s not as good as mine, but for canned, it’s not half bad.” It’s so different here just the two of us in this cozy cabin rather than five people in a large kitchen, with conversations going on. Or even in my apartment on Halloween. Yes, Jamie was there but even so, just the setting was not as intimate as this.

      Jack swallowed. “You’re chili is definitely better and these crackers don’t hold a candle to your homemade cornbread.”

      After the coffee was done, she put the bucket on the stove to heat so she could do the dishes.

      Jack finished all the chili in the pot so he didn’t have to go outside to throw the leftovers away.

      After the dishes were done it was about eight o’clock. Gabby looked out a window by the door. “Look Jack, it’s stopping. It’s barely snowing now.”

      He walked up behind her and looked over her shoulder. “So it is. I should probably check the horses again, just to make sure they’re okay for the night. I shall return.” He donned his coat and grabbed the bucket.

      While he was gone she remade the bed and divided the matches to play poker again or even gin rummy. Anything to keep her mind off of jumping Jack’s bones. Even though he was talking about relationships, she was afraid, especially knowing who he really was, that she would be just a blip on his radar. That would kill her. She’d fallen in love with Jack. Gabby never meant, too. She just wanted to help Jamie and it developed into something more. And being able to lean on someone again would be nice. It had been seven long years since she felt like this. Even though she’d agreed to marry those other men, she hadn’t felt anything for them like she felt for Jack.

      She stood at the kitchen window with her arms wrapped around her waist. All she really wanted to do was cry right now, for the things that might have been and she knew could never be. She was so far out of his league. He was super rich and she was a kindergarten teacher. Even when the problem with Ratliff was over and he went back to his real life, she could never be what he needed. Someone to host dinner parties and garden get-togethers for his compatriots and customers, who were probably as rich as he was. Someone who could give him children.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Gabby jumped as his deep baritone voice rolled over her. She hadn’t heard him come in. Now was the time for honesty. Or was it time to stay quiet. She opted for quiet. She still had to get through this night.

      “Oh, nothing much. The snow and getting back home.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      She didn’t think he sounded convinced but was simply accepting her explanation…for now.

      “I see you got the cards and matches ready for a rematch. Shall we?” He held her chair out.

      She put on her brightest smile. “We shall. Do you want some fresh coffee? We do have a whole pot.” I need to stop blurting out stuff.

      “And there’s plenty of water. We have those two, five gallon water jugs in the kitchen.”

      “Right. I’m sure we’ll get sick of coffee before the night’s out.”

      He looked her up and down. “Speak for yourself, woman. I live on coffee.”

      “And I live on water. We’re not very compatible, are we?”

      He walked over to her and put his arms around her.

      She didn’t resist but instead wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “We’re compatible in all the ways that count. What’s happened, Gabby? You seem a bit morose since I came back from seeing to the horses.”

      “Nothing. Just thinking about missing school. I miss my students. I miss Jamie.” I hate fibbing, though I do miss Jamie.

      “He’s in good hands. Mac and Rosie would put down their lives for my son.”

      “As would I.”

      “I know. I think that’s one of the reasons why I care for you so much.”

      “Do you really care for me, Jack?” She scanned his face for clues to his feelings.

      He met her gaze. “You know I do.”

      “What happens when all this is over? You’re not a rancher and you probably have your billionaire lifestyle to return to? I won’t fit in that world. I’m a small town girl. A kindergarten teacher and I love what I do.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Just what kind of life do you think I lead?”

      “You’re a billionaire. You probably jet all over the world. Meeting with other billionaires and having dinner parties for your clients and—”

      His brows slashed over his narrowed eyes. “That’s what you think I do? Where on earth would you get that idea? From some soap opera?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Well…” Gabby suddenly felt guilty for thinking Jack was like those people. Had he given her any indication that he was? No, he’d been very down to Earth. She could have grown up in Twin Bluffs with him, he seemed to like the life so much.

      “I thought so.” He released her and paced away. On the other side of the table he turned and leaned down on the table with both arms straight. “I don’t do any of those things. I don’t own a jet. My clients are mostly in Texas and New Mexico. I admit I do have some in Saudi Arabia, but I have a man there that I trust implicitly who handles all the negotiations and transactions. I just sign my name.” He paused for a breath and stood straight. “I grew up on a ranch outside a small town in Texas that you’ve never heard of. Last I remember the population was around fifty poor souls who had the misfortune to live there and the adults are employed at my father’s ranch in one form or another.”

      “I’m sorry, Jack. I had no idea.”

      He frowned, his eyes narrowing and anger radiating from him. “No, you didn’t, but you based what you thought of me on some stupid idea you got from television or a gossip rag. You didn’t even give me the benefit of the doubt.”

      She went over and tried to put her arms around him. But he walked away. Her eyes filled with tears. “I really am sorry. I’ve made a terrible mistake. Please forgive me.” She crossed to a window by the door, not wanting him to see her cry.

      He finally came back and put his arms around her. “Gabby, look at me.”

      She shook her head.

      Jack turned her in his arms and then lifted her chin with a single knuckle. “I do care about you. I don’t want you to change, not for me or anyone, including Jamie. You’re the best thing that’s happened to him in more than a year.”

      “Thank you for saying that.” Relief coursed through her that he didn’t appear to be mad.

      “I only say it because it’s true. I don’t lie.”

      She tilted her head and lifted a brow. “Say that again…Travis?”

      He blushed. “That is an extenuating circumstance. I won’t apologize for protecting my son. But now that you know, I will never lie again. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      Jack leaned down, cupped her face with his hands and kissed her.

      The kiss was gentle and promised so much, maybe even a life together…if she could just let go of her fear. She loved him. He cared for her. Was that the same as loving her? Did he still love her? Could he love anyone else?

      And there was still the problem of her inability to have children. Did she have the right to make her childless life sentence his as well?

      She tried to clear her mind, but she had so many questions and was afraid to ask. Her mother always told her don’t ask the question if you don’t want the answer. Did she want the answer?

      Jack pulled back. “What are you thinking, Gabby? I can feel you pulling away from me.”

      She stepped out of his arms. “I’m afraid, Jack. I’ve been burned one too many times.”

      “Honey, you’re only twenty-eight. You’re still young.”

      “So are you.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “You’ve only been widowed for a little over a year. I can understand that you miss Laura…how much Jamie does. I don’t want to take her place, especially for him. He needs to remember the good times with his mother.”

      He stood by the window and nodded. “And Laura was a good mother. She could have hired a nanny, I wouldn’t have said no, but she wanted to really be his mother. She did everything with him. She was there for his first word, first time he crawled, his first step. All of Jamie’s firsts were witnessed by Laura.”

      “That’s all Jamie. What about you? Was Laura a good wife?”

      “She tried to be. We were in love. And yes, I miss her. I’ll probably always miss her, in some part of me. But,” he started toward her. “I don’t want Laura to come between us.”

      If he’ll never love me, what am I doing here? She threw up her hands. “There’s not an us. We’re friends. That’s all. Kissing buddies.”

      “Is that really all you think we are?”

      “I don’t know. For weeks we’ve been dancing around each other. You’re afraid to commit and I understand that. I’m afraid to have another failed relationship, I hope you understand that.”

      He put his arms around her. “Baby, neither one of us can win if we don’t try.”

      “But we can’t lose either.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. If we don’t try, we’ve already lost. We’ve lost every good thing that could happen if we’re together.”

      Gabby wanted to try, but there was another reason she was afraid. The real reason her fiancés had cheated on her was they found out she couldn’t have children. Would Jack feel the same way? Did she have a right to even attempt a relationship with him, knowing this fact?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dean Ratliff arrived in Twin Bluffs by private plane. Not his, but he wasn’t about to fly commercial, no airline flying into Twin Bluffs had a plane with first class and he refused to fly coach.

      His private investigator met him at the airport. If you could call it an airport. First there was no gangway. Stairs were rolled out to the plane and you descended those to the tarmac.

      The airport itself was a single, rectangular building about the size of a 1000 square foot house. The only thing missing was a garage or it could have been the house he grew up in.

      The PI, Andrew Small, was anything but small. Andrew stood six feet and was a good three-hundred pounds. He looked like a linebacker. His dark brown hair was slicked back with pomade or was just dirty, Dean didn’t know or care. He wore jeans and a dress shirt with a down coat.

      Dean thought the down coat a good idea and would get one while he was here.

      As they walked into the building Andrew kept talking.

      Shouting was more like it. Dean could barely hear him over the sounds of a plane landing and one taking off. You’d think if they have this much air traffic, they could at least build a decent airport.

      “Mr. Ratliff. I’ve made the arrangements that Susan stated. You’re booked at the Twin Bluffs Hotel under the name Dean Wells. You’re here on business, looking to expand your restaurant franchise.”

      Dean removed his gloves, steepled his hands and then blew on them. “Perfect. I don’t want Travis to know I’m here. But the first thing I want you to do is buy me a down parka like you have. It’s downright cold up here.” He rubbed his arms over his cashmere coat.

      “Yes, sir. I know right where to go. They’re two-hundred and fifty dollars. What size do you wear?”

      “Large. And make sure it’s not orange. I want a black one like you have or at least a dark color.”

      “Yes, sir. As soon as I drop you at your hotel, I’ll get you the coat. You’ll need it for the surveillance. Mr. McGill is on a ranch about thirty minutes from town.”

      Dean turned toward the PI as he walked toward the baggage claim. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      “Yes, sir. He’s been getting cozy with his son’s kindergarten teacher.” He took a small notebook from his pocket and flipped through it. “Her name is Gabby Cooper. She’s quite the looker, too. Wavy red hair, dark blue eyes and stacked.”

      “How do you know what color her eyes are?”

      The detective grinned. “She doesn’t know me. I accidently ran into her at the grocery store.”

      “Very good. What else do you know about this woman? How close is she to Travis?” I might be able to use her to get to Travis. Yes, this could be a very good thing.

      “Close. He goes to her apartment once a week with his son. I overheard some of the other teachers say that she’s working on getting him to talk. Apparently the kid doesn’t speak.”

      Ratliff’s mouth turned up at the corners. He remembers my threat. Good. Very good. “I want to know more about this woman. Everything you can find out.”

      “That’ll be extra. She’s not the target of my investigation.”

      He slammed a fist into his other palm. “Fine. I don’t care what the cost is. Just get me the information.”
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      The day broke sunny and clear. The sunshine on the solid white of the pasture made the snow sparkle like millions of tiny diamonds.

      “Jack, come look. Isn’t it beautiful?” She stood at the window to the right of the door.

      “She certainly is.”

      Gabby turned her gaze to him. “I meant the pasture, but thank you for the compliment.”

      “You’re welcome.” He looked out the window. “You’re right. It is beautiful.”

      “We should clean up and get ready to go.”

      “You did most of that last night. We didn’t dirty any dishes this morning. Why don’t I get the horses ready and you can finish up in here?”

      “Okay.”

      He put on his coat and walked outside.

      Gabby emptied the coffee pot and rinsed it out then she folded the blankets and returned them and the pillow to the footlocker. She put on her coat, looked around again, and then walked outside.

      The foot deep snow made walking hard. She stayed in Jack’s tracks as much as possible, but still had to trudge her way through because his stride was longer than hers.

      When she reached the lean-to Jack was just finishing saddling the horses. “Are you ready to go? It’ll take us at least an hour to get home in this snow.”

      “So will the poor horses.”

      “They’ll need extra grain for all we’ve put them through. And I’ll make sure they get it.”

      They mounted and trudged home through snow. When they reached the barn, Gabby was afraid her toes were frozen. “I’m so cold.”

      “You go on inside. I’ll take care of the horses.” Jack let his horse into his stall and removed the saddle from his stallion.

      “No, I can, at least, brush down this beautiful girl. She did a great job.” Gabby led her horse into her stall.

      Jack went over and unsaddled the horse.

      She picked up a brush from the metal can nailed to the outside of the stall and started brushing her horse. When she was done, she replaced the brush. “Where is your grain? I’d like to give her a trough full.”

      Jack laughed. “She’d probably love it but that wouldn’t be good for her. The grain is two stalls over, in the same one as the hay. They both need a flake of hay as well as the grain. One-and-a-half coffee cans full of grain is enough. That’s half a can more than they usually get. I don’t want to give them too much.”

      “Okay, I can do that.”

      “Good. I’ll water them.”

      Once the horses were cared for, Gabby and Jack walked up to the house. A path had been cleared for which she was grateful.

      They entered into the kitchen. It smelled wonderful of bacon and biscuits and fresh coffee. Mac, Rosie and Jamie sat at the table.

      Jamie still had his bowl of cereal in front of him.

      Rosie and Mac each had a mug of coffee.

      Jamie ran to his father.

      Jack caught his son and lifted him up.

      The boy wrapped his arms around his father.

      Jack kissed him on the forehead. “Did you sleep in your own bed?”

      The child nodded vigorously.

      “Good for you. Now, get down and let me take off my coat and get a cup of coffee.”

      Jack lowered him to the floor and then removed his coat and hung it up.

      Gabby had already hung hers and was at the table, taking off her boots. “Oh, it feels so good to have those off. Cowboy boots are not made for cold weather. Or at least not for a foot of snow.”

      “You just need some good socks inside them, girl.” Mac admonished. “Look at those thin things you’re wearing. You need good wool socks over those cotton ones.”

      She laughed. “I can tell you this, I’ll be wearing two pairs of socks the next time I buy boots…of any kind.”

      Rosie stood from the table. “I’ve got breakfast ready. We already had oatmeal, but I’ve got eggs, bacon and fresh biscuits fixed to go.”

      Gabby’s stomach rumbled. “Sounds great. I’m starving.”

      Jack looked up from removing his boots. “So am I.”

      The housekeeper placed two hot cups of coffee on the table. “You two sit and drink this. You’ll warm up in no time.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Gabby sat on Jack’s left and picked up a cup. She blew on it and then took a sip. “This is wonderful. I swear, you make the best coffee, Rosie.”

      “Just a matter of using good, fresh ground.”

      Gabby remembered the chocolate almond mocha coffee Jack fixed her and agreed. “Yeah, that makes all the difference.”

      About fifteen minutes later, Rosie laid out platters of food onto the center of the table. “You kids dish up.” She sat catty-corner from Gabby on Mac’s left.

      Mac and Jack sat at the ends of the table.

      Jamie was across from her. He looked up at his dad and smiled and then looked at her and did the same.

      Too hungry to be shy, Gabby dished some of everything onto her plate. She didn’t wait for anyone else but dug into her food.

      Jack grinned. “I do like a woman who knows how to eat. None of this I eat like a bird stuff for you.”

      Gabby swallowed, the bite of buttered biscuit with sweet honey on it. “I’m too hungry to be polite.”

      “Good.” Rosie stood, got the coffee pot and filled everyone’s cup before returning the pot to the coffee maker. She prepared another pot before going back to the table.

      After her initial hunger abated, Gabby slowed her eating. “Rosie, this is so good. Thank you. I’m sorry I’m such a poor guest, eating like a starving prisoner with no manners.”

      Rosie waved away her apology. “Nothing to be sorry for. You were hungry and nothing makes a cook feel better than to see people enjoy the food she’s prepared.”

      “Well, I definitely do that. You’re the best at every meal. Everything I’ve had here has been wonderful.”

      The cook blushed. “Thank you. I appreciate hearing that.”

      Gabby looked at Jack. “Is there any way you can get me home? I know my car won’t make it in this snow.”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know if our 4x4’s will make it, either. Depends on whether they’ve cleared the main roads.”

      Mac shook his head. “The plow hasn’t been through here yet.”

      Jack placed a hand on Gabby’s where it rested on the table. “Looks like you might be stuck with us for a bit longer.”

      Jamie slipped from his booster, ran to her and hugged her.

      She hugged him back. “Oh, well. Nothing like being stuck with friends.” Friends. They are my friends, but I don’t want to be just friends with Jack and I don’t know how I’ll handle being with him for another day. At least we aren’t alone. He’s just too hard to resist but he’s willing to offer more if I just wait. But I’m afraid I can’t give him what he needs.

      Gabby stacked the plates and took them to the counter.

      Rosie shooed her away. “I keep telling you, this is my job and I like my job. You sit and relax. You can’t have had an easy time of it in that line shack. I know they just provide the minimum amount of comfort.”

      Gabby hugged her. “You are a treasure, Rosie.”

      The older woman blushed. “You are good for my ego. Some people around here forget that we all need to hear encouraging things now and again.”

      Jack colored.

      So did Mac.

      “You know we love you, Rosie,” said Jack.

      “Come on, Rosie girl. You know we appreciate all you do,” said Mac.

      Gabby smiled, seeing the two men trying to make up to the housekeeper.

      “You can just tell me on occasion is all I’m saying.” Then she shooed them all out of the kitchen. “I need to start preparing for lunch. The cowboys will be eating with us so we’ll be in the dining room. Cookie hurt his hand and can’t prepare their meals right now.”

      “We should have them eat here all the time,” said Jack. “I know we didn’t because of Ratliff and not letting them get close to me or Jamie but I think it’s time for them to get to know who pays the bills a little better.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise, son?” Mac sat in his chair with one arm over the back so he leaned to the side.

      “I think so. I want to get to know the men and them to get to know me. I want them to be on my side should it become necessary to pick sides.”

      “As you wish.” Mac straightened and stood. “I’ll let Cookie know so he’ll tell the men and we should see most of them at lunch.”

      Gabby put her thumbs in her pockets and rocked back on her heels. “I didn’t know you had cowboys working for you, yet. I never see them.”

      “They spend a lot of time on the range, herding the cattle, repairing fences. I do that too, but there is a lot more fence than Mac and I can take care of by ourselves.” He looked down at Jamie and then back to Gabby. “Now, what do you two want to do? Should we play a game?”

      Jamie nodded and then pulled on Gabby’s hand.

      Gabby let Jamie tug her along. “Looks like we’re playing a game.”

      The child took her to his room. He led her to his closet, where she saw a shelf full of board games. He removed Candyland from the stack and then sat on the floor and opened the box. Jamie began setting up the game.

      Gabby looked behind her at Jack.

      He stood leaning against the doorjamb, his arms crossed over this chest and a smile on his face. He was looking at her.

      No man should look like that, it was absolutely sinful and made her question her resolve not to have sex until she understood exactly where he stood on their relationship. Or lack of one. Until she could be honest about herself.

      She shrugged and sat cross-legged on the floor across from Jamie. Without looking back, she lifted her arm and with one finger, pointed at the board between her and Jamie. “Sit, Daddy. Your son wants to play Candyland.”

      “He wants to play with you not me.”

      Jamie stood and before Jack could say anything more, he led him to the board and motioned him to sit.

      His father chuckled. “I guess I’m playing Candyland.”

      Gabby grinned. “I guess you are.”

      About twenty minutes later Jamie located King Candy and won the game.

      Jack hung his head and pretended to cry, twisting his fists in his eyes and making loud crying sounds. “Wahhhhh.”

      Gabby had laughed at Jack’s antics.

      Jamie laughed at his father, even leaning back and rolling on the floor.

      She was thrilled to see…and hear…him laugh. Gabby had been afraid Jamie hadn’t spoken in so long his vocal cords would be hurt if he tried, but apparently, laughing didn’t count. Come to think of it, she’d heard him laugh before…here at home. Never at school. He didn’t make a sound at school. But he felt safe here at home.

      How could she get him to feel safe at school? How could she get him to talk to her?
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        * * *

      

      After the snowplow came through the following morning, Gabby drove home with nothing settled between her and Jack. He couldn’t commit to her with his life in such turmoil, and she needed more than…I care greatly for you…before she’d sleep with him. She felt so much more than that and needed to have those feelings be mutual. Did he love her? Could he love her? She’d wait to find out. What other option did she have? Forget her morals and give in to her baser instincts? She could, but would she be any better than an animal if she did?

      And would it be fair to let him fall in love with her, knowing she couldn’t marry him? Could she marry him anyway, knowing she was barren and Jamie would never have siblings?

      Too many questions and too few answers.
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        * * *

      

      Dean Ratliff watched the pretty redhead go into her apartment from the passenger seat of an SUV. He didn’t lower his binoculars until she shut the door.

      Then he looked at his PI, Andrew Small. “Are you sure she’s the one? I can’t make a mistake. From what you’ve said, she and the boy always eat lunch together. Take them then. No bloodshed, though you can threaten that if you need to, in order to keep any heroes at bay.”

      Small nodded and crossed his arms over his massive chest. “Sure thing, boss. I’ll do it tomorrow. Where do you want me to take them?”

      “To that little motel you’re staying in. Make sure no one sees you.”

      The private detective narrowed his eyes. “No chance of that. I’m a professional. There’s a back door to every room. I checked lots of places before I found this one. It’s older and I think it was for rent as a sort of apartment at one time. Anyway, I’ll take them in that way. No one is ever out there, I’ve checked.”

      Dean put the field glasses back up to his eyes.

      She was leaving again and seemed in a hurry.

      He checked his watch. Of course. She’s late for school. “Small, she’s headed to school. Take them today, if you can. Don’t make a fuss unless absolutely necessary, and even then, shoot the ceiling. No murders…especially of children.” He regretted what he’d done to Laura, and in front of Jamie. That might be the only thing he’d ever regretted.

      “Call me when you have them secured.”

      “Sure, boss. Will do.”

      Dean got back in his SUV and returned to his hotel to wait. If Small didn’t get them today, he would tomorrow, unless he got caught. Hopefully the man really is skilled and can get the job done.

      He huffed out a long breath. The waiting is intolerable. He went to the minibar, pulled out two Wild Turkey bourbon bottles and poured them in a glass. Out of habit he swirled the glass and then downed the whiskey in a few gulps. It burned his throat all the way down. Hopefully it would help calm him, but he couldn’t drink any more. Being drunk when he met Travis’ new girlfriend wouldn’t be good.

      He couldn’t wait to see who had captured Travis’ interest.
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      Gabby hurried into the school, down the hall to her room and put her lunch in her desk drawer.

      Several of her former students greeted her.

      “Hi, Miss Cooper,” said Jerry Rehr.

      “Hi, Jerry.” She ran by him and on toward the school’s front doors.

      “Hello, Miss Cooper,” said another student.

      “Hello, Cassie.”

      She ran through the doors, just as the school bus and the first parents dropped off their children. She had to make sure she was out there when Jamie arrived. He would be lost if she wasn’t. The boy always came directly to her and stayed until she went inside.

      He wouldn’t go in by himself like the other children.

      She didn’t mind. As she watched him get out of his father’s truck, she smiled.

      Jamie ran to her and wrapped his arms around her leg.

      She reached down and ruffled his hair. “Good morning, Jamie. Did you sleep well?”

      He nodded and let go, standing quietly beside her as she greeted the remaining children.

      All the teachers were outside to greet the kids as they got to the school. Most of the children walked or ran to their own teacher.

      Gabby had a few of the kids she’d had who were now first graders who came over to her.

      She greeted them with a smile and a high five before they entered the school.

      When the last of the buses and the parents’ cars had left, she went inside to start her class. Today, they would continue with their writing.

      Jamie was already proficient for someone his age.

      Jack worked with him nearly every day in the hopes that his son would eventually write down what had happened, since he couldn’t or wouldn’t say it. So far Jack hadn’t been successful.

      Gabby wondered if it was because, when he wrote it out he would actually be reliving the incident even more than if he were to say it.

      She’d picked up a book on sign language and tried teaching him to sign so he could talk to his daddy but he just crossed his arms and sat back in his chair, refusing to even look at her.

      Whenever Jack asked him to write what happened, Jamie put down his pencil and walked away, or he started drawing instead.

      The children were doing very well when the lunch bell rang.

      Jamie grabbed his lunch pail from under his coat against the wall and ran up to her desk. He waited with a big smile on his face.

      “I’m almost ready.” She looked at the last paper and marked an ‘A’ on the top right corner. Then she took her lunch from the desk drawer. “Okay, let’s find a place in the sunshine outside and get some fresh air. Would you like that?”

      He nodded and went to the wall with the hooks for coats. He pulled down his coat and put it on then ran back to her desk.

      She retrieved her coat from the coat tree by the entrance door.

      Jamie led the way out the back door and onto the playground.

      Lots of children were outside. Some ate lunch and some played on the mounds of snow from when the playground was plowed.

      Several teachers were watching the kids play.

      She noticed a few of the kids playing King of the Hill and remembered playing the same game when she was a kid.

      Jamie walked to a table at the side of the playground and sat.

      Gabby sat across from him and opened her bag. She took out her PB&J sandwich and an apple.

      For his lunch Jamie also had a PB&J but he had a banana for his fruit and a box of juice.

      She picked up her sandwich to take a bite.

      Suddenly, a man appeared at her side.

      She immediately realized the man didn’t belong here and looked for help from her fellow teachers.

      “Miss Cooper, you and the boy come with me…quietly. Pick up your lunch containers and put your food back in them. I don’t want anything left. If you scream or cause any fuss, I’ll shoot the boy. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. I understand. Jamie, do as the man says.” She looked around to signal a teacher what was happening but they were all engaged with a student and not looking her way.

      She felt terrible for Jamie. He was having to relive what happened when he and his mother were kidnapped. She had no way of knowing what kind of damage this would do to him.

      I’m not thrilled at being kidnapped but at least they aren’t taking Jamie alone. I can try to help him through this and get us both home.

      The boy looked at the man with narrowed eyes. A snarl formed on his lips, but nothing came out.

      Gabby and Jamie stood and walked in front of the man through the gate and into the parking lot. They got into the back seat of a small white SUV. She made sure Jamie’s seatbelt was fastened and snug but didn’t cross at his neck.

      She also took the time to check to see if any of the teachers looked her way. Unfortunately, they weren’t. She looked directly into the cameras so they would get a good look at the SUV. Anything she could do to stall now and help law enforcement later.

      “Get in, lady. Stop wasting time.”

      She climbed in next to Jamie and buckled up.

      When the car began to move Gabby felt it was time to speak.

      “Are you taking us to Dean Ratliff?”

      The man looked at her in the rearview mirror. “You seem to know an awful lot.”

      “I know a little and I won’t talk to you or him about what I know or don’t. I’m assuming you’re taking us to him.” She scanned street names as they drove in case she and Jamie were able to escape.

      “You’ll see. Now, shut up.” He looked back at the road and ignored her, turning up the radio so it was too loud for him to hear her.

      She watched him leave Twin Bluffs and head south on Gallatin Road. Was he taking them to Wyoming? Surely not. But she couldn’t think of anywhere else he could be taking them.

      The man drove to a flea-bitten motel in the middle of nowhere about twenty minutes south of Twin Bluffs.

      The parking lot was empty, but he drove around to the back door of a room anyway. No one was about out back, either.

      “Get out, and don’t even think about running. You saw nothing’s around for miles and the manager here won’t help. She doesn’t want to get involved.”

      He unlocked the door to the room and ushered them inside.

      She and Jamie sat on the foot of the queen-size bed covered in a red-and-orange striped bedspread. Two nightstands, a bureau with a relatively new TV and a round table under the window with two chairs completed the furniture in the room. A light hung over the table. The carpet was red shag and bare in several spots. This motel probably hadn’t been updated since it was built sometime in the 1970s. The room had two exits, the back one they came in and a front door as well.

      The man made a call on his cell. “I’ve got them. Room six at the Gallatin Road Motel.” He listened to the person on the other end. “Sure they’ll be here. Nowhere for them to go if they left.” He looked directly at Gabby. “She won’t do anything that might endanger the boy.”

      He was right.

      She wouldn’t do anything that would endanger Jamie. If she was alone the only one in danger of being injured, she might attack him. But with Jamie, no, she wouldn’t even try to get away and take his car. Nothing that would perhaps let the man injure Jamie.

      “Now, we wait,” said the man.

      She sat, back straight, with her arm around Jamie. “Who are we waiting for? Let me guess…Dean Ratliff.”

      At the man’s name, Jamie shivered and leaned closer to Gabby.

      She rubbed her arm up and down his arm and pulled him a little tighter to her side.

      “How’d he get in town with the FBI all over the place? How can you be sure someone at school didn’t see you take us? You’ll be arrested for kidnapping. Are you sure you want to go to prison for the likes of Dean Ratliff?”

      “Shut up, lady before I gag you.” He sat at the table but left the light off so the room was gloomy with the only light coming from the window where the curtains didn’t meet. He’d sit for a bit and then pace for a bit.

      Gabby clamped her mouth closed. She couldn’t be gagged. She had to be able to speak to calm Jamie. This was all too similar to what happened to him and his mother almost two years ago now. She couldn’t let it happen to him again.

      Jamie leaned against her, his little body shivering.

      She placed her arm around him and squeezed him tighter.

      The man paced and then sat in the chair, then paced again, looked out the window and then paced some more. Finally, he stopped and went to the door, opening it just as a knock sounded.

      A blonde man wearing a black down parka entered.

      Dean Ratliff. She knew from seeing his picture on the computer when she Googled him.

      As soon as Jamie saw him, he burrowed into Gabby’s side.

      She snugged him closer. Her stomach turned at just the thought of what this man had done.

      Jamie’s reaction confirmed who the man was.

      “So you’re the woman who is taking Laura’s place. Nice replacement I’d say.” He squatted in front of Jamie. “Hello, Jamie. Have you been keeping our secret?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Good, that’s good.” Ratliff reached over and ruffled the child’s hair.

      Gabby narrowed her gaze at Ratliff as she felt her young charge shake. This man scared him…badly. “Leave him alone. I don’t know who you are, but I can guess. Dean Ratliff. And you murdered Jamie’s mother. He witnessed it, didn’t he?”

      Ratliff leaned back and clasped his hands in front of his belly. “My, my, aren’t you just a fount of information. But Jamie? They changed the boy’s name, too, eh? Travis must have taken you into his confidence for you to know so much. But even so, it’s all hearsay. I have an airtight alibi for the night Laura died.”

      Gabby refused to be intimidated by this man. She lifted her chin and stiffened her back while still holding tight to Jamie. “What’s your alibi? Were you home with your wife…or with your mistress? Which one knows you well enough to not agree to be your alibi? Your wife I would bet, so your mistress is your alibi. At least until she decides going to prison with you isn’t such a good idea, after all.”

      Ratliff walked in front of her, his eyes narrowed. “You would be advised to be careful what you say. Jamie needs you and that’s the reason you’re here. Well, part of the reason.” He paced the small room. “I figure Travis must like you. You’ve been seen at his home…overnight…on several occasions.”

      She looked over at the fat man. “You’ve been following me?”

      The man tilted his head, lowered his chin and then raised a hand, palm up. “Duh. It’s my job.”

      Gabby slumped a little. “Yeah, I suppose it is. You have a sucky job.”

      “This is one of the better jobs I’ve had, lady, so I’m not complaining.”

      “My name is Gabby, not lady.”

      “Fine, Gabby it is,” said the fat man.

      Ratliff frowned and then snarled. “Now that we all know who we are, I need to call Travis. You want to get out of here, and I know Jamie does, too, so give me Travis’ phone number.”

      Gabby didn’t hesitate. Jack…Travis will want to know Jamie is safe. “It’s 555-867-5309.”

      Dean walked over and smoothed a hand over her head before grabbing her hair and forcing her to look at him. “Good girl. Now, you’re going to call him. He won’t answer for me, but he will for you.”

      “Let go of my hair.”

      He released her.

      She smoothed a hand over the back of her head, soothing it where he yanked her hair. “Fine, I’ll call him. I want him to know you’re serious and that Jamie is all right.”

      He released her. “No funny stuff. Just tell him you and Jamie are safe for now but he needs to come alone to this place.” Ratliff looked at Andrew. “What’s the name of this God-forsaken place?”

      “The Gallatin Road Motel on Gallatin Road. About fifteen miles southwest of town,” answered Andrew.

      “Call him now.”

      Gabby took her cell from her pocket and dialed. Much to her surprise Jack picked up on the first ring.

      “Gabby. Are you all right?”

      She wanted to sag with relief. “Yes. Jamie and I are okay. We are at The Gallatin Road Motel southwest of town. We’re with Dean Ratliff.”

      Dean grabbed her cell and put it on speaker.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Jack.

      “They’re fine for now, Travis. Or should I call you Jack? That’s what you’re going by now, isn’t it? You’re a hard man to find, and you’ve cost me a lot of money, looking for you. Now that I have your boy and your girlfriend—”

      Gabby squeezed Jamie tighter. “I’m not his girlfriend.”

      “Whatever this girl is to you, I have her. You remember what happened the last time I had a woman you cared for, don’t you, Jack?” Dean rubbed Jamie’s hair. “Jamie remembers, don’t you, boy?”

      Jamie nodded, shaking even harder.

      Gabby’s eyes filled with tears. What had this little boy witnessed this evil man do? What hold did he have on Jamie that the boy would stop speaking, rather than risk Dean Ratliff’s wrath?

      “I’ll be there. What room?”

      “Six. You’ve got an hour, better make it quick, Jack.” Dean put the phone in his pocket. “Think he’ll make it, Gabby? Will good ole’ Jack be in time to save his son and girlfriend?”

      Gabby stiffened her spine and sat up straight. She would not let this evil man rattle her. “Save us from what? Are you going to kill us, Dean? Or perhaps that’s why you have Andrew here…will you pin our murders on him?”

      The fat PI popped up out of the chair at the table as much as a man of his weight could pop up. “Hey, murder isn’t what I signed up for. I’m a PI not a hit man.”

      “Shut up and sit down.” Dean pulled a pistol from his coat pocket.

      The investigator pointed at the weapon. “Hey, that’s my other pistol. That’s not the one I bought for you. How’d you get my gun?”

      “It was here in the drawer of the nightstand. You really should be more careful where you keep your weapons. One-hundred dollars in the manager’s hands got me in here while you were kidnapping our,”—he nodded toward Gabby— “kindergarten teacher and her pupil.”

      Gabby put both arms around Jamie as he sat next to her. The child was shaking like a leaf now and silently crying. “Who did you pin Laura’s murder on? Oh, that’s right, no one because the only witness was Jamie and who would believe a four-year old kid? Right? But Jamie’s five now, and he’s able to tell the police exactly what happened. Except, you made it so he’s mute. What did you tell him? What did you threaten him with?”

      Dean looked down at her and then suddenly grabbed her chin between his fingers and squeezed. “Think you’ve got it worked out? Huh, girlie? You don’t know the half of it.” He squeezed her tighter.

      “Oww.” Her chin hurt. She’d definitely have bruises.

      Suddenly, Jamie was off the bed and kicking Dean. “You leave her alone.”

      Gabby’s eyes widened as Dean released her and she looked at Jamie. He could still talk.

      He held Jamie at bay with a hand on top of his light brown head.

      Jamie kept swinging his arms at Ratliff. “You’re a bad man. Leave her alone.”

      “Shh, Jamie. I’m okay.” Gabby pulled Jamie back into her arms. She kissed the top of his head. “It’s okay, my little love. I’m all right.” Amazed he was talking she hugged him tight.

      “I loved Laura. I never meant to…” Dean suddenly quit talking.

      The look on his face told her he realized he almost confessed to killing Jamie’s mother. Gabby knew he’d done it and Jamie knew, but the boy couldn’t…wouldn’t say anything…until now. Until Ratliff hurt her.

      “So, he can still talk. I was hopeful he would stay mute, not that it would have prevented me from doing what I must.”

      She knew he meant to kill them. “What are you waiting for? Why not get it over with or do you like toying with me?”

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Gabby Cooper, I find I like looking at you…alive.” He alternated pointing the gun between her and Small. “I assume you want to stay that way, so watch your mouth, or I might take you up on your suggestion.”

      “You won’t get any ransom if you…” She looked down at Jamie. Her heart hurt seeing him so scared. She hugged him tighter, and then back at Ratliff. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I do and ransom is not what I’m after.” He rocked back on his heels. “Travis is on his way. He’s who I’m after. Of course, I can’t have anyone who might inherit, either. I want Ratliff Industries to be the only one of its kind in the United States. The only one to provide oil companies the parts they need for their drilling rigs and pumps.”

      “You’re insane. There have got to be more companies than just yours and Jack’s that provide those parts in the US alone. I’m sure many more exist worldwide. This isn’t about companies…this is about Laura.”

      Ratliff stepped toward her where she sat with Jamie on the bed.

      Gabby didn’t stop. She had to keep him occupied, and she wanted him angry. Wanted him to make a mistake that Jack could take advantage of. “He told me you never forgave him for winning her. And you never forgave her for choosing him. But I can see why she did. You’re a petty, little man. You probably were then, just as you are now.”

      He lifted his arm and brought the back of his hand down on the right side of her face, knocking her sideways, away from Jamie and nearly off the bed. “Keep your trap shut. Don’t make me angry or I’ll take it out on Jamie next time. Understand?”

      She held a hand to her left cheek, then she heard a vehicle drive up and a car door slam.

      Then a knock sounded on the front door.

      Jack!

      Thank God.
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      Jack clenched his teeth and shoved his phone into his pocket as he paced the kitchen floor.

      “Who was that?” Mac set his coffee cup down. “You’re madder than a wet hen.”

      Anger radiated from every pore on his body. Anger…and fear. “Ratliff. He has Gabby and Jamie. The school hasn’t even called to tell me they’re missing.”

      Mac stood, pulled his weapon and checked the load. “Let’s go get them.”

      “He wants me alone. I’m headed to The Gallatin Road Motel southwest of town. If I’m not back in two hours, send the police.” Jack straightened and slammed a fist into his other hand as he prepared to do battle for Jamie and Gabby, if needed.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I can stay low in the back seat until you’re inside.”

      “No, I’m not taking any chances with Gabby and Jamie. Ratliff probably plans on killing us all, but I won’t let that happen.” He went to the cupboard by the back door and pulled a 9mm Glock down from the top shelf.

      “I forgot you put your gun up there to keep it from Jamie.”

      Jack cocked the gun and made sure it was loaded, ready to go and then shoved it in his belt. “He expects me to come unarmed. That’s not happening. I’m not going down without a fight.”

      “I know where you’re going. I’ll be ten minutes behind you. That will give you time to get in and get Gabby and Jamie out.”

      “Okay, Mac. I appreciate the backup. I’m not letting him get away this time. Not again.”

      Mac went to Jack and put a hand on his shoulder.. “He won’t get away. If you don’t stop him, I will.”

      “Thanks, Mac. See you in an hour and ten.” Jack put on his sheepskin coat and walked out the door.

      In the Suburban on the way to the motel, he tried to think of all the ways he could get into the motel room without anything happening to Gabby or Jamie. He didn’t have any ideas other than to simply go in the front door.

      About an hour later, he reached the motel. He parked in front of Room six and turned off the SUV. He took a deep breath, stepped out into the cold wind then walked to the door. He knocked before taking his gun from his belt. They’d have to open the door to see the gun and then Jack would push his way in before they could react.
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        * * *

      

      The knock sounded on the door.

      Gabby looked at the door, her heart in her throat.

      Andrew stood to answer it.

      “Wait.” Ratliff grabbed Jamie and placed him in front of him, a hand on his head to keep him in place.

      “No!” Gabby launched herself at Ratliff and pulled Jamie away. “If you’re holding a gun on anyone, it’s me. I won’t take the chance you shoot Jamie by accident.”

      “I should shoot you right now.” Ratliff held his gun against her side.

      Suddenly, the door crashed open.

      Jack stood there like an avenging angel.

      Relief coursed through her. He would save them.

      “Drop your gun, Dean, unless you want to die now.”

      Ratliff sneered. “No, Travis, you drop yours, or she dies now.”

      “Wrong thing to say.” Jack fired and shot Ratliff in the chest.

      Ratliff fell backwards but discharged his weapon.

      Immediate, burning pain hit her and she grabbed her side before she fell to her knees.

      “Gabby!” Jack ran forward and caught her before she hit the floor. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Mac is on his way. Let me call 911.” He pressed the numbers on his phone. “Yes, someone has been shot at the Gallatin Motel southwest of town on Gallatin Road. Send an ambulance as soon as possible.” Jack looked over at Ratliff.

      He tried to lift his gun but the weapon dropped back to the floor. Blood pumped out of his chest wound and he fell to the floor with one last gasp.

      She watched as Andrew, eyes wide, ran out the door. She turned her gaze back to Jack. “Jamie?” she gasped. “Where’s” gasp. “Jamie?” gasp.

      The little boy stood by the bed, tears running down his face.

      “Jack, take care of him.” She gasped for air, it was so hard to breath, the pain almost overwhelming. She fought not to give in to it. “He needs you.” She kept her hand clamped to her side and felt the blood running through her fingers.

      Jack looked over at his son. He held Gabby with one arm and opened the other wide.

      Jamie ran to him. “Is Gabby gonna die? The bad man made Mommy die.”

      Jack’s mouth dropped open. Jamie was talking. Tears filled his eyes and he shook his head. “No, sweetie, Gabby’s not going to die. I know what he did to Mommy, but Gabby will be okay.”

      The child buried his face in his father’s shirt and cried. Then he looked up. “I don’t want Gabby to die.”

      “She won’t. I promise.”

      “Jack,” Gabby looked up at him. “Take him out of here.”

      “Okay. Let me lay you back.” He looked down at Jamie. “Son, bring me a pillow for Gabby, please.”

      Jamie hurried to the bed and grabbed a pillow before returning to his father.

      Lowering her to the floor, he placed the pillow under her head. “I’ll be right back.”

      She heard another vehicle stop out front.

      Jack stood with Jamie in his arms.

      Mac entered the room, his gun drawn.

      “It’s okay, Mac. Ratliff is dead.” Jack looked down at Jamie. “Son, I need you to go with Mac, while I take care of Gabby. Can you do that?”

      Jamie nodded and threw his arms around his father’s neck. “I can.”

      Jack closed his eyes and hugged Jamie tight. “I’m so happy you can speak again. Mac hurry and take him out of here. I need to help Gabby.”

      Jamie stretched toward Mac.

      Mac plucked the boy from his father’s arms. “We’ll wait out here for the ambulance and the police. Your daddy will take care of Gabby. She’ll be fine, son.”

      Jamie nodded once. “Daddy promised me, and he never breaks a promise.”

      Mac looked over the top of Jamie’s head at his father. “That’s right, he doesn’t.”

      As Mac left with Jamie, Jack got a towel from the bathroom and pressed it to her side. Then he applied pressure with one hand and brushed a lock of her red hair off her forehead with the other. “How are you?”

      She closed her eyes and smiled. “I’ve been better.” Then she chuckled. “Oww, I shouldn’t laugh.”

      Sirens sounded in the distance.

      “Hang on, sweetheart. They’ll be here real soon.” He was pale and his mouth turned down the smallest amount at each corner.

      The towel on the wound felt better, at least the blood wasn’t running through her fingers, but it didn’t stop the burning or the sharp pain that sliced through her with each breath. “It hurts, Jack. It hurts a lot.” She almost laughed. Hurts a lot. I’m having the most excruciating pain I’ve ever had and all I can say is it hurts a lot. What kind of teacher am I?

      “I know it does. Just hang in there.”

      A few minutes later, two EMTs entered the room.

      They both looked at Ratliff and then at her.

      “He’s not your patient,” said Jack. “He’s waiting for the coroner. She’s your patient.” Jack moved away from Gabby.

      “We’ll take good care of her, sir,” said a young man with dark hair and glasses. He knelt beside Gabby. “I’m hooking up an IV. Do you have any objections to receiving blood?”

      “No objections.”

      The second EMT spoke to Jack. “The police will be coming shortly. It’s policy for them to be notified on all calls with gunshot wounds.”

      “Good,” said Jack.

      Gabby nodded and closed her eyes for a moment, then snapped them open again. “I really am having a hard time keeping my eyes open, so if you have any questions you need answered, I’d suggest you ask them now. I’m fading fast.”

      “Stay with us. What’s your name?”

      “Gabby Cooper.” Her vision narrowed and saw black spots.

      “How old are you, Gabby?”

      “Twenty-eight. I can’t keep my eyes open.”

      The EMT put an oxygen mask over her nose.

      She inhaled a couple of times and felt a little revived.

      “I’m putting that IV in now. It’s better that we do it here rather than in the ambulance. It’s so bumpy in there, it can be painful for us to try and hit the vein.” He put in the IV, then he and the second EMT lifted her on to the gurney and rolled her out to the ambulance and put her in the back.

      “Miss Cooper, can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m hooking you up to a saline drip. Just to keep you hydrated.”

      “Okay.”

      The young man looked up at his teammate. “Tell Joey to run lights and sirens on this one. We need to get her there, stat.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack sat in the hospital room next to Gabby’s bed. He held her hand and made little circles with his thumb on the back of it.

      He’d made sure she had the best of everything the hospital had to offer. Turned out a private room was the only option. She had the best doctor in Bozeman and a top-notch surgeon in Doctor Steven Lang.

      Doctor Lang entered the room. “Hi, Jack. How’s my patient?”

      “She still hasn’t woken up, Steve. I’m worried.”

      “Let me check the notes in her file.” He looked down at the tablet in his hand. “Her record shows she’s responding as expected. She awoke in recovery and then was brought up here, where she was given pain medication. That’s the reason she’s sleeping now. You have nothing to worry about. Gabby will be just fine. She’s a lucky girl. That bullet only nicked the liver and we were able to stop the bleeding there.”

      “I’d feel better if I could see her baby blues and judge for myself how well she’s doing.”

      The doctor chuckled. “You just want to control how she recovers and you can’t do that Jack. She’ll recover well on her own. You have to trust the doctor, me, and the nurses to take good care of her.”

      He wanted to pace like a panther, but was afraid if he didn’t touch her, he’d lose her. “I know, Steve, but it’s hard. She means so much to me.”

      Coming up behind Jack, the doctor placed a hand on his shoulder. “I understand that, but rest is the best medicine right now. The more she can sleep especially to begin with the better.”

      He shifted positions so he could look the doctor in the eyes. “I know. I’ll try to be a good care-giver. But you should be giving that information to your nurses. They’re in here about every hour, taking her blood pressure, waking her to take a sleeping pill. Tell me, how does that make sense?”

      Steve pulled his hand back. “I know it seems that way, but we need the information, and Gabby never truly wakes up. By the way, does Gabby know you’ll be her care-giver?”

      Jack answered without looking away from her. “She hasn’t exactly been awake for us to discuss it, but she doesn’t have much of a choice. She’s alone here. Her family doesn’t live close. Her only kin is a sister in Phoenix. I contacted her, but she and Gabby are estranged. She wanted nothing to do with her baby sister. When I told her Gabby had been shot, all she said was, “she probably deserved it”. I ask you, what kind of thing is that to say?”

      “Some families just don’t get along.”

      Jack finally stood and looked over at the doctor. “I wouldn’t know. I never had siblings, but you know that since you grew up on the ranch next to ours.”

      Steve laughed. “Shh, no one here knows that I was a cowboy. I’ve worked very hard, as you have, to rid myself of my drawl.”

      Jack grinned, then rubbed his thumb and first two fingers back and forth. “I’ll need some hush money.”

      The doctor laughed again.

      “You two are the noisiest people I’ve ever known.” Gabby opened her eyes.

      Jack immediately dropped his arm and went to Gabby’s side. He picked up her hand with both of his and kissed it. He wanted to shout his relief that she’d opened her eyes and was talking to him. “You’re awake.”

      “I didn’t have a lot of choice with you two sharing memories.” She looked over at Steve. “I think I’m the one who needs hush money, doctor.” She chuckled. “Oww, God, why do I do those things? I know better than to laugh.” She clutched her waist with her free hand.

      “Gabby, sweetheart, we need to discuss something before you go back to sleep.”

      The doctor moved to her other side. “I need to listen to your lungs. I want to make sure you don’t have any fluid in them. You don’t want to get pneumonia while you’re recovering from a gunshot wound.” He placed his stethoscope on her chest. “Jack, I need you to wait outside and give Gabby some privacy for this exam.”

      “Okay.” He squeezed her hand, but hated leaving her side now that she was awake. “I’ll be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      After she watched Jack leave, Gabby closed her eyes and let out a couple of small breaths. Her side hurt like crazy. Every breath was like a hammer hitting her side.

      “Why didn’t you let him know you were in pain?” asked Dr. Lang.

      “I don’t want him to worry.”

      “It’s too late for that. He’s already worried.”

      She sighed. “I’m too tired to think about this right now.”

      The doctor straightened and put his hands in the pockets of his lab coat. “I can’t let you make any major decisions now, anyway. You’re under the influence of pain killers and other medications. Tomorrow will be soon enough for decisions to be made.”

      Her eyelids were so heavy. “You don’t…you…”
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        * * *

      

      Steven Lang wasn’t sure what was going on with his friend and this little teacher. He did know that Travis…Jack, as he was known here in Twin Bluffs, had it bad for her. Worse than he’d ever had it for Laura. Steven had only met Laura once, just before she and Jack married, but Jack didn’t talk about her like he did Gabby.

      Tomorrow would show him just what was happening between these two. It didn’t matter if Jack was his oldest friend, he couldn’t allow him to interfere with the treatment of his patient, and Gabby was his patient, for the time being.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following day Jack headed to the hospital early. He left Jamie at the ranch with Mac and Rosie. Thinking of his son as Jamie now, but difficult. He’d been calling him Jamie for long enough that he had to consciously remind himself the boy’s name was Jamie.

      Visiting hours began at 10 am and lasted until 8 pm. He intended to spend the entire day with Gabby…if she’d let him.

      He stopped at every florist he could find and ended up with a huge bouquet of more than three dozen yellow roses, her favorite flower. Her mother had been from Texas and Gabby referred to her as the yellow rose of Texas…after the song.

      Jack walked in behind the roses.

      Gabby laughed, though the sound was weak. “Jack. Only you would bring me all these roses.”

      “Of course. I bought every yellow rose they could find in Twin Bluffs.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Just for you.”

      “They’re beautiful.” She took the flowers and sniffed them, thrilled they had a scent. “Thank you. How is Jamie?”

      He grinned. “He misses you and asked me…asked me, mind you, to give you a kiss from him.”

      “Now, I know you’re teasing. He’s five and a little boy. He won’t ask you to give me a kiss.”

      “You underestimate both yourself and my son. Since he started talking again, he’s been speaking non-stop, and he’s decided he wants a puppy.”

      She furrowed her brows. “A puppy? Why now and not when you first bought the ranch?.”

      Jack lifted his brows and sat on the side of the bed. “I asked him the same thing. He said, since he couldn’t talk he wouldn’t be able to teach him the way he wanted to.”

      She laughed, then winced and grabbed her side. “Oh. Oh. Don’t make me laugh. It’s not nice.”

      “Okay, I’ll stop. Besides, there is something important I want to talk to you about.”

      She frowned. “What’s the matter, Jack?”

      “I’m not beating around the bush.” His heart pounded and his palms sweated. He wiped them on his pants. “Gabby will you marry me?”

      Gabby frowned again and then looked out the window. “I…I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Jack cocked his head. “Why? I thought we had something special.”

      She returned her gaze to his. “I guess you thought wrong. I’m sorry, Jack or Travis, whoever you are today.”
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        * * *

      

      He looked at her and his gaze was ice. Then he turned and walked out of the room.

      Gabby burst into tears. Turning Jack down was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, but she couldn’t marry him, not knowing what she did.
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      While Gabby was in the hospital she was visited by a police detective.

      “Hello, Miss Cooper. I’m Detective Simpson with the Bozeman Police Department. I have a few questions for you, if you feel up to it.”

      “Certainly, Detective. Please be seated.”

      “I prefer to stand and I don’t believe this will take long.” He pulled a small notebook from his inside coat pocket. “You were shot by Dean Ratliff at The Gallatin Road Motel. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Is it true that Mr. Ratliff was trying to shoot Mr. McGill and shot you by mistake?”

      She nodded, her hands were clasped over her stomach as she sat up in the bed. “Yes, it is.”

      He scribbled in the notebook. “Is it also true that Mr. McGill shot Mr. Ratliff first?”

      “Yes. Mr. Ratliff was holding a gun on me and threatening to shoot me when Mr. McGill shot him first. He saved my life.”

      The detective wrote in the small notebook.

      “Who was Andrew Small? Was he a private detective and did he kidnap you and Jamie McGill from the elementary school in Twin Bluffs?”

      “Yes, he was and he did.”

      “Can you describe him for me?”

      “He was about six feet tall with very dark brown hair. He wore a black down coat and was very large. He was built like a football player. He had to weigh 250 or 300 pounds.”

      “Did he threaten you when he kidnapped you from the school?”

      “Yes, he held a gun in my side and threatened to shoot Jamie if I didn’t go with him.”

      “Why didn’t you signal to one of the other teachers this was happening?”

      She wrung her hands. “I tried, but none of them were looking my way. They were involved with other students at the time.”

      “I see.” He continued writing in his notepad “Well, I think that is all the questions I have at this time. I might have to contact you again. Where will I be able to get in touch with you.”

      “You can call my mobile, 555-867-4266.

      “Got it. Thank you, Miss Cooper. We’ll be in touch.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabby was released from the hospital several days later, even though Dr. Lang knew no one was picking her up and that she’d called a cab.

      An orderly took her downstairs in a wheelchair and rolled her outside.

      Jack stood leaning against his SUV which was parked at the curb. He wore sunglasses and his arms were crossed over his chest and his legs crossed at the ankles. Then he uncrossed everything and swung an arm wide toward the vehicle. “Your chariot awaits, Miss Cooper.”

      Gabby shook her head but her traitorous heart pounded happily, even though her eyes filled with tears. “Jack, I—”

      He pushed off the car and came to her side. Jack took off his glasses and squatted down beside her. “You’re making this young man wait. I’m sure he’s got other patients he needs to take care of.”

      “Oh, I…” Her shoulders slumped. “I guess he’s taking me home,” she said to the young orderly.

      “Yes, ma’am, that would appear to be the case.” He put the brakes on and then came around the front, lifted the footrests. He took the bag with the clothes she’d arrived at the hospital in and set it on the sidewalk before assisting her to her feet. Then he handed her the bag. Afterward he went behind the wheelchair, released the brakes, backed it up, turned it and wheeled it back into the hospital.

      “You’re sneaky, Jack.”

      “I do what I have to, Gabby.”

      She reached the SUV and discovered it was too high to get in it without using her hand to grasp the hand hold above the door. And right now she couldn’t lift her arm that high and she was holding her bag.

      “Let me have that bag.”

      She handed it to him.

      He threw it in the back seat.

      Then he came behind her and lifted her in his arms.

      His move was as though she weighed nothing, setting her on the passenger’s seat.

      He pulled out her seatbelt, buckled her in and shut the door.

      Then he walked around the front of the car and got behind the wheel.

      Before he could say anything she spoke first. “Jack, what are you doing here?”

      “What does it look like? I’m taking you home.” He put the key in the ignition and started the car.

      “Fine. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve got some talking to do.”

      Gabby sighed. “I knew you wouldn’t accept my answer.” Seeing him was so hard, but she was so hungry to hear his rich, baritone voice wash over her like the softest silk against her skin.

      “Why, Gabby? I love you and I know you love me, why would you turn me down and not let us live a happy life together?” He pulled away from the curb, down the driveway and onto the street.

      Tears filled her eyes. “You can’t understand.”

      “That’s right. I can’t, so explain it.”

      She couldn’t face him. “I can’t have children.”

      “So what?” He pulled to the curb, reached over and turned her head until she faced him. “We have Jamie. He’s enough child for me, what about you?”

      “Well, yes, but what if you change your mind and want more children later?”

      “Then we can adopt. Lots of kids out there need loving families. What else you got?”

      Her heart felt like it was beating for the first time since he’d asked her to marry him. She tentatively smiled. “Nothing. Can you really accept me as I am?”

      He reached over and cupped her cheek. “Sweetheart, I do. Do you really think I would pursue you so much, that I would kidnap…” He grimaced. “Wrong word…how about just take you to your new home to heal?”

      Her eyes widened. “I hope you mean the ranch, because I won’t leave Twin Bluffs. My students are here. My job is here.”

      He reached over and placed a hand on her knee. “We’re not leaving Twin Bluffs. This place has been good for both Jamie and me. Even though I don’t like the snow, the other three seasons are amazing, and the woman I love is here. For some reason, she doesn’t want to move to Texas. And I won’t move there without her.” He pulled back out onto the road and headed home.

      She was happier than she could remember ever being. “Oh, Jack, will you really stay? Will you bring the Sagebrush Ranch back to a thriving concern? It once had quite the reputation.”

      “What kind of reputation?”

      “Well, it was a good-sized cattle ranch and provided jobs for lots of people not just cowboys. Then it became an um…well um…”

      “Just spit it out. It became what?”

      “A brothel. It was far enough out of town that the wives didn’t ride out chasing their husbands and the men didn’t mind coming to see the women there. The girls…er…women were reputed to be lovely…every one of them.”

      “Well, I do have a son. I won’t be starting a brothel anytime soon.”

      She swatted him. “You won’t be starting one at all.”

      “So you’ve decided to marry me?”

      “I’m thinking about it?”

      “Well, you can’t tell me what kind of business to run unless you’ve decided to marry me. Have you?”

      She grinned. “Yes, Jack, I’ll marry you. Will I be marrying Jack or Travis?”

      “Legally, it’s Travis McGill, but I’m also Jack Saunders, so you can take your pick.”

      “I’ve always known you as Jack, and that’s who I want to marry.”

      “Jack it is.”

      “Are you sure that’s legal? Can you actually be two people?”

      “Why not? Celebrities do it all the time.”

      “Well, not really, unless they change their name legally. Otherwise they might be Eminem as a stage name but legally he’s still Marshall Mathers. Anyway, for safety’s sake, we should probably marry with you as Travis McGill. I can still call you Jack.”

      “Now, the next big question is: when do you want to get married? Sometime after you heal, I would think.”

      “I’m thinking spring because it’s a time of renewal, and it will be a new beginning for us. I’m planning to ask Rosie to be my matron of honor.”

      “Good because Mac will be my best man.”

      She tried to get more comfortable in the SUV. “Ow, ow, ow.”

      He looked over and then back at the road. “What’s the matter? Do I need to call an ambulance?”

      She closed her eyes trying to control the pain. “No, I just moved wrong. Which translates as I moved at all. Getting out of the car will be difficult.”

      “Let me lift you out. You’ll move less that way.”

      “True.”

      Ten minutes later, he pulled into the driveway of the ranch. The road was rutted and bumpy from the snow melting and refreezing and melting again.

      “I’m sorry about that.” He stopped in front of the kitchen door on the side of the house. Jack hurried around to her side of the car and opened the door. He unbuckled her.

      “Don’t forget my bag of clothes. My nightgown is in there.”

      “Okay.” He retrieved the bag from the back seat and handed it to her and then lifted her into his arms.

      Mac was at the door holding it open.

      Rosie greeted them inside. “I’ve got the bed in the guestroom all ready and turned down. Plenty of pillows are stacked so she can sit up if she wants or we can remove as many as she needs for her to sleep.” She walked over to Jack and Gabby, lifted on her tiptoes and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m so glad you decided to come here. You’ll get the best care. I guarantee it.”

      “Thank you, Rosie. I have something else to ask you.”

      “Anything, doll. What do you want?”

      “I want you to be my matron of honor.”

      Rosie broke into a wide smile. “She said yes. You said yes. And I’d love to be your maid of honor. I’ve never been married.”

      Gabby looked over at Mac and lifted a brow. “We’ll have to see about that, but now, I really need to go to bed.”

      “Of course.” Rosie headed toward the staircase. “I’ll help you get into a nightgown.”

      Jack looked down at Gabby and mouthed “I could have done that.”

      Gabby chuckled. “Ow.” She squinted and gritted her teeth. “Please don’t make me laugh.”

      Jack furrowed his brows and shrugged. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I will do my best not to be funny anymore or at least until you don’t hurt when you laugh.”

      She let out a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      The three of them reached the bedroom.

      Jack set her on her feet. “I’ll be back when Rosie says I can.”

      “And that won’t be until I get her into bed.” Rosie clapped her hands. “So skedaddle and let me help her.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He leaned down and kissed Gabby’s forehead. “See you in a little while.”

      “Okay. Go on. Git.” Rosie shooed him out with her arms.

      “Boy, you sure can be a strict person when you want to be,” grumbled Jack on his way out.

      “And don’t you forget it.” Rosie called after him. Then she laughed. “He just likes to grumble but he’s glad I’m here to help, regardless of what he whispered to you.”

      Gabby lifted her brows and opened her mouth to deny it and then just shook her head. “You’re right. He did whisper he would like to be the one putting on my nightgown. One of my friends bought me one of those housecoats that snap down the front and some clean clothes to wear home. The housecoat will make it easier to access my wound for bandage changes. It’s in my bag of clothes.”

      “Good idea.” Rosie helped her with her shirt, taking care to unbutton it completely. It was a thermal style shirt but had buttons all the way to the hem, so opened fully for getting it off her arms.

      Once the housecoat was on and snapped up, Rosie left.

      Gabby, sighed and settled back into the pillows.

      Jack came in a few minutes later. “Hi, sweetheart, what can I do for you?”

      “You can keep calling me sweetheart. I like it.”

      “I can do that.” He pulled the chair from under the window next to the bed.

      She heard the door downstairs slam and Jamie pounding up the stairs.

      He ran into the room. “Gabby! You’re home. I’ve been in the barn with the kittens.” He ran for the bed.

      Jack scooped him up before he reached it. “Gabby is still in pain, buddy. You need to be gentle and not jump on her yet. Okay?”

      Jamie nodded. “Okay.”

      His dad put him on the floor.

      The boy walked to the bed and took Gabby’s hand in his. “I’m really happy you’re here. I’m sorry you hurt.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. I’m sorry I hurt, too. As soon as I don’t, maybe we can go play with the kittens in the barn. What do you think about that?”

      He smiled. “Me and my mommy used to do that at Grandpa’s ranch.”

      “I heard that. Do you think you might want to do that with me, too? I love kittens.”

      “Yup.” He nodded. “I’d like to do that.”

      “Why don’t you go play in your room for a while. I want to talk to Gabby.”

      “Okay.” He waved at her. “Bye, Gabby.”

      “Bye, sweetie.”

      After he left, Gabby turned to Jack. “I notice there is a small table in here. We can play cards?”

      “Strip poker?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She laughed and then hugged her stomach. “You promised you wouldn’t be funny.”

      He lifted his brows and pouted his lips out on one side. “Sorry, darlin’. I’ll try harder.”

      She huffed out a breath. “Anyway, no strip poker since I’ve only got on one garment.”

      “Ah, lose one hand and you’re naked. That’s something I want to see.”

      She wagged her finger at him.

      He stood and bent over her.

      Gabby brought his face down to her lips and kissed him. Her lips grazing his in the briefest of kisses. “I want that, too, but I want to be able to enjoy it before we do that.”

      “I want us both to enjoy it.”

      “I’m tired, Jack. The doctor sent me home with prescriptions for pain killers. I picked it up from the hospital pharmacy on my way out.”

      “I’ll let you take them now and you get some rest. I have something else I need to go pick up.”

      “Good. I need a bit of a nap.”

      Jack bent down and kissed her before leaving the room.

      Gabby watched him go. She wasn’t really tired but did need some time alone. Was she right to have accepted his proposal? Would he be willing to wait until the wedding to make love? Even more importantly, would she?
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        * * *

      

      After ten days of frustration, Gabby could finally get her stitches out. Her side was itching like crazy, and she was getting somewhat cranky.

      On the way into Doctor Lang’s office, Jack pulled the Suburban over and stopped.

      “Jack what are you doing?” She looked around to see if there was some obstruction in the road.

      “I have something to give you.” He reached in his coat pocket and brought out a small box. “Gabby Cooper, would you consent to be my wife?”

      She nodded. “Yes. A million times, yes.”

      “Good.” He opened the box.

      Inside was a beautiful, brilliant cut diamond ring. The diamond was huge, in her opinion, but when he put it on her finger, it looked perfect. “How did you know my size? Or that brilliant cut is my favorite?”

      “Your size was easy. Rosie took one of her rings for each of her fingers and tried them on you while you were sleeping. We got lucky on the second ring. The cut was also a bit of luck. I liked this ring. I liked the stone, the sparkle and the size, so I bought it.”

      She laughed. “You’ll have to see the rest of my ring collection.”

      His brows lifted and his mouth turned down. “We can get another ring if you want.”

      “No, my love.” She reached over and cupped his jaw. “This is perfect. Absolutely perfect.”
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      Spring, the following year

      

      She and her soon to be family had just sat down to breakfast when her mobile rang.

      “Hello, this is Gabby Cooper.”

      “Miss Cooper, this is Detective Simpson. I wanted to let you know that we finally arrested Andrew Small. He has confessed to everything and corroborated your story about what happened at the motel. We won’t be needing anything else from you at this time.”

      “Thank you, Detective. That’s wonderful news. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye.”

      Gabby set her phone next to her plate. “They arrested Andrew Small and he told them the same thing that I did. They also charged him with kidnapping me and Jamie.”

      Jack covered her hand where it lay on the table. “That’s great news.”

      “I agree.”

      He left his hand on hers. “I also got some news today.”

      “Ooh, tell us.” Gabby retrieved her hand so she could continue eating.

      “The final sale of the last of Ratliff’s companies was yesterday. There is officially no longer a Ratliff Industries.”

      “Yay! That’s wonderful news.” Rosie started clapping.

      Mac joined her. “You two have the best news.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say the best.” Rosie was blushing.

      “Okay, not the best. The best news is that Rosie finally agreed to marry me.” Mac reached over, took her hand and kissed the back.

      Gabby saw the love between these two the first time she met them, just the way they looked at each other even when they were bickering. “I’m so happy for you two. When is the big day?”

      “Well, we’re just going before the Justice of the Peace, but we thought we’d wait until you two are back from your honeymoon.” Rosie held onto Mac’s hand.

      “Yay, Mac and Rosie are getting married,” said Jamie in a sing-song voice.

      “We’re not getting married for more than a month. You can get married anytime and the sooner the better. You two have been dancing around each other for ages.” Jack turned to Gabby. “Do you see any problem why Rosie can’t become your matron of honor.”

      She took Jack’s hand and kissed the back. “I don’t see any problem at all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gabby was more nervous than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. She didn’t know why. Her dress was perfect. She’d had lots of pearls put in the dress in honor of her mother. Pearls were her favorite gem.

      The bodice was a sweetheart neckline lined with two rows of white seed pearls. Netting extended from the shoulders down the sleeves and again, seed pearls formed two rows at the wrist.

      The bodice was fitted tightly to her waist pushing some cleavage up.

      A delicate pearl necklace with a brilliant-cut diamond hanging from it and small pearl earrings were all the jewelry she wore.

      The silk skirt of the dress was full from the fitted waist, and pearls were sewn into the skirt in no discernable pattern.

      The outfit was complete with white satin heels. Not tall ones, but just a two-inch heel so she could wear them all day and dance that night.

      Her fiery red hair was pulled up in curls, and a small diamond tiara was pinned on top of her head with her train sewn to the tiara.

      She took a deep breath before accepting Steven Lang’s arm and walking with him down the aisle toward Jack. She would have had Mac walk her, but he was Jack’s best man, and so he already had a job.

      Jack looked resplendent in a black tuxedo and bow tie, with a silk vest decorated with pearls to match her dress. His dark hair was combed from the side and was a little longer than the short hair he wore on the ranch. She was the one who convinced him to grow it out a bit. She liked to run her fingers through it.

      Jamie stood with his father and Mac wearing a tuxedo that matched his father’s.

      They were so handsome she almost began to cry.

      The church was full of the people who Jack and Gabby cared for.

      Gabby invited the teachers she worked with, the nurses who helped treat her after she was shot and, of course, Doctor Lang.

      Jack invited his retired secretary and her husband and the people from his father’s ranch in Texas. Including spouses and families their celebration amounted to the population of an entire little town. He’d flown all the Texas people in a leased 747 aircraft from Dallas to Twin Bluffs.

      As Steven Lang walked her down the aisle, the bridal march played. He sat after delivering her to Jack’s side.

      The reverend smiled down at them from the pulpit. “Ladies and gentleman we are gathered here today in the presence of this company and in the sight of God to join this man and this boy, Travis McGill and Richard McGill, with this woman, Gabriela Cooper in holy matrimony. If there be anyone present who knows why these two people should not be joined together, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      He looked around the attendees.

      “Very good. Now, do you, Travis McGill, take this woman, Gabriela Cooper, to be your lawful wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death do you part?”

      “I do.”

      The reverend turned his gaze to Jamie. “Do you, Richard McGill, take this woman, Gabriela Cooper, to be your mother from this day forward?”

      Jamie looked up at his father.

      Jack smiled and nodded.

      “Yup. She’s my mommy.”

      The reverend chuckled, then cleared his throat to cover the chuckle. “And do you, Gabriela Cooper, take these men, Travis McGill and Richard McGill, to be your lawful wedded husband and son, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish them, until death do you part?”

      She gazed into Jack’s eyes. He was her lover, her friend and now her husband. Her heart beat a fast tattoo. “I do.”

      The reverend smiled wide. “Then, by the power vested in me by the Lord God Almighty, the City of Twin Bluffs and the State of Montana, I now pronounce you man and wife and son. You may kiss your bride.”

      Jack took Gabby’s face between his palms and lowered his lips to hers. He kissed her gently.

      She gazed up, her eyes full of unshed tears.

      Then, the three of them turned and faced the audience.

      “And now I present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Travis McGill and Master Richard McGill,” said the reverend.

      The organ played as Jack picked up Jamie and the three of them walked down the aisle. They were really a family now.

      Gabby looked over at her two men and grinned.

      Jack took her hand and kissed it while they walked.

      When they reached the black Suburban SUV, Jack put Jamie in his booster seat and then helped Gabby in with her dress before going around and getting in his side. He drove them to the golf course clubhouse where they had a sit-down dinner for the more than 200 guests.

      As she and Jack danced to the strains of a five piece orchestra, she gazed up at him. “Have I told you today that I love you?”

      He grinned. “I don’t believe that you have.”

      She widened her eyes in mock horror. “Then I’ve been terribly remiss. I love you, Jack Saunders or Travis McGill or whoever you are. You’re my husband and that’s all I care about.”

      “I love you, too, Gabriela McGill Saunders. Forever.”

      Gazing up at the one man she knew was perfect for her, she smiled. “And a day.”
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      Two years later, Twin Bluffs Memorial Hospital, 10:12AM

      

      Nearly nine months ago Gabby had been so shocked when the doctor told her she was pregnant, she’d fainted. All these years, she’d thought she was the one who couldn’t have children and it was Sam who was shooting blanks. She’d just assumed it was her because he supposedly already had a son. No, they’d never had the tests done, but they figured because Sam already had a child it was her. She knew now that baby couldn’t have been his, regardless of what his girlfriend said.

      Now, Gabby pushed for all she was worth trying to birth her baby…her and Jack’s baby. They had not opted to find out the sex, instead preferring to be surprised.

      Their doctor had been recommended to them by her surgeon, Steven Lang. She was Rachel Knowles when Gabby had started seeing her. Now, she was Rachel Lang. She and Steven had married just three weeks ago.

      None of that mattered to Gabby right now. Now, she just wanted her baby to be born. She was tired of pushing, tired of hurting and simply tired.

      “Come on now, Gabby, concentrate and push. Breathe like you’ve been taught. Long breaths. Don’t pant, it doesn’t help,” said Dr. Lang.

      “Well, it feels like it helps,” groused Gabby. She couldn’t see Rachel because of the sheet over her knees.

      “Trust me, it doesn’t. Now, breathe.” Doctor Lang’s voice was calm and reassuring.

      Jack held her hand. “Come on, sweetheart, you can do this.”

      “You! This is all your fault!” She squeezed her eyes shut.

      When the pain subsided she was more herself. “Jack I’m sorry. I know this isn’t just your fault. But it hurts so much. I should have opted for painkillers.”

      He bent down and kissed her forehead. “I know. It’s all right. Rachel warned us of this, remember?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I remember, but that doesn’t change it. Ahh.”

      “Okay, Gabby,” said Dr. Lang. “It’s too late for pain meds now. We almost have a baby. Push, push harder. That’s right, there we go, bear down. Good, very good.”

      Gabby felt the baby slip from her body. “Oh, thank God.”

      “You have a daughter,” said the doctor.

      Jack took the washcloth on Gabby’s pillow and wiped her forehead. “Did you hear, sweetheart? We have a daughter.”

      The doctor gave the baby to a nurse and then worked on delivering the after birth.

      Gabby turned and watched the nurse with her baby. As soon as the baby had been weighed and measured and cleaned up, she was swaddled tight.

      A nurse brought the infant over and gave her to Gabby. “There you go, Mama. Your brand-new baby girl. Congratulations.”

      Dr. Lang stopped by the bed. “Congratulations. You did great…even with out the meds. I have to go call Steve. He’s waiting to hear.”

      “Thank you, Rachel.” Jack held out his hand.

      “None of that nonsense. Come here.” She hugged him. Then she leaned over and kissed Gabby on the cheek. “We’ll be out to the ranch in a couple of weeks. I want you all to bond together before you get lots of visitors.”

      “Thanks, Rachel. We’ll see you soon.” Gabby lifted her hand and cupped the doctor’s cheek. “You’re a great, doctor.”

      “I consider that high praise. See you soon.” The doctor left the room.

      Gabby looked at the baby and then removed the swaddling and laid her on her lap.

      “Look, Jack. Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “Not as beautiful as her mother.”

      She looked up at her wonderful husband, and her smile spread slowly. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

      He sat on the bed beside her. “I ask myself the same question about you. You saved me and saved Jamie. You made us a family again. You made us whole. And now you’ve given me a little girl to complete our family.”

      Gabby gazed at her daughter. Her dark hair was like her dad’s and it was too soon to tell what color her eyes would be but Gabby hoped they were dark blue, like hers. “She’s got your hair.”

      “For now. Jamie had dark hair when he was born and then it turned blond as he got older.”

      “I’m so glad we were able to quit dying his hair. I like his light blond hair.”

      “So do I.” Jack smoothed a hand over the baby’s head. “So soft. Their hair is always so soft.”

      The baby blinked, then opened her mouth and squeaked.

      Gabby looked up at Jack. “How will I ever hear her? Her cry is so quiet.”

      He laughed. “I thought the same thing with Jamie, but you will. You will become attuned for it and you’ll hear it almost even before she screams.”

      “Oh, my.” She touched her breast.

      He stopped laughing. “What? What’s the matter?”

      “My breasts suddenly feel so heavy.”

      The nurse began cleaning Gabby up in preparation for returning to her room. “That’s your milk coming in. The baby’s cry will usually start the process. Your body is primed for that signal.”

      “What do I do now?”

      “I’ll finish getting you cleaned up and into a fresh gown. It will be open down the front so you can nurse your daughter. I don’t know if you plan to continue nursing but you should definitely try for the first few days so she can get the colostrum. It’s a very concentrated food, so she won’t need very much at a time. But that also means she’ll probably want to nurse every hour or so, as it fills her quickly but she uses it quickly, too.”

      The nurses in obstetrics are very fast. They had Gabby cleaned up quickly and back in her room in no time.

      Rachel came into the room to check on Gabby and the baby. She was out of her scrubs and back in her street clothes and lab coat. She’d put her blonde hair in a chignon held in place with some fancy chopsticks.

      She was just in time to help Gabby learn to feed her daughter. “Take your nipple and rub it over the baby’s lips.”

      Gabby did that.

      The baby finally latched on and began to suckle.

      Gabby closed her eyes. “Oh, oh, ow. This is not comfortable.”

      “It’s all right, Gabby,” said Rachel. “Nursing always hurts in the beginning. In a couple of days your nipples will toughen up and it won’t hurt anymore. Can you do this for a couple of days even though it hurts a bit? Some women can’t but it’s really best for the baby if you can at least do the first three days.”

      “I can do that. I managed to live through being gunshot, I guess I can stand a little discomfort for my daughter.”

      Jack leaned down and kissed her. “That’s my girl.”

      Gabby watched the baby.

      “Now that I’m back in my room, you should get Jamie, Mac and Rosie. Oh,” she stopped. “Wait. We have to name her. What shall we name her?”

      “I thought we’d decided on Renee.”

      “We did, but I want to make sure, now that she’s here, that we really want that name.”

      “Well, do you?”

      “Believe it or not, I think I’d like to name her Laura after Jamie’s mom.”

      Jack was silent and then he spoke softly. “Are you sure, sweetheart? I want you to be very sure.”

      “I think Laura Renee McGill. It’s a good way to always remember her and what she gave up to save Jamie.”

      He took her hand in his. “I think we should switch it around. Renee Laura McGill. I don’t want Jamie to be reminded of his mother’s death, every time he says his sister’s name.”

      “You’re so right.” She reached up and ran the back of her hand down his face. The growth of stubble since his shave that morning, rubbed against her skin even though it wasn’t even eleven am. “What would I do without you?”

      “You’ll never have to find out, my love.” Jack turned his head and kissed her hand.

      A nurse came in. “Here are the stats on your little girl. She’s eighteen and one half inches long and weighs six pounds, five ounces. She’s not a very big baby girl.”

      “Believe me,” said Gabby. “I think she was plenty big.”

      Rachel laughed. “That’s what all my new mother’s say.”

      “Do you have any children yet, Doc?” Gabby lifted a brow.

      Rachel shook her head and then laughed. “Steven and I just got married, remember? We want to wait a few years to have kids.”

      “Well, come see me after you’ve had your first child and then tell me that a six pound baby isn’t plenty big enough.”

      Rachel laughed again. “I’ll do that, Gabby. Now I’ll let you go and I’ll send the rest of the family in to meet Renee. I think it’s a beautiful name.”

      The doctor and nurse left.

      A few minutes later, Rosie entered, followed by Jamie and then Mac.

      Jamie who was nearly eight now, ran to the bed. “Daddy. Mommy.”

      Jack lifted him so he could see Renee. “This is your baby sister, Renee.”

      Jamie hooked his arm around Jack’s neck. “She’s awful little.”

      Gabby laughed at her son’s words. She knew soon his baby sister would be the bane of his existence. “Yes, she is, right now, but she’ll grow fast. Trust me. She’ll get big enough to follow you around and get into your stuff and generally make you crazy.”

      “That’s okay. She’ll be my best friend. You wait and see.”

      Gabby’s heart was full as she looked over at her family—Jack and Jamie, Mac and Rosie and then down at little Renee. She was so lucky, so very lucky, the day a young boy who couldn’t speak came to her class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Cynthia Woolf is an award-winning and best-selling author of fifty-seven historical western romance novels and six sci-fi romance novels, which she calls westerns in space. Along with these books she has also published five boxed sets of her books. The Tame Series, Destiny in Deadwood, The Marshals Mail Order Brides, Centauri Series and Swords and Blasters.

      Her latest endeavor is writing contemporary western romance novels. She published her first one, Her Secret Cowboy Billionaire in December 2021.

      Cynthia loves writing and reading romance. Her first western romance Tame A Wild Heart was inspired by the story her mother told her of meeting Cynthia’s father on a ranch in Creede, Colorado. Although Tame A Wild Heart takes place in Creede that is the only similarity between the stories. Her father was a cowboy, not a bounty hunter, and her mother was a nursemaid (called a nanny now), not the owner of the ranch.

      Cynthia credits her wonderfully supportive husband Jim and her great critique partners for saving her sanity and allowing her to explore her creativity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STAY CONNECTED!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Newsletter

        Sign up for my newsletter and get a free book.

      

      

      

      Follow Cynthia

      

      https://www.facebook.com/cindy.woolf.5

      https://twitter.com/CynthiaWoolf

      http://cynthiawoolf.com

      

      Don’t forget if you love the book, I’d appreciate if if you could leave a review at the retailer you purchased the book from.

      Thanks so much,

      Cynthia

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY CYNTHIA WOOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      Billionaire Cowboys

      Her Secret Cowboy Billionaire

      Her Mysterious Cowboy Billionaire

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Heart Wish series

      Heart of Stone

      Heart of Shadow

      Heart of Silver

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bachelors and Babies

      Carter

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cupids & Cowboys

      Lanie

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Brides of Homestead Canyon

      A Family for Christmas

      Kissed by a Stranger

      Thorpe’s Mail Order Bride

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Marshal’s Mail Order Brides

      The Carson City Bride

      The Virginia City Bride

      The Silver City Bride

      The Eureka City Bride

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bride of Nevada

      Genevieve

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brides of the Oregon Trail

      Hannah

      Lydia

      Bella

      Eliza

      Rebecca

      Charlotte

      Amanda

      Emma Rose

      Nora

      Opal

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brides of San Francisco

      Nellie

      Annie

      Cora

      Sophia

      Amelia

      Violet

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brides of Seattle

      Mail Order Mystery

      Mail Order Mayhem

      Mail Order Mix-Up

      Mail Order Moonlight

      Mail Order Melody

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brides of Tombstone

      Mail Order Outlaw

      Mail Order Doctor

      Mail Order Baron

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Central City Brides

      The Dancing Bride

      The Sapphire Bride

      The Irish Bride

      The Pretender Bride

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Destiny in Deadwood

      Jake

      Liam

      Zach

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hope’s Crossing

      The Stolen Bride

      The Hunter Bride

      The Replacement Bride

      The Unexpected Bride

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Matchmaker & Co Series

      Capital Bride

      Heiress Bride

      Fiery Bride

      Colorado Bride

      Troubled Bride

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Surprise Brides

      Gideon

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tame

      Tame a Wild Heart

      Tame a Wild Wind

      Tame a Wild Bride

      Tame A Honeymoon Heart

      Tame Boxset

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Centauri Series (SciFi Romance)

      Centauri Dawn

      Centauri Twilight

      Centauri Midnight

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Singles

      Sweetwater Springs Christmas

    

  

images/cover.jpg
CYNTHIA WGDIE





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Her Mysterious Cowboy Billionaire


    		Contents


    		Copyright


    		Stay Connected!


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Epilogue


    		About the Author


    		Stay Connected!


    		Also by Cynthia Woolf


  







images/00004.jpeg
&
SN
& i





images/00003.jpeg





