
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Her Wild Cowboy Billionaire

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        Cynthia Woolf

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Firehouse Publishing]
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 by Cynthia Woolf

      

        

      
        All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electrical, digital or mechanical including but not limited to photocopying, recording, scanning or by any type of data storage and retrieval system without express, written permission from the author.

        This book was written by a human and not by AI.

        No part of this book may be use to train AI.

      

        

      
        Published by Firehouse Publishing

        Woolf, Cynthia

      

        

      
        Cover design copyright © 2023 Lori Jackson Design

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay Connected!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Newsletter

        Want to hear about coming books first?

        Sign up for my newsletter and get a free book.

      

      

      

      Follow Cynthia

      

      https://facebook.com/CynthiaWoolf

      https://twitter.com/CynthiaWoolf

      http://cynthiawoolf.com

      

      Don’t forget if you love the book, I’d appreciate it if you could leave a review at the retailer you purchased the book from.

      Thanks so much,

      Cynthia

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Stay Connected!

      

      
        Also by Cynthia Woolf

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      May 25th

      

      Willow Adams paced her kitchen while she was on the phone with Grace Williams, the personal assistant for billionaire entrepreneur Travis Morgan. He’d become rich because of some electronics he designed. Willow didn’t know what exactly because she didn’t keep up with the latest innovations in electronics. Heavens, her laptop was ten years old. Alex gave it to her on their last Christmas together.

      Apparently, Mr. Morgan had sustained an injury and needed in-home care.

      She’d seen the ad for a live-in nurse in Montana and called the number. Willow had never been a live-in nurse before, but didn’t think she would have trouble getting used to it. All she was sure about was she badly needed this job and to get away from Colorado. Maybe this would be far enough.

      She stopped and looked out the window at the setting sun. Her condo in Lakewood faced west, so she got beautiful sunsets all the time. Those sunsets were one selling point that had made her and Alex buy it in the first place. “I would be interested, assuming I can bring my ten-year-old daughter with me. If I can’t, then it’s no deal. Since the job is in Montana, I have to ask why you don’t hire a trauma nurse from up there? Surely there are some who would like this job?”

      “I’m sure there are, but none with your qualifications.” Grace continued. “I didn’t explain myself properly. After your first call about the job, I checked your resume on the traveling nurses’ website for Denver. I liked what I saw. You seem to fit the bill exactly and I’m actually glad you have a daughter, so you’ll be familiar with any fit my boss throws because he can’t ride anymore.”

      Willow froze and gripped her phone tighter, worried about Mindy. She would not take her daughter into a dangerous situation, regardless of the amount of money. “Fit? Is he prone to violence?”

      “No, not at all. Mostly, he gives me...er...  will give you the cold shoulder and silent treatment. I actually look forward to his anger sometimes.” Grace laughed. “I’ve even pissed him off on purpose, just so I can get some work done. As for riding, he rides broncs in rodeos under Tate Wilson. That was his maternal great-grandmother’s maiden name.”

      “I see. How long is the job to last?”

      “Well, he gets his casts off in five weeks, then you’ll continue to help him with his physical therapy. You were the only candidate that could do both since you were a physical therapy assistant before you became an RN.”

      “Very well, I’ll take the job.” What choice do I have? I must get away, and staying in Colorado isn’t an option any longer. The farther away I am, the safer we’ll be. “When do I have to report and I assume he will pay for the plane there?”

      The other woman chuckled. “Oh, yes. We’ll be sending his personal plane for you. Then you’ll take a helicopter out to his ranch.”

      Willow swallowed hard. “A helicopter?” she squeaked. She hated to fly in a plane. She couldn’t imagine flying in a helicopter. Bile rose in her throat and her pulse raced just at the thought.

      “Yes, the ranch is one-hundred-twenty-five or so miles from Bozeman. So the helicopter is really the only practical method of transportation. Otherwise, it’s a two-hour drive in good weather and longer in the winter.”

      She wanted very much to get far away from the Denver area. Gordon Simmons was still stalking her. The police were unhelpful, saying their hands were tied if they couldn’t find him. She had to admit they had tried. The address they had on record for him was an apartment in Edgewater, but he didn’t live there. Never had, according to the tenants living there now. The police said they would continue to look for him. She hoped that while she was gone, they would arrest him and she could return to a safer home.

      Whenever she called the police to report him, he was always gone by the time they arrived. Or when he stood outside her windows and stared at her or followed her home from the grocery store, he was never there when the police came.

      This was the best way. Move out of state and don’t tell anyone where she was going. Alex’s insurance had paid off the condo, so she could leave it vacant for a while. But she hated to leave. This was the last place she and Alex had lived before his death. What if she couldn’t return? She would lose all her memories of their lives together. Shaking her head, she knew that didn’t matter. Mindy mattered. Keeping her safe was the only thing that mattered. “I see. I spoke too soon about taking the job. We haven’t discussed the salary yet. What will it be?”

      “Travis is a very generous person when it comes to paying his employees. Of course, Travis will provide you and your daughter with room and board, and he will pay you fifteen thousand per month. With a guarantee of one hundred thousand dollars at the end of the job. He knows that uprooting yourself and your daughter is difficult and is paying you according to the situation, which will include you helping him with physical therapy. The entire time I estimate to be approximately six months.”

      With that kind of money, we could move some place we would be safe, couldn’t we? I could sell the condo without ever going back. “Very well. I accept the position. When should we be ready, and where will I meet the plane?”

      “How long will it take you to be prepared?”

      “We could be ready tomorrow around ten.” She would call from Montana and get all the utilities turned off. She’d even use Mr. Morgan’s phone...just in case Gordon had her phone bugged.

      “Wonderful. The plane will pick you up at noon from Rocky Mountain Metropolitan Airport in Broomfield, northwest of Denver. Can you be there then?”

      “Yes, that’ll be fine. We’ll be there.” This won’t be any different from getting Mindy ready for school all these years. She missed Alex a lot on some of those days, but since she’d been getting her ready since she was a baby, she supposed it didn’t really matter. Alex had missed so much. He’d only known Mindy for a few months before the cancer took him. Willow still missed Alex some days more than others.

      “Good. Though I need to tell you Travis will not be happy I’ve hired you, but he needs you. Please take that into consideration. You won’t regret this, Willow, I promise.”

      “I sincerely hope not.”

      Grace chuckled. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you. Goodbye.”

      “Bye, now.” Grace ended the call.

      Montana. She was going to Montana where she’d be two hours from civilization. How will this affect Mindy? Will she miss her best friend? She doesn’t see her often because of being homeschooled, but they video chatted and she supposed they could still do that...as long as Mindy didn’t tell her where she was. It wasn’t like being there in person, but Willow couldn’t risk Mindy’s safety or trust her to be safe at someone else’s house. Additionally, it was unfair to burden someone else with the responsibility for her safety, even temporarily.

      Thank goodness for video schooling and for her parents. They took care of Mindy’s schooling during the day and Willow helped her with homework at night. Since her patients don’t require her to work twelve-hour shifts, she could pick up Mindy from her grandparents before dinner most nights. Though she was sure Mindy would be just as happy or happier to stay there for dinner, too, since cooking was not one of Willow’s talents.

      But leaving now, after the regular school year, she wouldn’t have to worry about most of the schooling. She still liked to have Mindy work on her math and English during the summers. She didn’t want her to get behind.

      She sighed. Montana? Her heart was pounding. Would this be the opportunity she needed? She hoped she was doing the right thing for Mindy and herself. Surely Montana was far enough away that Simmons wouldn’t find her. Please God, let it be far enough away.
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      Travis Morgan glared at his assistant, Grace Williams, on the laptop’s screen. The woman’s silver hair conjured thoughts of a nurturing grandmotherly figure. Nevertheless, she possessed a deceptive cutthroat nature and an unwavering accuracy in her beliefs. Unfortunately for Travis, she was consistently right at least ninety-nine percent of the time.

      “What do you mean, you hired a nurse? I don’t need a nurse. I’m perfectly fine as it is.”

      Grace made a pfft sound and waved her arm back. “You’re not fine. You’re lying in bed with your laptop for the third week in a row rather than up and about doing things. You’re in a walking cast for a reason. Just because you can’t do any bronc busting or skydiving, or whatever other wild things you do for hobbies, doesn’t mean you can do nothing.”

      “Grace, I have a broken leg, a broken arm, broken ribs, and I have a wound the size of a horse’s hoof on my back that I can’t reach. I hurt all over. Just what do you expect me to be doing?”

      She frowned. “Anything but lying about in bed. The nurse will help you get back on your feet again. She’s arriving tomorrow. I already planned for your jet to take them to Bozeman and the helo to bring them to the ranch. So, don’t argue.”

      She looked thoroughly pleased with herself.

      “Do I have any choice?” he grumbled.

      Grace chuckled. “None at all.”

      “You know, if you weren’t a friend of my parents...and so darn good at your job...I’d fire you.”

      She laughed. “Exactly. You have most of your employees hoodwinked into believing you’re this big, mean guy, but I know you’re a pussycat inside.”

      He threw his right arm up and made a fist. “Ha! Little do you know. I am the big, mean guy.”

      She lifted one brow. “The buckle bunnies don’t think so. They hang on you like moss on a willow.” She chuckled.

      He grinned. “What can I say? I’m just too good-looking and they don’t seem to mind my temper.”

      “Well, see that you control that temper around Willow and her daughter, Mindy.”

      “Daughter?”

      “Yes. Ten-year-old daughter. It will be nice to have a child in your house. You might decide you like it.”

      “Not happening. Another reason I don’t need this...this...Willow to nurse me.”

      Grace quickly lifted her brows. “I guarantee you’ll change your mind when you see her.”

      He shot Grace a narrow-eyed look and then grinned. “Pretty, is she?”

      “More like beautiful. But you’ll see soon enough. They’ll be there tomorrow.”

      “I’m not ready for them tomorrow. I have to shower.”

      “You have all day today to shower...and do anything else to prepare for their arrival. So, hop to it.” Grace turned off her transmission, ending the conversation.

      Travis stared at the laptop, which showed only his home screen, a picture of this ranch house. He snapped the laptop shut, gritted his teeth, and got out of bed. Then he placed the plastic protectors over his left leg and left arm, before heading to the bathroom to take a shower. After getting out, he combed back his shoulder-length dark brown hair. The gold streaks were hardly visible when wet. He put on some Brut aftershave and dressed in a t-shirt and sweatpants. See? I can take care of myself. I don’t need a full-time nurse.

      When he was done, he put the walking boot on his leg. Then he hobbled to the kitchen to see what wonders Claudia had whipped up. He walked into the most heavenly scent. Fresh baked bread.

      “Ah, Claudia, you are my best girl. Starting my morning with fresh bread.”

      The short redhead had a little gray spinning its way through the pretty red strands which she’d gathered into a messy bun on the back of her head. She smiled. “I know what my boss likes. You don’t always eat much for breakfast, but you’ll eat this.” She cut two slices from the bread, buttered them, and brought them to Travis, who sat at the round oak table.

      She’d given him the heel, his favorite piece, because the butter melted and formed a little lake in the bread. Incredibly decadent.

      Then she put homemade chokecherry jelly on the second piece. She also gave him a cup of strong black coffee, a small glass of orange juice, and one of milk.

      “Ah,” he picked up the coffee. “Breakfast of champions.”

      “How did you bandage your wound after you showered?”

      “I didn’t.” Travis didn’t look at her but concentrated on his bread. He knew what he’d see if he looked up, but he couldn’t help himself.

      She’d placed a hand on her hip and pointed at him with the other. “You know,” she said, pointing with the index finger on her other hand. “You can’t do anything if that wound gets infected. I mean, really, Travis. What if it gets infected? Do you want to go to the hospital?”

      He sighed. “Of course I don’t, but I can’t take care of the wound by myself. It’s not like it just needs a Band-Aid and it’s all good. And with these broken ribs, I can’t reach it.”

      “Grace called. I know you’re getting a full-time nurse. She’ll be able to take care of the wound, keep it clean and probably do it without hurting you more. I can’t do that. I’m not a nurse. Besides, I can’t stand to look at it. And she can give you the pain shots when you need them. Also something I’m not happy to do.”

      He set down his bread. Suddenly, it tasted like sawdust in his mouth. “I know.” He pointed at Claudia. “But don’t you dare tell Grace I think she’s right in getting someone to help me. I don’t really need a full-time nurse, but living out here, it’s more practical if she lives here, too. I’d be paying to fly her back and forth anyway, plus the fuel and wear and tear on the helo.”

      “Well, if you don’t like her, you can always send her away.”

      He leaned forward and then groaned. “I can’t do anything but sit up straight, or my chest hurts like someone is stabbing me. To say nothing of my back which feels like needles are constantly burrowing under my skin.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and lifted one brow. “That’s just proof you need help. It’s a good thing she’s arriving tomorrow.”

      He shrugged and then winced. “I suppose. I’ll have her treat my wound and give me a shot as the first of her new duties.”

      Claudia picked up his plate, wiped off the table and then walked to the dishwasher. “Yeah, that’s probably the best thing. I’ll see that Shelley has two guest rooms ready. Grace said the woman has a ten-year-old daughter. That should be interesting. We’ve never had a child here. I think she’ll add some needed energy to our dreary existence.”

      “What makes you call our life here dreary?” He couldn’t help but feel she was most likely right, but danged, if he’d admit it. “We have the horses, the helo, and we can go where we want anytime.”

      “We don’t have any laughter. No kids playing tag in the yard.” She pointed toward the back door and then toward the stables. “Or riding those horses. Learning about taking care of them and telling silly jokes and just the energy that children bring. We need that.”

      He moved to cross his arms over his chest and stopped halfway with a groan. “Well, the way I feel right now, tomorrow can’t come soon enough.”
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      Willow didn’t want to leave her car at the airport and called an Uber to take her from the condo to Broomfield FBO. She and Mindy arrived at just before noon and found a tall, fit man waiting for them. He wore a crisp, dark blue uniform with silver wings on his shoulders and two white stripes at his wrists.

      “Ms. Willow Adams?”

      “Yes, I’m Willow, and this is my daughter, Mindy.”

      “Hi.” He held out his right hand. “I’m Tom Shafter, your pilot. If you’ll come with me, we’ll get you both settled on the plane.”

      Willow shook his hand. She’d brought two large rolling suitcases.

      Mindy had one large rolling case and a backpack.

      The suitcases were all part of a set that Alex gave her for their last Christmas together.

      “I’ll take two of those for you.” He took Mindy’s full-size suitcase and one from Willow.

      Following Tom, they made their way to the jet outside.

      The beauty of the private jet surprised Willow, who had never been on one before. The morning sun illuminated the freshly washed plane, white with blue stripes, which amazed Willow with its beauty.

      Mindy pulled Willow’s hand. “Mom, look how big it is. Are there lots of other people coming?”

      Willow patted her daughter’s hand. “I think we’re the only ones on this flight, sweetie.”

      “Will the bad man come after us?”

      “No. We’ll be safe.”

      “I’ll take these up and then return for the others. You can enter the plane now if you like.” Tom followed them up the stairs with the two large suitcases. Then returned for the last.

      Mindy wore her backpack.

      Once they were inside, the flight attendant greeted them.

      “Hi, I’m Diane and I’ll be your flight attendant.”

      She led the way into what, for all practical purposes, was a living room. It boasted four large, white leather chairs in a group facing each other. Farther in was a sofa with a chair, all in the same white leather, with an end table on each side.

      “Please make yourself comfortable. I’ll be happy to help you with whatever you need. After we get into the air, I’ll give you a tour if you’d like.”

      Willow gazed around the room, taking in all the furniture. “That would be lovely. Is there someplace in particular you’d like us to sit for takeoff?”

      Diane waved her arm toward the chairs. “I recommend the chairs. The sofa would only have one armrest and, in my opinion, you need two for takeoff and landing. The chairs are much more comfortable for that purpose.”

      She turned to her blonde and blue-eyed daughter. “Then the chairs it is. Mindy, sit in a chair so we can take off, please.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Mindy flopped into one chair, shoved her long blonde braids behind her and pulled on her seat belt.

      The wall opposite the sofa and the group of four chairs had a big screen TV, which everyone could swivel to see.

      Willow had never seen so much white leather in her life. She had to admit it was beautiful and stood out marvelously against the deep, midnight-blue carpet. The effect of the dark carpet and white furnishings was striking. She loved it. If only she liked flying as much. It was never something she loved to do. Thank goodness Mindy didn’t take after her. She’d done her best to protect her without stifling her natural curiosity.

      After they were in the air, Diane came back. “Would you like that tour now?”

      “I’m sure Mindy would. Right, sweetie?”

      “Oh, yes. This is nicer than some places we’ve lived.”

      Willow’s heart contracted. She knew uprooting Mindy had affected her, but this was the first time she’d mentioned it. While they were gone, she stayed glued to her chair, with her seatbelt on, and she refused to look out of any of the windows.

      When they returned, Mindy was so thrilled she was practically jumping up and down, but bounced on her feet instead.

      “Mom, you should have come with us. Mr. Morgan has sheets that are so soft I think I’d feel like I’m sleeping on a cloud. And there’s special soap and shampoo in the bathroom and in the shower are six jets the water comes out of and,” she stopped to take a breath. “And there’s a TV in every room even the dining room. Well, I didn’t see one in the bathroom, but I bet he has one for in there, too.”

      Mindy was so excited; Willow couldn’t help but smile. She was taking this change in stride, just as she had the others. Of course, Willow had talked to her about the stalker. Knowledge was power and safety. If Mindy knew a dangerous man was out there, she would take more care to stay safe.

      Diane brought out fresh muffins in a variety of flavors.

      Willow and Mindy both picked chocolate.

      They laughed.

      Diane stood back. “What would you like to drink? You name it and we’ve probably got it.

      “I’d like milk, please.” Mindy unwrapped the muffin from the paper liner.

      “I’ll have coffee if it’s not too much trouble,” said Willow.

      Diane smiled. “No trouble at all. Give me a few minutes and I’ll have both drinks.”

      A few minutes later, Diane appeared with their drinks. Willow was pleased to get some of the best coffee she’d ever had.

      For the rest of the trip, Willow stayed in the leather chair, seatbelt on, and read.

      Mindy was up and down, looking out the windows. “Mom, come see this. We’re above the clouds and they are so white. I’ve never seen clouds like that.”

      “That’s good, sweetie, but I’m happy to be where I am.”

      The flight, itself, took about an hour and fifty minutes.

      They arrived in Bozeman and taxied to one of the private hangars, where a helicopter waited outside.

      Tom brought out their luggage and greeted the helicopter pilot, then introduced them. “This is Jason Hinds, your pilot for the last leg to the ranch.”

      Willow held out her right hand to the muscular man with curly blond hair. “Pleased to meet you, Jason.”

      “And I you, Ms. Adams.”

      “Please, call me Willow, and this is my daughter, Mindy.”

      Mindy held out a hand and shook with Jason. “Hi. I can’t wait to fly in a helicopter. It’s my first time.”

      Jason chuckled. “Well, I’ll try not to make it too interesting and just get us from here to the ranch as quickly as possible.”

      “Will it be a long flight?” Willow asked with more than a little trepidation.

      He shook his head. “Not long. Because we can fly straight and don’t have to take the same route as the road. The ranch is about one-hundred and thirty miles from Bozeman along the roads. By car it takes around two hours. By air only about thirty-five or forty minutes. It’s much more convenient for everyone to travel by air.

      Tom stepped forward. “Thank you, ladies, for flying with me today. I hope you enjoy your time at the ranch. I’m sure you’ll find many things to do there.”

      “Thank you for a wonderful and steady flight,” said Willow.

      “Thank you,” said Mindy. “I wish I’d been able to fly the plane.”

      Tom laughed and tweaked her nose. “Not until you get your wings.” He tipped his hat, turned and headed back to the airplane.

      Jason loaded the luggage and then lifted Mindy into the back of the ‘copter and buckled her into the harness.

      Then he aided Willow into the passenger seat and helped her with her harness.

      “Travis believes in his passengers being safe, hence the harness instead of a regular seatbelt.” He walked around the front of the ‘copter and climbed into the pilot’s chair.

      When Jason climbed in, he handed each of them headsets. “The helo is too loud to talk unless you have a headset.”

      “Thank you,” shouted Willow.

      Mindy had already put hers on. Willow heard her voice through the headset.

      “Thank you, Jason,” said Mindy.

      As they took off, Willow closed her eyes, grabbed the sides of the seat. For the hundredth time, she wondered if she was doing the right thing or if she was going to die in a fiery crash.

      Willow closed her eyes for most of the helicopter ride to the ranch. She didn’t like heights and felt like a total failure as a parent when she realized Mindy loved being high up.

      “Mom, look at all the cows. Do you think they all belong to Mr. Morgan?”

      “I don’t know, sweetie. But I would suppose they do, since we’re probably on his land.” She looked over at Jason, since it was safer than looking down at the cows. “Jason, are we over Mr. Morgan’s land now?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We have been for the last five minutes and we’ll be there in another five.”

      She never thought such a rich man had hired her, even after the salary he was willing to pay. Of course, given the location, she wasn’t as surprised by the salary as she was in the beginning. “Mr. Morgan owns a lot of land.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Mr. Morgan has about 100,000 acres and is trying to buy more. He wants to have the largest ranch in Montana.”

      Willow supposed everyone needed something to aspire to, even someone as wealthy as Mr. Morgan appeared to be. “Sounds like he’s well on his way to getting there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Willow faced her fear and watched the land below fly by. Cattle were big brown spots in the green landscape. She couldn’t believe how far they had come and so quickly. Before she knew it, she saw a large house made of logs. The log home was the biggest she’d ever seen and was stunningly beautiful.

      The building was two-story with a pitched roof that was large enough to have an attic. A covered porch surrounded the entire building.

      Huge picture windows were on every side and upstairs, too. That meant the bedrooms would have gorgeous views, since from her vantage point, she didn’t see an unpleasant view in any direction.

      “The house is gorgeous.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said the pilot. “Wait until you see the inside.”

      The helicopter pad was about fifty yards from the back door of the house.

      Jason set them down with barely a bump and then switched the ‘copter off. The rotors gradually stopped spinning, and he climbed out. He came around the front of the helicopter and opened her door. She undid the harness and took his hand to help her out.

      Mindy was out of her harness and waiting impatiently for him to open the back door behind her mother’s seat.

      When he did, she jumped into his arms. He caught her easily. “There we go, little Miss Adams.”

      Mindy smiled. “Thanks, Jason.”

      “Any time.” He ruffled her hair.

      He turned to Willow. “Let me grab your bags and then we can go inside. I’m sure Travis is waiting.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he wants to talk to me. From what Grace said, he wasn’t happy about her hiring me. You might want to start the helicopter and keep it running.”

      Jason just laughed. “Are you kidding? He gets one look at you and he’ll hire you on the spot.”

      Her face heated. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Jason stepped away from Mindy and over to her mother. “Willow, he’s a nice guy in pain, stuck at home when he wants to be anywhere else.”

      She turned her gaze toward the house. “I don’t know why he wouldn’t enjoy being home. It looks like he has a spectacular home.”

      “Oh, he does, but he’s not used to having to be inside all the time.” He retrieved two of the large bags and began walking toward the house.

      She and Mindy followed, bringing the rest of their luggage, Willow rolling the large suitcase and Mindy wearing her backpack.

      Willow couldn’t believe the size or the magnificence of the house. Living in it was something Willow could only dream of, but she hoped to experience it for a brief period. Long enough, she hoped, for the authorities to find and arrest Gordon Simmons.

      They walked on the pea gravel path to the house.

      The back door opened, and a pretty, red-haired woman stood in the doorway. She dressed casually in jeans, a long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a red apron that read...My kitchen...my rules.

      “Welcome. Willow and Mindy. I hope you don’t mind the informality. Being informal makes everything so much easier. I’m Claudia, the cook, and the general sounding board. If you have any complaints, let me know, and I’ll take care of them. You concentrate on Travis. He’s pretty mobile, but still needs help with things like bandaging his wound, getting his shots for pain, IV antibiotics when needed and keeping his casts clean. They will come off in less than five weeks and already that seems like a long time away.”

      “Hi Claudia. We don’t mind the informality at all. Do we, Mindy?” Willow gazed down at her daughter. The girl was never shy. She’s likely to pester Claudia in the kitchen, wishing to learn how to cook. The Lord only knew Willow was a terrible cook. They’d eaten enough of her dinners to know.

      “Nope,” said Mindy. “We don’t mind. Do you have horses? This is a ranch, and a ranch has horses, right? Can you teach me how to ride? I’ve always wanted a horse⁠—”

      Willow rolled her eyes. “Mindy. Hush.”

      The child huffed out a sigh. “Okay. I won’t ask questions for a little while.”

      Willow let out a deep breath and placed both hands palms up. “What I’d really like is a room to put our luggage in and maybe freshen up a bit.”

      Claudia slapped a hand to her forehead. “Of course, you would. Come in.”

      They entered a large kitchen, and Willow’s mouth dropped open. Black granite countertops were everywhere. The cabinets, table and chairs were all oak, just like in her parent’s home. White marble tile covered the floor. Double ovens and the refrigerator were on one wall. The granite covered island held the sink or sinks, because she could only see the top of the faucet. In front of the island were oak stools that seemed to perfectly match the cabinets.

      “After you’ve refreshed yourselves,” said Claudia, “we can go meet Travis. Follow me.” She started toward the door out of the kitchen.

      “That would be preferable,” said Willow.

      “What would be preferable?” asked a deep baritone voice from the doorway behind her.

      Willow turned toward the voice. Oh, my goodness!
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      Willow stared at the man standing in the doorway. This had to be Travis Morgan. Gold streaked his dark hair, probably from being in the sun. He’d combed it straight back, letting it curl at his collar. The black t-shirt he wore emphasized his broad chest and muscular arms, though she wondered how he’d managed to get into the shirt without help.

      He needed a shave, though having a three-or-four-day growth of beard was popular now. His rich coffee brown eyes pierced her and drew her. She broke the spell and saw he had a cast to his knee on his left leg and one to the elbow on his left arm.

      He looked her up and down. “So, you’re Willow Adams.”

      “I...I...I am.” What was wrong with her? She’d seen handsome men before. But this man stole her breath and, clearly, her mind. Recovering her voice, she dipped her chin. “Yes, and this is my daughter, Mindy.” She placed her hand on Mindy’s shoulder.

      The girl stepped forward and held her hand out to Travis. “I’m Mindy. Do you ride horses? Can you teach me?”

      Willow looked down at her daughter. “Mindy. Stop and let Mr. Morgan enter the kitchen.”

      Travis chuckled. “It’s fine. Yes, I ride horses when my leg isn’t busted. But even now, with your mother’s permission, I can probably teach you how to ride...” He looked up at Willow. “Assuming you stay.”

      Mindy stepped back to her mother’s side and gazed up at her and clasped her hands under her chin. “Can we, Mom?”

      Willow placed a hand on Mindy’s shoulder. “That and several other things are what Mr. Morgan and I still need to discuss.”

      Travis lifted a brow. “You’re right, Mrs. Adams, we do.”

      “It’s Ms. Adams, and I’d like to discuss our business in private.”

      Claudia stepped forward. “Why doesn’t Mindy stay with me? We’ll make some cookies. I’ve already got the dough ready. Snickerdoodles are Travis’s favorite.”

      “Mine, too.” Mindy turned and skipped back to Claudia’s side.

      “Please come with me, Ms. Adams, and we’ll talk.” Travis turned and headed through the doorway; his gait was uneven because of the walking boot.

      She followed him out of the kitchen, down the carpeted hallway to a door on the right.

      He’d covered the walls of the hall with paintings. Western paintings that looked like those of Frederick Remington. Real Remingtons. These weren’t the prints she saw so many of. These were the real deal.

      “Your paintings are wonderful. I’ve always loved Remington’s work.”

      “So, do I. That’s why, when I was able, I began buying every painting and sculpture I could find. Some came from other collectors, and some have never seen the light of day. I bought those directly from his family.”

      “I’m honored to see them.”

      “This way.” He opened the door and entered, gesturing to a chair in front of the desk. “Please have a seat.”

      She sat in one of the two black leather Queen Anne chairs in front of the oak desk. He seemed to like the light-colored wood. First in the kitchen and now here, in his office.

      “Tell me about yourself, Ms. Adams.”

      “What would you like to know? I’m a registered nurse and a single mother. I would have thought Grace would have told you my qualifications.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re well qualified, but why would you take this job so far away from...everything? How do you expect to get your daughter to school?”

      “I homeschool my daughter. Have been for the last two years.” Ever since I feared that crazy Gordon Simmons would try to take Mindy to get to me.

      “Won’t that interfere with your duties to me?”

      “No. It has never stopped me from doing my job or being available to my patients.”

      He picked up a pencil off the desk and sat back gingerly. “What can you do for me?” With the pencil in both hands, he twisted it.

      “Whatever you need. I can see by the way you are holding yourself that you probably have at least one broken rib and that your chest isn’t wrapped, which is a good thing. Wrapping them would only make you more uncomfortable and restrict your breathing, which could lead to pneumonia. You definitely don’t want that to happen. I can help you bathe or bathe you if necessary.” Oh dear, I can see him naked in a tub. I must remain professional. She sat up straighter. “I can also help to keep your casts clean. Grace said you’d be getting them off around five weeks from now. But you will still need help with your back and will need physical therapy to learn to bend your ankle and wrist again. I can help you with those exercises. I was a physical therapy assistant before I became a registered nurse.”

      “My, you are just the one stop shop, aren’t you? However, I do need help with those things, so consider yourself hired. You can start by taking care of the wound on my back and giving me a shot for the pain. I think the pain shot first. I’m doing everything I can to remain cordial, but I need some relief from the constant and sometimes sharp throbbing pain in my back. The only thing good about it is I forget about the constant pain in my ankle.”

      She followed his gaze toward the barn. “You realize you can’t do the things you used to, right?”

      “If you clean and bandage my back, I can do most of what I used to.”

      “You can’t ride broncs again with broken ribs, at least not soon. I know your hobby. Grace told me you ride as Tate Wilson, your great-grandmother’s maiden name. Actually, that’s a pretty good idea. The media doesn’t seem to have discovered it yet.”

      “And they won’t, unless someone tells them.”

      She lifted her brows. “I’ve got no reason to tell anyone. I don’t want anyone to know where—” She stopped mid-sentence. Did she want to tell him why she’d taken the job? She definitely should. She didn’t like keeping secrets.

      He lifted a brow. “You don’t want anyone to know where you are. Is that right? Who are you running from, Willow?”

      Willow sagged in the chair and huffed out a breath. “You might as well know, since I could bring my trouble to your doorstep. I have a man stalking me. I was kind to him as his nurse in the hospital, and he thought my kindness was more than just doing my job. When I rejected him, he started threatening me and, worse, Mindy. That’s why I started home schooling her. His name is Gordon Simmons. He hasn’t hurt me yet. He just follows me home and to the grocery store, stares in my windows, makes hang-up calls or deep breathing calls in the middle of the night. He terrorizes me. The police say they can’t do anything because he’s always gone before they arrive and they haven’t been able to find him.”

      “I see.” He lifted his arms like he was about to put his elbows on the desk and thought better of it.

      “I understand if you don’t want to hire me. It’s all right.” She stood. “If you’d arrange for your helicopter—” I don’t want to go back home and be afraid for Mindy’s safety and my own. Please, let me stay.

      He stood, but groaned as he did so. “Now, just wait a minute. I think you’re just the person I’m looking for. Grace was right. I can use the help...of all kinds.”

      She stood. “But what about Simmons?”

      “You’re safer here than you would be in Denver. Please stay...for Mindy’s sake and safety, if not for your own.”

      She put her hands on her hips. Her back was ramrod straight as anger almost overtook her. “Are you saying I would put my daughter in harm’s way? I’m doing everything I can to keep her safe. I...” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      Travis hobbled over and put his arms around her.

      She knew the hug had to hurt him, but she appreciated the contact with another person. She carefully pushed back. “Thank you. I appreciate it, but I don’t want to hurt you. This must feel terrible on your ribs.” She wiped her makeup-free eyes with the heels of her palms. “What do you say we get your back taken care of and get you a painkiller? You’ll feel much better, I guarantee.”

      He smiled. “Let me worry about my back and my pain. But yes, I’d like it very much if you would take care of my back. I’ve tried to keep it clean, but I have a feeling it’s infected. I haven’t had Claudia look at it because she’d make me go back to the doctor...and between you and me, I don’t like doctors. They usually hurt me.” He chuckled.

      She had wanted to freshen up, but bandaging his wound was more important right now. “Then let’s do this. Where are your bandages and your pain medicine?”

      “In my bedroom.” He turned and hobbled on his walking cast toward the door. “Follow me, please.”

      Willow followed him out of his office, down the hall, and up the stairs. He went slowly because of his broken ankle and the walking boot, taking one stair at a time, but she was glad he wasn’t pushing his healing any more than he was. His room was the first one on the left. The morning sun would shine into the room, while it would be shielded from the hot afternoon sun.

      Someone had beautifully decorated the room. The king-size bed had head and footboards made of oak and only coated with a clear finish varnish, so the wood grain showed through. They were carved with a woodland scene of deer, a bear, and some rabbits surrounded by trees and bushes. The bureau with attached mirror, the two nightstands and the dresser were all in the same light-colored wood and treated the same way. She looked back at the bed. It seemed to draw her gaze to it. She gave an imperceivable shake of her head to get control of her thoughts.

      He walked into the attached bathroom and retrieved a box.

      Back in control, she gave instructions in her most professional manner. “Stay standing, and I’ll remove your shirt. I think standing is best for me to get a good look.”

      “Okay.” He took the hem of his t-shirt and pulled. He immediately squinted and clenched his teeth. “Ahh, oww.”

      “Wait. Let me help you.” She walked to him, lifted his arms one side at a time, and first worked the garment off the uninjured arm and then the injured one. “That wasn’t too bad, was it?” My heartbeat quickened at the sight of his naked chest. He was perfect. Broad across the shoulders and tapering to a slim waist. His sweatpants were slung low and the light sprinkling of hair disappeared beneath the waistband. I have to concentrate on breathing normally rather than panting as I want to. I’ve never been so attracted to a man, just from seeing his chest. Why does he affect me so? “How did you manage to get that on by yourself?”

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t easy, I can tell you. Having you help take it off is a godsend.”

      She blinked and remembered the question she’d asked him. “Good. Now, bend forward just a little so I can see the wound.”

      He did. “This is not comfortable.”

      “I know. If it helps, put your hands on your upper thighs. This stance lets me see the injury better. I’m not as tall as you. Now, let’s see what we’ve got.” She looked down at the huge round wound. It was oozing in some places and crusty in others. It looked awful. “This isn’t good. I can see infection oozing. Haven’t you noticed the odor?”

      “Yes, I’ve noticed. I’ve taken to sleeping on a towel to keep the sheets clean.”

      She sighed and looked at his supplies. He had everything she needed to clean the wound. As she did, she got a whiff of his cologne. Brut...her favorite. Her late husband had always worn it. “I like your cologne.”

      “Aftershave.”

      She lifted her brows and widened her eyes. “Oh, since you’re not clean-shaven, I didn’t think you shaved at all.”

      He grinned. “This three-day shadow has to be maintained. I have an attachment for my electric razor.”

      Willow chuckled but continued cleaning. Finally, after removing all the infection she could see, she covered it with the prescription antibiotic and an extra large gauze pad, she taped it in place. “There. Feel better?”

      Travis lowered his arms. “Yes, much. After I put my shirt on, shall I show you the guest rooms, and then we can get your luggage?”

      She helped him put on a blue Western-style shirt with white pearl snaps up the front. “You are not carrying any luggage. Mindy and I can get it. Speaking of whom, she’s probably talked Claudia’s ear off by now.”

      He slowly shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Claudia has grown children who have given her seven grandchildren so far. I believe one of her daughters is currently expecting. Soon, if memory serves.”

      Willow smiled widely. “How wonderful. I love children.”

      “Why don’t you have more?” He frowned. “I’m sorry. That was intrusive of me.”

      She waved off his concern. “Not a problem. My husband and I were married for five years before I got pregnant with Mindy. After she was born, they diagnosed him with pancreatic cancer and he died within a month of diagnosis.”

      His mouth turned down, and he reached for her hand. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      She closed her eyes and looked away. “It’s been a long time now. Mindy didn’t know him, but he was a good man. He was so excited when she was born.”

      “I imagine I will be with my first child, too. And probably the second and the third. I’ve heard my friends talk about how it’s exciting for both parents.”

      She looked back at him and smiled. “Yes, it is. Shall we go see those bedrooms?” I need to get away from this gigantic bed before my hormones take over and I beg him to show it to me up close.

      He walked across the hall from his room. “This one is the largest of the two guest rooms and has a walk-in closet and a full bathroom.”

      Willow stood next to him, just inside the door. She was close enough to still smell his aftershave. “It’s lovely, as was your room. Whoever decorated them did a wonderful job.”

      “I hired a woman from Bozeman. She came highly recommended. I told her some ideas I had for the rooms, and she went from there.”

      Willow gazed around again. “Well, she did beautifully.”

      Next, he moved to the room beside the one she’d just seen.

      “This one is a little smaller and has only a three-quarter bath. No tub. But I think it will suffice for Mindy. What do you think?”

      These rooms are nicer than any apartment we’ve stayed in. including my condo. “Both rooms are gorgeous and more than I expected. They will do us quite well. Thank you.”

      Travis waved off her gratitude. “You need to be near to me; otherwise, I might have put you in the bunkhouse.”

      His mouth twitched as a smile formed.

      She laughed. “You would never. Claudia might revolt. I think she took a shine to Mindy. And I bet you can’t cook any better than I can.”

      “That would be unfortunate because you’re right. Grilled cheese sandwiches and opening a can of soup are my only cooking skills.”

      “Mine, too. Mindy is used to eating takeout and takeout leftovers with a canned vegetable on the side.” She felt a comradery with him she hadn’t felt for any man except her deceased husband, Alex.

      “Well rounded meals, as long as we’re not talking breakfast.”

      Willow chuckled and almost punched him in the arm for his silliness...like she used to do with Alex.

      Like all the other furniture in the house she’d seen, everything in the room was made of varnished oak. The choice of light-colored wood kept the space bright. The bed was a queen-size and covered with a patchwork quilt, as had been the bed in her room.

      “This will be perfect for Mindy. Thank you for not putting us in the bunkhouse.”

      He boomed out a laugh.

      She joined his laughter with her own.

      They left the bedrooms and headed downstairs. From outside the kitchen, she heard Mindy’s laugh and the scent of freshly baked cookies permeated the house. She looked at Travis and lifted a brow. “Should we see what’s so funny?”

      He waved his left arm, as wide as he could, for her to enter first.

      Mindy and Claudia were both covered with flour and one tray of cookies was on the floor. The kitchen smelled wonderful. Freshly baked anything smelled good to Willow.

      “What are you two doing?” Willow put her hands on her hips and did her best not to crack up.

      “Mom, we made cookies.” Mindy happily pointed to the counter where probably two dozen cookies were cooling on two racks.

      “I can see that. How did you manage to get flour all over each other?”

      Travis chuckled behind her.

      “Shh.” Willow said, turning. “You’re not helping.”

      He shrugged and tried to look chastised, but then he burst out laughing and instantly groaned. “Sorry.” But the smile was back on his face a few seconds later, even as he held his ribs.

      Willow shook her head. “You’re as bad as they are.”

      Suddenly Willow felt something hit her in the chest. She looked down at the floor and saw a glob of cookie dough. It left enough flour on her blouse to make another batch of cookies. Willow frowned and opened her mouth in shock, then she dusted the flour from her blouse. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing? This is my best blouse.”

      “Sorry, Mom, but you need to lighten up and have some fun.” Mindy did not look in the least like she was sorry.

      Willow looked at her daughter and then at her blouse and slowly shook her head. Then she started giggling. Just like Mindy. Her child was having fun, and Claudia had helped her to do so. She couldn’t be angry if Claudia wasn’t. This was her domain, and if she didn’t mind it being covered with flour, so be it.

      “Mindy, you need to help me bring our luggage upstairs. I have a job.”

      “We get to stay? Yay!” She ran to her mother and threw her arms around her. And then she moved to Travis and hugged him until he groaned. “Thank you, Mr. Morgan.”

      “Travis.” His voice was strained from the force of the hug. “Call me, Travis.”

      She lifted her head and stared. “Thank you, Travis.”

      “You’re welcome, little firefly.”

      Mindy looked over at her mother without letting go of Travis’s waist. “Mom. I have a nickname. I’m a firefly.”

      She was bright like a firefly. Willow smiled as she thought of her daughter. “Yes, you are. Now, since I don’t want you tracking flour through the house, maybe Claudia can help you clean up a bit before you come to see our new rooms.

      Suddenly, Mindy’s face fell. “Will he find us here? I don’t want to move again.”

      Willow’s heart broke. She hated Mindy was afraid, that she had to visit with friends over the internet and not in person. She went over to her daughter and dropped to one knee. “He won’t find us here. Travis already knows about him and if the bad man finds us, he’ll help us. We’re safe here, sweetie.”

      Travis moved behind her. “You’re safe, little firefly. Your mom wouldn’t bring you here if it wasn’t the safest place to be.”

      Willow turned her gaze toward Travis, mouthing her thanks. He didn’t need to protect them, but he’d understood when she first told him about Simmons, and now he was helping her with her daughter. Travis put a hand on Willow’s shoulder. She recognized his support and felt immense gratitude for his gesture.

      “So, how about you knock off most of the flour so you can see your new room?” She kissed Mindy’s forehead.

      Mindy beamed, illuminating the already bright room. “Okay.” She turned around to Claudia. “What should I do to help clean up?”

      Claudia tweaked Mindy’s nose. “Not a thing, little firefly. I’ve got this.” She pulled a clean dish towel from a drawer and dusted Mindy off. “There, now you can go see your new room.”

      Travis pulled a cookie from the cooling rack. “Snickerdoodles, my favorite, and they are fresh from the oven.” He walked to Claudia and kissed her cheek. “You’re the best.”

      The little girl grinned. “Thank you, Claudia. I haven’t had that much fun in forever.”

      Willow’s heart constricted. If she wasn’t worried about finding a safe place to live, she could have been the one to have this fun with Mindy. She should have done this. Willow shouldn’t have to run from a stalker, but she did. Her life for the last three years had been determined by Simmons. If only the police could find him. But he’d been able to find them no matter where she’d moved. She’d been in three different counties and filed restraining orders with local law enforcement. Finally, she went back to her condo. She decided moving hadn’t helped and she was ready to be home. But she hoped Montana was far enough away he couldn’t find her.

      She had a list of the numbers to call to have the utilities turned off in the condo. She had automatic payments from her checking account to cover the house insurance, taxes, and the utilities, but saw no need to keep the lights and gas on while she was gone. She realized she didn’t need to call the utilities. She’d just use Travis’s internet to contact the utilities and have them turned off.

      Willow closed her eyes for a moment and prayed this was far enough away.
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      The three of them stood just inside the door to Mindy’s bedroom. Willow smiled at her daughter.

      When the girl saw her room, her blue eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open.

      She turned her gaze from her mother to Travis and back again. “Are you sure this is all for me?”

      Willow nodded.

      Mindy gave a whoop, ran to the bed and jumped on it. “It’s got good bounce.”

      Willow put one hand on her hip and pointed at Mindy with the other. “Mindy Renee Adams! Stop that. You will not bounce on the bed.”

      Her daughter hung her head and sat on the side of the bed. “Yes, Mom. I’m sorry, Travis. Thank you for the wonderful bedroom.” She suddenly looked up. “Mom, can I see your room? Please?”

      “Of course. It’s just down the hall.” She headed toward her room and opened the door so Mindy could proceed her into the bedroom.

      “Wow, Mom. These are the prettiest rooms we’ve ever had. Sure beats the last apartment we were in. That bed is bigger than that apartment was.” Then she giggled.

      Willow chuckled and then looked at Travis. Her face heated. She truly didn’t want him to know the state of the apartments she’d rented. “It certainly does.” The last place they lived before returning to the condo was horrible. It had one small bedroom, so Mindy ended up sleeping with Willow. The living room wasn’t much bigger and the kitchen was laughable. But they’d managed for about four months before Simmons found them again. Even compared to the condo, this place was a palace. She desperately hoped they could stay for a while. This was the kind of life she wished she could provide Mindy. But as a single mother, she was doing well just to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table, even if that food was takeout and then takeout leftovers.

      The money from this job would help her provide a better life for her baby, even if she wasn’t a baby anymore.

      And what would she do without her parents? They’d taken on Mindy’s home schooling two years ago, so Willow could work. She’d begun doing in-home care because she could work the hours she needed. No twelve-hour shifts, no nights, and no weekends. It was the best she could do, even though the money wasn’t as lucrative as working three twelves in a hospital.

      Those hours meant she could spend the time with Mindy she’d always wanted to. Travis, unknowingly, was providing her with the opportunity to spend even more time with Mindy, and she would not take it for granted.

      “I want you to unpack your suitcase and put your clothes away. Then we’ll go downstairs.” She turned to Travis. “Are you up to showing us around your ranch? I know Mindy would like to see your horses. She loves horses, don’t you, pumpkin...I mean firefly.”

      Mindy jumped up and down. “Oh, yes, can we Travis? Can we see the horses?”

      He grinned. “We can. You do as your mother says and then meet me in the kitchen. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll hurry.”

      Willow raised an eyebrow and lowered her chin. “You can’t leave until I’m done, too, so put your clothes away properly, not haphazardly.”

      The child’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Travis chuckled.

      Willow glared at Travis. “Will you please go to the kitchen and don’t encourage her?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The smile didn’t leave his face, but he turned and left the room.

      What was she supposed to do now? Mindy had a partner in crime in Travis. She could punish Mindy, but how could she punish Travis? Some naughty thoughts came to mind. She smiled and shook her head. That would not happen. She would not become involved with her employer. That was a bad idea and worse, not a good example for Mindy...was it? What if he was as attracted to her as she was to him? What then?

      But she felt a powerful attraction towards Travis. One she hadn’t felt since Alex passed almost ten years ago. She hadn’t been with a man since...had never wanted to...until now.

      She hung clothes in the closet and put them into the dresser. She didn’t have enough clothes to fill either place. Two suitcases held her entire life. Her clothes, jewelry, shoes...everything. Plus, she had a laptop bag for the computer she rarely used except to scour the want ads when she needed a job. Luckily, nurses were always in demand and she’d never gone without a position when she needed one.

      Once she hung, folded, and put everything in the proper places, she dressed in jeans, tennis shoes, and a t-shirt. She only had one pair of jeans. They were faded, worn and extra soft from many years of wear, since she’d owned them from before Mindy was born.

      Once the baby came, every bit of extra money had gone into savings for her college. Willow was proud that she’d only had to tap into it once to live. That was so she could do the deposit and first and last month’s rent for the first place she’d moved to trying to escape Simmons. She’d thought about it many other times and knew, if she had to again, she would have without a second thought. Mindy’s current needs outweighed her future college. She knocked twice on the solid oak dresser.

      After getting dressed, she went to Mindy’s room, but she found it empty. Her little girl was evidently too excited to wait on her old, slow mother. Willow chuckled and shook her head.

      Upon reaching the kitchen, she heard Mindy’s eager voice. “Did it hurt when you fell?”

      “Naw. I’ve fallen lots of times. What hurt was getting stomped on by the bronc I’d been riding.”

      Willow entered the room. “Here you are. I wondered if I’d find you here, pestering Travis. I’m glad to see that my mom instincts are still working.”

      Travis chuckled. “Now that we’re all here, are you ready?”

      “Yup,” said Mindy.

      “Yes.” Willow glanced at Mindy. “Just because we’re on a ranch in the Wild West is no reason to stop using proper English. It’s yes, not yup.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Mindy crossed her arms over her chest.

      They walked through the living room. The designer had carpeted it with thick Berber wool in a soft eggshell color. It was clear no children were in the house, as the designer and Travis would have opted for something less likely to expose dirt. Two identical sitting areas with space to walk between them filled the room. They were equidistant from the eighty-or ninety-inch television that hung on the wall. More Remington paintings framed the television. She was sure the local countryside had provided the native rock used to construct the enormous fireplace on another wall. The mantel held several of Remington’s bronze sculptures.

      The foyer was tiled with brown marble with gold striations running through it.

      Hanging from the two-story ceiling over the foyer was a chandelier made from an old wagon wheel with lanterns hanging from it, providing the light. The perfect touch, it enhanced the western motif throughout the rest of the house.

      “This is amazing. I love the wagon wheel chandelier in the foyer.” Willow walked behind Travis with Mindy.

      “Thank you. I had it built to my specifications I wanted something that would extend the western feel to the foyer.”

      “It’s perfect,” said Willow.

      “Mom. Did you see the size of that TV? It will be just like being at the movies only more comfortable.” Mindy walked with her gaze locked on the ceiling.

      Travis chuckled. “And just what movies do you like?”

      “Anything Disney,” answered Mindy. “That’s about the only thing Mom lets me watch.”

      Willow put her arm around Mindy’s shoulders and pulled her close. “You’re still too young for much of anything else. But I doubt that Travis has any Disney movies.” She looked at Travis. “Do you?”

      He shook his head. “Actually, I don’t own any movies. I stream everything I want to watch.” He looked at Mindy. “I bet we can even stream Disney movies.”

      Mindy grinned. “Yay! See, Mom, it will be just like at the movies.”

      Willow smiled. “You’re right.” She looked at Travis. “Should we go see the rest of the ranch now?”

      “Yes. Lets.” Travis headed out the door.

      The front door opened onto the wrap around covered porch she’d seen from the helicopter on the way in. The porch was at least ten feet wide, with a swing on one side of the door and a table and four chairs on the other. At the end of the native rock walkway from the porch was a four-seat ATV.

      “This is our ride to check out the rest of the ranch. I can’t walk it right now, so we ride.”

      Mindy climbed into the back seat and secured her seatbelt.

      Willow sat on the passenger side and fastened her seatbelt, too. She thought it looked like a golf cart’s, more hopped-up older brother. She hoped Travis was a good driver, especially since he really had only one working hand.

      Travis climbed behind the wheel, buckled up. “Are you ready?”

      “Yup...I mean, yes,” said Mindy.

      Willow turned around and frowned at her daughter.

      Mindy looked at her mother and grinned.

      Shaking her head, Willow turned and faced forward. I’m glad she’s having a good time and is teasing me.

      Travis took off, slowly.

      Willow was sure that the action was for her benefit and that if they hadn’t been there, he would speed the ATV toward the barn, which they were presently heading toward.

      He parked the vehicle outside the big open doors. Then he unbuckled his harness. “Come on, ladies, and meet some of my horses.” He climbed out of the four-wheeler.

      Willow noticed he put his good right leg on the ground first. “Travis, you should go down with your bad leg first. Down with the bad and up with the good.”

      “I’ll try to remember those instructions, especially on the stairs in the house.”

      She wondered if this outing would be too much for him, despite his walking cast. She would monitor him for fatigue or pain.

      She climbed out and watched Mindy jump to the ground with the ease and grace of a gazelle. Those ballet lessons she took before Simmons came into their lives were evidently still working.

      Mindy took her hand and pulled her toward the door. “Come on, Mom.”

      “I’m coming. Wait for Travis. He can’t move as fast as you do. For that matter, neither can I.”

      Mindy huffed out a breath. “Okay.” She dropped her mother’s hand and put both of hers in the front pockets of her jeans.

      Travis entered the barn and waited until they stood next to him. “In the first stall is my favorite horse. He’s four-years-old and high spirited. His name is Jet because he’s all black. Not a drop of white on him.” He walked up to the gate. “Isn’t that right, boy?” The horse came to the gate and nuzzled Travis’s hand.

      Mindy moved closer to Travis. “Can I pet him?”

      Travis nodded. “Sure. He’s high spirited when being ridden, but he’s a big teddy bear in the stall. He loves attention.”

      Mindy walked up to the gate and petted the horse’s nose. “Mom, he’s so soft. Come feel.”

      Willow moved forward and petted the horse, too. “You’re right. It’s like the softest velvet I’ve ever felt.” She turned toward Travis. “Are all horses like this? So soft?”

      “Yes, they are.” He turned away and went back out into the main aisle. “Come with me. I have something special to show you.” He walked down to the other end of the stalls.

      Seven stalls were on each side. Most were filled with horses. The stall he led them to had another beautiful black horse in it.

      “This is Bella. I bred her with Jet and she just had her colt.” He went to the stall’s gate. “Hi there, Bell. Will you let us see Snow?”

      The big horse came to the gate and used her lips to taste Travis’s hand.

      “Mindy, see that bag hanging on the wall back over there by the office?”

      She looked around. “Yes.”

      “Go get a couple of the cookies that are inside. We’ll give one to Bella and one to Jet on our way out.”

      The child ran to the office, stood on her tiptoes, got two cookies from the bag and gave them to Travis.

      “Would you like to give her the treat? These aren’t regular cookies. They’re horse cookies. They have oats, molasses, shredded carrots, flour, sugar and water. They are edible by humans but aren’t baked and probably aren’t what we’re looking for in our cookies. Take your hand and make it flat, like this.” He flattened his palm so it was completely straight. “Then set the cookie in the middle of your palm.” He showed her. “Got it?”

      “Got it.” Mindy took one cookie and placed it on her flat palm, then held it out to Bella.

      She devoured the cookie and looked for more.

      The horse unexpectedly moved, and an all-white baby horse appeared next to her.

      Willow’s heart melted. “Oh, look at the baby. How old is he?”

      “He’s just two weeks old. We haven’t let him out into the pasture yet. Since he’s so little and all white, he’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”

      Frowning, Willow looked at Bella. “If Bella and Jet are both all-black, how did they make an all-white offspring?”

      He shrugged. “Somewhere in their history, must have been a white horse or horses. We never know for sure what color offspring we’ll get when we breed these animals. It’s that way with all animals, including humans. It happens all the time. A dark-haired father and blonde mother end up with a redheaded child. Then it turns out that the mother’s great-great-great-grandmother was a redhead. You just never know for sure until the baby is here.”

      One of Willow’s eyebrows edged toward her hairline. “You seem to know a lot about babies for someone who hasn’t had any.”

      Travis shrugged. “You don’t have to have something to learn about it. I study human beings to learn about horses and their lines.”

      “When can I go riding?” Mindy stood with her back toward the gate.

      Bella snuffled her hair.

      The little girl giggled. “Bella, stop.”

      The horse lifted her head up and down and whinnied.

      Willow thought it seemed almost like she was laughing.

      “I think she likes you,” Travis laughed.

      “I like her,” said Mindy.

      “As to riding, we’ll have to see. I can’t go with you for another five weeks because I’ll have these casts on until then. I can’t mount with the cast on and I don’t have a mounting block.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, okay.” Then she perked up. “Does that mean we’ll still be staying here a long time?”

      Willow nodded. “For a while. After he gets the casts off, Travis will need physical therapy, and I’ll help him with that.”

      “Yay. We’ll stay long enough for me to ride a horse.”

      Travis ruffled her hair. “That’s right, little firefly. You’ll get to ride one of my gentler horses.”

      “What else should we see today?” asked Willow.

      “The barn is really the only thing. I don’t think you’d be interested in the bunkhouse and the arena is empty right now. I don’t keep chickens or milk cows. We take the copter to Bozeman every two weeks. I keep a Suburban at the airport. We load up on all the groceries we need. I have two large refrigerators and a deep freeze in the garage. If there is something you need or want, just let Claudia know, and she’ll get it on the list.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” said Willow.

      Travis started toward the door, hobbling on his walking cast. “Shall we head back to the house? Dinner should just about be ready. I can’t tell you what we’re having. I never know until I sit down. But Claudia always prepares something wonderful. I’ll have to increase my time in the gym when I get out of these casts to take off all the weight I’ll have put on by then.”

      “Physical therapy will help with that. You won’t be able to use weights until your wrist regains its strength, but we can do other things.”

      They reached the ATV.

      Mindy climbed into the back.

      Willow was again in the passenger’s seat.

      When they walked into the house, she smelled a wonderful aroma. “This is heavenly. I would bet Claudia made lasagna or spaghetti with garlic bread. Smell it, Mindy?”

      “Yes, and it makes me hungry.” She started toward the kitchen.

      “Wash your hands, young lady.”

      Mindy looked down at her hands. “But they aren’t dirty.”

      “You were petting the horses. Your hands are dirty, even if you don’t see it. Now don’t argue. Go wash your hands.” She turned to Travis. “Where is the downstairs bathroom?”

      “Across from the office.”

      “Thank you.” She looked at Mindy. “Come with me, young lady. We both need to wash up before we eat.” She walked to the office, admiring the art on the walls of the hallway, and then into the bathroom across the hall where she and Mindy both washed before returning to the kitchen.

      Travis was trying to dry his right hand but with only the fingers of the left hand showing, he was having some trouble holding the towel.

      Willow went over and immediately took over the task. “You do pretty well, for only having one hand.”

      Mindy was admiring the artwork up and down the hall.

      “I try.” He grinned. “But I’d much rather have a beautiful woman dry my hand for me.”

      “Travis—” She tried to keep it professional.

      “Shh. Take a compliment when it’s given. You’re a beautiful woman, and you should accept and know it.”

      “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      His lips turned up on one side. “There’s nothing kind about stating the truth.”

      She knew she was beet-red because her face was flaming hot. She’d never been able to control her emotions or her reactions.

      They entered the dining room.

      Claudia was setting a large pan of lasagna on the table. “Come on, everyone,” Let’s eat while it’s hot. Then we have snickerdoodle cookies made with help from the little firefly.” She looked over at Mindy and winked.

      The huge, round oak table was an excellent choice. Willow sat next to Travis, and Mindy sat between her and Claudia. The table could easily seat twelve adults and probably fourteen or sixteen, if pressed.

      Claudia’s meal was superb. The lasagna was beefy and cheesy, and the bread was garlicky. They were all too busy eating to have much in the way of conversation, but that seemed okay with everyone.

      Travis leaned back and patted his stomach. “Splendid dinner, Claudia, as always.”

      She smiled and waved away the compliment. “I swear, sometimes I think I could feed you raw prairie dog and you’d be happy.”

      He laughed. “I agree. I’ve often been so hungry after a long, hard day that I probably would have been.”

      “Well, thank you for the compliment. I like cooking for you because you appreciate it, and I like that.”

      Willow glanced at Mindy’s empty plate. That’s never happened before, even when I got Luigi’s lasagna, which, until tonight, I thought was the best. “I have to agree with Travis. That’s the best I’ve ever had, and I thought our local restaurant couldn’t be beat. I was mistaken.”

      “Yeah, Mom. This beats Luigi’s all to he⁠—”

      Willow lowered her chin and said softly, “No cursing, young firefly.” She’d taken to using Travis’s nickname for Mindy, since she enjoyed it so much. And what did one little name matter in the scheme of things?

      After dinner they streamed the live version of Beauty and the Beast starring Emma Watson for Mindy since Travis didn’t have any age appropriate DVDs. Travis sat in one chair with his foot propped on the coffee table. Claudia in the other chair while Mindy and Willow sat on the sofa. I love this movie, but I’m having a hard time concentrating because Travis is so close. I can smell his aftershave. The scene where Belle bandages the Beast’s injuries reminds me of caring for Travis’s back earlier today. I’ve got to stop this. I’ve been around handsome men before. Why does he seem so different?

      When the movie was over, Willow stood. “Time for bed, little firefly.”

      “Mom, can’t I stay up for a little while longer?”

      Willow shook her head. “No. You have school tomorrow. Just because we skipped it today doesn’t mean you can tomorrow.”

      “But I don’t have to go anywhere to go to school. Besides, it’s summer. I shouldn’t have to go to school.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Willow placed her hands on her hips. “Listen, young lady, just because you’re homeschooled doesn’t mean we don’t have to keep a schedule. Do you want to be doing homework after school and then after dinner, too, or would you like to spend time maybe in the barn after school?” She glanced over at Travis.

      He nodded. “I’ll be in the barn tomorrow afternoon grooming the horses, including Snow, if he’ll let me get close to him.”

      Mindy hopped up off the couch. “I guess I’d better get to bed then. See you tomorrow, Travis and Claudia.”

      “Goodnight, firefly.” He waved with his right hand.

      “Goodnight, Mindy.” Claudia stood. “Morning comes way too early. The cowboys eat breakfast here, so I have to have coffee made by five.”

      Mindy’s eyes slammed open. “Wow, that’s early. I’m glad I don’t have to be up that early.” She looked at her mother. “Do I, Mom?”

      “Heavens, no. I’ll still be dead to the world at that time of the morning.”

      Mindy laughed.

      So did Travis.

      And Claudia, too.

      Willow turned to Travis. “Do you want me to check your back tonight? I probably should and then clean it and reapply the antibiotic, too.”

      “Yeah, I’d like that. I’ve moved a lot today and I think the bandages have moved.”

      “That tends to happen. We should probably check and re-bandage it at least once during the day and again at night.”

      “You’re the nurse. I’m in your hands.”

      Oh, if only you were in my hands...and there wasn’t Mindy to consider... or me in your hands would be acceptable, too.
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      May 26th

      

      Gordon Simmons watched Willow’s condo. He’d been lax about being here for the last several days, but that couldn’t be helped. His boss had sent him out of town even though he worked from home. Training, he’d been told. But it wasn’t anything he didn’t already know, and had been a complete waste of his time.

      He watched the condo from his car. It was like being a cop on a stakeout. He laughed. Cops. They never could catch him. He knew she had taken out a restraining order here in Lakewood, but that didn’t matter. He laughed. She’d taken one out in Denver, Aurora, Golden, Arvada and the last one was in Brighton.

      None of those cops were ever fast enough to catch him. Even if they had, they wouldn’t keep him for long, a day at most, and then he’d be back at it, watching her. Making sure she knew who she belonged to. Soon he’d show her in person. He would have to train her; he knew, and he was looking forward to it.

      Her car was in the parking lot as he expected, but it was Friday. She usually did her grocery shopping on Friday. Why hadn’t she left to do that?

      No one had gone in or come out all day. Is she hiding from me? Is she trying to change her routine?

      He laughed. She should be hiding. Someday, Willow, I’ll have you alone, restraining order be damned. What can they do to me? Lock me up? They’ve locked me up before. So what if they do? I’ll have had Willow before they can stop me.

      He watched for her neighbors and looked at his watch. Eleven o’clock. They should all be at work. He took out his lock pick tools and opened the condo door. The extra door locks were no deterrent for him. He let himself in and closed the door quietly.

      This would be the best day ever. He’d lock the daughter in her room and finally get Willow alone, then he’d prove he’s all the man she needs.

      No one was in the kitchen. No dirty dishes and an empty dishwasher. He moved to the upstairs. He checked the first bedroom. It had stuffed animals in a straight row, leaning against the pillows on the bed. Had to be the little girl’s room.

      Next, he walked into the other bedroom. This was Willow’s room. She’d also made the bed. He looked into the closet. Most of the clothes were gone. He checked the dresser and the top two drawers were empty.

      She was gone, but where?

      He smiled. He’d put a tracker on her phone. One that worked even if the phone was off. He pulled out his phone and opened the app for the tracker. Then looked at the readout. Montana. She’d left the state and gone to Montana. Near Bozeman, but he couldn’t pinpoint the location until he was closer. He should have looked at it earlier to make sure she was here, but with her car outside, he’d made an assumption that she was inside. He was wrong, and now he would pay for it. The little wench thought she was safe. He’d show her she would never be safe from him.

      Gordon ran for his car. The sooner he got to Montana, the sooner he’d find Willow. His Willow. She was his, and soon, he’d show her what happens when she runs from him.

      His smile grew wider as his eyes narrowed. Then he threw back his head and laughed. No one ran from Gordon Simmons. No. One.
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      Two weeks after arriving at the ranch, Willow couldn’t sleep. She read some of the travel brochures she kept with her. Dreams that would never come true. She couldn’t afford a vacation like the ones in the brochures to places like Botswana or Bali, any more than she could afford to buy Mindy a horse. Nevertheless, nothing prevented her from renting a horse occasionally and going riding.

      She tossed the brochures on the bed. Even they couldn’t keep her interest. She got out of bed and tied on her robe to go downstairs and make some warm milk. That usually did the trick, relaxing her enough she could fall asleep.

      She switched on the hall light, stepped out of her room, and then heard moaning coming from Travis’s room. He sounded like he was in distress. Willow turned the handle and entered his room, leaving the door open for the light from the hall.

      “Travis. Travis.” She walked to the side of the bed and gently shook his right shoulder. “Travis. You’re having a bad dream. Wake up. Travis!”

      “Ahh. No.” He turned and grabbed her arm. “No. Help me.”

      “Travis.” She didn’t move out of his reach. He wasn’t hurting her, but he was definitely being hurt. “Wake up.” She shook him again, harder this time.

      He blinked. “What? Willow? What are you doing in here?”

      His chest was bare and his legs were tangled in the blankets, showing them bare from the knees down. “You were having a nightmare. I was on my way to the kitchen for some warm milk when I heard you. Are you awake now? Are you all right?”

      He released her. “Yes, I’m fine now. I’m sorry to worry you.”

      She shook her head. “Not a problem.” She stood back from the bed. “You’ve messed up your bandage. It should be cleaned and reapplied. If you’ll get out of bed, I’ll do that before I head to the kitchen.”

      He blinked several more times and then grinned. “I don’t think you want me to get up right now.”

      “Of course, I do. You need to have to be re-bandaged before you go back to sleep again.”

      “Uh, Willow, um, I sleep in the nude.”

      She’d reached for his blankets and stopped midway. “Oh. Well. You won’t be the first patient I’ve seen naked.”

      He hugged the blankets to him. “Perhaps, but I’d feel better if I put some sweats on.”

      She shrugged, went to the door, and flipped the light switch beside it. “As you wish. Do you want me to wait in the hall, or will turning my back be sufficient?”

      “Your back will work. Just give me a minute.”

      She turned and looked out into the hall. Then she heard him stand and rummage through a drawer.

      He cursed.

      She smiled. His act of protecting her sensibilities, though unnecessary, was kind. She had worked as a nurse in a cardiac unit and had witnessed almost every level of undress imaginable.

      One man got a little crazy on his pain meds, ripped out his IVs, took off his gown, and tied it around his neck like a cape. Then he yelled he was Superman, and they couldn’t keep him there. He sprinted to the window, which luckily didn’t open, before she caught and calmed him down enough to stop the bleeding from where his IV had been. “Need some help? I know it’s hard to pull on pants with cracked ribs.”

      “I’ve got it,” he ground out and then let out a deep breath. “There. I’m decent. Let me put on my walking boot.”

      She turned. Her heart started pounding. He was anything but decent. He was her cake and frosting, too. The man could have posed for a sexy women’s magazine. Oh, well, she would not become involved with a patient. That broke so many rules and her own moral code. But if he wasn’t a patient, she definitely would consider it.

      She walked over, where he stood by his bed. “Bend over a little and let me get the old one off and a new one put on.” She carefully removed the bandage and tossed it on his bed. She saw the injury was still oozing and knew she’d have to step up the cleaning and care of it. “Where are the bandages in your bathroom?”

      “I’ll get them.” He hobbled into the bathroom and returned with the box of supplies.

      She took the box, put on a latex glove, and started to work. When she’d finished, she stepped back. “There you go. That should feel better.”

      He stood. “It does. Now, if you could do something about these ribs. They are killing me. Every time I move, I wake up.”

      “It’s past time for your pain meds. I’ll give you a shot of Demerol this time, and that should help immensely.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Drop your sweats so I can give you the shot.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Turn around and drop your sweats. I want to give this to you in your buttocks.”

      He took a deep breath, turned around and lowered his sweatpants a couple of inches.

      Willow chuckled, then took a hold of his pants, and lowered them a little more, then gave him the shot. “There, that should do it. I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

      “I don’t think sleep will come anytime soon. Would you like some company for your warm milk?”

      “Sure. Do you like warm milk?”

      He shook his head. “I hate it, but I’ll have cocoa instead. Do you like warm milk?”

      She laughed and walked into the hall. “Hate it, but it usually makes me sleepy. Maybe just so I can get rid of the taste. I’d much prefer cocoa.”

      He grabbed his robe from the foot of the bed. “Two hot cocoas coming up.”

      Once in the kitchen, Travis pointed at the stools in front of the island. “Have a seat. I’ll fix the drinks.”

      When he set the cup in front of her, she circled it with her hands, loving the warmth.

      He sat next to her.

      They were both quiet.

      “I was riding a horse called Satan.” Travis broke the silence, looking into his cup as though he could see the picture of what his words described. “The name was rightfully deserved. He was surely the devil incarnate. I rode for the required eight seconds and then bailed. I tucked and rolled and was getting up when his hooves came down on my back. I lay there, unable to move, when he started doing some crazy dance, and that’s when he got my wrist and my ankle. I’m just thankful they finally got him away and headed to the gate.

      “I still couldn’t move, and the clowns rushed over with a stretcher. They carried me off to the medical tent. A doctor there examined me, stabilized my wrist and my ankle, then sent me to the hospital. I know I was lucky, but I wanted to finish the circuit. I had two more rodeos to go.”

      “There’s always next year.” I wonder if I should let Mindy ride. What if she fell off and that happened to her? Stop it, Willow. Mindy will be fine. She’s already had some lessons and nothing happened. She won’t be riding a bucking bronc. Just a horse. A normal horse.

      He slowly shook his head. “I don’t want to get on a bronc right now, though I’ll never admit that to anyone else. I’ve been hurt before, but this time was different. I felt the ribs crack and puncture my lung, and the bones in my ankle snap like twigs. I can’t go through that again.”

      Fear. He was feeling an incredible fear of being hurt. “What you’re feeling is normal. It’s called self-preservation. Once you’re healed, you’ll feel different.”

      Shaking his head, he looked down again into his cup of cocoa. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Besides, there is only so much time I can let my company go without me at the helm. And to be honest, I don’t even want to get on a horse.”

      “You need to work on that, and we can do it together. I’m here as long as you need me.”

      He looked up from his cup. “Where will you go to stay away from the stalker?”

      She shrugged and turned her gaze to the window above the sink and into the night as dark as pure, black India ink. “I don’t know.”

      He reached over and covered her left hand with his right. “Willow, I know we don’t know each other well, but I think you should stay here until they catch the man.”

      “He won’t be caught until I’m dead. The police can’t do anything until they find him. It doesn’t matter if he harms me or Mindy, if they can’t find him.”

      He frowned, and his eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t want you harmed. And what about your little firefly? Will he stop at you or begin with her to get to you? You need protection.”

      “I probably do, but I don’t have the money to pay them.”

      “I’ll pay them.”

      She looked back at her cup and shook her head before raising it again to look at him. “I couldn’t ask you to do that. It wouldn’t be right.”

      He chewed the inside of his cheek. “Very well. But I can get you protection while you work for me. I’d feel better all around. We don’t know where this man is, or if he could somehow track you. Is your phone off?”

      “I turned it off right after I talked to Grace and I haven’t turned it on since.”

      “Okay. That should be all right. I’ll have the head of my security go over it, to be sure.”

      Suddenly, her stomach turned over. What if he knows where I am? “Why? He can’t track me if it’s off. Right?”

      “It’s my understanding there are ways, but we can’t take the chance, so he’ll check it out. I’ll have him here tomorrow.”

      She let out a breath. “I’d like that. I want to do everything I can to keep Mindy safe.”

      “Are you ready for bed?”

      Willow shrugged. “Sure. Let me grab another book from your library, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. I’ll come with you. I have a feeling I’ll need one, too.”

      “I’m sorry. This was supposed to relax us, not worry us.”

      “It’s not your fault. Besides, it feels good to speak about my accident. Get it out of my head. Maybe it won’t bother me anymore. I haven’t been able to talk to anyone about it before.”

      “I’m glad I could help.” She slid from the stool and headed toward the library.

      The room was beautiful. Again, all the tables and shelves were oak. Two sitting areas existed. One by the window and another positioned in front of the rock fireplace. He’d placed Remington sculptures on the mantel, just like in the living room. The floor-to-ceiling windows would provide natural light during the day. Lamps on sofa tables behind the couches and on the tables next to the chairs on either end provided additional reading light.

      Willow loved this room. She loved to read, and she would miss the library in particular when she and Mindy moved on. Just the thought of leaving, of never seeing Travis again, never sitting in the kitchen whispering or picking out a book in this amazing library, made her sad. They’d only been here for two weeks, and already, it felt comforting...like home.

      Travis followed her to the library. “This is my favorite room in the house. My grandmother was a librarian and instilled in me the love of books. I’ve been collecting them ever since. In my collection, you’ll find a mix of first editions by Dickens, new thrillers from James Patterson, and cozy mysteries by Jana DeLeon.”

      She looked at the shelves, hoping she’d recognize the covers. “I didn’t see any of Jana’s books. I love her. The Miss Fortune series is the best. I’ve read every one of them so far.”

      He walked over to a bookshelf by the windows. “I have all of them here.”

      Willow hurried over and picked out the first book, Louisiana Longshot. “I haven’t read this in so long. It’s such a wonderful book and so funny, I can’t help but laugh out loud.”

      Travis followed her to the window. “Willow, can I ask you a personal question?”

      She smiled. “Only if I can ask one of you.” She walked over to the sofa in front of the fireplace and sat on one end, curling her legs beneath her.

      Travis followed her to the couch and sat on the opposite end. “Okay. That’s fair.” He cleared his throat. “Why haven’t you remarried?”

      Willow thought for a moment. “I could say I’ve been busy raising Mindy, and that would be true. But the truth is, I’ve never found anyone who attracted me enough to fall in love. I need to be in love to get married again...and I haven’t been.”

      “That makes perfect sense.”

      “Now for you.” She knew she shouldn’t ask, but her attraction to him compelled her to find out the answer. “Why haven’t you married and had children? From the way you are with Mindy, I think you’d be a wonderful father.”

      His eyes grew shuttered. “I’m not the marrying kind.”

      Willow reached over and placed a hand on his knee. “Why? You’re a wonderful man and you seem to like kids, at least Mindy.”

      He sighed. “This seems to be the night for baring my soul. Okay. I was engaged once, about three years ago. I met her on the rodeo circuit. I didn’t think she knew who I was, other than Tate Wilson. But she did. She came on to me because she knew I was Travis Morgan. She wasn’t in love with me. That honor belonged to my Chief Financial Officer, Ken Walker. He’s the one who conspired with her to get my money.” His voice was bitter. “He’d been my best friend. I’d have done anything for him. Pamela and I became engaged. We were to be married in just three weeks. I’d eschewed a prenup because Ken said I didn’t need one. She didn’t know how rich I was. I was Tate Wilson, remember?” He was quiet for a moment. “I thought she would love me for who I am and be thrilled to discover my wealth. I know it was naïve of me.”

      She stayed silent, just listening and hearing their breathing.

      Finally, he took a deep breath and whispered. “I’d moved her into my home, not this one, thank God. The one I had in Denver at the time. Anyway, I came home early to surprise her and boy did I. She and Ken were having wild, monkey sex in our bed...my bed.

      “I fired Ken on the spot. Pamela tried to convince me it was nothing, a one-time thing. But I knew it for what it was. I told her to get out, that she had thirty minutes and anything left after that I’d dump on the lawn and set fire to.” He laughed. The sound was bitter. “She apparently didn’t believe me and left some jeans and a Hermes bag behind. I threw them out the window onto the lawn, then grabbed a bottle of 151 rum from the liquor cabinet and ran outside. I poured the rum on the pile and lit it. She squealed like a stuck pig, and I didn’t care. I still don’t. They deserved what they got.”

      “It sounds like they did.”

      He turned toward her. His gaze was steady. “Don’t fall in love with me, Willow. I have nothing to give in return.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. I haven’t been with a man since Alex died, and I don’t intend to be. Any man I find myself interested in has a lot to live up to. Well, goodnight.” She didn’t know if she should feel relieved or upset. Did he think she fell for the first handsome face that came along? Willow decided it didn’t matter since he was a patient and she would never fall in love with a patient. She took her book and left him alone.
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      Travis watched her go. He was sure she thought him the most conceited jerk she’d ever met, but he was trying to spare her pain. Wasn’t he? He held his head in his hands. Or was he trying to spare himself pain when she rebuked him? The latter was most likely the case. Pamela had hurt him. He’d loved her, or thought he had, and yet, now all these years later, he wondered. He was not feeling all that hurt. Instead, he felt like he’d dodged a bullet. Maybe Ken had done him a favor, after all.

      Reflecting on Willow would, in all likelihood, keep him up most of the night, but he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Ten years. She hadn’t been with a man in ten years. How could that be? She was beautiful and funny and kind.

      She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. And there lay the essence of the situation. The one woman he had fallen for had already shown him she didn’t want him. Was it the thrill of the chase that attracted him to Willow? Was he trying to prove he could make any woman love him? And was that truly what he wanted to do with Willow? Make her hate him?
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      The following day, Willow met Travis and his security chief in Travis’s office.

      “Willow, this is Dan Cole, my chief of security. Dan, this is Willow Adams, my nurse. She’s got a stalker problem. I want you to check out her phone.”

      The tall, dark-haired man was muscular in an Arnold Schwarzenegger sort of way. He extended his right hand.

      Willow shook it. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Cole.”

      He smiled. “You, too. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances. And please, call me Dan.”

      She nodded. Her stomach was tied in knots. “What can you tell me about my phone, Dan? Can he track me? Does he know I’m in Montana now?”

      “Let me see.” He took off the back of her phone and removed the battery. Then he removed the rest of the back and looked into the guts of the device. He pulled out a small chip. “He’s smart. Not many would think of looking this far into the phone. Any idea how he would have gotten your phone?”

      Willow slumped in her chair and shook her head. “No. I didn’t think he got that close to me. I suppose he could have taken it when I was at one of my jobs. I help people bathe as part of my duties, so if he got into the house while I was giving someone a bath, he would have had time. And I always lock the door to the bathroom when I’m in there with a patient. They prefer it that way. Otherwise, he could attack me in the home.” She sighed and sat in a chair in front of Travis’s desk. Travis stood behind her. “Or maybe he’s happy just terrorizing me. I don’t know.”

      “It’ll take me a minute to see just what he has been seeing, but I would guess he knows where you are. Luckily, you’re here with Travis. He will see to your safety, along with everyone on the ranch. I can’t say how this man will react when he can’t get to you. But I’m thinking it won’t be good.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sure it won’t be.”

      Dan pulled his laptop from his bag and inserted the tiny chip into a small chip holder and then pushed that into the side USB port. As he watched what came up, he frowned.

      “This man has been following you for a long time, hasn’t he?”

      Willow uncrossed and crossed her legs again. “Yes, I’ve had to file my restraining orders on him in three different counties. He’s been after me for about three years. When he started threatening Mindy two years ago, I began homeschooling her. I was afraid he would kidnap her.”

      He tapped the chip holder. “After looking at this, I’d say that was an excellent move. How long have you had this phone?”

      She felt her face heat. “Over ten years. My late husband gave it to me as a gift. I can’t seem to get rid of it, even though I know I should upgrade. I just...can’t bring myself to do it.”

      Dan looked at her with kind blue eyes. They reminded her of Alex’s eyes. “I understand. An upgrade wouldn’t have stopped him from doing what he did, but it would make it harder. New phones are harder to get into. It takes more time and if he was in a hurry, he might not have tried it.”

      Willow sighed and nodded. “I suppose I should do it. If I send Mindy back to public school when all this is over, I’ll want her to have a phone for safety. So she and I could learn together if I get us new phones.”

      “That’s a good idea,” said Dan as he closed the laptop. “If you want, I’ll set you up with a set of phones. I don’t want you to use this one again. I want to err on the side of caution. This man is a lot smarter than most people, at least when it comes to following you. I’ll take this chip and destroy it for you.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to keep it for evidence that I can take to court?”

      “It would. I would keep this safe. I’ll leave it in the holder, so it’s harder to lose.” Dan handed her the chip.

      She wrapped her right hand around it, holding it tight so the chip didn’t fall out.

      Standing behind Willow, Travis placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Dan, I’d like for you to set those phones up now. No sense in putting it off, and it won’t hurt Mindy to learn to carry one.”

      Willow turned and looked up at him. “You’re right. She should get used to it. I just hope she doesn’t lose it.”

      Travis shrugged. “I bet she’s a pretty level-headed kid. I’m sure it will be fine.”

      Willow felt at a loss. She nodded. “She’s very smart and once she knows the phone is for her safety and not a toy, she’ll take good care of it.”

      Her back went up a little when Travis sounded like he was making decisions for her, but she had to admit she would have done the same things. So she let it go. This time. But she wouldn’t allow him to interfere with her raising of her daughter.
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      A little over three weeks later, the time had come for Travis to get his casts off and for Willow’s important work to begin...physical therapy. She was on her way downstairs to the kitchen and an antiacid. Just the thought of the helicopter ride had her stomach revolting.

      Hopefully, Travis would be as eager to return to normal as she was to leave and would put in the work needed to recover. Though, why she wanted to leave when she was safer here than anywhere gave her pause. But she needed to put distance between them because she’d only known one other man like him. One who was kind, gentle and treated everyone with the same respect he expected from them. And goodness, if he didn’t get that respect, he let them know about it. Alex was like that.

      And she was afraid she was falling in love with Travis and wasn’t prepared for that to happen. What if it didn’t work out? How would that affect Mindy? She already loved Travis, and it would kill her if Willow and Travis couldn’t make it work. Better not to try. Right? Why did she feel like she was making the wrong decision for the wrong reasons? Was she already trying to sabotage any sort of relationship they might have?

      They’d had no more late-night talks. She avoided him, unless Mindy was around. Her daughter adored Travis and loved being with him, and Willow couldn’t say no. He was good to Mindy. He seemed to enjoy having her around as much as she did him.

      And for all Travis’s protesting that he wasn’t the marrying type or the family kind, he treated Mindy better than any man Willow had ever met. Although she knew Alex would have been a great father, too. Regardless of Travis’s protests...he liked kids.

      Willow rode in the helicopter with Travis when he went to the doctor to have the casts removed. Mindy stayed with Claudia on the ranch, though she fiercely protested.

      In the helicopter, Willow’s heart pounded so hard she thought it would explode out of her chest. And she kept her eyes closed for most of the ride, squeezing them shut tight when they landed.

      Travis almost had to pry her hands from the safety belt she’d clutched the entire flight.

      Jason, the pilot, drove them to the doctor’s office and back to the helo.

      At the doctor’s office, she watched the casts come off and then examined the ankle.

      “What do you think, Doctor? Can he start physical therapy right away?” She touched the ankle and then squeezed it a little while looking at Travis for signs of pain. “Does that hurt at all?”

      Travis shook his head. “Is it supposed to?”

      Then she held his foot and his leg and slowly bent the foot toward his leg, stretching the tendons. “How about now?”

      Again, he shook his head. “That doesn’t hurt either.”

      Last, she bent the foot down with the toes pointed like a ballet dancer. “What about now? Any pain?”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t feel good. I know it will take a while, but I don’t like that. I still have pain.”

      She stopped testing his responses. “Okay, now I know what to work on. Did I miss anything, Doctor?”

      “No. His ankle will be the hardest to rehabilitate. His wrist will be easier, but that doesn’t mean it will be easy.” He turned toward Travis. “You’ll have to put in the work, just like getting ready for a rodeo.”

      Travis sighed. “I hear you, Doc, and I’ll do it. If there is one thing I want more than anything, it’s getting back to the rodeo.” I need to keep up the pretense. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m afraid to go back.

      The doctor grimaced. “I’ll be honest. You won’t be going back for this season and even next season might be too soon for your ribs. You’ll just have to play it by ear and see how you’ve healed. But if you push it, you’re liable to have a relapse, so listen to Willow.”

      “I will, Doc. Thanks.

      They left the office and headed back to the helo and another tortuous ride for Willow. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to flying back and forth to town. Luckily, she wouldn’t have to go except to go to the doctor with Travis. She preferred to get the information straight from the doctor and not second hand.

      When they arrived back at the ranch, Travis had to use crutches because his ankle wouldn’t bend correctly yet, so he couldn’t wear his cowboy boots. He needed to do intensive exercises. First, though, he needed to take a bath and scrub off the dead skin from being in the casts. Both his ankle and wrist needed it, but he could do it on his own.

      They had just sat down to eat dinner. Willow checked her watch when Travis returned to the kitchen. An hour had passed. He wore an old t-shirt and cut-offs made from sweatpants. He wasn’t using his crutches and was walking pretty well; and considering his ankle was still stiff, he only limped a little.

      Willow looked at him up and down. “How’re you feeling after your bath?”

      He sat at the table along with her, Mindy, Dan, and Claudia.

      Claudia brought him a plate of food.

      Travis placed his napkin in his lap, picked up his fork, and prepared to take a bite of the meatloaf. “Good. I couldn’t believe how much I had to scrub. The hot water relaxed the ankle some, too.”

      “That makes perfect sense. You’ll be soaking some more, and we’ll make it on the warm side. Too bad, you don’t have a hot tub. It would be beneficial. How’s your ankle?” Willow took a bite of mashed potatoes, which she’d topped with sour cream.

      “It’s really stiff. How long will that take to loosen up?”

      “You’ll be able to work your wrist more often now, so it shouldn’t take more than a couple of weeks.”

      He pursed his mouth and furrowed his brows. “I was hoping things would move along faster.”

      Willow smiled and lifted a brow. “Trying to get rid of me already?” She liked she felt comfortable enough to tease him. Even though she’d been spending as little time with him as possible, they still had a good relationship.

      Travis’s gaze locked with hers. “Not at all. I still want you to stay until they catch your stalker.”

      She immediately found her lap fascinating. How could she stay when she was falling in love with him more every day? “I didn’t think you still wanted me to do that.”

      “Of course, I do. Mindy and you need to be safe. I can provide that, so let me.”

      Willow looked up and locked gazes. His gaze was a rich, black-coffee-brown and hers a sapphire-blue one. “Thank you. You don’t know what a relief it is to feel safe. Until a person has been afraid for their life, they can’t know what safety really means.”

      Travis swallowed a bite of meatloaf. “I understand. Why do you think I don’t?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re a billionaire?”

      He pushed his tongue against his cheek, and his mouth turned down on one side. An eyebrow shot up. “That wouldn’t matter to the cowboys I’ve met, but I do it so I don’t put a target on my back or on the backs of others.”

      She felt a bit guilty for being so flippant. “I guess I hadn’t realized you would be in danger because of your money.”

      He sighed and turned to face her. “It’s not just the money, but what I know. They want to know what innovations are in my brain. Some people out there want that and will do whatever it takes to get it. Kidnapping is an actual threat.”

      Her eyes widened. “I don’t see security here. Are you sure it’s safe?”

      He laughed.

      So did Dan.

      Travis sobered. “All of my men are trained bodyguards. They just also happen to be my ranch hands. You, Mindy and I are safer here than anywhere else.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know.”

      “Well, now you do, and you have nothing to worry about.”

      I hope that’s true.
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      The following morning, Travis headed out to the barn, whistling. The day was gorgeous, the sky a deep crystalline blue and not a cloud in it.

      Mindy saw him and called out. “Travis. Can I go with you?”

      He turned and waved. “Sure, little firefly. Come on,” He swung his arm for her to join him.

      She ran to catch up, her long blonde braids swinging as she went. “Are you riding today?”

      “Not today. I’m just checking on Jet and Bella.”

      She trotted beside him. “Do you think Snow will let me near him? He’s always a little skittish.”

      He slowed, even though he was just walking, so she could keep up. “We’ll see what kind of mood the colt is in.”

      “I hope it’s a good one,” she mumbled.

      Travis chuckled. “Me, too.”

      The barndoors were open, leading into the shadowy interior. As they entered, the smell of hay, leather and horses reached him. Many people wouldn’t care for the scents, but to him they were the odors of home and he relished them.

      He went to the tack room to grab a couple of horse cookies and put them in his shirt pocket before he went to Jet’s stall. “Hi, Jet. How’s my boy today?” Travis opened the stall’s gate and walked inside.

      Mindy stayed outside the stall.

      He looked back at her. “You can come in. He’s a good boy. Aren’t you, Jet?” He patted his neck with one hand and extended his other toward Mindy.

      She walked up to Travis. “Do you think he’d mind if I petted him?”

      “I don’t think he’d mind, at all. Jet’s one of those rare horses with spirit, and yet, he’s still gentle.”

      She stepped up to Jet and petted his neck as high as she could reach.

      “I’ll show you his secret.” He tugged on Jet’s halter.

      The horse lowered his head.

      Travis scratched between and around his ears. “He loves to have his ears scratched. You try.”

      Mindy reached up and scratched him just as she’d seen Travis do. She grinned. “He likes it.” She stopped.

      Jet butted her shoulder with his head.

      She laughed and looked up at Travis.

      He chuckled. “He doesn’t want you to stop. Here, you can give him a cookie. You remember how?” He pulled a cookie from his shirt pocket.

      “Yes.” She flattened her palm and placed the cookie in the center.

      Jet took the cookie, his lips brushing her hand as he did.

      She giggled. “That tickles.”

      “Horses have very soft lips and noses. It’s like velvet, I think your mother said.”

      “That’s right, I did.” Willow walked up. “I wondered where you two partners-in-crime had gotten to.” She looked at Travis. “It’s time for your physical therapy.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I got my PT when I walked over here.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “That’s not enough and you know it.”

      He pouted, his bottom lip jutted out, and his mouth turned down.

      Mindy burst out laughing. “You look like my best friend’s little brother and he’s only three.”

      Willow lifted a brow. “I wouldn’t have put Travis over two.” She laughed.

      So did Mindy.

      And, eventually, so did Travis. “Okay, but I need to check Bella and Snow before we go back. Mindy, would you get two more cookies, please?” He gave Jet the second cookie from his pocket.

      He and Willow headed down to Bella’s stall.

      “Sure.” She skipped to the office and then stood on tiptoe to reach into the bag on the outside wall and grabbed a couple of cookies.

      Bella had poked her head out of the stall. She whinnied when the three of them started toward her.

      Snow had grown a lot in the last few weeks but was still too little to reach the top of the high gate, but he stood by his mother, clearly curious about what was happening.

      Travis reached the stall, opened the gate, and went inside. He hugged Bella’s neck with both arms. “How’s my little mother? How’s my Bella, hmm?”

      Mindy came forward with the cookie.

      “You can give it to her,” said Travis.

      She stepped up to the gate and offered Bella the cookie, just like she had to Jet.

      The mare’s lips grazed her palm.

      Mindy squealed a little and then giggled.

      Travis decided nothing could spread as easily as a little girl’s giggle. He laughed along with her.

      So did Willow.

      “Would you like to give her a cookie, Willow?” asked Travis.

      Willow shook her head and rested her arms on the open gate, the top of which reached her upper chest just below her shoulder blades. “That’s all right. Let Mindy, if she needs another cookie.”

      “Bella’s like a kid. She doesn’t need one, but she’d sure like one.” Travis kept a hand on Bella’s neck.

      Mindy gave the beautiful horse another cookie.

      Bella took the cookie and butted Mindy’s arm.

      “No more cookies.” Mindy ran her hand down Bella’s nose.

      Snow came forward, still sticking close to his mother.

      Travis looked at Mindy and saw her eyes widen, as did her grin. “Slowly let him sniff your open hand.”

      She did as he said.

      Snow fluttered his lips over her palm. Then he butted her hand as he’d seen his mother do.

      Mindy, very carefully, so as not to frighten him, lifted her hand and scratched him between and around his ears. Then, she moved to his neck.

      The baby horse leaned into her. He let her pet him for a little while, then backed away and walked to his mother and nursed.

      Travis and Mindy left the stall, and he closed the gate.

      “You did really well. I’ve never seen a colt take to someone when he is so young. I think you have a natural affinity with him. That’s fantastic.” He bent and kissed the top of her head. “You are officially Snow’s keeper. When he lets you, you can start grooming him. When you’ve done it once, he’ll want it every time you come to see him. The curry comb scratches them all over, like your hands, and then you can brush him, too. They like being groomed.”

      Mindy turned to her mother and grinned. “Mom, Snow’s mine to care for.”

      Willow hugged Mindy to her. “He is, and I’m very proud of you. Now, though, it’s time for your math lesson.” She looked over at Travis. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about you. You still need your PT.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He sounded grumpy, but still smiled.

      “Okay.” Mindy turned and gave Travis a hug. “Thank you. This has already been a great day. Can I come back tomorrow or is that too soon?”

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her back. “You can come every day. I don’t want you to get bored, though.”

      Mindy looked up and smiled. “I won’t. I promise. This is a dream come true.”

      Travis grinned at Willow. Then he turned his gaze back to Mindy.

      “I’m glad you like being here. I enjoy having you.”

      Willow stepped away from the gate. “Let’s head back. You both have things you need to do.”

      Mindy hung her head. “Okay.”

      “If you finish your lessons and if it’s all right with Travis, you can come back this afternoon to see Snow. But no going in the stall without Travis. Understood?”

      Mindy nodded quickly. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll finish my lessons right away.” She took off running for the house.

      Willow started following her daughter. “She’s really enamored with Snow. She’s been wanting a horse for years. This is a great experience for her. Thank you.”

      Travis fell in beside her.

      He was walking a little better, though he still limped. But he wasn’t using his crutches, which surprised her.

      “You’re welcome. She’s quite the little firefly. I wasn’t wrong with that nickname.”

      Willow laughed. “I would say fireball or firecracker. Firefly is much too tame for her antics. But she’s a good kid, and I’m really proud of the way she’s handled this stalker thing. She hasn’t complained once about having to move so many times.”

      I love the sound of her laughter. I’d like to hear it all the time.

      “Willow, I’d like for us to talk like we did the night of my nightmare. I miss it even though it was just that one time. Just getting it out to someone was very cathartic. And I enjoyed talking to you.”

      She walked toward the house. “We have been avoiding each other, except professionally. I’m sorry about that, too. I agree, it was nice to share with another person. Raising a child alone is difficult. More than anything, I wish Alex was still here, but he isn’t, and Mindy has turned out wonderfully, despite my missteps as a mother.”

      He hooked a thumb in a front jeans pocket. “I’d say you’ve done very well.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s lighten the mood. What PT do you have me doing today?”

      She burst out laughing. “Physical therapy is lightening the mood? You’re quite the character, Travis Morgan.”

      He smiled. “Ah, but you’re smiling. I’d say my ruse worked.”

      She still had the smile. “I guess it did. To answer your questions, you’re lifting some weight with your leg and doing wrist and elbow curls with your arm. Now, doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      “Oh, yeah. Looking forward to it.” He rolled his eyes. “Not. But I guess I’d better get it over with. Lead the way, mon capitaine.”

      I can think of something else I’d rather do, like kiss you until we’re both breathless, but that won’t happen. Yet.
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      Willow walked with Travis to the house. PT was on the agenda, but she wanted so much more, though she didn’t think Travis was ready for that. Was she?

      “You know, we might need to change your bandage more than twice a day. Maybe we should do it before every meal. You’re definitely more comfortable when the dressing is fresh. Are you not?” And I relish the feel of your skin under my hands when they unintentionally or deliberately brush you.

      “I am.”

      As she treated him this time, she felt a shift in their relationship.

      Travis turned and wrapped his arms around her.

      She raised her gaze to lock with his.

      His eyes were almost closed. At half mast, as she would have said in her younger years. He lowered his head and pressed his lips against hers.

      She couldn’t help but respond. His lips were soft yet firm. Her pulse raced, and her heart pounded in her chest. She’d wanted this for so long. Wanted to kiss him and so much more. But she shouldn’t do this. Shouldn’t have a romantic relationship with a patient; yet she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

      He took their kiss deeper.

      Their tongues met and circled, dueled, played, and tasted each other.

      She was momentarily lost, loving the feel of his lips against hers. Then she came into herself again and pulled back, but she kept her arms around his neck. “We can’t do this. You’re my patient. It’s against every rule in the book.”

      “Then you’re fired, because I want you, Willow.”

      “I’ll have to leave if I don’t work here.”

      “No, stay. Please. You’re safe here, and, until they catch Simmons, I’m not letting you become his target again. I care for you. Can’t you feel the pull of our bodies? We belong together.”

      Does he just want her for a night or for a lifetime? She didn’t know and right now she didn’t care, but she knew her duty. She shook her head slowly. “I...I don’t⁠—”

      He touched her lips with two fingers. “Shh. Don’t say anything now. Come watch a movie with me. We’ll talk. We’ll get it worked out. Just don’t avoid me anymore.”

      He dropped his fingers from her lips.

      She ran her fingers through his thick, dark hair. And pulled him down. “I feel it. I wish I didn’t, but I feel it, too.” Then she pressed her lips against his and kissed him back.
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      Hours later, Willow came back to the living room after getting Mindy to sleep.

      Travis sat on the sofa; two glasses of wine were on the table in front of him.

      She sat next to him and felt his arm around her shoulders after they’d picked up their glasses.

      He raised his glass. “To becoming good friends.”

      She smiled. “To good friends.”

      “Willow. I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said today and I don’t want you to go against your ethics, therefore, I’m firing you...starting now. But I don’t want you to leave or even think about it. You need to stay here where you and, more importantly, Mindy are safe.”

      “I don’t know—” I want to stay, but I feel like I shouldn’t. He’s my patient...was my patient. What he says is true. Mindy and I are safer here than anywhere else. Should I listen to my heart?

      “You can’t take chances anymore. What if he decides to escalate things? And with you leaving the state, making it impossible for him to keep to his game plan, whatever that is, I fear he won’t be satisfied until he’s actually got you to himself. Mindy is only a distraction to him. He could do anything to eliminate that distraction. Do you understand me?” A crinkle cut across the expanse of his forehead as his brows collided. “I believe Mindy is in more danger than you are.”

      His words shot shafts of fear through her body. She set her wine on the table and turned her body to face Travis. “Mindy? I would never put her in danger. I’ve done everything I can to protect her. Why do you think we moved so often? Or that I started home schooling her? She is the most important person in my life.”

      “I understand that but you have to make a stand somewhere. Why not make it from a position of power?”

      “Well, I⁠—”

      “I’m right.” He took her hands in his. “You know I am. Think about it. You’re not leaving anytime soon. My ribs aren’t healed and I still need PT.”

      Her brow lifted in an arch and her mouth turned up at the corners. “I thought you fired me.”

      He pulled a slow smile. “Only if you won’t kiss me anymore. Then I’ll have to fire you and ask you, as a friend, to continue to help me...and stick around.”

      She bubbled with laughter. “You are an ornery man, you know that?”

      Travis grinned. “Whatever it takes.”

      “Mom.”

      Mindy walked in, rubbing her eyes. “Can I get a drink of water?”

      Willow slid from the sofa and walked to her daughter. “Of course, you can, sweetie. Come on to the kitchen.” She turned back toward Travis. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      “I’ll be here.” He patted the sofa next to him. “Keeping your seat warm.”

      Willow gave him a small smile and put her arm around Mindy’s shoulders. “Let’s go get you that drink.”

      Mindy gazed up at her and nodded. “Mom?”

      “What is it, sweetie?”

      “Why are you and Travis sitting so close together?”

      Willow continued walking toward the kitchen. “Um, well, that way we don’t have to talk loudly. We didn’t want to wake you.” She got a glass and filled it before giving it to her daughter.

      Mindy lifted a brow and gazed at her mother. “Really?”

      “Really.” Willow kissed her on the top of the head. “Now, go to bed.”

      “’Night, Mom.” Mindy walked out of the kitchen and back to her room.

      Willow followed her as far as the staircase and then traveled back to the living room. She sat next to Travis, picked up her wine, and took a sip.

      “How’s Mindy? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. I should have given her a glass of water before bed. I usually do, but I forgot.”

      He walked his fingers up her arm. “Did you have something else on your mind tonight? Hmm?”

      “Maybe. But I shouldn’t forget my responsibility as a mother. That was not well done.” She set her wineglass on the table. “As a matter of fact, I should get to bed.” Then she softened her voice. “How about a raincheck?”

      He waggled his eyebrows and gave her a sexy smile.

      She pushed up from the couch. “I’m going to be alone. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

      Travis rose with her. “Sure, but Willow, it was just a glass of water.”

      She turned on him. “It wasn’t just a glass of water. It was the first time I haven’t thought of Mindy before myself. That’s not right. She always comes first. She has to. I’m sorry, Travis, maybe next time.” She hurried out of the living room and up the stairs.

      Am I right? Should I be devoting everything to Mindy? I’m her mother, but does that mean I need to put all my wants, desires and life on hold? Or do I just need to find a way to combine the two? Why is this so hard? It’s never been hard before. Because you’ve never felt about anyone the way you do about Travis. Why Travis? Why now? Because he’s nice and strong. He likes Mindy and, most importantly, she likes him.
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      The next day Gordon Simmons picked up his binoculars and watched Willow head to the barn like she did most days. What was so interesting in there? It’s just a bunch of horses. Then he saw the little girl leave the barn. Willow and the man stayed. Every time, they stayed.

      I wish I had a way to see what they were doing. Though, I think I know. Unfortunately for the man, Willow doesn’t belong to him. She belongs to me, and soon I’ll show her just how much she belongs to me.

      How will I get Willow alone? I figured out a way to get on the ranch without being seen. It’s too big for him to have someone everywhere all the time. And finding this hiding place so close to the house was a definite stroke of luck, for all the good it did him. She always seems to be with someone. The rancher or her daughter or a woman who must be the housekeeper. She was always with someone.

      He cursed. He must be patient. She would end up coming to him. Just wait. Patience is a virtue and for Willow, he had all the patience in the world, but his patience was at an end. It was time to make her his.
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      Two nights later

      After dinner, Willow approached Travis, holding two glasses of wine. “Want to cash that raincheck tonight?”

      He flashed a grin. “Yeah, I’d like that very much.”

      She headed to the living room and sat on one of the leather sofas. Over the back of it was a warm cashmere blanket. Perfect for cuddling up with. She set the glasses on the table in front of the couch.

      Travis sat next to her, as gracefully as his sore ankle would let him.

      Then she took the blanket and covered them both. “This is nice, don’t you think?”

      “Yes. I could spend forever like this, cuddled up with you on this sofa.”

      “Want to watch a movie?”

      He shook his head. “I’d rather just talk. Tell me about your husband.”

      Both of her brows went up. “Alex? Where do I start? We met in college. He was a senior, studying business administration, and I was a freshman, still wet behind the ears, as he used to love telling me.” She smiled at the memory. “We married after I graduated from Regis University with my Bachelor’s in nursing. Nurses were in great demand, something like they are now. I could have gotten a job anywhere. Alex had a job lined up with an oil company in Denver, so we bought a condo in Lakewood and I got a job at a hospital close to home.

      “We were deliriously happy for four years before we tried for a baby. Finally, a year later, I was pregnant. We were over the moon because his doctor had told him his swimmers weren’t strong enough and the likelihood of us having a child was astronomical.” She stopped and smiled, thinking of Mindy. “It was then I got pregnant with Mindy, my miracle child, my one in a million baby.”

      “She is pretty special. I haven’t been around children much. My brother and sister, neither one have children, so the only ones I’ve known at all are Claudia’s grandchildren. Their parents are quite diligent about keeping them out of my way.”

      She pursed her lips. “Children aren’t in the way. They are a blessing, and we need to do our best to make sure they grow into good, well-rounded adults.”

      “You don’t have to worry about Mindy being a good adult. She’s a great kid.”

      “Thanks. I think so, but I’m just a bit biased.”

      They had more wine and talked well into the night. It seemed the most natural thing in the world for her to rest her head on his shoulder and close her eyes.
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      Mindy bounced down the stairs and glanced into the living room. She came to a complete stop. Her mom and Travis were asleep, cuddled together on the sofa, with their backs to her. She grinned. She hoped that meant they were getting along and would fall in love.

      She loved Travis. He was a great friend to her. Taking her to the barn and showing her the different equipment, meeting some of the horses and just being kind to her. Her mom didn’t date so for her to like Travis was a major change and Mindy liked it.

      Grinning, she turned and hurried to the kitchen.
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      Willow woke up slowly, warm and comfortable against the man at her side. She’d fallen asleep while she and Travis were talking. Willow was more tired than she’d thought and being in Travis’s arms seemed so right.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead.” Travis’s voice rumbled in his chest.

      “Good morning. I could use some coffee, how about you?”

      “Definitely. Come on, let’s get some. I know Claudia has a pot in the kitchen. She always has it on by the time the cowboys come in for breakfast.”

      Willow stood and stretched. She was a little slow getting up from sitting on the couch all night but wouldn’t change it for anything.

      They found Mindy sitting at the table having breakfast consisting of homemade Belgian waffles, chokecherry syrup and a small glass of milk and one of juice.

      “Good morning, firefly.” Travis ruffled Mindy’s hair.

      “Morning. I saw you and Mommy sleeping together.”

      Willow choked on her coffee and nearly spit it all over the table. “We weren’t sleeping together, well, I guess technically we were, but we were on the sofa.”

      Claudia snorted and then chuckled.

      “Really. We fell asleep while talking,” said Travis.

      “It’s okay.” Mindy turned toward Travis. “When do we get to go riding? I can’t wait.” She bounced on her chair.

      “Well, we’ll go after breakfast when I’ve had a chance to shower and change clothes.”

      Travis promised to take Mindy riding; yet, just the thought of getting on a horse made his ribs hurt. They hadn’t ached for a while now, and he knew this was probably phantom pain brought on by memories of being stomped on by Satan. But they hurt, none the less. He could cancel on Mindy, but he couldn’t bear to see the disappointment in her eyes. And it was time for him to get back in the saddle, as the old saying went.

      One comforting fact was he’d be riding Jet. The horse had a soft mouth and responded to leg signals, too.

      Mindy would ride Lacey, the gentlest of his mares. She would still get an exceptional ride, but he knew Lacey was also remarkably responsive and would allow Mindy to relearn effortlessly.

      Willow declined to accompany them, saying she needed to do some computer work. He thought she wanted to give him some special time with Mindy, and also that he wouldn’t push himself too much with her along.

      She was right on that account. He only planned on as far as the northern line shack and back. That would take a little over an hour, and that was enough for a first ride for both of them.

      Once they had mounted, he looked over at Mindy. “Are you ready?”

      She had a smile as wide as the Mississippi River. “I’m ready. Will we gallop today?”

      “Maybe a little, after I’ve seen how you’re doing in the saddle. Does everything feel right? Are your stirrups comfortable? Not too long or too short? Why don’t you stand up in them?” He waved his hands up.

      Mindy stood.

      Travis looked at her legs and the distance between her and the saddle. “Looks good. Ready to go?”

      “Yes.”

      He motioned with his knees for Jet to walk.

      Mindy gave Lacey a little kick in her sides.

      The horses both started forward.

      Roy stood at the gate to the pasture and when Travis nodded, the cowboy opened it for them.

      Mindy went through first.

      Travis followed. His ribs still ached, but he was feeling like he’d come home and was glad to be riding again.

      They walked briefly before he increased the pace to a slow canter, avoiding a trot whenever possible, due to the discomfort it caused the rider, especially a novice. The canter was a much easier gait.

      “How are you doing?” Travis shouted over the sound of the horses hooves hitting the ground.

      Mindy’s smile never faltered. “Great. Can we gallop now?”

      He saw that she was holding the reins easily and sitting the saddle well. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “As much as I can be.”

      “Okay, follow me. Give Lacey a little kick. She’ll want to keep up with Jet, so you don’t have to do much.”

      He pressed his knees into Jet’s sides, and the horse began to gallop. He looked back to see if Mindy was keeping up and riding easily in the saddle.

      She was doing great. Her seat was good and she was moving with the horse like she’d been riding for years. She quickly caught up and ran beside him.

      He let the horses gallop for a few minutes, then slowed them to a canter and then a walk. He turned his gaze toward Mindy. “How long have you been riding?”

      The smile left her face, and she frowned. “Mom used to take me to lessons twice a week until she had to start homeschooling me because of the bad man.”

      Travis’s heart ached for the girl. “Well, we should be able to ride almost every day, if we want. Maybe we’ll even get your mother to come.”

      Mindy laughed. “That would be a good trick because Mom doesn’t know how to ride. You’d have to teach her.” Her eyes widened. “Could I help teach Mom? It would be fun, since she’s usually the one teaching me.”

      “We’ll see how it goes, but it might be good for her to see you riding.”

      The line shack came into view.

      He sat straight in the saddle. His ribs hurt from the gallop, but the pain was worth it to see the smile on Mindy’s face. “We’ll stop at the shack and water the horses and take a drink ourselves. Can you dismount by yourself?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      As they approached, a man opened the door of the building and aimed a pistol at Mindy. “If you don’t want to see her die, you’ll bring Willow to me before the end of the day. We’ll be here. Girl, you get off that horse and come over to me, or I’ll shoot this cowboy now.”

      Travis raised his hands into the air. This was the stalker. The man was average height, had blond hair and wore glasses with black plastic frames. To look at him, he seemed harmless until Travis considered the pistol in his steady right hand. “Look. I’ll pay you whatever you want. You don’t have to do this.”

      The man frowned. “Oh, but I do. I don’t want your money. I want my woman. I want Willow.” He snarled.

      Mindy looked at Travis with tears in her eyes. “This is the man that made us move so much.” Then she whispered. “The bad man.”

      “I know, little firefly. It’s okay. I’ll get your mother and we’ll be back.”

      “Just the two of you, understand? I’ll exchange the girl for Willow. An even trade. And nothing will happen to her in the meantime. But if you don’t bring Willow back in, say, two hours, the girl will die.” He waved the gun at Mindy. “Get down, now.”

      Mindy dismounted like she’d been born in the saddle. “I’ll take care of Lacey.” She looked up at the man. “Can I put her in the lean-to?”

      “After Travis, here, has left.”

      “I’ll be back.” Then he turned and let Jet have his head. He needed to get to the ranch as soon as possible. He had plans to make before he returned with Willow.
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      When Travis arrived at the ranch, Roy was still mucking the stalls in the barn. Travis slid from the saddle. “Roy, find the other men working in the buildings and gather them here. And saddle Sage, I need her ready to go. And send out a red alert. I want everyone that can make it back here, pronto.”

      “Yes, sir. There are only three of us today. Joe and Sam are in the ring.”

      “Get them. Now.”

      “Yes, sir.” Roy took off running toward the riding arena.

      Travis limped to the house as fast as he could go. In the kitchen, he saw Claudia. “Where is Willow?”

      Claudia looked up from the noodles she was making. “In the living room. What’s the matter? Where is Mindy?”

      “Can’t talk now. Get your weapon. And meet me in the barn.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She was a trained bodyguard, just like all of Travis’s employees on the ranch.

      Claudia turned and grabbed her Glock from the locked drawer in the kitchen where she kept it during the day. Then she ran out the door.

      Travis hurried to the living room where Willow sat reading in front of the windows. “Willow. Come with me now. Don’t ask questions, just come. Please.”

      Willow looked up with a smile. She looked around Travis. The smile faded. “Where’s Mindy?”

      Travis’s heart was pounding and his pulse raced as he tried to get her to hurry. He didn’t have much time. “Come with me. I’ll explain everything at the barn.” He held his hand out to her.

      She snatched her hand away. “No. Where is Mindy? Tell me now.”

      He took a deep breath, knowing that, of course, she needed the details. “Simmons has her. He was waiting at the line shack and wants you in exchange.”

      She closed her eyes as tears rolled down her cheeks. She swiped at them with her palms and she stiffened her back and lifted her chin. “Let’s go get my daughter back.”

      “Good. Let’s go.” He turned and hurried the way he’d come.

      When they arrived at the barn, Claudia, Roy and two additional cowboys were present.

      Suddenly, he heard horses galloping across the pasture to the ranch.

      Ten additional cowboys arrived. All armed for bear.

      The cowboys slid from their saddles and ran into the barn.

      When all were present, Travis spoke. “The stalker, Gordon Simmons, has taken Mindy. I mean to get her back without sacrificing her mother, who he wants in exchange. He’s at the north line shack. I want that shack surrounded but I don’t want him to see or hear you, so go way around to the back of the shack and then spread out. But most of all, stay hidden. If he sees you, he might harm Mindy. Any questions?” He scanned the group.

      The men and Claudia shook their heads. “Claudia, you and Jason stand by here. I want the ‘copter ready to lift off at a moment’s notice.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” said Jason.

      “Okay, I’ll call you when we’re ready for you.”

      Everyone mounted up.

      “Willow, Sage is your horse. Can you ride?”

      She nodded. “I can ride. That’s why I had Mindy take lessons. I was thinking about riding together on a regular basis.”

      Travis ignored Willow for a moment while he gave orders. “We’ll have the place surrounded so he can’t get away, though it is a possibility, it is highly unlikely.”

      She cocked her brow. “Just like it was highly unlikely he could find me here, or get on the ranch, or take Mindy. Just like those?”

      Dan reddened. “I admit, I made mistakes. I’m sorry. As Travis’s head of security, I take full responsibility for these errors. But we will get her back. Except for Claudia, we were all Navy Seals before this, and I won’t give you or Travis any reason to doubt our ability to rescue hostages. Claudia is former CIA.”

      She narrowed her eyes and poked Dan in the chest with a finger. “I don’t care what you all were. When I get my daughter back, I’ll believe in your ability.”

      “Willow.” Travis took her by the shoulders and turned her                                                                                                                                                                   to face him. “This is my fault. I took our illusion of safety too literally, and Simmons slipped through. I should have had guards with me. I’m sorry. She’ll be back in your arms soon. I promise.”

      She shook off his hands. “I’ll do whatever he wants me to do to get Mindy safe. Anything. Whatever happens, you keep her safe. Promise me, Travis. You’ll always keep her safe.”

      “You have my word.” Travis hadn’t ever had anyone’s life or death in his hands. He watched her shake in her boots, literally.

      “Willow, I need one of your boots,” said Dan. “I want to put in a tracker he’ll find. I have to place it just right. I don’t want it to be too easy or he’ll know it’s a plant. But I don’t want it so hard he can’t find it. Because he’ll never let you out of his sight even for a minute, if he doesn’t find one. Even so, I’m not sure he’ll ever let you out of his sight.”

      “Won’t my boot be fairly obvious?”

      Dan furrowed his brows for a moment. “That’s the idea. I figure he’ll definitely look in the boots first, but it will take him some time. At least I hope it does.”

      Willow presented a lip-curling snarl. “Yes, you better hope he falls for it.”

      “He will. He’s smart and he’ll check when he gets you alone, but we’re going to make sure that doesn’t happen,” said Dan. “Let me have an earring. I’ll put one there, too. One he’s unlikely to find, because it’s so small.

      She removed an earring and handed it to him before putting back on her boot.

      Dan handed the earring back. “Are you ready? Do you need help to mount?”

      “I’ve got it.” She easily swung up into the saddle. “The stirrups are a little short. Would you lengthen them for me?”

      Travis stepped forward. “I’ve got this. Get with your unit, Dan, and keep track of Willow. I want you to make sure it’s working.” As he lengthened the stirrups, he said, “I thought you couldn’t ride. Mindy said you can’t.”

      “I never told her I could ride. I wanted to surprise her when she finished her lessons this year.”

      Dan walked over to Travis. “Here’s an ear piece. It’ll keep you up-to-date as to Willow’s whereabouts after you leave with Mindy. Remember, you must leave and not make him suspicious. Mindy won’t want to leave her mother. You’ll have to make her.”

      “He’s right,” said Willow. “She’ll want to stay with me. You can’t let her, no matter what. I don’t care if you have to tie her to the saddle to make her go home. She must go with you. Now that he’s gone this far, I don’t know how much further he’ll go. I don’t want her anywhere near him.”

      “I’ll make her go.” Travis looked up at her. “We have to keep up the pretense that he’s in charge and, for a moment, he will be. I don’t want you to be in danger. If we go in too soon, he’ll panic, and he’ll use you as a shield. But we have to get Mindy back first. That’s paramount.”

      “That is all that matters. I’ll take care of myself, but you have to get her out, get her away. Get her safe. The longer she’s with him, the more danger she’s in.”

      Travis tried to calm her and put a hand on her knee. “We’ll get her back. I promise.”

      She backed Sage up enough that he dropped his hand.

      “I can’t afford to fall apart now. My daughter is depending on me.”

      He nodded and then walked to Jet and mounted, much the same way Willow had. He didn’t have time to think about his injuries or pain getting back on Jet. All he could think about was a scared little girl alone with a madman. “Okay. Let’s get Mindy back.”
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      Mindy sat on one of the straight-backed chairs at the square wooden table in the line shack. The building was one room with the table in the middle. A stove was on one side and a bed on the other side of the room. The bed was small, like a half-sized twin bed. Neatly folded blankets and a pillow were on the bed, which had a thin mattress. Beside the stove was a bucket of wood and a pail of water. There was a kitchen area with shelves and a sink. On one side of the sink were canned foods, and on the other side were pots, pans, plates, and cups, all made of metal.

      On either side of the door was a small window. The door had a wooden bar that came down over the door to lock it.

      Gordon Simmons sat in the chair across from her with the pistol on the table between them.

      Mindy sat with her legs crossed at the ankle and leaning against the back of the chair with her arms over her chest. “My mom will come for me, and then you’d better watch out because she’s gonna be real mad at you for taking me.”

      His eyes narrowed as they looked at her, and his top lip was pulled back in a snarl. “She’ll get over it once we’re away from here and start our life together...without a punk kid like you.”

      Mindy gritted her teeth. “I’m not a punk kid. I’m the best kid anyone could have, and Mom will never be happy without me.”

      His eyes tightened at the corners. “She’ll get used to it. I’m all she’ll ever need.”

      She wanted to laugh. But she knew enough not to make him too mad. “You’re wrong about her. Just like you’re wrong about me.”

      Suddenly, Simmons picked up the gun and pointed it at her. “You better shut up, kid, before I decide all your mom will see is your dead body.”

      She lifted her chin, her mouth formed a firm line, and she made slits of her eyes. “You won’t shoot me. Mom will never go with you if you harm me. Even I’m smart enough to know that.” She refused to be scared in front of him, though her stomach churned and she felt like throwing up. This man had made her life miserable for the last three years. He was the reason she couldn’t go to school or be with her friends. She felt both angry and scared, maybe even more angry than scared. He would hurt her mother, she knew it, when her mom didn’t do just what he said.

      He pushed away from the table, stood, and paced. The pistol hung from the fingers of his right hand as he ran his other fingers through his hair and around his neck. “I wish you were wrong. This all would be so much easier if she didn’t have a kid.” He walked to the window again and looked out. “Damn, where is she?”

      “It takes time to get to the ranch and back. Travis and I rode for almost an hour to get here.”

      He clenched his jaw and paced some more. Then he turned and looked at her. “I don’t think I can put up with you for two hours, but I can’t find any rope to tie you up with.”

      “Good.”

      Simmons shoved the pistol in his pants, came over and planted his palms on the table, then leaned so his face was about two inches from hers.

      She smelled his sour breath, and he reeked of something else. He was just stinky. Mindy guessed she should be happy he wasn’t drunk. She’d seen drunk people on the street corners, and they stumbled and mumbled. She didn’t know what he would have done to her then.

      “You should be careful, little girl, before I take my belt to you.”

      She lifted her crossed arms high on her chest and stared. “I won’t let you beat me. You can’t hurt me and you know it. I know it. You want my mother too badly.”

      She didn’t know how long she sat there before she heard horses galloping toward the shack. She jumped up, ran to the door, and grabbed the knob.

      Simmons grabbed her by one of her braids and pulled her back.

      “Not so fast. You don’t go outside without me. I don’t want there to be any accidents. Like you said, your mother will never come with me if I hurt you. You mind your manners, little girl, if you want to see your mother again.” He released her and shoved her behind him, away from the door.

      The galloping stopped, and she knew her mother was right outside.

      Simmons grabbed her shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t do anything foolish. I really don’t want to shoot you...or your mom.”

      “You’d never do either. You’re just a big bully, and Mom says to ignore bullies.” She squirmed under his hand, but he wouldn’t release her.

      “Your mom says a lot of things I don’t like. I’ll have to break her of that habit.”

      Mindy stopped moving and stared up at him. He stood behind her with the pistol in one hand and the other squeezing her shoulder tightly.

      A gleam appeared in his eyes and a scary smile formed on his face. That had her scared, not for her, but for her mom.

      “Gordon Simmons. I’m here. Release my daughter.”

      She heard her mother’s voice, loud and fearless. Mindy missed her mom so much. Tears formed. “Mommy!”

      “Shut up!” Simmons looked down at her. “Now, we’ll see just what it’s going to be. Come on and don’t wiggle or I’ll backhand you, Willow, or not.”

      Mindy wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t want her mother hurt or to go with this crazy man, but she couldn’t see any way out.
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      Willow had dismounted and watched as Mindy came out of the door.

      Simmons stood behind her with his left hand on her shoulder. His right held the pistol pressed to Mindy’s side.

      Dear Lord, how will I help my daughter, except by going with this man?

      “Willow, you come forward. When I see you’re halfway, I’ll release the kid.”

      “Don’t hurt her. I’ll come with you willingly, as long as you don’t hurt her.” She crept forward, giving Travis’s men the time they needed to come up on either side of the shack.

      When she was about ten feet away, Simmons took his hand off of Mindy’s shoulder and gave her a shove.

      Mindy stumbled for a couple of steps and then fell.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Willow yelled as she ran to Mindy. “You don’t get to treat my daughter that way.”

      He waved the gun at her. “Leave the kid alone and come to me.”

      Willow put her back to Simmons and bent down to take Mindy’s hand. “I’m helping Mindy. You can like it or not. I don’t really care what you want.”

      “You will when I put a bullet in your precious daughter.” He lifted the revolver and aimed it at Mindy.

      Shots rang out from behind them.

      Willow fell on top of Mindy, shielding her without crushing her. She put her hands around Mindy’s head and pulled her to her chest while she rested on her elbows.

      A hand encircled her arm.

      She pulled away, her body stiffened, and she tightened her hold on Mindy. “Leave us alone. Get away.”

      “Willow. It’s me. Travis. It’s all over.”

      Lifting herself, staying off of Mindy with her palms flat on the ground and her arms straight, she looked over to where Simmons had been. She saw his bullet-riddled body on the ground.

      Then, without instructions, Travis’s men circled the body so Mindy couldn’t see it.

      Willow turned her gaze to Travis and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      He closed his eyes and nodded. Then extended a hand to her.

      She took it and stood, then released him and scooped Mindy in her arms.

      The girl broke down and cried.

      “It’s okay, baby. Simmons is dead. He’ll never bother us again. We’re free.” Willow felt the knot in her stomach that had been her constant companion for three years finally release. They were free. Mindy could go to school. Visit with her friends, have sleepovers, all the things that little girls do.

      Mindy wrapped her arms around her mother and buried her face in her chest. Then she looked up at Willow, her face damp with tears. “He was crazy, Mom. I mean, really crazy. Mentally ill.”

      “I know, baby. I’ve always known. Anyone who followed me, us, like he did, would have to be disturbed.” I’m free. I don’t have to be afraid to go to the grocery store, or a movie or meet friends on the weekend. I’m free to live my real life.

      “Ladies, we need to get you both back home.” He pressed a hand to his ear. “Jason, bring the helo in now to pick up my girls.”

      Willow looked over at him, her eyes wide. My girls? Are Mindy and I really his girls? They hadn’t talked about it. Hadn’t even done more than some necking on the sofa. His girls?

      A few minutes later, the helicopter landed.

      Travis walked them over to it and helped them get in.

      Mindy hopped into the back and buckled her safety harness.

      Willow stood at the door and looked back at Travis.

      He smiled at her and mouthed, “Later.”

      Then he helped her into the ‘copter.

      As the aircraft lifted off, she stared at Travis.

      He waved and then turned back to deal with Simmons.

      She assumed he would call the sheriff.

      As they flew the eight or so miles back to the house, Willow looked out of the windshield but didn’t actually see anything that they passed over. Her mind was so preoccupied with Travis’s words, my girls and later, she didn’t even remember to be afraid. What would they talk about later? She wanted to know now.

      Jason set the helicopter down at the pad by the house. He turned it off and then came around to help Willow out.

      Mindy was already out of her harness and on the ground when he reached Willow.

      She’d released her harness but appreciated his assistance to disembark from the ‘copter. “Thank you, Jason.”

      “Anytime, Willow. I’m sure Travis will be here shortly. Claudia probably has coffee and hot cocoa ready, so you two can warm up.”

      “You wouldn’t think I’d need warming in the middle of July, but the coffee will be welcome. Mindy and I have been through a traumatic experience. Feeling cold after such an occurrence is not uncommon.”

      Jason put a hand at her waist and escorted her from under the helicopter’s blades and on into the house.

      Mindy ran ahead of them to the kitchen.

      Claudia had four cups on the table.

      Mindy sat on one side with a cup of hot cocoa, if her mustache was any sign.

      The other three cups contained coffee. Cream, sugar, and Splenda were on a tray in between the cups.

      Claudia sat at the table and added cream and sugar to her coffee.

      Willow normally would drink it black, but she needed some comfort and the cream and sugar, real sugar, seemed to be called for.

      Jason added a little cream to his coffee.

      “How are you?” asked Claudia.

      Willow looked at Mindy. She was bouncing back better than Willow was. Already she was smiling, which pleased Willow very much. She was glad her daughter didn’t appear to be traumatized by what had happened,

      “I’m fine.” Mindy took a drink of her cocoa. “I’m glad the evil man is gone and won’t bother Mom and me, anymore. Now, we won’t have to move all the time.”

      Mindy had the right attitude. One she, herself, should adopt. But she couldn’t get the picture of Simmons’ bullet-riddled body out of her mind. He would have shot me, or worse, Mindy, if Travis’s men hadn’t fired on him first. Those men had saved her and Mindy’s lives. She owed them more than she could ever repay. And Travis, he’d done all in his power to keep them safe, and he had, for the most part. Simmons’ holding Mindy hostage wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t have known Simmons had breached his surveillance. His property was just too big.

      She drank the coffee and in between sips kept her hands wrapped around the ceramic mug with black-and-white cows. Travis’s whimsical items were one of the things she found endearing about him. Who would think a billionaire would have these kinds of dishes? Or maybe they were Claudia’s touch in the kitchen. Willow was fairly sure Travis hadn’t designed the pots, pans and dishware that went in his kitchen.

      Once Mindy finished her cocoa, she was antsy. “Mom, can I go to my room and read or something. I’m bored.”

      Willow laughed. Life was back to normal.

      “Sure. You go on.”

      After about an hour or an hour and a half, the back door opened and Travis walked in.

      Claudia jumped up. “Sit, and I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

      “Thanks.” Travis sat at the end of the table between her and Jason. “The sheriff took charge, so my men and I left them to their work. We’ll give statements later. He said we can give our statements over the phone.”

      Willow gazed at him. “Thank you. Without you and your men...I—I don’t want to think what might have happened.”

      Travis reached over and took her hand. “You’re welcome. We need to talk later. Will you meet me in my office after Mindy goes to bed? I don’t want to be disturbed.”

      Her lips turned up. “I’d like that.” I wonder what he wants to discuss?
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      After she put Mindy to bed, Willow walked down to Travis’s office. Doing so was more difficult than usual. She rapped on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Travis’s voice sounded even deeper than normal coming through the door. She entered and found Travis sitting on the deep-blue sofa facing the fireplace. He held a glass of what she assumed was Malbec, since that was his favorite. Another glass of wine sat on the table.

      “Come have a seat.” He patted the couch next to him.

      Willow walked over to the sofa, sat, picked up the wine, and leaned back.

      Travis put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer.

      She went easily. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Us.”

      She lifted a brow. “Is there an us?”

      “I care for you, Willow. More than I ever have anyone before.”

      She furrowed her brows. “What do you mean? You care for me?” She took a sip of her wine.

      “I want to marry you. I think we’ll be good together.”

      Willow closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. This is the man who told me not to fall in love with him; that he’s not the marrying kind. So, what is this about? Her heart was warring with her brain. Her heart wanted to marry him with all of her being because she loved him.

      Her brain was telling her it couldn’t work without love. “Marry you? You barely know me. We shared some kisses and a terrible event today, but that’s not enough⁠—”

      He sipped his wine before wrinkles appeared on his forehead, and his eyes narrowed. “Today made me realize how much I feel for you. The thought I could lose you nearly killed me. I wanted to go after Simmons with my bare hands. I’ve never felt like that before.”

      Willow’s face heated. She turned on the sofa, so her body faced him. “That’s a wonderfully nice thing to say, but it’s not enough to build a marriage on. I know what it takes to be married, and it’s difficult even with love on both sides. And you’ve never mentioned Mindy? Where does she fit in all of this? I need more than that. More than just caring and if you’re honest with yourself, you do, too.”

      “First, you and Mindy are a package deal. I know that. I would love to have her as my daughter. Willow, I know we can make it work. Please.” He was facing her and he took her wine glass and set it on the table and then took her hands in his.

      She shook her head again. “I can’t. I have Mindy to think about and I need love, Travis. Caring is nice and I care for you, too. Much more than I want to, but I still need more. I think it’s time for Mindy and me to leave and go back to our condo. If you’re really serious about this relationship, then court me. Prove to me it’s real, and let’s get to know each other better.”

      His mouth turned down and his eyes narrowed. “If that’s what I need to do to prove we were made for each other, I will. When will you leave?”

      She picked up her glass and stared into it as she swirled the wine. “I don’t see any reason to delay. Your ribs are nearly healed and you’ve been good about doing your PT. I think we can safely leave tomorrow.”

      His eyes tightened at the corners for just a moment. Then he ran a hand through his hair and relaxed. His lips turned up at the corners. “Fine. I’ll fly with you and move to my new house in Denver. That will make it easier for us to see each other. Next week, there is a charity ball for diabetes. I was just going to send a check, but now I’d like you to go with me. Please.”

      Her heart pounded. She would love to go. She shook her head to clear it. “I don’t have the proper clothes for a ball.”

      He shrugged. “That’s not a problem. My sister is a designer. I’m sure she has something. She goes by the name of K. Starr. You may have heard of her.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “K. Starr. Of course, I’ve heard of her. Everyone who’s anyone wears her creations.”

      He sipped his wine and smiled. “Good. I’ll have her send you a dress, or you can go to her showroom in Denver and pick out something.”

      She couldn’t resist having one of K. Starr’s dresses. And, to be honest, she would love to go with Travis anywhere. She’d fallen in love with him, but she needed him to love her back. She didn’t care about his money. She’d be happy going to a fast-food restaurant, but attending this ball was special. And Alex’s sister had juvenile diabetes and had struggled for years, losing sight in one of her eyes to the disease.

      “Very well, I’d love to go. Where is it at?”

      “The Westin downtown Denver.”

      “That’s a very nice hotel. What day and will you pick me up?”

      He cocked one brow and pursed his lips. “Of course. What do you take me for? And it’s on Saturday.”

      She laughed. “Sorry. I haven’t dated for over fifteen years. I don’t know what the protocols are anymore.”

      “The ball begins at eight. I would usually get there about eight-thirty and leave at nine, but this time, I want to be early. I want everyone to see my beautiful date.” He flashed a sexy grin.

      “You don’t know that I’ll be beautiful.”

      He dipped his chin and lifted hers with a single knuckle, then he gave her a quick kiss. “Okay, now you’re fishing for a compliment. So, I’ll give you one. I know you’ll be beautiful because you always are. You could wear a flour sack and run rings around any other woman there. In one of Kelly’s dresses, you’ll be spectacular. I have no doubts all the men will envy me.”

      She swallowed over the lump in her throat. “I’d like very much to go. Thank you.”

      “I should thank you. You’ll have fun. Trust me.” He gently cupped her cheek and ran a thumb over it. “I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty and we can have dinner after. Where would you like to go?”

      She shook her head and shrugged. “I have no idea. You pick.”

      He sat back against the sofa. “Very well. It will be a surprise, then.”

      Willow set her wineglass on the table and stood. “I should get to bed. I still need to pack. What time do you want to leave?”

      “That’s up to you, but before you go to bed, I need something.” He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her close, and then leaned down until his lips met hers. Then he pressed them against hers, teased her lower lip with his tongue until she opened and greeted him with hers.

      They stayed like that for a while. Finally, Willow pulled back and ran her fingers through his hair. “As much as I like this, I really have to go up to bed now.”

      His bottom lip jutted out, and he pulled his arms back, then he smiled. “If you must, I’ll walk you to your door.”

      She grinned. “You are such a gentleman.”

      He held out his arm.

      Willow put her hand through the crook of his elbow.

      “You know, as to dating protocols, I’m a bit rusty myself. How about we make our own protocols?”

      “Sounds like a good idea.”

      They walked up the wide staircase and down to their rooms.

      Travis braced one arm on the door beside her head and then leaned down to take her lips again. When he pulled back, he gazed down at her. “I don’t think I can ever get enough of your kisses.”

      “That’s good. I feel the same way about yours. But I must say goodnight.” She lifted on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Goodnight, Travis.”

      “Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning, unless you want to meet me for cocoa in the kitchen in a couple of hours.”

      Laughing, she opened her door. “We’ll see if I’m asleep by then.” She stepped into the room and after she saw Travis turn toward his room, she closed the door.

      Willow leaned back against the door. She felt like Cinderella going to the ball with her prince. She decided she’d wait and tell Mindy later. She was finally free to trust outsiders to watch Mindy. She’d check Mrs. Johnson’s availability for babysitting or consider a sleepover with her friends, who she hadn’t seen much except on video calls for the last two years. Good thing her best friend stuck by her.

      Am I sure I want to start something with Travis? It would be so easy to just say yes, but I can’t. I need to be sure, not only for my sake, but for Mindy’s. I won’t put my baby through a divorce.
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      August 1st

      

      After getting Mindy up early to pack, she had to say goodbye to the horses. Claudia walked them to the helicopter.

      “I’m going to miss you, Claudia.” Mindy hugged the woman tight.

      Willow saw tears in Claudia’s eyes.

      “You be a good girl for your mom, okay? Mind what she says. She’s not trying to punish you for some unknown infraction. She’s trying to protect you. Okay?”

      Mindy nodded on the woman’s chest and Claudia held her for a moment. Then she straightened her arms, still holding on to Mindy’s shoulders. “Don’t worry little firefly, I have a feeling this is not our last time together.”

      “I’ll miss you.” Mindy sniffled.

      Claudia kissed her cheek. “I’ll miss you, too. Until we see each other again.”

      Willow gave Claudia a hug. “I’ll miss you, too. Take care.”

      “You, too. I hope to see you soon.”

      Willow looked at the woman and wondered if she knew something Willow didn’t.

      On the plane ride to Denver, Willow smiled as she watched Mindy pepper Travis with questions.

      Mindy sat on the arm of the sofa next to Travis. “Will we get to see your house? Is it like the ranch?”

      Travis sat with Willow on the sofa. “Yes, I’m sure we can arrange for you to see my house. No, it is nothing like the ranch. I designed the ranch house myself. My home in Denver, I purchased from one of my investors. He was moving to Paris.”

      Willow had a couple of questions of her own. She turned her body to face Travis.  “Where is the house located?”

      “Cherry Hills Village.”

      Wow. Only mansions are in Cherry Hills Village. “How big is it?”

      “Big enough for you and Mindy to stay with me.” He looked at her and winked. “All the time if you want.”

      Mindy bounced on the sofa’s arm. “Can we, Mom? Can we stay with Travis?”

      Willow laughed and shook her head. As much as she would like to be living with Travis...as man and wife...they weren’t, so Mindy would just have to be disappointed this time. “No. We cannot stay with Travis. He’s not my patient anymore, so we have no reason to live with him.”

      Mindy hung her head. “Okay.” She turned and headed back to her seat. Then she popped up and returned to where Willow and Travis were sitting. Then sat on the arm of the sofa again.

      “But we get to go see him, right?” Mindy had her hands clasped together like in prayer.

      Willow nodded. “That’s right.”

      Mindy turned to Travis. “Do you have horses at your house in Denver?”

      Travis sat with his arm around Willow’s shoulders. “I don’t, but I keep them at a stable as close to the house as I could get. When I discovered I couldn’t keep them at the house, I almost didn’t buy it, but I found the stable and ended up buying it at the same time I bought the house.”

      Eyes wide, “You own the stable? Can we go riding when we come to visit? Are there any good places to ride down there?”

      Travis looked at Willow before answering. “Yes, there are plenty of nice places to ride. I’ll take you on a tour. I’ll even insist that your mom come, too.”

      “Do we have to take her? She’s no fun.”

      Travis barked out a laugh. He turned to Willow. “So what’ll it be, Mom? Will you be a fun mom or a no fun mom?”

      She tried to hold her mad face, keeping her eyebrows furrowed and her mouth in a flat line, but she couldn’t do it. Soon she was laughing. “Okay, I’ll go riding with you. When is this supposed to happen? I called about school and it starts in mid-August. That just seems so early, but I suppose they have it worked out.”

      “Tomorrow,” said Mindy.

      Willow crossed her legs and clasped her hands around her knee. Then she shook her head. “No, not tomorrow. We have things to do in our condo. We haven’t been there for over two months and everything must be cleaned and dusted to get ready for us to inhabit it. The refrigerator needs to be cleaned and stocked, so we have something to eat.”

      “But Mom, you can’t cook and we eat mostly takeout, anyway.”

      “Nonetheless, there are items we need from the grocery store.”

      Mindy pouted and crossed her arms over her chest. Then she walked back to her seat in a huff.

      Travis turned and smiled. “She’s hard to say no to, isn’t she?”

      Willow chuckled. “You have no idea. She’s always a good kid, and I hate having to tell her no when she probably deserves what she’s asking for. But sometimes I need to. I need for her to realize some things come before others.”

      “Like cleaning before riding.”

      She turned toward Travis. “Yes, like cleaning before riding. Thank you for not trying to solve the problem so she could ride. I know you wanted to. You could swoop in like a knight in shining armor and have hired someone to come clean our home, but you didn’t. Thank you.”

      “I wanted to, you know. It would be so easy to indulge her.”

      “Sometimes indulging is great, but she must learn the basics of how to take care of herself. And learning to clean and cook is part of the growth she needs to continue to learn.”

      “I understand, but I hope you also understand that I need to indulge her sometimes. I have the money and the connections to make life easier for both of you. Let me do it...sometimes.”

      “If, and I say if not when, we get married, I understand your need to be her knight and there are times for indulging her.”

      He leaned over and rested a hand on her knee as she sat next to him. “She’s not the only one I want to spoil. You deserve it as much or more than she does. You’re a great mom, and you’ll always be that for her. Let me be a great dad, not just a stepdad, someone who is married to her mother, but a real dad.”

      Willow’s heart melted to hear him say he wanted to be Mindy’s dad. She’d hoped he would feel that way.

      “Now, when do you want me to go see Kelly?”

      He leaned back but kept his hand on her knee. “Let me call her and let her know you’re coming. I want her to give you something spectacular. I want every person there to know the beautiful woman who’s going to be my wife.”

      She lifted an index finger and shook it back and forth. “Don’t put the cart before the horse. This is just the first of our dates.”

      His eyes brightened when she said dates.

      She laughed. “And I don’t sleep with my beaux on the first date.”

      He frowned. “Darn. I thought we’d be moving along faster than that, but I will have to learn to be patient.”

      “Yes, you will.” And so will I because I’d like nothing better than to make love with you.
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      The following day, Willow wore old, ratty shorts and a t-shirt that had definitely seen better days. She was cleaning the inside of her bedroom windows when she saw Travis pull up in front of the building. He drove a cherry-red Mustang convertible.

      She looked down at herself and groaned. Nothing she could do about it now, so she put down the roll of paper towels and hurried downstairs to open the door.

      When she got there, she saw Mindy had already opened the door.

      “Travis!” Mindy hugged him tightly.

      Willow stood at the top of the stairs and smiled. Her little girl loved that man, and she couldn’t deny she did, too. But she was also adamant they date for a while before marriage. And that Travis loved her in return. She didn’t want to go into a one-sided marriage.

      He carried a long florist’s box. The kind used especially for roses.

      She controlled herself and walked down the stairs with her head held high.

      “Mom’s upstairs cleaning. I’m supposed to be dusting, but I’d rather talk to you.”

      “How long since you actually dusted anything?”

      Mindy jumped, startled by Willow’s voice.

      “Mom. Don’t sneak up like that. You scared me.”

      Willow cocked a brow and crossed her arms over her chest. “Because you’re doing something you shouldn’t?”

      “I’m not doing anything I shouldn’t. I answered the door, that’s all. Travis is a bonus.”

      Travis grinned and pulled Mindy into a one-armed hug. “That’s my girl.”

      Willow frowned. “You’re a bad influence on my daughter. You know that?”

      “Only sometimes. This is one of those times. I came to bring you these.” He handed the box to her. “When Kelly knew I was coming over here, she instructed me to bring you into the showroom. So let’s go.”

      “Now?” She ran her hands up and down in front of her body. “I’m not dressed to go out.”

      He looked her over and smiled. “You look beautiful to me. Besides, we don’t have time for you to change. She’s between customers, so grab your purse and let’s go. Mindy, you get to ride in the backseat.”

      “Oh, this is ridiculous. Your sister will take one look at me and decide nothing will work for me.”

      He shook his head and grinned at her. “No, she won’t. She has a very discerning eye. She’ll see you just as I do. As a gorgeous woman who makes an old ratty t-shirt and shorts look chic.” He winked.

      Willow shook her head. “You’re both crazy, then.”

      Travis chortled. “You’ll see. Let’s go.”

      Willow grabbed her purse off the sofa and followed Mindy out the door. Then she turned and locked it. Just because Gordon Simmons was gone didn’t mean she should get lax on security.

      Mindy ran to the car, climbed into the back and put on her seatbelt.

      Willow got into the front seat and put on her safety belt before Travis had the car under way.

      The trip from west Lakewood to downtown Denver didn’t take over twenty minutes, which wasn’t bad given the traffic. Rush hour traffic lasted all day now, or seemed like it. The Colorado Highway Department was always ten or more years behind where they needed to be when they began expanding a highway.

      Travis pulled into a parking space at about 17th and California and they walked the block to the 16th Street Mall.

      Kelly’s shop was in one of the high rises along the mall.

      A brunette receptionist dressed in a pale-blue silk blouse with a bow tied at the neck gave Willow the once-over and frowned...until she saw Travis.

      “Mr. Morgan. I’m so glad to see you. Are these ladies with you?” Her voice rose on the last word like she couldn’t believe it.

      Travis waved his hand toward Willow and then Mindy. “Yes, Jennifer, this is Ms. Adams and her daughter Mindy. They are my guests. Please treat them as such.”

      The woman swallowed hard and blushed profusely. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” She turned toward Willow. “Might I offer you ladies something to drink? Coffee, tea, juice? Champagne perhaps?”

      “What kind of juice do you have?” asked Mindy.

      Mindy seemed oblivious to the tension in the room. Thank goodness.

      “We have white grape today.”

      “I’d like some juice, please,” said Mindy.

      My ten-year-old daughter has better manners than this full-grown woman.

      “I’ll have coffee black.” Willow did her best to keep her voice and her tongue civil.

      “A glass of champagne for me, Jennifer,” said Travis.

      “Of course. Please have a seat. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get your drinks.”

      They all sat in the Queen Anne chairs. The chairs were all richly upholstered in a pink brocade material with gold threads running through it. Small tables were between each grouping of two chairs. Travis and Willow were sitting in one grouping, and Mindy in the other.

      Jennifer came back with their drinks and then left again.

      Kelly came into the room a few minutes later and started laughing. She was even prettier than in her pictures in the fashion magazines. She had long dark hair that she’d pulled up into a long ponytail. Her eyes were a dark coffee brown, just like her brother’s. The dark pants and a peach-colored blouse that looked like they were made of silk.

      Travis set his drink down and walked over to greet his sister. He hugged her tightly, lifting her off the ground. “What’s so funny?”

      “I was told my brother was here with a homeless woman and her daughter.”

      Willow, utterly embarrassed at being called homeless, stood and looked over at Travis. “I told you I needed to change.”

      Mindy joined her mother.

      Kelly waved a hand and then walked over. She held out her hand. “Not at all. You must be Willow. I’m very pleased to meet the woman who could tame my wild brother.”

      Willow took her hand. Kelly’s hand was soft. She wore one ring and had an elaborate manicure on her long nails. Willow envied her. Nurses weren’t allowed to wear nail polish or to let their nails grow long. And God forbid they get a set of acrylic nails. Something might fall off in a patient during surgery or scratch one while they were being bathed, even though she always wore gloves.

      Kelly covered their clasped hands with her left hand. “Travis has talked about nothing else but you.” She looked at Mindy. “And you must be Mindy. Travis says you’re quite the horsewoman.” She released Willow’s hand and clasped Mindy’s.

      Mindy blushed and grinned, then looked at Travis. “I am. I love horses.”

      Kelly released Mindy’s hand. “That’s what he said, and he has lots of horses, you know. Here, in Montana, in Texas...anywhere he’s got a home has horses.”

      Mindy’s eyes widened, and she looked over at Travis. “How many homes does he have?”

      Willow realized that Mindy didn’t know how rich Travis was, so hearing he had all those houses and with horses no less surprised her. She should have explained about Travis’s wealth before now.

      He crossed his arms over his chest, but the smile remained on his face.

      Kelly grinned at her brother and placed her hands in her pants pockets. “I don’t really know. Grace is probably the only one who knows them all. Heck, Travis probably doesn’t even know.”

      Travis placed his arm around Willow’s shoulders. “Hey, I’ll have you know that...you’re right. I don’t. Many of them are just investments and Grace keeps track of those. Never tell her, but I don’t know what I’d do without Grace.”

      Mindy furrowed her brows. “Who is Grace?”

      Travis laughed. “Grace is the old dragon who keeps my businesses running while I’m off on the rodeo circuit.”

      Kelly laughed. “Grace is not an old dragon.”

      Willow smiled and looked at her daughter. “She is a very nice lady. She’s who I interviewed with for the position that took us to Montana in the first place.”

      “Oh.” Mindy grinned. “I don’t care who she is, whether she’s nice or a dragon. She sent us to Montana and so I’m thinking she’s a really smart lady, too.”

      Travis hugged Mindy to his side. “That she is, little firefly, that she is.”

      “Well, enough of this. You are here for a dress for the charity ball on Saturday. This will be the first time Travis has ever actually attended, so we want something spectacular.” She rested one elbow in her other hand and placed two fingers on her chin. “Hmm.” She snapped her fingers. “I think I have the perfect dress. Just a moment.”

      While she was gone Jennifer came over. “Can I freshen your drinks?”

      “No, thank you.” Willow looked over at Mindy. “I see Mindy still has juice, so she’s fine, too.”

      Travis held up a hand. “I’m fine, too. Thank you, Jennifer.”

      Kelly returned carrying a sapphire blue dress in her arms. She held up the dress by the hangar so Willow could see it. The bodice and shoulders were sparsely covered with not sequins, but with stones that looked like diamonds. The dress was designed to fit like a corset in front, but the back was low and flowed down to a full skirt.

      It was the most beautiful creation Willow had ever seen, and she fell immediately in love. “May I try it on?”

      “Of course. Follow me to the dressing rooms.” Kelly glanced over her shoulder at Travis and Mindy. “You two wait here and prepare to be dazzled.”

      A short while later, Willow returned. The dress was perfect and fit her like a glove.

      “Well?” She looked at Mindy. “What do you think, little firefly? Can your mother pull this off?”

      Mindy’s eyes were wide. “Mom, I’ve never seen you look so pretty.”

      “That’s high praise. Thank you.” Willow then looked at Travis. “What about you? Do you like it?”

      “You’re more beautiful than normal. With your hair up and a diamond necklace⁠—”

      Kelly shook her head. “No necklace. I want the dress to shine. Maybe some diamond earrings. That should be enough.” She stared at Willow, her right hand holding her left elbow while her index finger tapped against her sealed lips. She took in the entire gown. “Travis, I think Grandma’s long diamond earrings would be perfect. Do you know the one’s I mean? And her lace shawl. Something Willow can wear to keep warm between the building and the car. She can check it at the door.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I know the ones you mean, and I think you’re right. I’ll pick them up from Mother on my way home.”

      That most of his family lived in the Denver area surprised Willow. It would be nice to have more family around. She loved having her parents close to her. She didn’t know what she would have done without her mother handling most of Mindy’s schooling for the last two years.

      “Wonderful. I’ll get this hemmed and you can pick it up tomorrow. Will that work for you, Willow?”

      She nodded. “We’ll be by whatever time you tell us to be here. Won’t we, Mindy?”

      “We will.”

      “I have to get a hanger for my door so the dress won’t get wrinkled.” Then she looked at Kelly. “When do you want it back?”

      Kelly put her hands up in front of her and shook her head. “I don’t. This is yours. I don’t loan my creations. If a celebrity wants to wear one, they have to buy it like anyone else. I don’t need to build my name anymore.”

      “Wow! Really? That’s amazing. Thank you, I don’t know what to say,” said Willow. “As I told Mindy, everyone who is anyone will wear a K. Starr gown.”

      Travis nodded. “I agree. But no one will look as spectacular as you.”

      “You’re biased.”

      He grinned. “That I am, m’dear.” He took her hand and kissed it. “That I am.”

      I hope he’s right. I want to prove I can move in the circles Travis does. But does he really? He seems to avoid these kinds of functions and is only going to show me off. But to who?
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      The night of the ball arrived.

      Willow carefully dressed in the beautiful gown from Kelly. She put her hair up in a sleek chignon, leaving her back and neck exposed. She wanted nothing to detract from the gown.

      Travis was bringing the earrings and she would put them on in the car. He aimed to arrive at seven-thirty. It was nearly seven at the moment.

      Her hands were clammy, and she walked into the bathroom to dry them. She’d done a simple makeup that emphasized her eyes, with a pink gloss on her lips.

      Mindy appeared at the bathroom door and leaned on the door frame with her arms crossed over her chest. “Mom, you look gorgeous. Travis is going to love you.”

      If only that were true. “Thank you, my little firefly.” Willow passed Mindy and went into the bedroom. “The sitter should be here soon. You mind Mrs. Johnson and go to bed when she says to. I’ve left the same instructions that I told you about. You may stay up until ten tonight. I don’t know when I’ll be home. I guess that depends on how long Travis wants to stay at the ball.”

      “He’ll want to stay all night,” Mindy said with authority. “He wants to show you off and take advantage of every moment he has with you. Why don’t you just marry him?”

      I know Mindy wants a dad, and she wants Travis to be the one. In my heart, so do I. “There are lots of reasons. We don’t really know each other is the biggest. I want to know more about him, and I’m sure he wants to know more about me other than I was being stalked by a madman.”

      “I don’t know. That was a pretty big something to know about someone. You were different when I was little. Then the bad man started following you.”

      “You’re right I was. But now that there is not a threat anymore, I think I can go back to just being your mom and a nurse.”

      “Do you think you’ll still work after you and Travis get married?”

      “Since I don’t know that we’ll get married, I intend to work as soon as I find another job. And just think, you can go back to school and be with your friends.”

      She threw out her arms and twirled in a circle and started singing a song by the Pointer Sisters. “I’m so excited. I just can’t hide it...It’ll be like the first day of school all year.”

      Willow let out a breath and checked herself again in the full-length mirror. I’m fine. The dress is beautiful and Travis will be pleased. So why am I so nervous? “It will. Have you told Ramie you’re coming back and you can see each other every day in person? She’s been your best friend since you were in kindergarten.”

      “I know, but I haven’t told her yet. I haven’t had time. I thought I’d call her tonight. Mrs. Johnson used to like to watch movies when she comes over. She didn’t have HBO. I bet she’ll be happy for me to be on the phone in my bedroom.” Mindy was looking out Willow’s bedroom window. “Mom, Travis is here, and he brought a limo.”

      Willow tried to seem nonchalant, but she was almost as excited as Mindy. “Of course, he did. Everyone will probably arrive in a limo. It’s a formal occasion, after all.” I’ve never ridden in a limo before. I feel like Cinderella going to the ball and finding her prince. Except my prince is in that car outside and I trust I won’t turn into a pumpkin at midnight.

      “He’s headed to the door. I’m gonna open it for him.”

      “All right, tell him I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      “Okay.” Mindy ran from the bedroom.

      Willow heard her pound down the stairs.

      “Travis,” said Mindy. “You look spectacular. You and Mom will be the best-looking couple there.”

      “I hope so, little firefly.”

      Willow stopped at the top of the stairs in time to see Travis hug Mindy. They love each other so much. Am I wrong to wait to marry Travis? I know I will and he knows I will, so what am I really waiting for? Am I so afraid of marriage that I would put it off, even though I love the man who wants to marry me?

      She descended the stairs, head high and shoulders back. Willow had forgotten how low the front was. The bodice might have fit like a corset, but the neckline was unquestionably a demi cup. Her breasts rose high, and her cleavage was definitely on display.

      Travis gave her a once over and then settled his gaze on her face.

      Score one for Travis. She’d bet the other men at the ball tonight won’t be so tasteful. This was the first time she’d seen him in something other than casual ranch wear. He filled out his tux impressively. Even though she’d seen him with his shirt off, his shoulders looked even broader in the tux. He looked so dashing in his tuxedo with a black bow tie and cape.

      “You look absolutely ravishing.” Travis held out his arm.

      “Thank you, kind sir.” She bent and kissed Mindy on the forehead. “You be good for Mrs. Johnson. I have my phone if you need me for any reason. Okay?”

      “We’ll be fine. Mrs. Johnson is in the kitchen making popcorn for the movie. I might watch it with her. It’s the live action Beauty and the Beast with Emma Watson. You know how much I love that movie.”

      “I do. Have fun.”

      “I will. You, too.” Mindy turned her gaze to Travis. “You take good care of my mom, or you’ll answer to me.”

      He crossed his heart. “I promise to protect her like she belongs                                                                                                                                                                    to me.”

      Mindy narrowed her eyes. “Okay. Just so we’re clear.”

      “We are, little firefly. Very clear.”

      She gave him a hug. “Have fun.”

      He smiled and kissed her on top of the head. “We will. I plan on dancing your mother’s feet off.”

      Then she turned to her mother. “You too Mom, have some fun.”

      “I will. I promise.” She bent down and kissed Mindy’s forehead.

      Mindy kissed her on the cheek.

      Willow straightened. “I’m ready.”

      “Your chariot awaits.”

      They walked out the door to the limo, waiting for them at the curb.

      Would this night bring Willow the answer to her dreams? Would Travis finally realize he loved her, too?
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      After they entered the limo, Travis gave her his grandmother’s earrings. They were about three inches long. The inverted triangle shape of larger diamonds at the top decreasing in size to the smaller stones on the ends of each strand was utterly beautiful.

      The black silk shawl was exquisite. The hand tatting of the lace looked as good today as it had in his grandmother’s day.

      They arrived at the Westin and waited in line with the rest of the limousines.

      “I’m nervous.” She admitted to Travis.

      “You have absolutely no reason to be. Other women might wear some of K. Starr’s creations, but none will hold a candle to you. Trust me.”

      “Okay. I promised Mindy I’d have fun, and you did, too. Let’s enjoy ourselves.”

      When the limo finally pulled up to the entry doors of the Westin Hotel, Travis helped her from the car and then held out his arm.

      She gently placed her hand through the crook in his elbow.

      “Show’s on.” She spoke with enthusiasm.

      Inside, they stopped at the cloakroom and left her shawl and his cape. Then they walked arm and arm to the ballroom on the second floor. Willow detected savory canapes, and the smell made her stomach growl. She hoped the sounds of the music and conversations hid the sound.

      “I guess I should have taken you to dinner before the ball,” chuckled Travis.

      Her cheeks heated. “I’ll be fine. I’ll have some canapes and a glass of champagne.”

      The canapes and glasses of champagne were being passed by the wait staff dressed in black pants and red jackets.

      As they walked in, the conversation died and everyone was looking at them.

      Willow assumed Travis’s lack of previous attendance was the reason.

      The ballroom was beautiful. Long burgundy drapes graced the windows and a string quartet provided the music. The dance floor was filled with couples swaying to the music.

      One man approached. He was balding and overweight but had a wide smile on his face. “Travis. So good of you to come. And who is the gorgeous woman at your side?”

      “Allow me to present, Ms. Willow Adams. Willow, this is Rory Childers. An old friend from college.”

      “Don’t let him fool you.” Rory took her hand and kissed the top. “We were friends mostly out of college, since more often than not I couldn’t manage to go to class.”

      Willow laughed. Rory seemed like quite a nice man, and since he was a friend of Travis’s and she was glad he was the first person she met.

      They’d only traveled another ten feet when a sultry voice came from behind them.

      “Well. Well. I guess we should all wonder if the world is coming to an end. I can’t believe Travis Morgan is actually in attendance tonight.”

      Travis turned. He slipped Willow’s hand from his arm and placed that arm around her waist.

      Willow turned, too.

      “Pamela. I didn’t know you still came to these events without my money. Where is Ken? Or did you divorce him already?”

      Pamela was a tall brunette beauty. Her heavy eye makeup emphasized her blue eyes, and with that she wore crimson-red lipstick. She looked like a woman on the hunt for a man. “Ken and I have parted ways. I’m actually here with Rory. He was kind enough to include me as his plus one. Of course, that was before we knew you would be here. This is quite the surprise.” The woman finally looked over at Willow. She gazed up and down. Before stopping at her face. “So, you’re the woman who warms Travis’s bed now?”

      “That’s enough, Pamela.” He stood ramrod straight and tightened his arm around Willow, bringing her closer. ‘This is the woman I intend to marry and I won’t have you disparaging her.”

      Willow extended her right hand. “I’m Willow Adams. You are Pamela...”

      Pamela looked down at Willow’s hand but didn’t take it. “I’m Pamela Huffington. I was once the woman Travis was to marry.”

      Overlooking the woman’s rudeness, Willow lowered her hand to her side. “I’ve heard the story. I hope you’ve learned not to bed hop. It’s not a good look for any woman.” Willow looked at Travis. “Shall we join the dancers?”

      “Dancing now, too. I guess you must love this woman if you’ll be dancing with her.” Disdain fairly dripped from Pamela’s mouth.

      “It’s amazing what I’m capable of when I’m sure she returns my love.” He took Willow’s arm. “Shall we go, my dear?”

      Did he tell Pamela that he loved me? No, it was just a saying that he said to get rid of her. Don’t read more into it than is there. “I think we should.” She added, for his ears only, “Before I do something we will both regret.”

      The band was playing a waltz and Travis swung her into the dancers as they passed.

      Willow hadn’t danced with a partner since she danced with Alex at their wedding. Luckily, she remembered how to follow. Travis was a wonderful dancer. Around and around they went.

      When the music stopped, Travis moved her to the side, away from Pamela and Rory.

      He snagged two glasses of champagne from a passing server and handed Willow one.

      “To a night of dancing and dinner and fun with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”

      She felt her face heat. “If you keep saying things like that, I’ll get a head so big it won’t fit in the limo.”

      Travis laughed. “You can’t tell me you haven’t gotten such compliments before.”

      “I’ve never been dressed like this before. I feel like Cinderella at the ball.”

      “You are Cinderella. My Cinderella.” He kept his arm at her waist.

      He seemed to need to touch her and Willow didn’t mind that at all since she loved touching him.

      Willow smiled. He was so sweet, like Alex. Travis reminded her a lot of Alex.

      Is that why I fell in love with him so easily? Because he’s like Alex? She felt a little guilty for finding love again, though she knew Alex would have wanted her to. He wouldn’t have been pleased that she’d waited so long.

      Another waltz started, and Travis pulled her out onto the dance floor. He’d just taken her around the floor once when someone tapped on his shoulder.

      “May I cut in?” asked Rory.

      She would swear she heard Travis growl, but he decided to be polite and nodded. Rory took her in his arms.

      “I’m afraid I’m not the dancer Travis is, but I can usually manage a waltz. So, tell me, Willow, where did you and Travis meet?”

      I don’t want to give any confidences away, so I’ll stay vague. “In Montana.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, do you live in Montana?”

      “No, I was visiting a friend.” She tried to follow his lead, but it was difficult. She didn’t think Rory had danced much.

      “So where do you live?”

      He twirled her faster than the music tempo.

      She stumbled but caught herself quickly.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I have no gift for dancing, I’m afraid.”

      Willow looked around and saw Travis dancing with Pamela. His face was tight, though hers was smiling as if she’d just won the lottery. Willow felt a hint of jealousy and quashed it. Travis didn’t look like he was enjoying himself at all.

      “I thought you were Travis’s friend.”

      He furrowed his brows. “I am.”

      “Then why are you doing Pamela’s bidding? You are only dancing with me, so she could dance with him. As though a single dance will change his mind about marrying me.”

      Rory continued in the circles he’d started when they first began the dance. “Pamela is my friend, as well. She made a minor mistake. Should she be punished for that forever?”

      Minor mistake? What kind of person was he to consider it a minor mistake? Her actions showed she didn’t love Travis at all and he would never love her after that. “Sleeping with someone else is not a minor mistake. It’s a breach of trust and yes, she should be punished forever.” Willow stopped dancing. “I’m done with this farce. Goodnight, Rory.” She started to walk off the dance floor and then changed her mind and found Travis and Pamela in the crowd. She walked up to them and tapped Pamela on the shoulder. “I’m cutting in.”

      Pamela’s face went red. “You can’t.”

      “I’m afraid she can. Observe the social niceties and don’t make a scene, Pamela.” Travis dropped Pamela’s hands like they were red-hot pokers and took Willow’s. “Goodnight, Pamela. Tell Rory I hope he was happy with his dance with Willow. It won’t happen again.”

      Pamela turned on her heel and stomped off the dance floor.

      Willow and Travis waltzed again.

      “Thank you for saving me.” Travis pulled her closer than was proper for the dance.

      “I’d had enough of Rory’s attempts to dance, and he was obviously as uncomfortable as I was. So, I stopped and found you. You are my perfect dance partner. She was just trying to break us up, you know.”

      “We seem to dance in sync.” He pulled her a little closer. “I know what she was trying, but that will never happen. You’re stuck with me.”

      He twirled her around, causing her skirt to swing out and reveal sparkling stones that could only be seen when the skirt was open.

      He had a half smile and eyes that pleaded with her. “Marry me, Willow. You know you’ll say yes. What are we waiting for?”

      Willow smiled. “I want to be courted. I want to go out on dates, both with and without Mindy. She loves you so much, you know.”

      “I know and I love her, too. I can’t wait to officially be her dad.”

      Willow’s heart melted again. What was she waiting for? She knew. Three little words from Travis. She waited to hear I love you from his lips. Was she wrong, when everything he did proved he loved her?

      “And I can’t wait to be your husband, to make love to you whenever we want to. Where would you like to go on our honeymoon?

      “Well, I know that Mindy would like anywhere that has horseback riding.”

      “Do you want to take her on our honeymoon? What if we go on two honeymoons? One with Mindy and one without. I selfishly want time alone with you.”

      Willow smiled. Her heart loving this man a little more each time they were together. “That would be perfect.”

      “Then where would you like to go?”

      “Well, I understand horseback tours are a great way to see Botswana and Bali also has horseback riding. But with Mindy’s love of horses and animals in general, I think Botswana would be the destination to choose. We can have a treehouse or luxury tent accommodations. Then, during the day, we’d be riding through the game preserve and seeing all kinds of animals.”

      “I can see you’ve been doing some research. And for just the two of us, where would you like to go?”

      “I’ve been doing some reading, dreaming, really. I wanted to go to both places, but knew it was a pipe dream. Bali is where I want to go, just for me, not thinking about Mindy. I want to lie in bed with the French doors open and hear the ocean. Then, I want to make love and eat breakfast in bed and feed each other chocolate-covered strawberries. What about you? What do you want to do on our honeymoon?”

      “Anywhere I go, if I’m with you, is a honeymoon. But I have to admit the thought of eating chocolate-covered strawberries in bed after making love sounds about perfect.”

      The music stopped and Travis led her to a table. After they were seated, he lifted his hand into the air.

      A server appeared.

      “We’d like a bottle of Dom Perignon 1990.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      “That’s one of the best years.” He smiled conspiratorially. “I Googled it.” Then he laughed.

      Willow couldn’t help but laugh, too. “You are so bad. I love it.”

      His voice deepened. “I can’t wait for you to say those words and mean them about me.”

      I want to say them, so very much. But I’m afraid. What if you don’t return the sentiment? Does it matter in the scheme of things if he says them first or if I do? I said them first to Alex and then I thought he felt he was trapped. I don’t want Travis to feel that way. I wish I knew the answer. Maybe I just need to tell him and get it over with. Maybe.
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      As the ball ended, Willow felt like Cinderella about to lose her shoe. But she wasn’t Cinderella, and perhaps her evening wasn’t over yet.

      Travis helped her into the limousine and then slid in next to her. He still looked so handsome in his tuxedo. His bowtie was a little crooked from him loosening it.

      “I’ve arranged for a late supper at the Brown Palace in their vault. They don’t use that for the restaurant anymore but were perfectly willing to reserve it for an evening for me...us.”

      “That sounds lovely. The Brown Palace is one of the oldest hotels in Denver. I’ve always wanted to go but could never afford it.” She leaned back against the seat.

      She sat in the middle so they would both still have a seatbelt on, but he could lean down and kiss her, as he was doing now.

      Willow loved his kisses. He started gentle and took it deeper until she was totally lost. Willow didn’t exist, but Willow and Travis did, as one entity. She wanted so much to make love, but she couldn’t. She had to be sure he loved her as much as she loved him.

      They pulled up to the Brown Palace, and the doorman opened the limo door.

      Travis exited and then held out his hand.

      Her dress was not the easiest to slide across the leather seat in, but she managed without damaging the gown. When she was out and standing, she took Travis’s extended arm while they ascended the stairs into the hotel.

      Travis led them to the check-in desk.

      “Travis Morgan.” He looked at Willow when he said it.

      “Yes, Mr. Morgan. We have your accommodation ready. Please sign here.” The pretty young blonde with the ring in her nose, slid a reservation form across the desk. “We have the vault set up for you. Jacob will show you the way.”

      A young man wearing a black suit and tie with his long brown hair pulled back into a neat ponytail appeared next to Travis.

      “If you’ll follow me, please.” He led them across the lobby to a set of stairs going down. They descended the stairs and went through the huge, round vault door. The inside was softly lit, and they’d set a table up in the middle of the room. Some years before, they removed the booths on both sides of the room. She remembered reading about it in the Rocky Mountain News before it shuttered its doors.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I chose the meal. You know me, I’m a rancher, so there has to be beef. In this case, Beef Wellington for two. Lobster bisque to start and crème brûlée for dessert, since I won’t have what I want for dessert.” His gaze traveled up and down her body.

      Willow’s face heated. She desperately wanted to have Travis for dessert, too, but that wouldn’t happen tonight. Maybe soon, though. She knew Travis loved her, but he didn’t seem to have realized it yet himself. And he must before she would marry him.

      After a wonderful dinner where the soup was to die for, the beef was tender, and the dessert sweet and crunchy in just the right combination, they headed home. At least, she thought they were. But the next thing she knew, they were driving into Cherry Hills Village.

      The driver pulled up to a beautiful colonial style mansion.

      “Is this your home?” Willow looked out the window at the stately building.

      “Yes, I wanted to see if you like it.”

      She laughed. “If it’s anything like the ranch in Montana, I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      “It’s not. Different decorators, but I still think it’s nice inside.”

      He helped her from the car and held her hand as they meandered up the walkway to the large, covered porch.

      “I love these porches. I was so glad you had one on the ranch house. I can see us sitting out here with a glass of wine in the evening during the summer and early fall.”

      “I can see that, too. Come on inside.” He unlocked the door and held it open for her to enter.

      The decorator had tiled the foyer with white marble with silver streaks running through it. From the ceiling hung a crystal chandelier, which caught the light and sparkled in moving circles on the walls.

      “Let me take your wrap and I’ll give you the grand tour.” He slid the lace from her shoulders, his fingers sliding over the sensitive area of her neck before he grasped the stole. As he hung her wrap and his cape in the hidden closet, he cleared his throat. “The house has five bedrooms, seven bathrooms. It has a formal dining room, formal living room, and a family room, which is where I spend most of my free time. I also have an office here. Behind the living room and dining room is the kitchen with two bedrooms off of it. One for the cook and one for the housekeeper. So, I guess the house has seven bedrooms.”

      He took her hand, and they walked down a hall. On the right side was the large formal living room with two sofas that faced each other and a Queen Anne chair on each end of the couches. The arrangement formed a lovely conversation area.

      Travis continued to speak as they walked. “Across from the living room is the formal dining room. It’s open to the kitchen, but a wall separates it from the hallway. The room has a long, rectangular mahogany table with twelve chairs. A matching buffet and china hutch has my grandmother’s china on display.

      “The kitchen opposite the dining room is absolutely amazing, in my opinion. It boasts white granite countertops with black appliances, including a trash compactor. The refrigerator is faced with wood to match the cupboards, which have frosted glass in the doors.”

      Willow was agog and knew her mouth hung open, but every time she closed it, he said something else that amazed her.

      The stove had a microwave above it. Willow had never seen so much counter space.

      “The sink, dishwasher and trash compactor are in the island and hidden from view. The island’s size accommodates the six mahogany stools that match the dining table,” said Travis.

      He walked on holding her hand all the time, like he expected her to bolt at any minute. “Beyond the dining room and on the other side of the kitchen from the living room is the family room. An eighty-inch TV is the centerpiece of the room with sofas and chairs placed around the room, so everyone has a superb view of the TV.”

      “Travis, this is fantastic. Though, you must have several people come in to clean.”

      “Mrs. Murray, my housekeeper, has a company that comes in once a week and before special occasions to clean.”

      “Thank goodness. I can’t imagine trying to keep this house clean by myself. Where is Mrs. Murray now? Oh, never mind. It’s so late. She’s probably in bed.”

      “No. I gave her the weekend off. She went to visit her sister.”

      “Oh.” Considering how much I want him, having the house to ourselves isn’t a good idea.

      Travis came closer and wrapped her in his arms. Then he captured her lips with his. “I want you and Mindy to come here for a few days. I have plenty of bedrooms. And then we can go riding anytime and swim when we want. I have a sauna, a steam room, and a hot tub. Please say you’ll come.”

      Willow wrapped her arms around his neck. “We’d love to come.” She kissed him. It was the first kiss she had initiated with him. “Mindy will be so excited. She won’t want to wait for breakfast tomorrow.”

      “Good. I’ll pick you up early. We’ll go for breakfast, then go to the stable and ride for a while. She’ll like that, and so will you. Make sure you both dress for the occasion.”

      “You know, if you’re picking us up early, you should probably take me home.” She lifted up on tiptoe and kissed him again. “I need some sleep.”

      His eyes were about half mast, and he ran a thumb over her cheek. “I wish you didn’t have to go home, that this was your home. Do you think you could live here?”

      She hugged him tighter. “I could, but I prefer Montana. Even with everything that happened, my favorite memories are there. I miss Claudia, Dan, Jason, Roy and all the cowboys. The ranch felt more like home. This place is beautiful, don’t misunderstand, and it will be great for a couple of weeks at a time. But I don’t want to live here permanently.” I know I sound like I’m ready to marry soon...and maybe I am. Maybe I don’t want to wait for him to tell me?

      He kissed her. His hands cupped her face and then tangled in her hair as he loved her with his mouth.

      She answered his call. Her heart beat a rapid staccato and her pulse raced.

      When he pulled back, she followed him, not ready for the kiss to end, and when it did, she felt bereft.

      “I want you, Willow, more than I’ve ever wanted a woman before.”

      “I want you, too. But I can’t. I’m sorry.” Her stomach felt like a brick was laying in it.

      He followed his soft-as-silk gaze by cupping her face. “Don’t be sorry for standing up for your moral code. I think it makes you even more attractive. I like you to stand up for yourself...even with me.”

      She leaned into his hand before straightening. “I think you should probably take me home before either of us forgets ourselves.”

      He released her. “I’m glad I tempt you.”

      She ran a finger over his jaw. The three-day growth of beard was long enough to be silky under her questing fingertips. “Tempt doesn’t even begin to describe what you do to me.”

      He took her hand and laced his fingers with hers. “Time to take you home. Come on, before I change my mind and throw you over my shoulder and carry you to bed.”

      She laughed as he practically dragged her to the front door, stopping only long enough to get her shawl from the closet.

      On the way home in the limo, he held her hand, since the seatbelts prevented much closer contact.

      When they arrived, Travis walked her to the door. He cupped her face between his palms and ran a thumb over her cheek. “So lovely.” Then he lowered his head and took her lips with his, still holding her steady with his hands.

      Willow wound her arms around his waist and pulled him tighter against her aching body.

      Finally, he ended the kiss, pulling back, but he stopped and kissed the end of her nose. “I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll send Phillip with the car to collect you at seven. Can you be ready for the weekend by then?”

      “We’ll be ready.” She blew him a kiss and stepped into the condo and closed the door. Then she leaned back against the door and smiled. He loved her. He wouldn’t have backed down when she said no, if he didn’t, would he? Perhaps he’s only a good man with a high moral code himself. But she knew he was all that and more.

      She closed her eyes, still not knowing how he felt. Did he love her? Clearly, he didn’t spend all this money and loan her his grandmother’s earrings and delicate lace shawl because he only liked her.

      Now, if she could only get him to realize his love for her. But how was she supposed to do that?
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      The limo arrived at seven right on the dot as Willow looked out the living room window.

      “Mindy, the car is here. Let’s go.”

      Her daughter clomped down the stairs, sounding like a herd of elephants.

      “Do you have everything?” Willow eyed the overnight bag Mindy carried.

      “Yup...I mean yes. Got everything I’ll need.” She set the bag on the foyer’s floor.

      “Good. Let’s go.” Willow picked up her weekender and opened the door.

      Phillip was on the other side with his hand raised, ready to knock.

      “Oh. Good morning, ladies. If you’ll head to the car, I’ll get your bags.”

      “Let me lock up.” Willow closed the door after he picked up the bags and Mindy exited and then locked it. Then she headed toward the vehicle.

      “Mom. We’re riding in a limo. Wow! And it’s a stretch limo, too.”

      “So, it is.” Willow smiled down at her daughter. “How do you know that bit of trivia?”

      Mindy rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Mom. From some of the reality shows, The Bachelor, The Bachelorette, those kinds of shows. Don’t you pay attention?”

      “Apparently not close enough.”

      Mindy entered first and slid all the way across the white leather seat to the other side of the car, where she put on her seatbelt.

      Willow stepped into the car and sat next to the door. She fastened her seatbelt.

      “Are you ladies ready to go?”

      Willow smiled. “Yes, Phillip, we’re all buckled in.”

      He started the car and then pulled away from the curb.

      Twenty minutes later, he stopped the limo in front of Travis’s home.

      Travis bounded down the walkway and opened the door.

      Willow exited first. Her heart thumping and her smile as wide as she could make it.

      Travis gathered her in his arms and kissed her. “I couldn’t wait for this morning. Did you miss me as much as I missed you?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Probably more. I didn’t get much sleep. You?”

      “Hardly a wink.”

      “Hey, guys, you want to let me out, please?” Mindy sat on the back seat of the limo, kicking her boots out the door.

      Willow laughed. “Sorry, my darling daughter.”

      Travis held out his hand to Mindy. “Here you go. How’s my little firefly today?”

      Mindy’s smile widened, if that was possible. “I’m great. I’m so excited about today, well, actually this whole few days. Mom said we’re gonna be here for a couple of days.”

      “That’s true. I hope you won’t be too disappointed. Did you bring your swimming suit?”

      She nodded. “Mom made sure I had one. Do you have a pool?”

      “I do. And a sauna, steam room and hot tub.”

      Mindy frowned. “I’ll take the hot tub. Saunas and steam rooms are for old people.”

      Travis laughed, a great booming sound. “Well, I guess your mom and I would be those old people, wouldn’t we?”

      “Yup.”

      “Mindy. Language,” said Willow.

      Mindy’s lower lip popped out. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Come on in. I’ll show you to your rooms.” Travis picked up both of their bags and started up the walkway.

      “Wow. This house is beautiful,” said Mindy.

      “Wait until you see the inside, pumpkin.” Willow put an arm about the girl’s shoulders. “It’s magnificent.”

      Travis opened the door and held it for them to enter.

      When she saw the chandelier in the foyer, Mindy’s mouth opened. “Wow. Look how it sparkles on the walls.”

      “I know. Pretty, isn’t it?” asked Willow.

      The girl nodded.

      “Come on, ladies.” He hurried up the stairs. At the top was a landing with two halls leading off, one going straight and one to the left. “On the left is the way to my bedroom. Your rooms are down this way.” He led them to the first room on the right. “Willow, I thought I’d put you in here and Mindy across the hall. Both bedrooms have full baths, and Mrs. Murray even put bubble bath in them for you.”

      “How thoughtful, considering she’s off visiting her sister.” Willow lifted one brow and narrowed the opposite eye.

      “Okay.” He lifted his hands, palms out. “You got me. I asked Kelly what I should get, and she gave me these bubble bath bombs. She said the ladies would love them.”

      Willow ran a finger down his cheek. “That was very sweet.”

      “Thanks. Now, all the guest rooms are pretty much alike. The only difference is in the brass bed’s head and foot boards.”

      In her room was a brass bed with delicate-looking head and foot boards. They had fancy scrolling, swirling designs.

      Mindy’s room had the same light wood furniture, a bureau with a mirror, a tall chest of drawers and two nightstands. Her bed’s head and foot boards were straight, round brass tubes with no scrolling.

      Mindy took her bag from Travis and threw it on the bed. “I’m ready. Let’s go riding.”

      Willow laughed. She couldn’t seem to help herself. Mindy was so excited; Willow didn’t have the heart to make her put her clothes away. “Okay.” She took her bag from Travis and set it just inside the door. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Mindy’s jaw dropped. “Wow, Mom. Aren’t you going to make me put my clothes away properly?”

      “Not today. We’ll have a nice breakfast somewhere and then go horseback riding.” She put a hand on her hip. “Would you rather I make you take care of your clothes first?”

      The girl shook her head. “No, ma’am. Let’s go eat.”

      “Okay, ladies. We’re in the Trailblazer today. Shall we go?”

      “Yes!” Mindy shouted and jumped up before running out of the room and down the stairs.

      “Yes.” Willow laughed at her daughter’s exuberance.

      As for Travis, he looked like a proud papa waiting to see his children react to the presents he’d bought them and grinning like a fool.

      Willow took Travis’s hand. “Shall we go catch her before she decides to try and drive herself?”

      Travis didn’t move. Instead, he pulled her close, put a hand behind her head and kissed her. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against hers. “I missed you last night.”

      She looked down and then back at his beautiful dark-coffee-brown eyes. “I know. I missed you, too.”

      “Marry me, Willow. Here, today.”

      “You know I can’t. Even if I said yes, we promised Mindy, we’d go riding. After that, I don’t think we’d have the time to get everything done and find a judge with the time in his schedule. Do you have something already planned?”

      “No. I don’t, but we could plan on when to get married if you said yes.”

      “I can’t, you know that.”

      “Okay.” He nipped at her lips with feathery kisses. “Let’s go ride a horse.” He put his arm around her waist. “Want to ride double?”

      “Nope. I’m riding my own, hopefully spirited, horse. I’m an excellent rider, remember?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve tried to forget that day ever existed.”

      “I remember the good things and shove away the bad. I have to. I remember how brave my Mindy was. She didn’t break down until she was back in my arms and safe. Somehow I’m sure she kept her level head while she was with him. She’s never been one to show others her fear. I’m still so proud of her. I remember you wanting to have Simmons’ neck in your hands when he mistreated Mindy. I remember being home and safe with all of us there, and I remember sitting on the sofa with you after Mindy went to bed. Not everything that day was bad.” She cupped his jaw and drew him in for a kiss.

      “Mom! Travis! Let’s go.”

      Willow broke the kiss. “We’d better make haste.”

      “After you, sweetheart.”

      Willow almost stumbled. That was the first time she could remember him using that endearment, or any endearment. With Mindy, yes, always little firefly or sweetheart, but with Willow, he hadn’t. Did he know he loved her? Did he expect her to know without him telling her?”
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      Willow was almost as excited as Mindy, while Travis drove them to his stables, south of Chatfield Reservoir and southwest of his house in Cherry Hills Village.

      Mindy gazed out the window in the backseat. “I thought the stables would be closer to your house.”

      He was looking at her in the rearview mirror and then back at the road. “This is the closest I could get. I bought them because of their location. They were almost full and so I had to add another barn for my horses. The people who board here are nice, though. I think you’ll like them if you meet.”

      “Good. I hope so. I want to spend a lot of time here, and it’s always nice to ride with new people.”

      “We will as much as possible, firefly.” Travis smiled at her in the mirror.

      Willow had to smile. Travis would spoil Mindy rotten, if given the chance. Willow would have to make sure that didn’t happen. She didn’t need a spoiled, obstinate daughter. She’d keep her sweet girl for as long as she could. Oh, she knew teenage years were coming, and she remembered her own actions at that age. She was a bit of a wild thing. Her mother had cursed her, “You just wait until you’re a mother and your children do this to you.”

      Willow knew what was coming and didn’t have any idea how to stop it.

      “We’re almost there,” said Travis. He signaled to turn and followed a dirt road for a mile or so. Two large barns appeared. He drove up to the newer one, parking next to it.

      “Okay, we’re here. I have horses in mind for you and, if you like them, they’re yours to keep.”

      Mindy was already out of her seatbelt and had opened her door.

      Travis came around the SUV and helped Willow, taking the opportunity to kiss her when she was out.

      “Get a room.” Mindy made kissy sounds.

      “Where on Earth did you hear that expression?” asked Willow.

      “Um...TV, movies. Those ones you like. The romantic ones.” She clasped her hands in front of her, looked up and batted her lashes.

      Travis’s laugh rumbled from the depths of his chest. “You just wait, firefly, until you find the one person you love and can’t get enough of. You’ll do the same things your mom and I do.”

      Willow stilled and her heart pounded. He loves me. He said it to Mindy, just now. “Wait.” She grabbed his arm as he turned away. “You love me. Truly?”

      His smile softened, and he cupped her cheek. “Yes, I love you. I thought you knew.” With his hands around her waist, he pulled her close. “Willow Adams. I love you more than the sun, the moon and all the stars in the sky. I would give up everything I own just to have you love me, too.”

      “I do.” She shook her head to clear it. Tears filled her eyes. “I mean, I love you.”

      He tilted his head, a smile played around his mouth. “Will you marry me now?”

      “Yes. Travis. Yes.” She pulled his mouth to hers and kissed him with all the love in her heart. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled back enough to see his eyes in all their sparkling coffee-brown glory.

      “Oh, pullease. I’m happy Travis is going to be my dad, but we have riding to do. Grownups are so weird.” Mindy stomped off toward the barn.

      “When do you want to get married?” Willow ignored her daughter for a moment.

      He held her by the waist, their bodies aligned. “Isn’t that the question I’m supposed to be asking you?”

      She chuckled. “I suppose so. I don’t want a big wedding, unless you want one. I had my big wedding with Alex, but this is your first marriage, so I think this is something you need to decide.”

      He brought a smile to bear. “I don’t care about the wedding. I’d be perfectly happy getting married at the courthouse.”

      “Courthouse it is. We should probably go see what Mindy is up to.”

      He let her out of his arms but took her hand in his. “She’s undoubtedly found the new filly. She was born about the same time as Snow. She’s a little buckskin. Probably looks like her dad. Seems to me I remember a stallion who looked like her at the ranch where I bought her mother. I called her Surprise because she was. I bought the mare last fall. No one knew she was pregnant. Hence, the surprise we all had when the stable manager came out to feed Maybelline and saw a foal.”

      “That’s a cute story. You’ll have to tell Mindy, while you try to get her away from the stall with the baby.”

      “Willow.” His voice took on a serious note. “Would you like for me to propose like a normal proposal of marriage? Do you want me on one knee, professing my love?”

      She relaxed into a smile. “I don’t need you on your knee, but I definitely want you to profess your love for me...every day...since that’s what I intend to do with you.”

      “That, my darling, I can and will do.” He stopped, took both her hands with his and stepped closer, trapping their hands together in front of their hearts. “I love you, Willow, and you’ve made me the happiest man alive by consenting to be my wife. I know I said I didn’t care about the ceremony, but I would like to have a little one. The wedding chapel on Lookout Mountain is unique in the view. It’s beautiful and we can invite family and friends. I bet Kelly would love to make you a dress for the occasion. What do you say?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “I’d like that. Do you think Kelly would make something for Mindy, too?”

      “Without a doubt. She’ll love it. Then she’ll probably come out with a line for little girls. K. Starr Girl or something.”

      Willow gave him a quick kiss on the mouth. “Okay, let’s go see what Mindy is up to.”
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      Two months later, Lookout Mountain Wedding Chapel

      

      “Willow, will you stop moving? I need to fix this hem.” Kelly Morgan, in her ruby red gown, kneeled on the floor of the changing room in the chapel.

      Willow stopped and let her gaze wander to the window. The view was marvelous. The building itself was lovely, with a large room on the south end and the chapel on the north end. The basement of the south end was filled with rooms for changing or whatever was needed by the occupants of the chapel at the time.

      The entire west wall of the chapel was floor-to-ceiling windows with a magnificent view of the front range of the Rocky Mountains. The grazing land for buffalo, owned by Denver Mountain Parks and Recreation, was situated between the mountains and the church, and on a good day, the herd meandered about, visible through the windows. This was a good day.

      Kelly stood and shook out the skirt of the one-shouldered lavender gown. She had boned it for shape and support with a hidden zipper up the side. Lavender seed pearls covered the bodice, and a delicate bow of the same color held the single shoulder.

      The waist dipped down to a -V-. She’d made the skirt of softly gathered silk that would swing when Willow danced.

      Willow had satin, two-inch heels dyed to match the dress. She wanted the heels low so she could be on her feet all day and into the night.

      Kelly designed Mindy’s dress to be similar in style to Willow’s. Hers was deep purple and instead of being a single shoulder, she designed puffs of fabric on the shoulder and sheer lace sleeves.

      Willow bought Mindy her first pair of heels, just one-inch high, and had them dyed to match the dress.

      Attending were Willow’s parents, Bill and Alice Stone. Her late husband’s parents, Matt and Donna Adams, whom Willow had stayed close to.

      Also, Grace Williams and her husband, Peter, came.

      Claudia, her husband, and all the men Willow met in Montana were in attendance. As were Travis’s parents, Henry and Marti Morgan. His brother, Tanner Morgan, and, of course, his sister, Kelly. Tanner was into construction and owned one of the largest companies in the country. All the Morgans were very successful.

      Willow’s mother peeked in the dressing room door. “We’re ready to start. Your father is waiting.”

      “We’re coming, Mom.” She held her stomach trying to keep down her coffee. She’d been too nervous and excited to eat breakfast. She’d also discovered that morning she was expecting and had been thrilled and excited and scared all at once. She looked at Kelly. “Ready?”

      “Ready. I’ll go find my seat. Mindy is probably out with your dad.”

      “She’s supposed to be. I’ll follow you out.”

      Kelly exited and held the door open for Willow, then she hurried down the hallway to the chapel.

      Willow followed her and stopped outside the door where her father and daughter waited.

      “You look beautiful, daughter,” His voice was rough, and he held his arm out.

      She placed her hand through the crook in his elbow. “Thanks, Dad. Shall we?”

      He nodded. “Let’s.”

      “Mindy, are you ready?” She looked adorable in her new gown. Kelly had outdone herself with this dress. The style was at once elegant and refined, but still perfectly suitable for a little girl.

      Kelly’s hair stylist had done all of their hairstyles. For Willow’s hair she’d curled the long tresses and pulled the sides back, piling the back hair in a high bun of curls. Some of the curls spilled over leaving a shoulder length tendril hanging down.

      The stylist pulled Mindy’s hair back at the sides with flowered combs and left long ringlets hanging down her back.

      Kelly held the door for Mindy to enter the chapel first.

      Travis’s brother, Tanner, stood just inside the chapel and smiled at Mindy before holding his arm out.

      She took his arm and walked down the aisle like she’d done it a million times before.

      Willow’s father, Bill, covered her hand in the crook of his elbow with his right hand.

      The moment Willow entered, the room fell silent, with only The Wedding Song by Paul Stouki playing softly in the background.

      Willow felt like the wedding couldn’t get any better, and then her gaze found Travis, and she couldn’t look away from him.

      He wore a black tuxedo, just like Tanner, but he was so handsome, his brown-eyed gaze didn’t leave hers.

      Her father placed her right hand in Travis’s left. “Take good care of her, son.”

      “I will, Bill.” Travis promised.

      Bill walked to the first pew behind them on the left side and sat beside her mother.

      Grace Williams officiated their ceremony since Colorado didn’t require a judge or church official. That was something Willow didn’t know, and the knowledge took her by surprise when she realized they could have married that day at the stable. The marriage was made legal just by Willow and Travis signing the marriage license and registering it at the Jefferson County Clerk and Recorder’s Office.

      “Who gives this woman in marriage to this man?” asked Grace.

      Bill stood. “We do, her mother and I.”

      “Good. Now, we shall begin. Travis Anthony Morgan, do you take this woman, Willow Esmeralda Adams, to be your lawfully wedded wife? To love, honor and cherish her, through sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer, and forsaking all others keep yourself only unto her for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” He looked at Willow, his eyes were bright with unshed tears, just as she was sure hers were.

      Grace turned toward Willow. “Willow Esmeralda Adams, do you take this man, Travis Anthony Morgan, to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love, honor, and cherish him, through sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer, and forsaking all others keep yourself only unto him for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” They were married. It was official now and her heart felt lighter than it had in years.

      “Are there rings to be exchanged?” asked Grace.

      “Yes.” Travis pulled a ring from the inside coat pocket of his tux.

      “Repeat after me,” said Grace. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “With this ring, I thee wed.” Travis lifted her left hand and slid the platinum ring in the middle onto her third finger. The ring had diamonds surrounding a sparkling pear-shaped pink sapphire. Then he lifted her hand and kissed her ring.

      “Now Willow,” said Grace. “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Willow lifted Travis’s left hand and slipped a gold band with platinum inlay where diamonds were. One large one in the center and four smaller diamonds surrounding it at the corners. The ring fit perfectly because they’d had it sized at a jewelry store.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” Grace smiled at them like a loving parent.

      To think, if she hadn’t hired Willow, none of this would be taking place. She and Travis owed Grace a lot.

      Travis gazed down at her.

      The powerful love she saw in his eyes stole her breath away.

      He took her lips in a gentle kiss and kept it that way.

      She didn’t want a carnal kiss for her second wedding memory. Just the gentle-as-a-summer’s-breeze meeting of their lips.

      He pulled back and turned to the guests.

      They cheered.

      He smiled, tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, and walked down the aisle to the doors.

      The guests all stood and smiled.

      Willow grinned at her parents and Alex’s.

      Both sets of parents were all smiles.

      She was even happier that she’d invited Alex’s parents.

      She glanced around and saw Mindy being escorted by Tanner down the aisle behind them.

      They went outside to the red Mustang and Travis helped her in. The reception was being held at the local country club. Travis was a member, so they were more than happy to have the hosting duties for the reception.

      On the drive over, Travis held her hand between shifting the gears. The car was a five-speed manual shift transmission and very fun to drive. She’d done so on more than one occasion.

      At the reception were all the toasts and dancing.

      Tanner was Mindy’s date for the entire time. He didn’t bring a date, and Willow wondered at that. “Why didn’t Tanner bring a date?”

      Travis shrugged. “He’s fine, and Mindy’s having a great time. Don’t go psychoanalyzing him.”

      “That’s right. He’s a successful businessman and if he had wanted a date, I’m sure he could have had anyone he asked. But he chose to escort Mindy. He’s a good man...your brother.”

      “Yes, he is. All the Morgan men are good people.”

      Even though she agreed, she laughed. “So are the Morgan women.”

      “Of course, they are. They’re Morgans. And now you’re in the mix, Willow Morgan.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      Suddenly, Mindy was next to the table.

      “May I have this dance, Daddy?”

      If Travis could deny her nothing before, her calling him Daddy meant all bets were off.

      Willow smiled. Her two favorite people were right there with her.

      “Of course, you can, my little firefly.”

      “And with the next baby, I get to hold her first.”

      Travis laughed. “Well, I think Mom will get that honor. She will do all the work after all.”

      “Then, after Mom.”

      “How about after me? Then you. Okay?”

      Mindy sighed. “Okay. I get to hold her third.”

      “What if the baby is a boy?”

      “Nope. Gonna be a girl.”

      “You’re so sure?” Travis smiled down at his new daughter.

      “Yup...er...yes. I’m very sure.”

      “Okay, then. A girl, it is.” Travis turned to Willow. “You hear that, Mom? We’re having a girl.”

      Willow laughed. “Well, we’ll see. In about seven and a half months.”

      Travis’s smile slowly faded, and he paled. “You mean...we.” He waved his hand back and forth between them. “We’re, you and I...we’re...having a baby?”

      Willow nodded, but her smile never faded. “Yup, as our daughter would say. We’re having a baby.”

      Travis whooped, lifting Willow into his arms.

      She put her hands on his shoulders.

      He swung her around in circles. “You’ve made me the happiest man in the world. Not only do I have the most beautiful wife and daughter, but now I’ll have a new little one to spoil.”

      Willow dropped her head back and laughed, fully trusting her new husband would not drop her or hit anything or anyone.

      Mindy laughed.

      Tanner, the ever-present good date, lifted Mindy and swung her around like Travis did Willow.

      As far as Willow was concerned, this was the best way to celebrate her marriage. Laughing and dancing all around.

      “Let me go, you crazy man.”

      “Never. I will never let you go.” Travis slowly lowered her to the ground and wrapped her in his arms. “You’re mine forever, Willow Morgan.”

      Her heart overflowed with happiness. “There’s no place else I’d rather be than with you...forever. I love you, Travis.”

      He leaned down. “I love you, Willow.” His lips found hers and the kiss exploded on her lips like a volcano. Hot to the core.

      When they finally broke apart, Willow leaned back and took Travis’s face between her palms. “When can we leave?”

      He waggled his eyebrows before grinning. “Any time you want, my love.”

      “Now. Now would be good.”

      Travis released her, then spoke quietly to Tanner and then to Mindy.

      Tanner smiled.

      Mindy hugged him and then her mother.

      “See you in two weeks.” Willow smoothed her hand over Mindy’s cheek. “I love you, my girl. Be good for Grandma and Grandpa Adams.”

      She nodded. “I will. Have fun, Mom.”

      “You’re so grown-up. When did my little girl turn into a young woman?”

      “I don’t know.” Mindy wrapped her arms around Willow’s waist. “I love you, Mom.”

      Willow hugged her back. “I love you, too.” She struggled to get the words out over the lump in her throat. Misty tears threatened to spill down her cheeks.

      Travis took Willow’s hand and led her out of the reception.

      “Do you think anyone will miss us?” she asked as he started the Mustang.

      “Nah, the reception will go on for hours.” He pulled the car out of the country club parking lot and headed down the winding, two-lane road.

      Willow sat back and smiled. This was her day, her wedding day, her finding out she’s expecting day.

      The best day of her life and she knew, looking over at the man next to her, that every new day would be better than the one before. She leaned back into the white leather seat, closed her eyes, and smiled.

      And all was right with the world.
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      Seven months later

      Cherry Hills Village, Denver, Colorado

      

      Willow didn’t want to get up. She looked at the clock atop the bureau. Three in the morning. No wonder she didn’t want to get up. But nature was calling, and she didn’t have the luxury of waiting when that happened.

      Just as she stood, warm fluid gushed down the inside of her legs. “Oh, dear.”

      “Willow?” Travis’s arm lay where she’d just been. He leaned up and looked at her with half-closed eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “My water just broke.”

      His eyes popped open. “The baby is coming. Now?”

      She stood with her hand on her belly. “No, we’ve got a long while yet. Go back to sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time.”

      He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up. “Like I could go back to sleep now. Are you having contractions?”

      “Yes, but not regularly yet.”

      “Why don’t you go clean yourself up and I’ll get the floor.” He followed her to the bathroom. He grabbed a bath towel from the linen closet and went back out to the bedroom.

      She got a washcloth, washed herself from the waist down and dried her body before grabbing a robe from the closet on her way into the bedroom. Suddenly a strong pain hit, and she stopped and placed a hand on the closet’s door jamb to brace herself. She cried out.

      Travis rushed to her side. “Do you want to walk for a bit?”

      She nodded, then stilled until the pain passed. “That’s probably a good idea. Things seem to be progressing faster than with Mindy.”

      Their bedroom was enormous. An open design with the bed on one end of the rectangular room. Then an open-sided fireplace with the bed on one side and a two-person Jacuzzi bathtub on the other side in the middle of the room. The double sink and toilet were in a separate room, then finally, the double walk-in closet.

      Willow walked from the bed around the fireplace to the closet and back, making a long oval.

      Travis walked with her, an arm around her waist, supporting her as much as he could.

      He spoke softly. “You can do it. You’re fine and that baby is fine, too. You’ll see.”

      She put on a dress that buttoned down the front and went downstairs to walk around there. She was hungry, but knew she couldn’t eat. Not this close to giving birth.

      Travis preceded her down the stairs, going slowly and making sure she was steady on her legs.

      They walked and walked for hours, making circles from the dining room to the kitchen to the living room again and again. She called her parents and had them come and get Mindy.

      Now her pains were coming every five minutes.

      “Travis. It’s time.”

      “Okay.” He helped her out to the foyer. “I’ll bring the Tahoe around to the front. You just wait here.”

      She leaned her back against the hidden door to the coat closet. “I’m not going anywhere. Oh, get my overnight bag.”

      “I’ll get it.” He ran to the stairs and was back in a few minutes.

      “Got it. Now I’ll get the car.” He came over and gave her a kiss on the cheek and then headed to the garage.

      She got out her phone and called her doctor. It was early, and she left a voicemail.

      Travis was fast.

      The next thing she knew, he was helping her out and into the vehicle.

      A pain hit just as he shut her door, and she moaned.

      The doctor called back.

      They talked for a minute and then she hung up. “Doctor Riley said she’ll meet us at the hospital and to go to the ER.”

      “Where else would I go?” He shook his head.

      Travis drove down the drive and toward Swedish Medical Center. He pulled to a stop outside the emergency room. He cut the engine and ran around the front of the vehicle to her side.

      “You wait here. I’ll get a wheelchair.”

      She nodded, breathing through another pain. They were coming about two minutes apart now.

      Travis returned with a wheelchair, set the brakes and helped her into it. Then he wheeled her into the ER.

      After she had settled and checked in, she waited.

      He went outside and moved his car from the entrance before returning to the ER.

      Doctor Riley arrived. She was about five feet, two inches of pure energy. Doctor Riley had short, naturally curly, gray hair. The woman held out her hand.

      “Travis, good to see you. Looks like you’ll have a new baby by this afternoon. Come with me.”

      “I certainly hope so. I don’t think I’ve been this excited...or scared since Willow and I got married.”

      The doctor pushed Willow to the delivery room.

      “Okay, everyone suit up,” said the doctor.

      Travis put on a hat, booties, surgical gown, and mask.

      Doctor Riley did the same.

      Willow donned the gown and the hat, but nothing else.

      Then the doctor wheeled Willow into the delivery room.

      A nurse was already there setting out the instruments.

      The doctor set the brakes on the wheelchair. “Okay, let’s get you on the bed.”

      Willow had opted for a room like a bedroom to deliver her child. Once on the bed, she lifted her knees and spread them wide so the doctor could see.

      The nurse stood beside the doctor, ready if she should need any instruments.

      “Okay, Willow, time to start pushing. Your little one is crowning and ready to make its debut, so push. Harder. That’s right. Rest a minute.” The doctor adjusted herself, so she was situated to her satisfaction. “Break’s over, push again. Push. Push. That’s right. Keep pushing.”

      With Travis behind her supporting her back, Willow pushed and bore down as hard as she could for as long as she could. Again and again. She finally felt her baby coming and pushed harder than ever, giving it everything she had.

      Then she felt her child slip from her body.

      “You have a little boy, and he’s perfect.”

      After Doctor Riley cut the cord, the nurse whisked the baby away.

      The doctor delivered the afterbirth.

      The nurse returned with the baby swaddled and a little blue hat on his head.

      Willow held up her arms for him. A son. They had a son.

      She looked down at her son. He looked perfect. When he opened his eyes, she smiled. “Hello, baby boy. You know your sister won’t be happy. She was sure you’d be a girl. But your daddy and I are so happy you’re here. We love you very much.”

      Travis sat on the edge of the bed next to her. He ran a finger down the baby’s cheek. “I don’t think she’ll mind much when she sees him.”

      Willow laughed. “We’ll see, but you’re probably right. She’ll just be happy to have a baby to play with.” She unwrapped her son. Her son. Until Travis, she thought she’d have no more children. Now she had him. With the blankets open, he kicked and stretched and let out a wail. “Oh, my darling, you’re fine. Mommy just has to see all of you.”

      “Daddy, too. He’s perfect.” He kissed Willow on the forehead. “Thank you, my darling, for my son. Our son.”

      She counted fingers and toes.

      The baby’s arms and legs stretched and moved because he had no control over them, and he continued to cry.

      “Okay, sweetheart. I’m wrapping you back up.” She swaddled him like a pro.

      He quit crying and sniffled.

      “Mindy will love him with her whole heart when she sees him. She might even forget she wanted a baby sister.” Willow looked up at Travis, where he sat on the bed next to her.

      “Do you think so?”

      Willow laughed. “No. She’ll remember and be after us to have another one so she can have her sister. But she’ll play with him just the same, and she’ll become his fiercest protector. Just wait and see.”

      He frowned. “Isn’t he a little small for her to play with?”

      “For the moment, but he’ll grow like a weed.”

      “True.” He leaned down and kissed Willow gently on the lips. “Thank you again for my son.”

      “You’re welcome, my love, but I think you might have had a hand in that.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose I did. Still, you went through all that pain.” His eyes watered. “I never imagined what you would have to go through. So, thank you.”

      “Of course, sweetheart. It is nothing more than a fading memory now. What about his name?” She looked at Travis. “Do you think he looks like a William? I’m thinking we should name him Trevor. Keep with the T’s like you and Tanner.”

      Travis moved, so he sat beside her knees. “We have a family name of Tyler. How about that for his first name?”

      She grinned down at the baby. “It’s perfect. Tyler William Morgan.” She tore her gaze away from the baby and turned toward her husband. “What do you think?”

      “I like it.”

      Tyler scrunched up his face and let out a squeaky cry.

      Willow picked him up and kissed his lips. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Are you hungry? I bet you are, and you’re probably cold, too. Mommy was being a bad mommy, wasn’t she? But you’re better now.”

      She laid the baby to her breast and teased him with her nipple.

      It took a bit, but soon he latched on and suckled.

      “Oh, oh, my.” Willow bit her lower lip.

      “Are you okay?” Travis’s voice was full of concern.

      “I’m fine. Nursing hurts for a bit. It will get better shortly, in a few days, and then I’ll be fine.”

      “Oh, okay. I guess there’s not anything I can help you with on that front.”

      “After he finishes, we need to get Mindy in here. I’m sure the grandparents are all here at the hospital by now. All three sets.”

      “I love that the Adamses are our children’s grandparents, too. I know they are Mindy’s, but they have already stated that this little one is also their grandchild.”

      “I know. They’re wonderful people. Alex was just like them.”

      “I’m glad. I feel like I know him a little bit from their stories and yours. I know I would have liked him.”

      “You two would have been very good friends.” She felt a pang of sadness but realized that Alex would always be with her through Mindy. Now she needed to concentrate on the future with Travis and their children.

      The nurse walked over. “Is everything going all right, Mrs. Morgan? No problems nursing?”

      Willow couldn’t tell what the woman looked like behind the mask, just a pair of sky-blue eyes surrounded by black lashes that looked bare of mascara.

      “We’re fine. He’s a good nurser.”

      “Good.” The nurse waited for Tyler to finish nursing.

      Tyler had fallen asleep.

      Willow eased him away from her nipple and put him on her shoulder to burp him, which only took a couple of pats on his little back. Then she laid him atop of the blanket and swaddled him.

      “It’s amazing what I still remember how to do after more than ten years.” She handed the baby to Travis. His eyes were wide to begin with then he gazed down into the face of his son, and he relaxed and smiled.

      Travis looked over at her. “He’s so small. And look at his eyes. They’re so blue.”

      “Many babies have blue or gray eyes at birth. The color can and will probably change for months, but I’m guessing he’ll have blue eyes, like mine and Mindy’s.”

      The nurse came over to the bed. “Mrs. Morgan, while your husband has some daddy time, let me get you cleaned up, into the wheelchair and to your room. Then you can show your new baby off to all those people in the waiting area. I swear the place is full of people waiting just for you.”

      Willow laughed. “This baby has more grandparents and family, than I could ever have imagined.”

      “He’s lucky to have so many people who already love him,” replied the nurse.

      A little while later, Willow was in a clean gown and in her room.

      Tyler lay in a crib next to the bed.

      Travis picked him up as the door opened and the room filled with grandparents, along with Mindy, Tanner and Kelly.

      Mindy walked up to Travis. “Can I hold him? You and Mom have had your turns. Now it’s my turn.”

      “Of course, firefly. Sit in that chair over there.” He jutted his chin toward the lone armchair in the room.

      Mindy sat and held out her arms.

      Travis placed Tyler in her arms. “Mindy, meet Tyler. He’ll need lots of help to grow up, and I think you’re just the girl that can give it to him.”

      She looked down at the baby and smiled. “I will. Tyler, I’m gonna be the best sister anyone could ever have. We’ll have so much fun and might even go riding together when you get bigger. You’re too little now.”

      Tyler blinked wide baby-blue eyes and kept staring as she talked.

      Willow looked around the room at all the people and couldn’t think of anything better in this world than having her family with her now at the birth of her son.

      She smiled as Travis stayed close to Mindy to make sure Tyler was safe. She could have told him Tyler couldn’t be in safer hands than Mindy’s. She would protect that baby with her life. Of that, Willow had no doubt. Mindy had wanted a sibling for as long as Willow could remember. And she’d loved this baby as soon as she knew of his existence, all those months ago at the wedding reception.

      Smiling, she watched as Mindy handed Tyler to Grandma Marti. This was her first grandbaby. She claimed Mindy as her granddaughter, but there was something about holding your first baby grandchild.

      Marti looked up, the sheen of tears in her eyes. “He’s perfect. Just perfect.”

      Tyler was passed between the grandparents so everyone could see him and kiss his forehead or his cheeks.

      Willow yawned. Giving birth was hard on a person.

      Travis must have seen, because he brought Tyler back to her and then shooed everyone else out of the room, including Mindy. “We’ll be home tomorrow. You can all come by and see him then.”

      The grandparents all nodded and kissed Willow on the forehead.

      Mindy kissed Tyler and her father and then hugged Willow, laying her head on her chest. f

      Willow rubbed her back. “I love you, firefly. Always and forever.” She felt that Mindy needed to hear this.

      “I love you, too, Mom.” Then she turned to Travis. “I love you, too, Daddy.”

      Travis picked her up, and she laid her head on his shoulder.

      Even though she normally would have protested that she was not a baby, she needed this. Needed to feel special. Like she did when Travis legally adopted her and they’d had a party to celebrate.

      “I love you always, my little firefly.” He rubbed her back for a minute and then set her back on the floor. “Go to your grandparents now.”

      She blew her mother a kiss and headed out the door, where Grandpa Bill waited.

      Last to kiss her was her mother, Alice. “You did good, my darling daughter. I’ll see you tomorrow. I love you.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I love you, too.”

      When they were all gone and it was just her and Travis in the room, Willow let out a sigh. “I love every one of them dearly, but I hope they don’t all show up at the same time tomorrow.”

      Despite the people and the laughter and tears, Tyler was sleeping.

      Travis took the baby and placed him in the crib next to the bed.

      “Scoot over, wife.”

      Willow scooted over enough for Travis to lie in the bed.

      He took her in his arms and held her close.

      Lying with him now, with the baby next to them, was utterly perfect. Love consumed her, becoming her life forever.

      She turned on her side and laid her arm over Travis’s chest. “I love you. Thank you for loving me back.”

      “How could I not? You were then, and are even more so now, the most beautiful, kind, stubborn...oof.”

      She elbowed his stomach. “I’m not stubborn. I’m right.” She laughed.

      He laughed with her.

      Willow still was giddy as a schoolgirl with her first crush. She had a crush on her husband and probably always would. Whether he was Travis Morgan, entrepreneur or Tate Wilson, bronc buster, he was hers...come what may.
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