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Dear Readers,


I grew up in a family with strong Christmas traditions. My dad, a professor, loved Christmas so much that every year he earmarked his December paycheck as his—my mom got the other eleven months to pay bills—but his December paycheck was for Christmas: the tree, presents, decorations.

I was fifteen when he died, and my brothers and sister became even more important to me. They were truly ‘my family’ and so as we got older and began to go to college, and then later fall in love and get married, it was hard for me to accept that we wouldn’t all be together for the holidays. It simply didn’t feel right not to have everyone there on Christmas Eve or Christmas morning. Being a newlywed and discovering your new family didn’t celebrate Christmas your way, was also a shock. I missed my family’s traditions and how special Christmas had felt. Happily as a mom, I’ve been able to recreate so many of those traditions and memories from my childhood, and I hope you’re passing down your favorite traditions, too!

I also hope you will enjoy my newest Christmas story, a story of family, love, and second chances…my favorite kind!

Happy Holidays!

Jane


“And we know that all things work together for good to those who love Him.”


Romans 8:28.


Chapter One


Sam Wyatt didn’t feel like leaving bed, not when it was warm and his room was cold, but without getting out of bed there would be no coffee, and he liked his morning coffee almost as much as he liked his boots and horse.

Going downstairs meant he’d see family, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that either, not after last night’s rowdy family dinner. The Wyatts’ had a lot of strong personalities and, put the four Wyatt brothers together—along with Mom and Granddad—things got loud, and heated, fast.

Billy and Tommy had always enjoyed stirring things up, while Sam liked things calm. Consistent. He was more like Joe in that respect, and more of a loner like Joe. Except Joe had gotten married earlier in the year, and surprise, surprise, had fallen in love with his mail-order bride and was far happier now than Sam had ever known him to be.

Sam was happy for Joe. Maybe a little envious, too, but Sam didn’t feel much like exploring that thought—now or ever. He’d learned serious relationships were work, requiring constant compromise and sacrifice, and he wasn’t sure he was built for compromise, or sacrifice, anymore.

No, he liked his solitude, and he was looking forward to having his own place. He was scheduled to close on his new Wyoming ranch the day after Christmas. Sam pictured his property outside Cody. Hills, pastures, land. Lots of land. Good barns, stable, solid house. Nothing luxurious but it had everything he needed for a successful business. Sam knew cattle, and he couldn’t wait until he could build his own herds.

Leaving bed, he stepped into flannel pajama pants and tugged a sweatshirt over his head, wincing at the pain streaking through his shoulder. He’d reinjured his shoulder last week during the NFRs in Las Vegas: but he couldn’t complain, having walked away from this year’s National Finals Rodeo as world champion in tie-down roping and third in steer wrestling. Younger brothers Billy and Tommy had been there, too, and all three Wyatts’ had left with serious money, but this was Sam’s year, and earning a quarter of a million dollars went a long way to compensating for a torn rotator cuff.

Downstairs, the kitchen was pleasantly warm and empty. Sam reached into the cupboard for painkillers, washing the tablets down with a half glass of water, before filling his coffee cup.

Maybe he should just do the surgery, get it over with. Letting his shoulder heal on its own could take ten to twelve weeks. But he had four weeks, not twelve, before the new season began. Problem was, surgery wasn’t always successful.

In his head, Sam planned his day. His mom’s birthday was a week from today, and Christmas was ten days away. Sam planned on going into Marietta and getting some shopping done, and then he’d stop in at the bank and make sure money was ready to be wired from his account so they could close on the Cody ranch on time.

Tommy and Billy knew about the property in Cody, but Sam still needed to tell the rest of the family. He trusted there wouldn’t be hard feelings. Joe might say he was upset, but Joe was married now and would soon have kids and the ranch would belong to his kids. That was just how it worked.

Floorboards squeaked overhead and he glanced up to the ceiling, the room directly above the kitchen belonging to his younger brothers. A minute later, Tommy descended the stairs, entering the kitchen in baggy sweatpants and nothing else. It was a little cool to be without a shirt but Tommy loved showing off his body, especially his eight-pack abs. Sam arched an eyebrow, silently mocking Tommy’s choice of attire.

Tommy grinned. “Don’t be jealous. You can’t all be me.”

“Not jealous, Tom. I’m all right being who I am.”

“Guess who I saw last night?” Tommy asked, reaching for one of the glossy red and white Santa mugs lining the wide lip of the kitchen window, mugs that Joe’s new wife, Sophie, had put there, along with the plethora of Christmas decorations all over the house. They’d never done much decorating at Christmas, but it seemed no one had the heart to tell Sophie that.

Sam didn’t take the bait and just waited as Tommy filled his glossy red Santa mug and then replaced the coffee carafe.

“Why didn’t you take one of the Christmas mugs?” Tommy asked.

“There was no Grinch mug,” Sam answered easily, lifting his brown feed mug with the faded logo. “Had to make do with this.”

“Sophie is excited about the new mugs.”

“I noticed.”

“You don’t like Christmas anymore?”

“I like it just fine. Now, who did you see last night?”

“You’ll never figure it out; not in a million years.”

“Put like that, just tell me.”

Tommy lifted his cup. “Make at least one guess. Humor me.”

“I humor you all the time.”

“Dang, you’re a grouch.” Tommy paused, took a sip, and then another, all the while eyeing Sam over the rim of the smiling Santa. “I was at the Wolf Den, does that help?”

Sam suppressed a sigh. The Wolf Den was the seediest bar in town, probably the seediest bar anywhere in a forty-mile radius. Truckers, bikers, and troublemakers liked to frequent the place. He personally avoided it, but his brother had been there for a birthday party last night. His youngest brother liked to run a little wild still. “I don’t know since it’s not a place I like to go.”

“I’ll help you out. Someone you dated.”

This caught Sam’s attention. Someone he dated was working at the Wolf Den? He hadn’t dated that many people, not growing up. Back in high school, there had been just two girls. Sam tended to settle into serious relationships, long relationships, rather than playing the field like Tommy. So if it was someone he dated, that meant it had to be Heather or Caitlin. But, Heather was married with four little ones, and Caitlin had moved away, somewhere in Texas, working for a big tech company. She’d always been smart, ambitious, and she’d gone off to college and never returned. But had she finally come back?

“Caitlin?” Sam asked. “Is she working at the Wolf Den?”

“Nope.”

“I don’t know anyone else from Marietta I’ve dated.”

“I didn’t say she was from Marietta.”

Sam frowned. “I don’t know. I give up.”

“It’s Ivy. Ivy was bartending last night.”

Sam’s jaw clenched and his stomach felt hard, tight as he slowly set his mug down. “Say that again.”

“Saw Ivy last night.” Tommy wasn’t smiling anymore. “And it was her, I know it was her. I even asked one of the waitresses. It’s your Ivy.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“No.”

“Did she see you?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know. Once, I thought I saw her looking at me, but when I looked her in the eye, she glanced away and…” His voice faded. He shrugged. “To be honest, it just felt really weird and awkward. I think she was surprised see me, and I don’t think she was happy to see me, and suddenly I didn’t want to be there.” Tommy went to the fridge, pulled out the carton of half-and-half, and poured a generous measure into his cup. “She looked different, too. Hard to explain. She just didn’t look like your girlfriend anymore.”

Sam grabbed the half-and-half carton and returned it to the fridge, closing the refrigerator door with a little more force than necessary. “That’s because she isn’t my girlfriend. She hasn’t been my Ivy for two years now.”

“Are you going to go see her? She’s working again tonight.”

Sam gave his brother an incredulous look. “No, I’m not going to see her. Why would I do that?”

“Because once you two were serious, really serious. We all thought you were going to marry her.” Tommy paused, waited. “You even thought you were going to marry her.”

“Doesn’t matter. It didn’t happen. She moved on, and I moved on, and we’re both in a better place.”

Tommy took his cup and walked across the room, grabbing a chair from the kitchen table and pulling it out. “But are you?” he demanded, sitting down. “Are you really in a better place? Cause you could have fooled me.”

“Mind your own business, Tom.”

“I normally do.”

“So butt out.”

Tommy said nothing for a long moment, concentrating on his coffee, making a show of taking slow appreciative sips. His broad, bare shoulders twisted, shifting the thick scar wrapped around his rib cage. “You know best. Maybe she’s not your girl now, but you still have a soft spot for her, and if it doesn’t bother you that she’s working in a modern-day whorehouse—”

“Wolf Den is a strip bar, not a whore house. And I thought you said Ivy was a bartender, not a pole dancer.”

Tom shrugged. “You know the kind of guys that go there—”

“Guys like you.”

Tommy just smiled, a dimple forming deep in his lean cheek. He gave his brother a look of pure pleasure. There was love in his expression, but also a challenge. They’d grown up loving each other, fighting each other, besting each other. It was just the Wyatt way. “Yeah guys like me, but because I know who Ivy is, I wasn’t hitting on her, and I wasn’t saying anything, and I wasn’t propositioning her. No sir, I kept my distance, and I was respectful, but Ivy is beautiful. Guys hit on her. They think she’s hot. I’ve got to tell you, she was getting a lot of attention last night, more attention than the dancers, more attention than the cocktail waitresses in their skimpy outfits and Ivy was just Ivy, in jeans and a T-shirt—” He broke off, shrugged. “Sure it was tight, not that I was looking, but others were. She’s got that body—”

“Enough about her body,” Sam growled.

“Sure, Sam, whatever you say. But before I shut up altogether, let me just add, that if you really care about Ivy—and you might not, because you’re right, you loved her a couple years ago and maybe you didn’t really love her, maybe it was just infatuation, maybe it was just a passing phase—but if you were ever her friend, I would check in on her, and make sure she’s okay.” And with that Tommy stood, grabbed his cup, and walked out of the room, leaving Sam alone.
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Ivy pulled on her heaviest coat, slipped her hands into mittens, and stepped outside to walk to work. It was a beautiful Montana morning, with a crystal-clear blue sky and just a few white clouds scattered above. She was opening the bar this morning and she sang to herself as she walked, “Over the river and through the woods to the Wolf Den bar I go…”

Ivy’s teeth chattered as a gust of frigid wind tried to knock her off her feet. Just a few more days and she’d have enough to pay for the new transmission her truck needed, and then she’d be able to drive again to work, and to see Scotch, and everything would be much, much easier.

But until then, she’d keep walking to work, which honestly, wasn’t that bad, as it was only ten minutes from her lodging on Chance Avenue to the Wolf Den bar. Sure, the road was dirty with black snow and salt and ice, but the fresh air always cleared her head and filled her lungs and made her grateful to be alive despite the difficult past few years, because honestly, things could be so much worse. She had a place to live, she was healthy and strong, and earning decent money. Once her truck had a new tranny, she’d have a lot more freedom, and would be in a better position for making decisions about the future. When she’d first arrived in Crawford County, it was supposed to just be for the fall and winter, but now, it was beginning to feel like home and maybe it could be. Maybe this was where she was meant to put down roots.

Ivy just had to stay patient and keep her faith. All good things came to those who believed.

And she believed.

She also believed that Jeb Kruse was taking good care of Scotch. He’d promised to, and why wouldn’t he? Just because Jeb had to lay her off didn’t mean he was a bad person.

Reaching the Wolf Den, Ivy stamped the dirty snow off her boots before opening the front door. The interior was dim and quiet, but it still had the pungent odor of beer and whiskey.

Pia, one of the cocktail waitresses, was already inside, leaning on the bar reading the paper. She glanced up as Ivy hung her coat on the rack. “Did you hear about Ashley Howe? That little girl from Belgrade who got hurt back in September?”

“What’s happened?” Ivy asked, stashing her purse under the counter because Ivy knew far more about Ashley and the Howe family than she’d ever let on. Last September, Ivy had sold her mare Belle to help Ashley get the therapy the girl needed after her injury. Ivy’s donation to Ashley’s Go Fund Me had been anonymous. Only the family and Ivy knew what she’d done, and she intended to keep it that way.

“Well, she’s coming home from Florida where she’s been doing rehab.” Pia folded the Copper Mountain Courier and slid it across the counter toward Ivy. “She’s going to be home for Christmas. That’s pretty awesome, don’t you think?”

“I do.” Ivy washed her hands and dried them and reached for the paper. “Her family will be so happy to have her home with them.”

“Do you think she can walk now?”

Ivy hesitated. “I don’t know that walking was ever in the cards for her.”

“Then why did she go to rehab? I thought they were going to help her walk again?”

“From what I know, rehabilitation after a spinal cord injury involves a lot more than just getting someone to walk. For Ashley, it was probably about making her physically stronger, and helping teach her practical things, like how to get dressed, and how to transfer from a wheelchair on and off a toilet and a bed.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s huge, Pia. She’s paralyzed, and these things will help her live more independently.”

“That sucks, though. I thought she would maybe be able to walk again. She’s just fourteen. Just a kid.”

Ivy didn’t answer. Ashley’s tragic accident had kept her up so many nights. It was so unfair, so unjust. Yes, barrel racing could be a dangerous sport, and injuries occurred, but the fact Ashley was injured in a farming accident, rather than through a riding accident, was just salt in the wound.

Ashley had been a stranger to Ivy before the accident last August. Ivy had never worked with the girl, or her horse, but it didn’t matter. She was a talented youth competitor with a passion for the sport, and Ashley’s fate was heartbreaking.

Ivy located the article on the front page of the local section and skimmed it. She knew almost everything already. Ashley had finished her ninety days at the center in Florida and was coming home for Christmas. The Howe family was thrilled and had made changes to their house for her, anticipating her arrival. It would be the best Christmas gift for the family to be together again, and according to the article, Ashley’s little brothers couldn’t wait to have their big sister home as it wouldn’t have been Christmas without her.

The aching lump returned to Ivy’s throat, and she carefully folded the paper and put it away. She understood missing, understood how Christmas wasn’t Christmas without family. This would be Ivy’s second Christmas without her mom, and she dreaded the holiday, dreaded it so much that she’d volunteered to work at the Wolf Den to make sure she wasn’t alone in her little rented room at Joan’s.

Ivy swiped the bar counter with her damp rag, polishing an already-clean surface. She honestly didn’t mind bartending at the Wolf Den. She earned big tips, and overtime, and if she kept being frugal, after she got her truck back, she could advertise that she was available for training. It was what she’d grown up doing with her mom, one of the best horse trainers in Montana, if not all of the US. And then eventually, Ivy would buy her own place and board and train horses there.

Either way, much like young Ashley, Ivy’s goal was independence. She’d tried relationships and had failed at the last two, and she wasn’t going that route again. Better to stand on her own two feet, better to be in control of her life, than let a man try to take over.

She was just checking the kegs and the lines, when the bar’s front door opened, pale sunlight spilling across the dark bar floor. She glanced up and saw the silhouette of a cowboy—hat, broad shoulders, tall, lean frame—before she wiped off the spigots, her focus returning to her work. Montana was filled with men and cowboys, but she wasn’t interested in any of them. Wes the wolf had cured her of that. He was a mistake she never wanted to repeat.

Boots thudded on the scuffed wooden floor. The cowboy was heading her way. The bar wasn’t officially opened for another half hour yet, but she didn’t mind an early customer. Management didn’t, either. A customer was money and everyone needed money.

She glanced up as he reached the bar. “What can I get you?” she asked, trying to inject some warmth into her voice.

It was only when she looked up that she realized who’d arrived.

Ivy’s heart fell, plummeting all the way to the pointed tips of her own boots. For a moment, she thought she might throw up, the shock enormous, and then she got control, and hid her surprise. “Sam Wyatt, what are you doing here?”

“I could say the same for you.” He stood, feet planted, hands buried in his coat pockets. “What are you doing at the Wolf Den?”

“Working.”

“Yeah, I can see that. But why here? I don’t get it.”

She pushed her long dark braid off her shoulder. “I was hired to work on the Kruse ranch, training horses, but things got lean, and they laid me off for the winter. They said there might be a job come spring, so here I am.”

“Come spring you should be on the road, competing.”

“Might do something different this year. Still thinking about my options.”

He pulled out a barstool and sat down. “How did you even know about the job on the Kruse ranch? They’re not a very big place.”

“A friend told me,” she said. “Sounded promising, but you know how it goes. Last one hired, first one fired.” She kept her voice casual, even as she avoided eye contact.

Sam was wearing his big black leather jacket, the one with all of the NFR patches. His hat was black, too, and in the shadowy light, he still managed to look impossibly handsome, but then, the Wyatt brothers were not short on looks. Or skill. They were some of the best cowboys in America and they knew it.

Ivy’s heart did another weird little flutter and she quickly put a hand to her chest, pressing against the odd painful sensation. She didn’t want to feel anything, not when feelings got her into so much trouble.

Sam studied her in silence for a long moment and Ivy stood there, holding her ground, refusing to reveal any of the anxiety she felt.

“What did you say you were drinking?” she asked, voice steady.

“I didn’t. But I’ll take a beer, bottled.”

She’d spent two years with him, two years as Sam’s girl, and those two years had been the best years of her life. So, of course she knew his favorite beer, his favorite color, his favorite side of the bed.

Ivy pulled an icy bottle of Coors out from the refrigerator, popped the cap and handed it to him. “I guess Tommy told you I was here.”

Sam took a swallow, set the beer down. “He was surprised.”

“And he asked you to check on me?” she asked, filled with bittersweet emotion because Tommy and Billy Wyatt had come to mean a lot to her while she and Sam were dating. The four of them traveled together, and by the time she and Sam split, they felt like her brothers, not just his.

“This isn’t exactly your kind of place,” Sam answered. “Wish you would have let Joe know you needed work. He would have found something for you.”

“That wasn’t necessary. I found work for me.”

“Here.”

She wasn’t going to take the bait. She wouldn’t be judged, either. “I make really good money here. Customers tips well.” She could tell he didn’t like her answer but she didn’t care.

The last couple of years had been hard, and the last year, well… that had been beyond brutal, and she owed him nothing, just as he owed her nothing. They’d broken up and they’d gone their separate ways and it had been hard, but she’d moved on. So had he.

“Where’s Wes?” Sam asked finally, breaking the long, tense silence.

For the first time since he’d arrived, Ivy looked at Sam, really looked at him, her gaze boring into his as if she could somehow see past the hard blue gaze and the even harder jaw into his soul. But Sam was guarded, and there was never anything she could see, no emotion she could discern.

“No idea,” she answered, and that was the truth. She’d blocked Wes on her phone, blocked him on her social media, and had even stopped updating her social media to keep him from knowing where she was, and if it cost her the rest of her sponsors, well, their money had stopped going into her pockets a long time ago.

“Not very chatty, are you?” he asked.

“Nope.” The front door opened and two bikers entered. Ivy nodded at them and then glanced at Sam. “Need anything else?” she asked him.

He shook his head and reached into his back pocket for his wallet.

“Don’t bother,” she said. “That was on me. Nice to see you, Sam.” And then she moved on, walking down the bar to the far end where the bikers had settled and tried to pretend she didn’t feel Sam’s eyes boring into her back, sending rivulets of sensation up and down her spine, reminding her just how much she’d once wanted him.

Needed him.

“Welcome,” she said to the newcomers, flashing a flirty smile. “What can I get you boys?”
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Sam had intended to Christmas shop after swinging by the Wolf Den, and he tried, too. He drove to Main Street and parked his truck, stalking into the Western Wear store to see if he couldn’t find a new Pendleton shirt for Grandad, and maybe a warm soft vest for Mom, but as he surveyed the racks of clothes, he saw Ivy in her tight T-shirt smiling at the bikers, giving them the smile she’d always saved for him.

That sweet, sexy smile made him see red.

He was not happy.

Seriously. Not. Happy.

“Can I help you find something?” the older saleslady asked, approaching Sam.

Sam’s narrowed gaze swept from the offending racks of clothes to the saleswoman. He forced himself to soften his expression. “No. Thank you.”

“We have some good Christmas specials right now. Buy two off that rack there, and get a third shirt for free.”

“Thanks,” he said, aware his tone was still far too curt. “I need to get home, but I’ll be back.”

“The special lasts until Friday.”

“Good to know. Thanks.”

Sam fumed the whole drive home.

Ivy had changed. She’d always been an open book before, but she was all shuttered up now. Outwardly, she might still be the beautiful Ivy he knew, but there was a new guard up, a new hardness he didn’t recognize. He didn’t know what to think of the change, didn’t know what to think of her working at a stripper bar, either. Ivy was no prude, but she was a nice girl, conservative, raised in the church. She didn’t mess around. She didn’t take unnecessary risks. She lived for her horses and competing. But losing her mom two years ago had rocked her world. Ivy and her mom, Shelby, had been close, practically best friends, but then Ivy seemed to bounce back quickly, moving on with new boyfriend Wes, getting bigger sponsors, and a lot more visibility. Suddenly she was in magazines, featured in Instagram stories and ads. Slender, beautiful, photogenic, everybody wanted her, and she should have made a lot of money on those national sponsors.

So, if she’d made those lucrative deals, why was she scraping by here in Marietta? And why had she been reduced to working at the Wolf Den?

Something didn’t add up, and Sam didn’t know what bothered him more—the fact that he was so upset to see her there, or the fact she didn’t even seem to care that he’d come looking for her.

It wasn’t his problem, he told himself. Ivy was an adult, free to do whatever she wanted. But at the same time, Sam had promised her mom that he’d look out for her, and so far he’d done a pretty poor job of it.

Sam growled deep in his throat, foot heavy on the accelerator, as if he could outrun the vision of her in his head, in her tight red T-shirt and even tighter, fitted jeans, her western belt with the big silver buckle flat against her narrow waist, smiling at the bikers, calling them boys.

Those bikers weren’t boys. And back when they were together, Ivy didn’t know how to make a drink. Heck, she didn’t even drink. So why was she working the bar at the Wolf Den?
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Ivy exhaled hard after Sam left. That had been weird. And incredibly uncomfortable. She didn’t like discussing Wes, and she certainly didn’t feel as if she had to defend herself to Sam, of all people. Sam Wyatt with his lofty plans and ambitions. Sam, with his dreams so big there wasn’t room for anyone else but him.

And then Ivy kicked herself, because she wasn’t being fair. Not totally.

Sam had never been bad to her. He just hadn’t given her enough.

She’d loved him, too, loved him so much it made her heart ache, but in the end, he’d let her go and that… well, that had broken her heart.

So, no, she didn’t hate him. How could you hate beautiful, swaggering, immensely talented Sam Wyatt? The cowboy was so confident, so intense, he reminded her of the sun. Necessary. Brilliant.

Scorching.

The scorching part was why she’d broken up with him. There just didn’t seem to be room enough in his sphere for both of them, and the only way for her heart to survive was for her to put space between them.

And yet, she’d hoped he’d come after her. She prayed he’d realize how much he missed her. But there was no epiphany on his part. He’d taken her at her word and moved forward with his life and career without her.

Sam’s single-minded focus was what made him so successful on the rodeo circuit. But that same single-minded focus made him a terrible boyfriend. She’d known from the beginning he was competitive and driven. He didn’t like turning down opportunities or events or money, not even so his brothers—or Ivy—could succeed. Initially, she hadn’t minded. She’d been an only child and she was plenty independent. Ivy figured out how to succeed around him, carving space out for herself so she could focus on her own events. It was only as time went on, and they were getting more serious, that she came to resent how Sam always came first and she came last. Why should it be her compromising all the time? Why didn’t he compromise more?

Maybe the problem was that she and Sam were too much alike. They both wanted big things, and neither were willing to make the necessary concessions a relationship needed. They’d always had a passionate relationship. When things were good it was very, very good, but when things weren’t good, it was very, very bad.

After the breakup, Ivy waited and waited to hear from him. Waited and waited for an olive branch. The waiting made her angry. They’d had so much history together. So much love. But Sam seemed to have forgotten the love, and after four brutal, lonely months—months where she cried every single day, if not twice a day—she realized he wasn’t coming back for her. There would be no reconciliation. They were done.

Through.

Then, in the middle of that year of that heartbreak, her mom died, and grieving for Sam was swallowed into grief over losing the most inspiring person Ivy knew. Ivy’s mom had been a trailblazer and fearless. A six-time national barrel racing champion, Ivy’s mom, Shelby Lynn, did the impossible, and she did it with style and grit and courage.

Courage.

Ivy tried to cling to some of that same courage as she made funeral arrangements for her mom and then decisions of what to do with her mom’s estate. Sam sent flowers with a card that read, Thinking of you. So very sorry for your loss. Sam.

That was all the card said.

That was all Sam could think of saying to her after so many months?

Ivy cried holding the card, crying hard because she realized that this was the best Sam could do, or would do, and it simply wasn’t enough.

His attempt to be sympathetic was pitiful.

She rejected it, and him, throwing away the card, and then the next day, throwing out the flowers because it hurt her, just seeing them. Better to not see them. Better to not be reminded of him.

Wes, a stock supplier who she’d known from the rodeo, sent flowers, too. She kept those flowers. She didn’t know Wes well, but his flowers were beautiful and they gave her no pain. He called a week later to see if she needed anything. She said she didn’t but thank you. He called two weeks later, letting her know he was in the area, and would she want to meet for coffee or a drink? Ivy thought about the invitation for a couple of hours, then texted that yes she’d enjoy meeting him, and the rest was history.

Bad history.


Chapter Two


Sam could feel his mother’s gaze all afternoon. She’d watched him during their late lunch—he’d made her a turkey bacon sandwich, her favorite—and every time there was a lull in the conversation, and he thought she’d ask him something personal, he dove into another story about Las Vegas, or his horses, or his shoulder, and whether he should get surgery or not.

He managed to escape the kitchen before she brought up whatever was on her mind, but now as they sat down at the dinner table, he could feel her watching him again, her brows slightly flattened, mouth firm, as she gazed at him from her place at the foot of the table.

If he could have headed to town and gotten a burger and beer at Grey’s Saloon, he would. But you didn’t do that to Mom, not so soon after returning from a lengthy absence.

During dinner, he tuned out the laughter and bantering. Tommy and Billy were like two kids, always having a good time together. Joe was smitten with his bride, unable to even eat without looking at her and smiling crookedly.

Joe being happy changed the house. Or maybe it was Sophie’s happiness. But the Wyatt Ranch felt warm and bright and full of love. It was almost too much love.

Even as a boy, Sam had found the noise overwhelming at times. He was more introverted than his brothers, and required a lot of alone time, something that was hard to find on the ranch, especially when everyone was home.

As his mom’s concerned gaze met his, Sam forced a smile. He wasn’t going to have her worry. There was no reason to worry.

His mom wasn’t buying it, though, but she did eventually look away, and nod and then respond to something Sophie was saying. His mom liked Sophie. And his grandad, well Grandad treated Sophie like a princess, or more accurately, the granddaughter he’d never had.

After the blessing was said and huge platters were passed around, Sam’s thoughts returned to Ivy, and suddenly he wasn’t interested in eating.

Ivy had struggled with his need for space. She didn’t understand why he’d pull away, or want to go for a drive on his own. She always wanted to go with him, always eager to keep him company, and he hated hurting her feelings, but he couldn’t unwind or recharge with others. It wasn’t her that he wanted to escape, it was everyone. Unfortunately, she took it personally, which turned into arguments neither of them needed.

Thinking of Ivy made Sam’s chest tighten.

They’d had a messy breakup. She’d said hard things when she ended the relationship, and he’d been hurt and refused to think of her, refused to miss her. But when he’d discovered Ivy’s mom, Shelby, wasn’t well, he did what he could to ease her suffering.

Shelby had made him promise to look after Ivy, and he’d made the promise, fully intending to keep it. But after Shelby was gone and Ivy was dating Wes, Ivy wouldn’t talk to Sam. In fact, she wanted nothing to do with him. Wes more or less said so to his face. Sam had longed to smash his fist into Wes’s stupid, smug face, but he didn’t. Instead, Sam kept his distance, making sure to avoid Wes and Ivy. They were not his favorite people, and they were most definitely not his favorite couple.

Dinner over, Sam rose to clear the table, indicating his desire to do the dishes. He had offers from the others to help, but he refused, preferring to clean up on his own. He scraped and filled up the sink, staring at the basin as it filled with hot sudsy water, doing his best not to think or remember more than necessary. Ivy wasn’t his problem. Ivy wasn’t his girlfriend. Ivy—

“So tell me about Ivy,” his mom said, her voice coming from behind him.

Sam stiffened at his mother’s question, not realizing she was there in the kitchen with him, nor how long she’d been standing there watching him. Ivy was exactly what he didn’t want to discuss, but at the same time, he’d never be rude to his mom. Sam turned the faucet off and then pivoted to look at his mother, who was standing next to the kitchen table, leaning on her cane. “Aren’t you missing the news?” he asked, familiar with his mother’s routine. Every night after dinner, Mom and Grandad would watch the news. Half hour local, followed by a half hour national.

“It’s the same old news from this morning,” his mom answered, carefully drawing a chair out and even more carefully sitting down. “Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on whether you’re a news anchor.”

He smiled faintly. He liked his mom. She’d been through a lot and she was still here, ruling the roost. “I’m not sure what you know, or what Tommy has told you, but she’s working in town, bartending.”

“At the Wolf Den.”

So Tommy had said a lot.

Sam suppressed a wave of irritation. “Yeah.”

“That’s got to worry you. It’s not an Ivy kind of place.”

His mom had met Ivy over the years, and while Sam wouldn’t say Ivy and his mom were close, they’d gotten along well. His mom had even met Ivy’s mom, Shelby Lynn, when he and Ivy were serious, when he thought maybe, just maybe, he’d propose. “She’s a big girl. She knows what she’s doing.”

“What brought her to Crawford County?”

“She got an offer to work on the Kruse Ranch here. But the job didn’t pan out.”

“What about her horses? Where are they?”

Trust his mom to remember the thing most important to Ivy. Ivy loved her mares. They were everything to her. “I’m sure she’s found a place for them. They might even be up on the Kruse Ranch still. It would make sense to board them there.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“Didn’t cross my mind.”

Summer eyed him steadily. No judgment in her expression, just an awareness that made Sam uneasy. He and his mom might not talk all that much, but she understood him pretty well, recognizing he might keep things close to his chest, but he felt deeply and was loyal to a fault. “Had to be a shock seeing her, though. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“I think the last time I saw her was in Calgary, last July at the Stampede.”

“Was her boyfriend up there? That Wesley guy?”

Sam fought the urge to smile. His mom knew more than he’d imagined. “Yeah, Wes was around. I’m not a big fan of him, so I steered clear.”

“Why don’t you like him?”

“He’s an ass. But I’m not the one dating him, so it doesn’t matter what I think.”

“Is Ivy still dating him?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“What happened?”

Sam gave her an incredulous look. “Mom.”

Her eyes widened, managing to make her look both innocent and indignant at the same time. “I thought you talked to her today. Sorry, my bad.” She slowly pushed up from the kitchen table and reached for her cane. “You’ve got dishes to do. I better let you get them done.” And then she walked out.

But after his mom left, Sam felt worse.

He could hear his brothers in the family room talking and joking, could hear Sophie’s laugh, and Sam could picture Joe’s smile. Joe was amused by his wife, and admired her for holding her own with his rambunctious younger brothers.

And just like that, Sam thought of Ivy, remembering how close she’d been with Tommy and Billy. The four of them traveled a lot together, Ivy and Sam in his rig, with Tommy and Billy in theirs, but almost every morning they had coffee together, and almost every night they had dinner somewhere. They were their own family on the road, and Ivy had been—

Sam stopped himself there, teeth gritted, chest tight.

He didn’t want to keep thinking about her. He didn’t want to feel this hot tangled emotion. She wasn’t his anymore. She hadn’t been his for two and a half years.

After Ivy broke up with him, Sam didn’t date anyone for a year. He hadn’t been interested in seeing anyone, or even getting physical, but then Tommy asked Sam to play wingman, telling him he was needed, that he couldn’t ignore his brother. Tommy did just fine on his own, and could have easily handled a date with two women, but Sam had agreed and showered and shaved and put on clean jeans and an ironed shirt and had gone out.

The date had taken place in Sioux City, and the girl had been a sweet young Midwestern thing, with long golden curls, big blue eyes, deep dimples. Sam didn’t know if she was innocent, silly, or both, but she laughed at every single thing Sam said. It hadn’t been the worst date he’d ever been on, but after giving her a kiss good night, he knew he would never see her again. There was no need to see her again. She wasn’t his type and he most definitely had a type. He liked slim, fine-boned girls with long brown hair, hazel-green eyes, girls that could ride a horse better than a man.

Ivy had been his type. Ivy had been his girl. But she’d wanted something else, something more, and he did what he had to do—set her free.
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Ivy woke up to the sound of Joan, her landlady, talking loudly on the phone in the hallway outside her bedroom door, her conversation peppered with colorful curses.

Ivy glanced at the bedside clock. It wasn’t even seven yet and she’d gone to bed well past midnight. She pulled her pillow over her head, trying to block out Joan’s voice. But sleep didn’t come, not even after Joan’s voice finally, thankfully faded. After another fifteen minutes of silently grumbling, Ivy threw back the covers, slid a heavy robe over her pajamas and headed to the kitchen for coffee.

But the coffeepot was off, cold and empty, and when Ivy checked the big red coffee canister, that was empty as well. She’d just bought ground coffee a few days ago. How could it be gone already? But she knew the answer. Chain-smoking Joan, alternated her cigarettes with endless cups of coffee. From now on, Ivy would have to keep some emergency coffee hidden somewhere.

Back in her room, Ivy dressed quickly, sliding her feet into socks and then her fleece-lined snow boots to make the walk to Java Café on Main Street. Joan was on the front porch, when Ivy stepped outside, smoking a cigarette even as she shouted another four-letter swear word into the phone.

Joan nodded grimly at her. Ivy lifted a hand in return and made her way down the icy walkway to the street. There was no sidewalk at this end of Chance Avenue, and she walked along the asphalt, following the railroad tracks, the cold, fresh winter air clearing her head, while the brisk wind made her eyes water and cheeks sting.

She walked, lost in thought, until she crossed the tracks, passed the handsome depot, and a block later, reached the Graff Hotel. Ivy paused a moment to admire the old hotel. The four-story red brick Graff looked festive with its greenery and wreaths on the front door. A smart-looking bell captain stood on the hotel’s front steps, ready to help any guests coming or going. She’d never been inside but it was on her to-do list. She’d heard they had an enormous Christmas tree in the lobby and gingerbread houses on display.

She felt a pang as she thought of Christmas. It was true she wasn’t looking forward to the holiday this year, but it hadn’t always been the case. Growing up, she and her mom had their own traditions. They bought and delivered dozens of dinners for the less fortunate in Custer—hams and turkeys, stuffing, potatoes, gravy, rolls and pies—and made roll-out sugar cookies and Mom’s amazing pumpkin bread. Because it was just the two of them, Christmas wasn’t fancy, but it was heartfelt. Christmas morning meant Ivy’s stocking and homemade waffles, then church, hymns and carols, and once back home, opening the few gifts under the tree and dinner.

Mom didn’t have a great voice, but oh, how she loved to sing. And she’d practically belt out her favorite carols like “Joy to the World,” as she cooked or washed or folded laundry.

Ivy tugged on her mittens, somewhat wistful, very nostalgic, and continued on to Java Café. Often she just got a coffee to go. This morning, she ordered coffee and a breakfast burrito and sat at one of the small tables in the corner and scrolled through the news on her phone while waiting for her breakfast to be prepared. The news always left her feeling so flattened she wasn’t sure why she bothered.

It was a relief when her name was called and she collected her burrito from the counter and was on her way back to her table when she spotted a man that looked familiar. It took her a moment to place him, then realized it was Ian Wallace, the man who’d bought Belle for his daughter. Her heart swooshed so hard she felt almost sick. Pulse racing, she stopped at his table to say hello.

He glanced up, puzzled, and then his expression cleared. “Ivy Wyckoff.”

She had to force a smile and remind herself he wasn’t the enemy. It had been her choice to sell the mare. He hadn’t kidnapped Belle. Ivy had willingly sold her horse to help Ashley. “How’s Belle?”

“She’s doing okay.”

She frowned. “Problems?”

“It’s been a bumpier start than we thought, but of course, there is always an adjustment when a horse has a new jockey.”

Ivy’s insides lurched again. Belle was as steady as they came. “Is your daughter having a hard time?”

“You didn’t tell me the mare is a little headstrong, but I suppose she’ll settle in once she realizes she’s stuck with us, and we’re her home now.”

Ivy hated his answer. She exhaled hard, finding it difficult to speak. “If there’s something I can do… Happy to work with your daughter and Belle—”

“That’s not necessary. Let’s not confuse the horse. You’re out of the picture now. Lizzie’s in charge. The horse will learn that soon enough. Head of the herd, right?”

Ivy managed the briefest of nods before moving on. She understood Belle wasn’t hers anymore, but it crushed her to know that Belle wasn’t adjusting well to her new home.

Ivy stuffed the hot breakfast burrito into her pocket and asked for a to-go cup for her coffee and headed outside, needing to put distance between her and Ian Wallace.

Ian had paid top dollar for Belle and Ivy was sure the mare wouldn’t be treated badly, but still, Ivy felt terrible. She wished she hadn’t bumped into Ian Wallace at all.

Ivy walked down a block and leaned against the old bank, which was now a popular upscale steakhouse but only opened for dinner, and ate her burrito there, letting the sun warm her and melt some of the ice around her heart.

It had been hard handing Belle over. Four months had passed since she’d driven Belle to the Wallace property and backed her out of the trailer. Lizzie Wallace was an eleven-year-old tomboy, skinny, freckled face and very blonde. She was also unbelievably excited to have a horse like Belle as her own. Lizzie had begun to compete, and although she was still pretty new at it, she had a fearlessness that boded well for the sport.

It had been easy leaving Belle, believing Belle would be in great hands.

Now Ivy worried Belle’s new home wasn’t a good fit, and that was tough, because Belle was like family to her.

Belle had a heart of gold. She loved to win, but even more than that, she lived to make Ivy happy. Together, they’d won a lot of titles, and some really big money. Together they had been one of the best teams in barrel racing.

Ivy crumpled the remaining burrito in the foil wrapped and tossed it away.

She had to remember why she’d sold Belle, that there had been a reason for the transaction. Selling Belle had allowed Ivy to do something huge. Something life changing. There were more important things than being a nationally ranked barrel racer, and more important things than making the WPRA’s World Finals Rodeo in November, or the PRCA’s National Finals Rodeo in December.

There was going to school.

There were dances, dates, and falling in love.

There was independence.

Ashley deserved a shot at a normal life, and if selling Belle meant that Ashley could get the right physical and occupational therapy at one of the best rehab programs in the country for spinal cord injured adolescents, then Ivy had made the right decision.

Even if it had been a little impulsive.

Thank goodness her mom wasn’t around to know. Her mom was the complete opposite—grounded, focused, practical, tenacious. She’d had a plan for everything, and she stuck to her plans, never changing them just because she got a new idea. Whims were ignored. Emotion was managed. And impulse firmly reined in.

Ivy sighed inwardly. No, she was most definitely not like her mom.

On her way back to the house, she stopped by the garage to see if her truck was still there. It was. She let the mechanic know she should have the rest of the money soon to get the transmission fixed. “Hopefully before Christmas. Maybe in the next few days?” she said.

He assured her that he had the part and was ready to go and Ivy thanked him, before walking back to the house. She pulled out her hatbox where she was stashing her cash and counted it up again. Two thousand six hundred. Two more good nights and she should have what she needed for the repair. Another month and she might have enough to put a couple thousand down on a place, not to buy, of course, but to lease, and when she did that, she’d get Scotch from Kruse ranch, and she’d be able to ride again, and train again, and maybe even compete again. That was the piece she hadn’t yet figured out. Once, she’d loved barrel racing, but with Mom gone, and Wes interfering so much in her career, she’d lost the fire. Ivy couldn’t even imagine entering any events next month—and to be honest, she wouldn’t do well, not without Belle. Scotch showed promise, but he was still young, and he didn’t have Belle’s heart.

Eyes burning, throat aching, Ivy exhaled and lay back on her bed, covering her face with her forearm. Her eyes burned and a lump filled her throat. She didn’t know if it was seeing Sam yesterday, or bumping into Ian Wallace at the Java Café, but Ivy suddenly missed her old life. Her mom. Belle. The ranch she’d been raised on in Custer. It had been a good life, but she’d been too young, too blind, and too ambitious, to know it.

Where had it all gone wrong? It started with the breakup with Sam, and then she’d failed by not being with Mom while she was dying, and then rebounding with Wes, who wasn’t a prince but a wolf in cowboy boots and a hat. The moment Ivy realized Wes was bad news, she should have kicked him out of her life. Instead, the wolf took over her business affairs, her calendar, her decisions, until little by little he stole even the oxygen she breathed.

It took a hard fall in August to face the fact that she was miserable, and weeks later, when Ivy heard about Ashley, Ivy knew what she had to do. Start over. Be brave. Do something good for someone else. And so she did. She quit barrel racing, sold Belle, and got a job far from the competitive world she’d known.

The changes had been scary and overwhelming, but also liberating. Wes didn’t know where she was. She felt free for the first time in a year. She was determined to live differently in the future. No regrets. No going back. No self-pity, either.

No self-pity, she reminded herself, sitting up and putting the hatbox filled with cash away. Head to the shared bathroom down the hall where she showered and washed her hair, before blowing it dry.

Back in her room, she dressed for work in fresh jeans and a fitted T-shirt. Wolf Den owner, George, liked her to keep things tight and so she did. The customers liked it, and they liked it even better when she was friendly, so she kept them happy and was rewarded with very generous tips.

Arriving at work, Ivy winced as she entered the bar, music blaring from the overhead speakers. She didn’t mind rock music, but every now and then, the heavy-metal cocktail waitress, Lucy, preferred put Ivy’s teeth on edge. And today, the Christmas decorations at the Wolf Den looked even more pathetic than usual, lending a sad, tawdry nostalgia to the bar.

Tattered silver garland hung above the bar itself while another silver garland swag was taped beneath the counter. A couple cheap plastic wreaths dotted the interior, wreaths that were boxed up and pulled out every year. A white plastic banner reading Ho Ho Ho was thumbtacked above one door, and a three-foot-tall illuminated Santa had been squeezed in between all the liquor bottles.

Ivy patted the plastic Santa’s belly and then turned the music down a notch. She’d just stepped away from the stereo, when she heard a stool scrape the floor of the bar.

Turning, Ivy spotted a woman about her age standing on the other side of the counter, the woman’s straight hair, black, or nearly black, fell to her butt.

“Can I help you?” Ivy asked.

“Yes, please. A Diet Coke with a twist of lime if you have lime; otherwise just Diet Coke is fine.”

Ivy slowly reached for a glass, keeping her gaze fixed on the stranger. “You a cop?” she asked bluntly.

The woman laughed. “No, do I look like a cop?”

“FBI?”

The woman laughed again. “No. But you kind of make me want to be. Sounds interesting.” The woman held out her hand. “I’m Sophie Wyatt. Married to Joe Wyatt. I thought I’d stop by and introduce myself. Figured it might be nice to know a girl around here.”

Ivy’s lips slowly curved. “So you’re Joe’s wife. Congratulations. You got one of the good ones.”

Sophie grinned, her expression mischievous. “Are there bad Wyatt’s?”

Now it was Ivy’s turn to laugh. “No, not talking about the Wyatt’s, although that’s funny. I just meant Joe is solid. He’s… honest. True.”

Sophie’s smile faded. “Sounds like you and Sam ended on bad terms.”

“Relationships end because they’re not working. Ours stopped working. Not a victim and he’s not a victim. It just… ended. I have nothing bad to say about him, and hopefully he has nothing bad to say about me.”

“I’ve only heard great things about you. Maybe that’s why I’m here; just felt like maybe you could use the phone number of someone that wasn’t a Wyatt brother. Just in case you ever needed it. But you probably have a lot of friends here—”

“No. No, I don’t have a lot of friends here. Working at the Wolf Den doesn’t exactly build your circle of friendship, but I’ve become friendly with some of the waitresses. Pia. Lucy. They’re nice, and they look out for me.”

“I’m glad you’re not all on your own then.” Sophie hesitated. “Are you joining either of them for Christmas? Feel like Christmas with us?”

“At the Wyatt’s?”

“It’s my home now, too.”

Ivy shrugged uneasily. “I’m working Christmas.”

“I’m sure you either have the morning or evening off.”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea. Even though Sam and I aren’t enemies, we’re not exactly… close. It would be uncomfortable for both of us spending Christmas together.”

“Well, if you change your mind, I’d love to have you there. Even better, maybe one day we could meet up for lunch? I work here in town, just six or seven blocks over, at the Wright Salon. I run the front desk and help with bookkeeping and ordering things. It was supposed to be a temporary job when I moved here last spring but I like it, and I like Mandy and all the girls. It’s nice to be around women.”

Ivy smiled reluctantly. “There is a lot testosterone at the Wyatt Ranch.”

“You can say that again. Most of the time it’s good, but every now and then, well, it’s a whole lot of a lot.” She glanced at her watch, grimaced, and then reached into her coat pocket, retrieving a glossy pink business card. “Speaking of work, I better go, but here’s the number of the salon, and my cell number, too. Let’s get lunch, and please, feel free to call me anytime.”

Ivy watched the door a moment as it closed behind Sophie.

Joe was married. And married to a really wonderful woman. Ivy was happy for him. But she felt a little pang because, once upon a time, when she and Sam had been together, the Wyatt brothers used to tease, placing bets that Sam would be the first Wyatt to marry. And once upon a time, she’d been sure of it, too.

Ivy came from behind the counter to adjust the barstools, lining them up just so. The Wolf Den might be a dark, dingy bar with the worst reputation in town, but she could at least make sure it was tidy and clean when she started her shift.

An hour later, Sam arrived. Ivy had been surprised when he’d appeared yesterday, but was even more shocked that he’d returned today.

She watched as he peeled off his heavy leather jacket and drape it over the back of his barstool before sitting down, just one seat from where Sophie had been sitting earlier.

Her heart gave a double beat, and she felt a sudden surge of adrenaline that made her legs feel wobbly. “Hello, Sam.”

“Hello, Ivy.” He removed his hat, and ran a hand through his dark blond hair. Some men were pretty as young males, and others just got better looking as they matured. Sam was one of those that just got more rugged and more physically appealing with time.

“What brings you back?” she asked. “Because I know it’s not me.”

“Hoping for another free beer. You know I love a good deal.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. The idea of Sam, with all his money, and all of his big endorsements, needing a free beer made her want to laugh. But it also made her chest squeeze tight. Weird, seeing him here two days in a row. Weird remembering just how much she loved him. “Want anything with that beer? A lot of folks love the hot dogs. We also have nachos. They’re both hot and fresh right now. Can’t promise you they’ll be the same tonight.”

“As delicious as those both sound, I think I’ll just stick with a glass of water. No ice.”

“Demanding, aren’t you?”

“That’s what I’ve been told.”

Her heart slammed into her chest and her cheeks burned hot, even as she went cold, aware she was the one who’d called him demanding. She was the one who said he was selfish. She’d tossed all that at him and more the day she’d broken up with him.

She filled a glass with water and pushed it across the counter to him. “Everyone home for Christmas?” she asked, anxious to change the subject.

“Yep.”

“Your mom likes Christmas, doesn’t she?”

“Her birthday is the twenty-third so we all make an effort to come home for Christmas. Makes her happy to have those three days with us. And Marietta is festive, too. Everyone seems like they’re always in a good mood.”

“I noticed that during the Stroll. You would have thought we were straight out of a movie set.”

Sam laughed, low and husky. “Marietta thinks it’s Disneyland once Main Street is all dressed up for the holidays.”

“Has it always been this way?”

“Ever since I was a kid. Marietta has a lot of pride. She’s a good little town; always wants everyone to be happy.”

“Marietta is a girl?”

“I call her a girl. She’s pretty, smart, and tough… determined to be independent. Heck, sounds like I’m describing you, Ivy.”

The heat returned to her face. She reached over the counter to take a drink order from Lucy. “Not that tough,” she said, scanning the list of cocktails and beer. She looked up at Sam, her gaze meeting his. “Not that independent, either. Not even that successful.”

“You were doing really well this year on the circuit. And even better last year.”

“I don’t know if my heart’s in it anymore. I’m beginning to wonder if I’m done.”

“I might not be your boyfriend anymore, but I’m still your friend. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

“What makes you think anything is going on?”

“Ivy, you’re working at a bar in the middle of Crawford County. You’re pouring booze instead of training horses. And from what Billy told me, you’re renting a room from a pill poppin’ old lady—”

“She’s not that old. And how did Billy know?”

“It’s a small town, easy to ask some questions.”

Ivy glanced at the door as it opened and closed. A group of young cowboys entered, talking and laughing, sounding as if they’d already had a few drinks somewhere else. “You might have been raised here, but you don’t own this town, and you don’t own me—”

“Never said I did.” Sam’s blue gaze locked with hers. “Can’t even imagine you have your horses with you.”

She counted to five, and then ten. “I don’t,” she said shortly, hating the confession.

Now Sam looked as pissed off as she felt. “You should be someplace better. You should be—” He broke off, shook his head.

Ivy leaned on the counter, leaning into his space. “Where should I be, Sam? Where should I call home? Mom’s gone and she was the only family I had.”

“Your dad’s not dead,” Sam said gruffly.

“And you know he’s not interested in being in my life, or he wouldn’t have walked out when I was four.”

“Have you tried to reach out to him?”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. That’s for you two to find out.”

“Sam, he sent a fruit basket when he heard Mom died.” She grabbed a sponge, wiped down the wet sink and squeezed the excess water out, thinking that it might have been two years since she and Sam truly talked, but they were right back where they used to be. Arguing. “If that’s his idea of comfort, I’m good on my own.”

“Are you good on your own?” Sam’s voice sounded hard and dry. “You keep saying you are, but sweetheart, I don’t believe you.”

She felt a spike of pain at his words but she smothered it. “Your problem, not mine.”

Silence stretched. Sam’s gaze never wavered from her face, making her feel hot and prickly all over. Making her feel, which wasn’t good, because feelings were dangerous, and emotions were her downfall.

“Can’t we keep it cordial?” he said quietly.

She ignored the sting of tears at the back of her eyes. “Hard to be cordial when you’re judging me.”

He shrugged, his big shoulders rolling beneath the snug fit of his granite-colored Henley. “Not judging. Just trying to catch up.”

She didn’t trust his smile because it didn’t even warm his eyes, and right now his blue eyes looked glacier cold. He was pissed off and she could feel his fury from across the bar counter. “You’re rattling me, cowboy.” She struggled to smile. “How can I pour drinks when my hands are shaking?”

“Can’t have that. I didn’t come here to upset you.”

“Good, because I won’t like seeing you walk in this place if you’re just coming to give me grief.”

He laughed, creases fanning from his eyes. “Well, let’s change the conversation then because I want you happy when you see me.”

“Hmmm.” Ivy’s brows arched. “So how did you do at the NFRs this year?” she asked, because the Wyatt’s were always going to the national finals, and it was as safe a topic as she could think of.

“I did okay,” he said.

It was a big deal for her to qualify for Vegas, but Tommy, Billy, and Sam were regulars. She couldn’t think of a time when they hadn’t made the top fifteen in the last four years.

“Just how good was ‘okay’?”

“Took third in steer wrestling.”

“Good job. That’s some nice money.”

He hesitated. “And first in tie-down roping.”

Her jaw dropped slightly. Sam had come close to first, but had never taken a first before. “World champion, huh?”

He nodded modestly. “Yep.”

“That’s got to feel good.”

“I’m pretty happy.”

“How about Tommy and Billy? Did they both go?”

“They did well but I did the best this year. ’Bout time, too. Frustrating when your little brothers kicked your butt.”

She smiled, picturing his brothers. Tommy and Billy were fun and funny. They’d had so many good times together. “It must be awfully frustrating for the rest of the cowboys that there are three of you competing. Everyone’s probably praying the Wyatt’s retire.”

“Tommy and Billy are nowhere near retirement. I’ve begun to consider it, but not ready yet. Maybe in another three or four years. We’ll see how the body holds up.”

“Shoulder?” she guessed.

He nodded.

She bent down, grabbed a bottle of beer from the refrigerator and cracking the cap, pushed the bottle toward him. “Still putting off surgery?”

He nodded again.

“Why don’t you just do the surgery?” she asked, hands on her hips.

His mouth quirked. “Now you sound just like my mom.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

The corner of his lips lifted higher. “I guess that is.”

She raised a hand, gesturing to one of the regulars entering the bar. This one had a soft spot for Lucy so she wouldn’t have to do anything until Lucy came with his drink order. “So how long are you home this time?”

“Only until Christmas. I leave early the day after. Have some business to take care of in Cody.”

“Who does business the day after Christmas?”

“A seller anxious to close a deal.”

“Are you buying or selling?”

“I’m buying,” he said.

“What are you buying?”

“Property.”

Her eyebrow arched. “In Wyoming?”

He nodded.

“What kind of property?”

“What do you think, Ivy?” he countered, sounding exasperated.

She flashed him a sharp look before heading down the bar to make the rum and Coke Lucy’s customer always ordered. Easy on the cola, heavy on the rum. And this time she took an extra-long time to make the cocktail to give herself time to calm down.

Sam was buying a ranch, in Wyoming, when his family had a huge ranch, right here, adjacent to Crawford County. Why would he do that? Didn’t he care that he had the best family in the world right here? A family that loved him and supported him no matter what?

Ivy would have given anything to have a family like his, and Sam just took it for granted.
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Sam lifted the icy beer bottle to his mouth but drank almost nothing. Instead, he watched Ivy down at the end of the bar, talking up a storm with a red-haired cocktail waitress with dangly earrings and a very short black skirt. Ivy was annoyed with him and that was fine. He was plenty annoyed with her. She was the one who walked away from him, from them, and the dreams they’d once shared. As a single man he could do what he wanted, and he was doing just that, creating the best possible life for himself.

A moment later she sauntered back to where he was sitting, her long ponytail slipping over her collarbone, a wash of pink on her cheeks. “You’re buying a ranch,” she said, her tone sharp, even as she gave him a look he didn’t much like.

“It’s good land, a lot of acres, perfect for cattle and some crops.”

“In Wyoming,” she added disdainfully.

“Three hours from here. Not the end of the world.”

“What did your family say?”

“Haven’t told everyone yet.”

She gave him a long, pointed stare. “You’re going to upset them. And you’re doing this at Christmas.”

“They’ve all known for years that I have no desire to live forever in Pray. I love Paradise Valley, but it’s not home.”

“Yes, it is home. You’re back home right now.”

“I’m a Wyatt, whether or not I live on the ranch.”

She nodded to a group of men entering the bar, her smile faint, tight, before turning back to him. “You couldn’t find anything closer?”

“I wanted something central, so that I could use the place as a home base between rodeos. It’s under thirteen hours from Cody to Vegas—”

“That’s what it is from Marietta, too, so don’t use that as an excuse.”

“Maybe I just want to get away from everyone.”

She eyed him a long time, jaw tight. “That’s why we didn’t work. Every time I wanted to be with you, you just wanted to escape.”

“We spent plenty of time together,” he said gruffly.

“Oh, right. In your truck, driving across the country. In the rig, jammed into the bunk.”

He eyed her for a long moment, not interested in continuing that conversation. “So when did you wrap up your year? I saw you in Calgary in July, but then you seemed to have disappeared.”

“I wrapped up toward the end of August when it became clear I wouldn’t be qualifying for Vegas this year.”

“I suppose you have enough sponsors you can afford to do that.”

Her mouth opened, closed. “Yeah,” she said after a moment, her gaze dropping to the counter where she rubbed halfheartedly at a scratch.

There was nothing convincing about that answer. He waited a moment, swigged his beer, and set the bottle down. “You still enjoying competing?”

She shrugged. “It’s not… I’m not…”

Her voice faded but he didn’t try to fill the silence. He wanted to hear what she had to say.

It took her a moment but she finally answered. “It’s not the same, Sam, not since Mom died. She loved the sport. Horses and competing were her passion.” Ivy’s fine dark eyebrows flattened. “I’m beginning to realize they might not be mine.”

“Horses or competition? Because those are two different things.”

She glanced at him, caught off guard.

He nodded. “You can love one without the other, and let’s face it; we both know you can’t live without your horses. They’re everything to you.”

“That’s true. I’m not over horses. I want to train them. I want to continue what Mom started. But I can’t do that without having a place of my own, but I’m working toward it. That’s the big goal.”

“You have your mom’s place in Custer. Why not go there?”

“I’ve leased it out. It’s a five-year lease, and even if I wanted to break it, I couldn’t. I know, because I consulted a real estate attorney for advice.”

“But you could use the money coming in from that place to pay for another place.”

“Theoretically, yes.”

It was obvious she didn’t want to tell him everything. “I’m not following.”

“The point is, I’m not giving up on horses. I just don’t know that I’ll be competing anytime again soon.”

“Belle’s not going to like that. She gets depressed when you don’t take her out to turn and burn around those barrels.”

“She’s still running. Just not with me on her back.”

“What?”

Ivy couldn’t, or wouldn’t, look at him. “I sold her.”

“But how? Why?”

“I…” Her voice faded. She swallowed and tried again. “I… oh, it’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

“It’s complicated.”

“I’m listening.”

“I saw an opportunity where I could help someone, and so I did.”

“By selling your mother’s horse?”

“She’s my horse. Was my horse.”

“As well as the daughter of your mother’s champion Trixie. Bred by your mom. Raised by your mom—”

“I raised her,” Ivy interrupted fiercely. “With Mom, yes, but she was mine.”

For the second time in days, he saw red. Ivy was killing him. This was madness. Belle was the perfect horse for Ivy, a talented mare, a champion mare with impeccable bloodlines. And not to be melodramatic, but Belle was as close to family as Ivy had. “But why Belle? Why not Scotch? He’d get you more money.”

“He hurt his leg in August. We took a fall together. I couldn’t get full value from him, and who wants to buy a horse that might go lame?”

“He’s not lame.”

“Not now, no, because I took care of him, but if I’d sold him to someone who didn’t know horses or wouldn’t take his time getting Scotch back in condition—” She broke off, lifted her chin, refusing to be cowed. “Fortunately, he’s good now.”

“Only you lost Belle.”

Her confidence began to fail. “Let’s not talk about it.”

“This is Belle we’re discussing.”

“I know, Sam. And there are days that it just slays me that I sold her, but I had my reasons for selling her, and I still believe I did the right thing.”

“Who bought her?”

“A local rancher named Ian Wallace. His daughter Lizzie takes lessons up at Kruse Ranch. That’s where I met Lizzie. She was just starting to get into barrel racing, and Ian was eager for her to compete on a winner.”

“A junior barrel racer doesn’t need one of the best barrel racing horses in the country.”

“He paid me well for her.”

“How well?”

“That’s none of your business.”

Sam couldn’t hide his disgust. “I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

“Great. That makes two of us,” she answered, before walking away.


Chapter Three


At the Wyatt Ranch, the whole family was smashed into the small paneled TV room watching a Christmas movie, a tradition his mother had started when they were little, and a tradition they continued for her each year because it made her happy. Every night a different member of the family would pick a holiday movie. Tonight it was Christmas Vacation, Billy’s pick, and the family was enjoying it, but Sam couldn’t relax, and he kept getting up to get a drink of water, and step outside to get some air.

The dogs came bounding from the barn, and Sam gave each of the three a pat. They circled around him a moment, deciding if they wanted to stay or return to where it was warm. Runt decided to stay while Penny and Duke headed back to the barn. Sam didn’t blame them. It was freezing, and snow was imminent, but the icy air felt better than the stuffy family room filled with too many bodies, even though they were bodies he loved.

He was still outside when the movie finished. Billy stuck his head out the door to tell him, adding that Joe sucked, and he hadn’t followed the ‘rules.’ The rules of Christmas movie night were that they stayed together, and watched the movies together, but Sam didn’t care, and was glad when Billy closed the door.

Moments later the door opened again and he waited for Tommy to appear, and hurl an insult, but instead it was Grandad.

“What’s weighing on you?” Grandad asked, joining Sam at the wooden railing.

“Nothing much,” Sam answered. “Just restless, I guess.”

Runt pushed his head into Grandad’s hand, demanding attention. Grandad rubbed one of his ears. “I know you like having some space, but something’s eating at you,” Grandad said, glancing at Sam, expression indecipherable. “This doesn’t have to do with that place you’re buying in Wyoming, does it?”

“Who told you?”

“Does it matter?”

There were few people Sam respected as much as his grandfather. There were few people he couldn’t bear to disappoint, but Melvin Wyatt’s opinion mattered a lot to Sam.

Melvin was both dad and grandfather rolled up into one. Joe was the only one of them to remember their real dad, and life before they came to Montana. But Grandad had done right by them. He was strict and yet loving. There were always consequences for screwing up, but when the chips were down, no one had their backs more than Grandad. “Does Mom know?”

“Not yet. But you should tell her before she hears it from someone else.”

Sam nodded, aware he wasn’t as close to his mom as some of his brothers and he wasn’t sure why. Growing up, he just hadn’t needed her attention as much as the others, and maybe it was because there had been a lot of babies in quick succession that he’d just grown up a bit faster, but Sam had learned early, if he needed something done, go to Grandad. If he had a question, talk to Joe. He’d just understood early in life that his mom had enough worries without him adding to them. “You upset about it?”

“You can’t spend your life in Joe’s shadow,” Melvin answered, “but I do think Joe will take it hard when he learns you’re moving that far away. This is a big place for one person to run by himself.”

“He has you.”

“I’m not going to live forever, son.”

Sam’s chest tightened. “Don’t say that,” he said gruffly, turning to give his grandfather a fierce hug. “We all need you.”

His grandfather hugged him back, giving him a firm pat on the back, before letting him go. “So it’s not just the ranch that’s troubling you. This is about your girl, too, Ivy.”

Grandad said it like a statement, not a question, and Sam was always amazed by his grandfather’s perceptiveness. There was little Melvin Wyatt missed. “She hasn’t been my girl for a long time, Grandad.”

“You still care about her.”

“I promised her mom I’d keep an eye on her, and I haven’t done a good job doing that. Something’s wrong but Ivy’s not telling me.”

“What do you think is wrong?”

“That’s the problem. I can’t figure it out. She must be in some kind of financial trouble because she’s living in squalid little house behind Marietta’s railroad tracks. She’s sold Belle—”

“Her mare?”

Sam nodded. “It doesn’t make sense. Ivy is good with money. Careful. When we used to travel, Ivy did all the finances and kept us on a budget.” Sam looked at his grandfather. “Even her personality is different. She’s closed. Hard. I don’t understand.”

“And you’ve asked her?”

“She won’t talk about it.”

Melvin said nothing for a minute. “What do you want to do?”

“Make her talk. Get her to open up. See if there isn’t some way I can help.”

“Then listen to your gut.”

Sam nodded. “I’m going to see her. Right now.”
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Ivy’s feet hurt, and her head thumped with a headache she hadn’t been able to kick all day, despite regular dosing of headache medicine. Now at twelve forty-five a.m., she was more than ready to go home, but still had fifteen minutes until closing. Thank goodness it wasn’t the weekend because then she’d be here until two.

It had been a slow night and Ivy had told Lucy to go on home, as Pia had left an hour earlier. Normally, Aaron, the bouncer, would be here but he had a bout of the stomach flu and Ivy didn’t want him around. The stomach flu wasn’t on her list of favorite things.

There were only two men in the bar, and they were familiar faces, customers who came in once or twice a week, but once they started drinking, only left when kicked out. They were nice about getting kicked out, though, and never caused trouble. They also made her feel safe because, even inebriated, they wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

She was caught off guard then, when the door opened and Sam walked in, shoulders of his black leather coat dusted with snow. He took off his black hat, gave that a shake, and her heart did a painful little leap. He was ruggedly handsome, his high cheekbones and strong jaw appealing as ever. She’d had a weakness for his face from the moment she first met him, years ago, and she hated that her heart still sped up every time she saw him. Even in Calgary last summer, he’d made her feel slightly breathless, and incredibly restless, and she realized then that she’d never not respond to him. The attraction was physical—elemental—and, coupled with their history, she still felt such a strong connection to him.

Sam’s gaze met hers briefly, before sweeping the nearly empty bar, and returning his attention to her. There was something in his blue gaze tonight that sent a tingly shiver down her spine because she knew he was there for her. She could see it in his eyes, and the set of his firm lips. Sam wasn’t one to keep late hours, and he didn’t like to drink, so him showing up at closing meant he either had news for her, or he was checking up on her. Either way, adrenaline danced through her, making her hands tremble as she reached into the hot sudsy water to finish washing the remaining glasses.

“What brings you this way?” she asked, as he pulled out a barstool and sat down in front of her.

Again his steady blue gaze met hers, expression inscrutable. “Thought I’d swing by, see if everything was good here.”

As if the Wyatt Ranch was just down the street and not an half hour away. “That’s a long trip for you, especially going home.”

“I like driving at night.”

She paused, hands buried in the hot water. “You don’t need to worry about me, Sam. I’m not your responsibility.”

“I know. But what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t make sure you were safe?”

A lump filled her throat and she smashed the fresh wash of emotion, not wanting to feel more than she already did. Sam wasn’t easy for her. Seeing him every day was proving far too bittersweet. “All good here,” she answered huskily. “Just about to close up and head home.”

“I didn’t see your truck in the parking lot. Where is it parked?”

“It’s in the garage. Needs a new tranny.”

“How are you getting to and from work?”

“I walk.”

“At this hour?”

“Sam, it’s just around the corner. Ten minutes at most.”

“That’s not okay.”

“I’ve been doing it for weeks and nothing has ever happened.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

“This is Marietta. Trust me, nothing’s going to happen.”

“Well, I’m driving you home tonight.”

She wanted to protest but she’d just be wasting her breath. Once Sam made up his mind about something, nothing could change it. “Thanks.”

He drummed his fingers on the counter. “Tell me about this lady you rent from.”

“She’s quite a character.”

“What’s her name?”

“Joan Marcel.”

“Where’s the house?”

“I thought Billy told you all of this already.”

“He didn’t give me specifics,” Sam answered.

Ivy rinsed a set of glasses and placed them in the drying rack. “The house is at the end of Chance, near the apartment complex. It backs into that empty land bordering the highway.”

“Does she treat you alright?”

“As long as I pay my rent, she leaves me alone.”

Sam didn’t seem to be reassured by that. “Maybe I should check the place out.”

Ivy laughed as she rinsed the next glasses. “And what would you do if you didn’t approve? Fix the locks on the doors? Add a safety bar to the window?”

“So it isn’t safe.”

“Joan offered me one of her handguns, just in case. I declined it.”

Sam’s expression was priceless. He looked absolutely horrified. “Your mother would not be okay with this.”

“My mother would say Joan’s an original, and she is. And honestly, if I didn’t feel safe, I wouldn’t be there. I promise you that.”

Sam said nothing for a moment before blurting, “What did Wes think of your place?”

Her insides did a sickening free fall. “Let’s not talk about him,” she said.

“Not together anymore?”

“I thought we established this yesterday. No.”

“That bad?”

“Pretty much.”

Silence stretched and then he broke it, saying, “I’m worried about you. The whole family is.”

“No need to worry. I’m fine.”

“Mom wants you to join us for Christmas dinner,” he said. “In fact, she’s counting on it.”

Ivy’s heart did another tumble. “That’s awfully nice of her, but I already promised George I’d work Christmas.” She saw his expression and shrugged. “Everyone else has family—”

“Mom’s not going to be happy.”

Ivy believed him. His mom ruled the Wyatt roost. “Tell her I’m sorry.”

“She’ll want you to come another time.”

“That would be nice.”

“In the meantime, why don’t we grab breakfast or lunch?”

“Sam, you’re not home often and your family wants to spend time with you.”

His gaze narrowed. “That doesn’t mean we can’t find an hour to sit down and talk.”

The last two customers pushed back from the bar and shouted goodbye before walking out.

Ivy looked at Sam. “Let me grab their glasses and we can head out, too.”

“You don’t have to wash them?”

“I’ll just do it tomorrow.”

Sam put on his coat and hat and waited while she tidied up, turned out lights, and checked the back door, sliding the dead bolt, before following her outside while she locked the front door. It was bitterly cold tonight, the wind gusting, blowing the light recent flurry of snow in billowing circles.

Sam hunched his shoulders against the biting wind. “What time do you start tomorrow?”

“I’m closing again so not until four.”

“Let’s have lunch before you start.”

She zipped her parka all the way closed and pictured the basket full of dirty clothes in her room, and the sheets on her bed in need of washing. At the same time, a lunch out would be such a nice change. She spent far too much of her free time alone. “Could we get through a whole lunch without fighting?”

“We didn’t argue tonight, did we?”

Ivy wrinkled her nose, trying to remember. “I guess not.”

“So let’s have lunch at Main Street Diner,” he said, walking her to the passenger side of his truck and opening the door. “You love their buffalo burgers.”

“I do,” she agreed. “Haven’t had one in years though. Do they still serve them?”

“It’s a diner staple,” he answered, closing the door after she’d climbed in. Once he was in the driver’s seat he added, “Let’s prove that we can be friends.”
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Friends.

We can be friends.

Sam’s words stayed with Ivy for a long time after he’d dropped her off at Joan’s house, staying out front watching her until she was safely in the house.

In her room, Ivy changed into pajamas before going to the bathroom to wash her face and brush her teeth.

Friend. Friends.

They sounded like nice words, so why did they not feel nice when she repeated them to herself?

In bed, she pulled the covers up, telling herself she should be grateful that Sam and she were talking, and friendly, after their painful breakup.

She should be glad she had a friend like Sam Wyatt—he was a great friend to have on one’s side—but having been his girlfriend, having been on the most inner circle of his world, being a friend seemed almost like a failure. Ivy shouldn’t look at it that way. Friendship wasn’t something to sneer at. But her feelings for Sam were still so strong… she hadn’t realized just how strong until she was near him again.

No wonder after their breakup, they put so much distance between them.

No wonder their breakup had been so final and complete.

She couldn’t handle being near him, or on the fringe of his life. He was so big, so intense, so everything to her that it was all or nothing, and so he became nothing, and her heart broke further.

She never wanted to feel pain like that again. It was a loss and a grief, and different from grieving over her mother’s death. It was a grief because she’d hoped, maybe even expected, that Sam would come back for her. Fight for her. Instead, he let her go and moved on, never once looking back.

It killed her that he could move on so easily. She didn’t. She couldn’t. She’d hurt, and hurt, and hurt.

It had taken almost a year to feel less broken. And then, just when she thought she’d survive it—him—her mother died and the pain started again, hotter, bigger, fiercer.

She’d lost Sam. Lost her mom. She had nothing left.

No wonder she’d been so ripe for Wes to pick. Pluck.

Dominate.

She hadn’t even realized it was control and domination until it was too late, and he’d ensnared her in a web she was still trying to escape.

Anxious, unsettled, Ivy grabbed her phone and went to the kitchen to see if any of her chocolate milk was left. Chocolate milk was her go-to drink when she couldn’t sleep, or needed something soothing. She needed something soothing tonight. Her heart felt raw and she felt sad. “I miss you, Mom,” she whispered as she put the milk back into the fridge.

And then, for no reason she could understand, she texted Sam. “Hey Sam, it’s Ivy. I have a new number. Just wanted you to have it in case you need to cancel tomorrow.”

He answered back immediately. “Thanks for the #. Not canceling.”

She answered with a [image: :)]

He answered, “I’ll pick you up at one.”

She texted, “I have errands to do. I’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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Sam closed his phone, returning it to his pocket when he felt his brothers staring at him. “Something wrong?” he asked, glancing at the TV screen and the show was still on, so that wasn’t the issue.

“You were texting,” Tommy said.

“And?” Sam asked.

“You don’t text,” Tommy answered. “Like, you’ve made it clear. You. Don’t. Text.”

Sam didn’t know if he was annoyed or amused. “It was Ivy. She wanted me to have her new phone number.”

“Why did she change it?” Billy asked.

Tommy looked at Billy. “Who changes their number anymore?”

“I don’t know,” Sam answered, realizing his brothers had a point.

He didn’t know anyone, especially in their business, who changed their cell number. It was how everyone found you. It was how you entered events. It was how—

Wes.

Sam’s jaw clamped down, back teeth grinding hard. Had she changed her number so Wes couldn’t find her?

Fresh anger, and concern, washed through him. Ivy used to be so attached to her phone. She was always posting new photos on Instagram and Snapchat. Sharing stories about her horses, and competing, and her performance at each rodeo. He used to say she spent more time looking at her phone than she did looking out the window.

Sam glanced over at his brothers. “Do either of you use Instagram?”

“We both do,” Tommy said.

“Can one of you look up Ivy? Check her profile out?”

Sam waited impatiently while Billy visited her Instagram account profile, and scrolled down to look at the photos. “They’re all old,” Billy said. “She hasn’t posted anything since August 4.”

“Not since August?” Sam said, concern growing.

“And she must have deleted her Snapchat,” Tommy added. “Her profile there is gone.”

“That seems weird,” Billy said. “She used to use Snapchat to communicate with us, well, with everyone.”

It was weird. More than weird.

New phone number, no Snapchat, and nothing in over four months on Instagram. It was as if Ivy wanted to go off the grid… disappear. The lead weight in his gut grew bigger, colder. What was going on?
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Ivy stood at the window of the room she was renting from Joan, looking out at the sky. It was snowing hard, flurries of white, and it had been coming down since the early hours of the morning, piling up on the fence, and covering Joan’s black Toyota, with the perpetual flat tire, in white.

The snow was beautiful and she felt happy. She loved fresh snow, and she was going to be having lunch out today—with Sam Wyatt no less.

Maybe that was why her heart was humming and she felt restless and eager to be out. She needed to move, walk, work some of this adrenaline through her. She shouldn’t be so excited about lunch. And she most definitely shouldn’t feel… giddy.

Glancing at her phone she saw she still had hours before lunch. She needed to remain productive and keep her laundry going.

Ivy headed out the kitchen door to the detached garage where the washer and dryer were.

The washing machine was still going but almost at the end of the cycle. She checked the load in the dryer, and everything there was almost done, too.

Ivy crossed her arms over her chest, keeping warm while she waited. She was lost in thought when she got a whiff of smoke. Glancing up, Ivy spotted Joan in the doorway, a cigarette between her lips.

“Am I holding you up?” Ivy asked.

Joan shook her head, and taking the cigarette from her mouth, exhaled a stream of smoke. “You had a call last night, from a fellow named Weston.”

Ivy stiffened, skin prickling. “Weston?”

“That’s what I thought he said when he asked for you.”

An icy shiver coursed through her. Ivy suddenly felt light-headed. “Did he say anything else?”

Joan took a drag on her cigarette, before blowing out a perfect smoke ring. “Wanted to know where you were working.”

“Did you tell him?”

“No. I figured you could do that. He’s calling back in a couple hours. Wanted me to be sure to let you know. So now you know.”

Joan returned to the house and Ivy remained in the small icy garage, chilled all the way through.

She’d known he’d find her one day.

She’d just hoped it wouldn’t be this soon.

Ivy’s phone buzzed and panic flooded her even as she reluctantly reached for the phone in her back pocket. She let out a shuddering breath when she saw it was Sam. Thank God.

“It’s snowing pretty hard. Sure you don’t want a lift?” he texted.

“I’m good. Thanks, though.”

“Great. And whoever gets there first, grab a table.”

Ivy finished her laundry, put her clean clothes away, and made up her bed with fresh sheets. She moved quickly, determined to get out of the house before Wes called. Bed made, she brushed her hair, patted her back pocket, checking for her phone, reassured by the rigid outline through the stiff denim of her Wranglers, and then grabbed her coat and purse.

Outside, she walked briskly. The snow was still falling, but less heavily. The world was still and serene, little traffic at the moment, and yet she couldn’t see the beauty, not when she kept going hot and then cold, her heart racing, her stomach queasy.

If Wes had the landline phone number for Joan’s house, then he knew exactly where she was, which meant, he was on his way to find her.

But Wes couldn’t find her. Wes was bad news. She couldn’t allow him to be in her life anymore.

Ivy arrived at Main Street Diner first, and after stomping the packed snow from her boots and brushing it from her coat, she went inside where it was warm and smelling of coffee and grilled meat and onions. The diner was still in the middle of the lunch crowd and she was taken to a small table for two in the back corner. The quiet corner suited her fine and when the waitress asked if she wanted something to drink, Ivy ordered a coffee, black, but once it arrived, she couldn’t make herself drink it. Instead, she clasped the warm cup in her hands, and stared out one of the frosted windows featuring a happy snowman, trying to ease the chill around her heart.

She’d tried too hard to manage everything on her own. She’d tried hard to be tough and independent, rebuilding her life, and her finances. She hadn’t opened a new checking account in Marietta. She used a PO box for bills and mail. How did Wes find her? How could he track her down to Joan’s?

Ivy wanted to tell Sam everything, but he wouldn’t like it. And Sam was old school. He helped little old ladies across the street and made sure lost ducklings found their mother. He wouldn’t be okay with Wes’s behavior. He wouldn’t stand idly by if Wes threatened her in any way. And Wes would when he came to town.

She exhaled slowly, blinking away the stinging sensation in her eyes.

“You look lost, Ivy girl,” Sam said, his voice low and quiet.

She glanced up at him and ran a fingertip beneath an eye, making sure it was dry. “I didn’t hear you approach.”

“It’s pretty noisy in here today. I think the kids are out of school now for vacation.” Sam peeled off his coat, hung it on a hook on the brick wall and then sat down across from her, taking up all the space in the small corner, making her wish now she’d been given a big booth.

“When are you going to trust me?” he asked, reaching out for one of her hands, and holding it between his. “We’re supposed to be friends.”

His hands were rough but warm, and they felt good. He was reassuringly familiar, and safe. “I trust you,” she answered unsteadily.

“Then why won’t you confide in me? Something’s going on and it’s tearing you apart.”

She lifted her head and looked into his blue eyes; eyes so clear always reminded her of the Montana sky. “It’s complicated.”

“I know I didn’t go to an Ivy League college, but I’m not an idiot. What’s happened? And I know something has—new phone, different number, no social media anymore. You’re working in Crawford County, pouring drinks, talking about retiring from barrel racing. Who are you running from?”

“Not running from—” She broke off, overwhelmed, emotions running high. Ivy gulped a breath and shook her head, tears starting to fill her eyes. “Just a sec. Let me just pop into the ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.”
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He saw the tears in her eyes, as well as the way she bit down into her bottom lip as she rushed from the table. It was all he could do to keep his seat and not chase after her. If she needed a moment, he’d give her a moment. But this time, he wasn’t going to drop the subject, and he wasn’t going to accept that everything was okay.

Ivy returned five minutes later, smiling brightly, but the tip of her nose was pink and her eyes overly bright. “Did you order?” she asked, sitting back down at their table.

“You haven’t even looked at the menu yet.”

“I was going to do the buffalo burger, with cheese. And fries.”

Sam signaled for the waitress and she headed over. He placed the order, and made small talk, thinking there was time enough to talk about serious stuff after they ate. Ivy was so high-strung, he had to keep things relaxed until she was more at ease. “My brothers say hello.”

“Say hello back.” She looked up at him from beneath her lashes, expression wistful. “I miss them, Tommy and Billy.”

“They miss you, too.”

“I wish Tommy had talked to me at the bar, and not just kept his distance.”

“I think he was shocked to see you there.”

She made a face. “Wolf Den’s a bar, not a brothel.”

“Yeah, but they remember you being a church girl.”

“I still go to church, still read my Bible and pray.”

His gaze swept her pretty face, lingering on her eyes before dropping to her lips. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if her prayers were working, but that didn’t seem fair, or kind, and she was in desperate need of kindness.

And so they used the twenty minutes while waiting for their food to chitchat. He told her he needed to get his mom a birthday gift but it was always hard to shop for her. Ivy asked if they had a Christmas tree yet, and he said it was the biggest one they’d ever had. They discussed who was in Las Vegas this year and then finally lunch arrived.

Sam forced himself to be patient while she ate her burger, and still held back while she slowly picked her way through her french fries. But as she began to play with her food instead of eat, he knew he had to push for information. “Ivy, are you hiding from Wes?”

Her eyes widened and her cheeks lost color. “Why… why…”

“Just a yes or no, babe.”

She fidgeted with her plate and then mashed a fry. “Wes and I did not part on… good terms.”

Sam studied her pale, pinched face. There was so much she wasn’t saying. He felt the rise of impatience not because he needed a story, but because he was worried about her. This was not the Ivy he knew. This was an Ivy but full of hesitation and secrets. “Tell me everything, Ivy. I want the truth.”

She mashed another fry into the small pool of ketchup on her plate. “Wes isn’t who he appears to be. He’s not someone I want to be around. In fact, he’s someone I never want to see again.”

“He cheated on you?”

She laughed. “If only it was that easy.” She glanced up at Sam, expression shuttered. “He’s not a nice man. He’s not a good person.”

Sam had to take a breath to stay calm. “All this time I thought you and Wes were solid. He certainly seemed devoted to you. You were always together these past couple of years.”

“Wes wouldn’t let me do anything without him. We were always together because we always had to be together.” Her mouth opened, closed. “I don’t even like telling you these things. It’s humiliating.”

“You can trust me, Ivy.”

“Yeah, but you won’t respect me when you know everything. I don’t respect me—”

“Are you telling me he was controlling?”

She let out a soft inarticulate sound. “Wes is the most controlling person I have ever met. He was also impossible to escape from. I couldn’t breathe in that relationship. I couldn’t be me in that relationship. After a while, there was no me anymore, there was just him, holding the puppet strings.”

“Why didn’t you ask for help? I would have helped you. Any of us would’ve helped you.”

Her voice cracked. “I was just in too deep. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to trust—”

“You didn’t know who to trust? Ivy, you have so many friends on the circuit. You have so many friends who care about you—”

“It didn’t feel like it.” She blinked, looked away. “After Mom died, I was just so alone. I’d never felt so alone before. And then Wes arrived and he seemed to pick up the pieces.”

“You were not in pieces. Your life wasn’t in pieces—”

“My mom died without ever letting me know how sick she was! She let me think she had mono, something like that. I never knew she had cancer, and if I’d known I would have been there that last year, instead of competing.”

“Your mom respected you, and she was proud of your career.”

“She was more important than my career.”

“I think she just didn’t want to be a burden.”

“Then that was selfish of her, because by the time I knew what was going on, it was over. And it broke my heart that she’d died without me. And that’s when Wes showed up; when my heart and life were in pieces. Wes stepped in when I couldn’t think straight. I wasn’t eating, or sleeping, and then he swept me right into this fairy-tale romance, and for a while it was good. Then little by little, I began to see there was a price to be paid for being Wes’s girlfriend. He wanted to tell me how to dress, he wanted to shape me, he wanted to make decisions about which horse I rode and which rodeos I entered, and which sponsors I was to sign with, or let go.”

“That’s not something he should have been doing. Ever.”

“I know, but when I was first struggling with Mom’s death, I was completely numb and in a fog, and I welcomed his help. I found it useful, and helpful, to talk about sponsorships and opportunities with him. He is so connected and respected in the business that getting his feedback was good, but then over time it became more than just feedback. Wes began making the decisions for me and it was no longer my choice.” She stopped talking then and just stared down at her plate.

Sam couldn’t bring himself to speak, too blown away by what Ivy had told him. He’d had no idea that things were so bad for her, no idea that Wes had been such a dark, sinister influence. “We were both in Calgary in July. You should have told me then, Ivy. I would have helped you. My brothers would have helped you.”

“I wanted to reach out.” She bit down into her lower lip. “A half dozen times I nearly approached you, but Wes was always hovering. He wouldn’t give me any breathing room and I wasn’t yet prepared to lose everything—”

“Lose everything?”

“My money, my savings. He had access to everything—”

“How? I don’t understand.”

“As my manager, he arranged for automatic deposits instead of checks. He had payments sent to him so I could focus on competing.”

“You don’t like anyone touching your money.”

“He said he managed a number of competitors and this was how it was done.” She reached up and combed her fingers through her long hair, before tucking the heavy loose strands behind an ear. “I wanted him to stop managing my career, but I couldn’t figure out an exit strategy. Wes had very publicly taken on the role of my manager, and everyone went to him. My sponsors stopped asking me what I wanted and what I needed, and when I told Wes I wasn’t comfortable, he… he got ugly.”

Sam growled deep in his throat and stared out the big window overlooking Main Street. It was all he could do to stay in his seat, nearly impossible when he wanted to thrash something—someone—badly. “What do you mean by things got ugly?” he asked when he could trust himself to speak. “Did he touch you? Lay a hand on you?”

“He never slapped me. He never punched me—”

“For God’s sake, Ivy, did he touch you? Did he ever put a hand on you in anger?”

“He pushed me. He shook me. Stuff like that.”

Beneath the table, Sam’s hands clenched into fists. He was so angry, unbelievably angry, and yet he didn’t want to lose his temper. Ivy hated conflict. She didn’t like yelling. “How often?”

“Would it make you feel better if it only happened one time?”

“No. And I don’t think it was just one time. I’m thinking he was aggressive with you for a long time, and I’m thinking there is a lot you’re still not telling me.”

She didn’t speak for a long time and the silence was almost worse than her words. “The bottom line,” she said at length, “is that I shouldn’t have trusted him. I shouldn’t have let him into my life. Once I did, I was cornered, and I’m not proud of it, and I’m not comfortable admitting how bad it was, but I did get away from him, and I’ve been happy here… until now.”

“What does that mean?”

“My landlady, Joan, just told me today that Wes phoned the house last night, while I was at work. He told her he was going to call again today.” Ivy looked at Sam. “I don’t know how he figured out where I was staying. And if he has Joan’s landline, he has her address. I’m sure he’s on his way to Marietta now.”

Sam tossed down his crumpled paper napkin. “Are you done eating? ‘Cause I need to get out of here,” he said curtly.

She nodded and Sam, after glancing at the bill tucked face down beneath the condiment holder, put a couple twenties on the table. “What time do you have to be at work today?” he asked.

“Four.”

“We have time for a walk. Feel like stretching your legs?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Four


They set off toward the domed courthouse, with the massive Christmas tree in the courtyard. Oversized colored balls filled the tree, along with a shimmering red tinsel garland. Copper Mountain rose up behind the century-old courthouse, the mountain peak white, completely covered in snow. Fresh snow covered much of Crawford Park, too, but the paths had already been shoveled clear. Streetlamps lining the park’s paths were decorated with greenery and more bright red bows. Crawford Park, like downtown Marietta, looked like a scene straight from a TV Christmas movie, only Sam’s mood was not Hallmark friendly.

“Sam, I’m sorry—” Ivy started.

He cut her off. “I’m not mad at you.”

“But you’re upset.”

“I’m going to destroy him,” Sam said tightly, glancing down at her. “I will break every bone in his body—”

“Sam, that won’t help. You can’t touch him. He’ll have you charged with assault so fast you won’t know what hit you.”

“Yeah, but I’d have the satisfaction of knowing what hit him.”

She smothered a laugh. “I know you love talking with your fists, but this isn’t the time. It will just make things worse for everyone.”

Sam stopped walking and faced her. Her cheeks were pink from the cold air, and her dense black lashes made her light green-brown eyes brighter. And he realized all over again how much he’d missed her, and how awful it had been letting her walk away from him. It was without a doubt the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. “I’m not going to let him hurt you ever again.”

“We’ll need a plan,” she said, shoulders hunching. “He’s smart. Scary smart.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Wes is a poser. He’s a phony. He pretends to be someone he’s not. If he was that bright, he wouldn’t have had to trap you. Bully you.” Sam reached out and gently lifted a wispy tendril of dark hair from her flushed cheek. “No man should ever treat a woman that way, let alone someone like you.”

And like that, the promise he’d made to Ivy’s mom, Shelby, the promise that he’d look out for her, keep her safe, flashed through his mind. He hadn’t kept that promise. He’d done a few things for her, mostly financial things, but it wasn’t enough, not when she’d been in danger.

Sam didn’t know if he reached for her, or she moved first, but suddenly Ivy was in his arms, and he was hugging her close, holding her as if he’d never let go.

It felt impossibly good to have her in his arms. She was tall and slim and despite the heavy winter coats, fit against him perfectly, her cheek just beneath his shoulder.

“I’m scared, Sam,” she whispered. “Scared that you’ll get in trouble and I’ll be left to deal with him—”

“Not going to do that to you, Ivy,” he interrupted gruffly. “I won’t be stupid. I promise not to do anything that would make your situation worse.” He stepped back and tipped her face up so he could see her eyes. “We’ll outsmart him. Outmaneuver him. It’s going to be alright.”

She smiled unsteadily, expression still anxious. “I almost feel like I can breathe again.”

“What scares you the most about him? That he’ll hit you, hurt you, what?”

“It’s just the way he talks to me. Like I’m… stupid.” Her voice dropped, and her smile faded. “Like I’m… worthless.”

“So, why did you stay with him?”

“I didn’t even realize what was happening until I’d lost confidence in me, and my ability to make good decisions. Just falling for him was such a bad decision. I still don’t understand how I couldn’t see who he was. That I couldn’t see how snaky and manipulative he was. That I couldn’t see the truth.” She swallowed hard. “And once I did understand, he’d taken over so much of my career that I was trapped.”

Sam pushed another tendril away from her face, this one having tangled on her lashes. He was still raging on the inside, his pulse was thudding hard and heavy in his veins. He really wanted to destroy Wes. He was itching to do some damage. “Do you have a plan, Ivy, or should I come up with one?”

“To be honest, I don’t have a plan yet. I have so many questions—like, where is my money, and what has he done with all the sponsorship money and the income from Mom’s place—but then just thinking about facing him makes me want to throw up. Because here’s how it will go when I do see him. He’ll act nice. He’ll express concern for me, and surprise that I wasn’t happy. And then the moment he gets me alone, he’ll flip, and begin going at me, saying that I’m stupid and worthless and nothing without him—”

“I am going to kill him. I will—”

“Sam, you can’t do that. I need you.” Her voice cracked and her eyes welled with tears. “Please.”

“Not leaving you, and probably not going to actually kill him—”

“No wounding or badly bruising, either.”

“So light bruising works?”

Ivy brushed her tears away and laughed. “I’m not going to answer that.”

“So you’re giving me permission to—”

“Let’s get some hot chocolate,” she said. “Talk about something else. This conversation is worrying.”

“That’s your plan?” he asked incredulously. “Change the subject? Order hot chocolate?”

“I don’t know that we’re going to have all the answers now. A lot will depend on when Wes arrives.”

“Listen, babe, I know you hate conflict, but Wes could be here in Marietta right now for all we know.”

Her crooked smile faded. “You think so?”

“I don’t know and that’s the point. We don’t know when he’ll be here, and we have to be prepared. Are you?”

She looked up into his eyes, her gaze searching. “I’m more prepared now that I told you about my situation. I feel a lot safer already. You make me feel safe.”

“Because you are safe with me,” he said gruffly.

“I know.” She hesitated. “And I’m grateful, I am.”

“You don’t need to be grateful. You’re important to me.”

“As you are to me.” She drew a slow breath. “Can I make a confession?”

“Yes.”

“I think one of the reasons I took the job at the Kruse ranch was that I felt safer here in Paradise Valley than anywhere else. I knew your family was close. I knew in the back of my mind I could reach out to Joe if things got really bad.” She searched his expression. “I’m sorry, but at the same time, not sorry because I’d run out of options.”

“Wes is wrong. You’re not stupid. You’re very smart and strategic. Coming here was the right thing to do. Wes might try to dominate you when you’re in his world, but this isn’t his world, and he doesn’t belong here.” Sam reached out, hooked a finger around her belt buckle and pulled her toward him. “You, though, belong here. You’re a Montana girl, through and through. Now let’s celebrate smart decision-making with a hot chocolate.”

“Only if it’s my treat.”

“Then I’m ordering a large with extra whipped cream.”

As they headed back down Main Street, Ivy tucked her hand through the crook of his arm and Sam’s chest tightened. Again, he thought of the promise he made Shelby, a promise he’d honored in only the most technical sort of way. “What will you do when Wes shows up?”

“Besides call you?”

He huffed a soft laugh. “Yes.”

She chewed on her lip. “Will I need to do anything else? He won’t bother me, not if you’re around.”

“You sound awfully confident about that.”

“I am. Let’s face it, he’s not going to want to take you on, much less you and your brothers, and everyone knows you’re a package deal. Fight one, fight all.”

Sam smiled ruefully. She wasn’t wrong. “We don’t do that much fighting.”

Ivy squeezed his arm. “Come on, Sam, you didn’t get the name Slugger for playing baseball.”
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Standing on the sidewalk in front of Copper Mountain Chocolates, with her large cup of hot chocolate topped with extra whipped cream, Ivy felt better than she had in a very long time. Her problems weren’t solved. Her fear was still there. The year and a half of being in an abusive relationship had damaged her self-esteem. She’d damaged her self-esteem by remaining in such a relationship, but there was light at the end of the tunnel.

Hope.

On one hand, nothing had truly changed and yet, at the same time, everything had changed.

She wouldn’t have to deal with Wes on her own anymore. She had a friend, an ally, in Sam, and there was no one better to have in your corner than Sam Wyatt.

She glanced up at him, and her heart did that funny little double beat it always did when he was near. He might not be the most extroverted Wyatt, but he was solid. Strong. Tough. Honest. Loyal. As long as she’d known him, he’d done the right thing, even when it wasn’t the popular thing. She knew without a doubt, she’d be safe now, and that was such a relief she felt lighter. Almost dizzy. It was as if Christmas had come early.

“You have whipped cream right there,” he said, gesturing to her upper lip.

She swiped the corner of her upper lip with her tongue.

“You missed it,” he said.

“Maybe you should help me,” she said, lifting her face.

His blue gaze met hers and then dropped to her mouth. “Maybe I should,” he answered, before his head dropped and he covered her mouth with his.

His lips were cool, and yet warm, and he kissed her with just enough pressure to make every nerve ending in her body come to life. “Wow,” she whispered when he finally lifted his head. “I think you got it.”

His eyes glowed down at her, eyes warm. “I don’t think you can order any more hot chocolate. Makes you taste too sweet.”

“You’ll just have to have self-control, Sam, because I fully intend on having hot chocolate every day now.”

His mouth quirked. “I forgot how much you like trouble.”

She started to smile but then the smile faded as she thought of Wes. No, she didn’t like trouble. Real trouble wasn’t fun. “I think we do need a plan,” she said quietly. “I don’t think I’m prepared for Wes. Whenever I think of him, I just get sick and scared.”

“I’ve been thinking about this, too, and I want to move you up to the ranch. It’s the best place for you. From what you’ve said, your landlady isn’t going to protect you, and you walking to and from work is just asking for trouble. But Wes won’t come up to the ranch. He won’t come anywhere near the ranch.” Sam glanced at his watch. “We still have an hour and fifteen minutes before you start work. That’s plenty of time to get you packed up and out of Joan’s house. I think we should do it right now.”

“And then what?”

“We’ll pack you now, I’ll drop you off at the bar, drive your things to the ranch, and be back to pick you up after work.”

“That’s a lot of driving back and forth, Sam. I don’t want to make you my chauffeur. Why don’t we wait until my truck is ready—”

“Even if your truck was ready, I’d still drive you. I’m not going to give Wes any opportunities to corner you, or get you alone. I don’t trust him, and I know you don’t trust him, and you’re safer if we keep close tabs on you.”

“We?” she asked.

“Joe, me, Billy, Tommy. And don’t act surprised. You know how my brothers feel about you. Besides, this is Paradise Valley, Montana. Our state, our home. Wes isn’t welcome here.”

“You’re sure your mom would be okay with this?”

“Yes. More than fine when I mentioned it to her.”

“You already talked to her about it?”

“Of course. It is her house.”

“And your grandad?”

“If he had his way, you’d already be there now.”

Ivy smiled faintly. She had a big soft spot for Melvin Wyatt, one of the best men she’d ever known. He wasn’t overly friendly, or overly talkative, but he was the essence of integrity. His word was his word, and if he said he’d do something, he absolutely followed through. “I could protest about there not being enough space for me,” she said, “but honestly, it’d be a relief to know Wes isn’t going to break through my window at night, or bribe Joan into letting him wait for me in my bedroom.”

“You think he’d do those things?”

“I think he’s upset that I got away. He was sure he had me in line.” Ivy shuddered, because just thinking about the past, and Wes, made her nauseous. “Let’s do it. Let’s move me out of Joan’s. It shouldn’t take me a long time to pack. Especially not if you’re willing to help load up the truck.”

It was a short drive to the house on Chance Avenue, and inside the house, Ivy swiftly began emptying her drawers and taking everything from the closet and dumping them into the large suitcase she’d slid under the bed before pulling her hatboxes from the top shelf of the closet, and putting her boots and shoes into a duffel bag.

Joan stood in the doorway of the bedroom watching, making commentary between sips of whiskey. “Don’t think I’m going to refund any of the rent you’ve paid,” she said.

“I’m not asking you for anything.”

“And you owe me for January since you haven’t given me a thirty-day notice.”

Ivy paused, looked up from the duffel bag. “I’m giving my thirty-day notice.”

“And the money?”

“You’ll get it.”

“Now?”

“No, January 1st, when I’d normally pay you.”

“How do I know you’ll come back and pay?”

Ivy sighed, exasperated. “You know where I work, Joan. It’s walking distance from here. If you don’t get your money, you can track me down there.”

Sam returned from his last trip to the truck and while he didn’t push Joan from the doorway, he definitely got close, and Joan finally, reluctantly stepped back.

“Is that everything?” he asked Ivy, nodding at the duffel.

“Need to strip the bed and then I’ll check the bathroom,” she said, zipping the duffel.

“I’ll do the bed,” he answered. “You do the bathroom.”

Joan wandered away then, and it wasn’t long before the truck was fully packed, and Ivy’s small bedroom empty.

In the truck Sam looked at Ivy. “Work now?”

She nodded.

“I’ll be back for you tonight,” he said, shifting into drive. “And if anything comes up, call me.”

She nodded, knowing exactly what he meant by, if anything comes up. Anything in this case being Wes.

Later at work, during a moment of down time, Ivy shared with Pia that there was someone from her past trying to find her, and he wasn’t someone Ivy wanted in her life. “His name is Wes,” Ivy said. “He’s a good-looking guy, and he will come across as very polite, but he’s not someone I’m comfortable having around.”

“I’ve dated someone like that,” Pia said somberly. “He became a menace when I tried to break up.”

“Yep. Same situation,” Ivy answered. “Just wanted you to be aware.”

“I’ll definitely keep an eye out,” Pia said. “We Wolf Den girls got to stick together.”

The rest of the day was uneventful, and Sam was back at midnight to pick her up. The bar had just a few people in it when he arrived and she still had an hour before closing.

“You’re early,” she said as he took a barstool at the counter.

He eased his heavy coat off. “Everyone at the house has gone to bed. Figured I might as well wait here.”

Her lips twitched, knowing he was someone who liked to go to bed early. “Hard to stay awake this late?”

“I took a nap earlier. I’m good.”

“So where am I sleeping tonight?”

“Joe’s room.”

“Where is Joe sleeping?”

“He and Sophie built their own place this year. It’s a custom log cabin just down the road from the house.”

“I met her, you know. Sophie came by the bar a few days ago and introduced herself.”

Sam looked surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

“She thought I could use a friend. Suggested we get lunch and gave me her phone number, just in case.”

“Sophie’s great. I wasn’t sure what I’d think of her because of how they met, but she’s good for Joe, and makes him really happy.”

“How did they meet?”

Sam’s brow creased and he looked uncomfortable for a moment. “Through an ad.”

“An ad? What kind of ad?”

“Joe placed one looking for a wife.”

For a second, she didn’t know how to respond and then she spluttered on an incredulous laugh. “You’re kidding me. Why? Joe’s good-looking and smart and kind. Why would he need to place an ad like that, much less for a wife?”

Sam shrugged. “He was done with romance and dating. He didn’t believe in love, or want to fall in love. It was a practical thing for him. So he did what he thought was the most expedient way of finding a partner who could help on the ranch and take care of the domestic side of things.”

“Sophie answered that ad?” Ivy couldn’t believe it. Sophie was gorgeous and warm and funny and not at all the kind of woman who needed to answer an ad.

“Yeah, but the practical part seemed to disappear and they both fell head over heels in love. Joe is crazy about her, and she spoils him rotten. They’re ridiculously happy, and that makes all of us happy.”

“Your mom likes her, too?”

“Mom wasn’t a fan, not in the beginning, but Sophie won her over as well.”

“Your mom is a tough nut to crack.”

“Yeah, but she always liked you. She was a lot harder on Sophie.”

“How is your mom?”

“Moving a lot more slowly than she used to. She’s in a lot of pain, and you’ll see that at home she uses a walker or a cane. But if we leave the ranch, we take a wheelchair with us, just to make it easier on her. She hates the wheelchair, though, and the only time she’ll agree to use it is when we go to brunch at the Graff.”

“Wait. What? Brunch?”

His cheekbones turned ruddy. “It’s a Sophie thing.”

“You go to brunch?”

“Only when home. But Grandad, Mom, Sophie, and Joe go once a month. They pile into the truck and head to the Graff. Makes me laugh, because we’re not the champagne brunch kind of family, but I do think it’s good for Mom to have her outings. Sophie’s been good for her. They’ll bake together—well, Sophie does the work and Mom directs—and it’s the same thing when it’s time to organize a big family meal.”

“When you have such a great family, why would you want to live so far away from them?”

He shifted on the stool, broad shoulders squaring. “It’s not as if they won’t be my family once I have my own place.”

“But your mom and grandfather won’t be around forever. Why move away now?”

“Joe has inherited the Wyatt Ranch—”

“I bet he’d be more than happy to share it with you. In fact, I bet he’s thinking he already shares it with you and Billy and Tommy. Have you ever discussed this with him?”

“Sophie and Joe need their own life just as much as I need mine. If they want to include Billy and Tommy, great, but I want my own place. I want to create my own history and my own traditions, and that doesn’t make me a bad guy.”

“I’ve never thought of you as a bad guy—”

“Just selfish,” he interrupted.

She blushed and compressed her lips, because yes, she did used to think of him that way, but maybe Sam wasn’t selfish as much as independent and stubborn. But then, she was independent and stubborn, too. Maybe that was why she and Sam used to butt heads. Maybe they both had a hard time compromising.
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It was a quiet drive out of Marietta, heading south on the 89 toward Yellowstone. The moon was full and the landscape covered in white. Ivy was thankful there wasn’t much conversation. It had been a long day and she was exhausted. She was glad Sam didn’t try to force conversation, either. Sometimes silence was best.

Flattened, she tipped her head back against the seat, closed her eyes, and just gave herself over to the hum of the truck tires on the road. It felt good to be a passenger for a moment, felt good to just let go and stop fighting, worrying, stop feeling as if she had to keep it all together. Obviously, she’d failed at both, but maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to fail, because now everything was in the open—at least, everything to do with Wes. Things had gotten out of hand with him, and she’d been troubled for far too long. Boyfriends and husbands weren’t supposed to be dangerous. They were supposed to be the ones that kept you safe.

“You okay?” Sam asked, voice deep, quiet.

She opened her eyes, glanced at him, noting his somber expression reflected by the lights of the dashboard. “Yes,” she said, without elaborating because what could she say?

That she’d fallen in love with a snake? That she’d been so heartbroken over her mom’s death, so impossibly lonely after her breakup with Sam, that she rushed into a relationship when she should have taken time to grieve? Taken time to think? Maybe that was the worst of it. She hadn’t thought, and she hadn’t been wise or prudent. She’d wanted comfort, and she’d blindly thrown herself into Wes’s arms as if he were a life preserver.

“You know Wes doesn’t scare me,” Sam said after another few minutes of silence. “Nothing about him scares me.”

“I know.”

“I’m not worried about having difficult conversations with him, either, and happy to sit down with him and straighten things out.”

“About…”

“Your sponsors. Your career. Your finances.” Sam shot her another narrowed glance. “He’s still getting a piece of things, isn’t he?”

She shifted miserably. “He says he gets fifteen percent of everything as my manager.”

“Did you ever sign a contract, or any form of an agreement?”

“No.” She forced herself to add, “At least, I don’t think so.”

Thankfully Sam withheld any judgment. “I suspect the sponsorship agreements were for one to three years. Most sponsorships aren’t for much longer than that, which means many of the agreements should be ending. From now on, you handle your own deals, okay? Or, ask Tommy his thoughts. He’s a whiz with money. He’s ridiculously good when he keeps his shirt on.”

Ivy smiled wryly because Tommy had a face and a body and girls went crazy for him. “That’s a good idea about Tommy. He’s done really well for himself financially.”

“What about your other investments? Your mom’s place? The rent from your tenant?”

Ivy’s smile faded. “Wes claims that he’s invested it all.”

“Where? In what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have access to it?”

“No. At least, not that I know of.”

Sam’s jaw tightened and he didn’t immediately speak. Ivy cringed on the inside because every single thing he must be thinking was what she was thinking.

How does one become so stupid…

“Ivy?”

She swallowed hard. “Yes, Sam?”

“It’s just money. It’s not the end of the world.”

Her eyes burned hot and gritty and she chewed on the inside of her cheek. He was being far too kind. “Here’s how bad it is, Sam. I don’t even know how long my tenant is in the house. Early September I wrote the family and asked them to stop making auto payments through my checking account, but I don’t know if they have, or haven’t. I don’t look at my old checking account as Wes has access to it.”

“You couldn’t close it?”

“I was afraid Wes could trace me if I did that. I didn’t want him to know where I was, much less which part of Montana.”

“Have you opened a new checking account?”

“No. I want to, but again, I was afraid Wes would find out.”

Sam’s voice was quiet when he spoke next. “We need to fix this, Ivy. We need to close that account, cut off his access to your funds, alert your sponsors—”

“I’ll probably lose a lot.”

“I doubt you will, but even if you do, it’s better than remaining in relationships that aren’t good for you.”

She couldn’t agree with him more, and she reached out and touched his arm, giving it a light squeeze. “Thank you. For everything.”

It was late when they reached the ranch, high in the Absaroka mountains. The 1930s two-story log cabin was dark except for the kitchen light over the stove. Sam asked if Ivy wanted water or anything to drink before bed and she said no, just ready to climb in bed and sleep. She couldn’t remember when she’d last been so tired. Talking about Wes, and how she’d allowed him to take such control over her business affairs, just made her heartsick all over again.


Chapter Five


Ivy slept deeply, only waking up after the sun was shining brightly. She yawned and stretched and then needed a moment to get her bearings, not understanding how there was so much sunshine in her bedroom, or why her bed was covered in a thick red, black, and tan patchwork quilt. That was when she remembered she wasn’t at Joan’s anymore, but rather at the Wyatts’ place, tucked snuggly into bed in Joe’s old room.

Glancing at her phone she saw it was almost nine o’clock. Ivy couldn’t remember the last time she slept this late—maybe because it was never quiet at Joan’s—and dressed quickly, heading downstairs to see if she could still get coffee and then check in with Sam to see what time he planned on driving her in to work.

Sophie was in the kitchen at the table, writing in a notebook, and stopped writing to smile at Ivy. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

“Very,” Ivy answered. “I can’t believe I slept this late, though.”

“It’s nice to be able to sleep in now and then,” Sophie answered. “I just made fresh coffee—everyone around here drinks it all day—but there is tea, too, if you’re prefer that.”

“Coffee is perfect, thanks.”

Sophie gestured to the line of Santa mugs on the windowsill over the sink. “Grab a mug. There is some cream in the refrigerator if you need it.”

“No, I like it black,” Ivy answered, filling her jolly ceramic Santa, before pulling out a chair at the table. “Will it bother you if I sit here?”

“No, not at all. Just making notes for Summer’s birthday dinner. She’s not here right now, by the way. Grandad took her to see a friend in Gardiner.”

“None of the boys would take her?”

“They all offered but Grandad said he had an errand he wanted to run so they’d headed out together. Now I’m just trying to figure out what I’m going to make for Summer’s birthday dinner. The guys said she doesn’t like a fuss, but we have to do something special, don’t you think?”

“Definitely.”

“You’ll be here Tuesday, won’t you?”

Ivy grimaced. “I pretty much work every night but Sunday night, but I could help with the grocery shopping or prep.”

Sophie hesitated. “Do you intend to keep working at the bar, even with everything going on?”

It took Ivy a moment to understand what Sophie was saying. “You know about Wes.”

“Sam filled us in a bit.”

“How much is a bit?”

“Just that Wes isn’t someone we want anywhere near you.”

Again the we, and the family coming together to help her. Their support was overwhelming. After feeling so alone for so long, she was blown away by the Wyatt family’s kindness.

“I made a mess of things,” Ivy confessed. “I trusted Wes and I shouldn’t have.”

“Love makes us do stupid things,” Sophie sympathized.

A lump filled Ivy’s throat. “I didn’t even love him, not the way I loved Sam.”

“But you had to have loved him in the beginning to start a relationship.”

“Wes was an infatuation. He seemed very charming, and after dating Sam, like a breath of fresh air. You see, Sam isn’t very communicative. He doesn’t give a lot of compliments, or say a lot of sweet things.” She looked over at Sophie. “That’s not a criticism of Sam, just a fact.”

“Oh, I get it. Joe is the same way.”

Ivy smiled gratefully. “After Sam’s and my breakup, and then my mom dying, I craved company, and Wes was suddenly there, saying how special I was, and how amazing things were with me in his life, and I just fell for it.”

“But you learned things from that relationship—”

“That I’m weak.”

“No.” Sophie reached out and patted Ivy’s arm. “That you need communication, and now that you know, you ask for it. You let your man know what you want and need, and don’t apologize for having needs. We all do. Speaking of your man, he’s out with his brothers doing some fencing repairs on the property.”

Ivy blushed. “Sam’s not my man.”

Sophie just smiled.

“He’s not,” Ivy repeated, before adding, “What repairs are needed?”

“A big tree came down a few days ago and took a whole section of the fence out. I’m sure Joe could have managed with Billy and Tommy, but they all decided to ride out together and make it a family thing.”

“That’s good.”

“It is. Makes Joe’s happy to have his brothers with him, and you’re covered, too. I promised Sam I’d drive you to work if he’s not back in time as I’m working this afternoon at the salon and will be heading into Marietta just before noon.”

As it worked out, Ivy did ride with Sophie, and while driving together, Sophie talked about her dairy farming family back in Tulare, and how she’d been a producer broker before she moved to Montana. Ivy was dying to know more about Sophie and Joe’s early days, and what it was like moving to Paradise Valley as a modern-day mail-order bride, but Ivy didn’t ask, thinking she and Sophie needed to have more of a friendship before that conversation came up.

Arriving at the Wolf Den, Ivy hung up her coat, stashed her purse beneath the bar counter and washed her hands in the sink.

“You had someone come by just a few minutes ago,” Lucy said, joining her at the bar. “A cowboy. Handsome. Not a Wyatt, though, and no one I’ve seen before. He said he hoped to find you here and asked when you were coming in.”

Ivy’s stomach fell. She’d warned Pia yesterday about Wes, but hadn’t yet had a chance to say anything to Lucy. “Where did he go?”

“I don’t know, but he asked about your schedule and I told him I wasn’t sure. He said no problem, and he’d be back later.” Lucy looked uncertain. “You don’t seem thrilled.”

Ivy had to take a steadying breath, and then another. She couldn’t let anxiety cripple her. Panicking wouldn’t help. “I’m not. He’s uh, not a friend of mine.”

“Sorry. If I’d known—”

“It’s fine, honestly. You did nothing wrong.”

“Has he hurt you?”

“He’s a bully. And he did his best to break me.”

“But he didn’t,” Lucy said firmly.

“I’ve been working on things since coming here, to Marietta, feeling better about things. But I’m not sure I’m strong enough to deal with Wes. He’s just incredibly mean. But the thing is, if you saw him, he wouldn’t look like a bully. He’d seemed kind of… charming.”

“That’s the profile of a lot of bullies.” Lucy leaned across the counter. “Bullying is repeated aggressive behavior, creating an imbalance of power. Its sole purpose is to impart physical and psychological harm.”

“That pretty much sums up Wes to a T.”

“The good news is, bullies are only as powerful as we let them be. In other words, don’t let Wes be all powerful. Stand up to him. Be calm. Confident. Bullies lose power when you don’t cower or cry.”

Ivy nodded, agreeing with everything Lucy said, and Lucy knew this stuff. She’d taken all kinds of psychology classes when earning her criminal justice degree. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “But I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’m not going to get hurt. And neither are you. Just don’t go outside with him. Don’t be alone with him. That wouldn’t be smart.”

“Agreed.”

Lucy moved on and Ivy reached for her phone, texting Sam. “Wes showed up at the bar just before I got here. He left but he’s going to be back. Thought maybe you could come to town, be here when Wes returns. I hate dragging you into this, but I’d feel more confident if you were here.”

Thankfully she got a reply almost immediately. “On my way. See you soon.”
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At the ranch, Sam grabbed his truck keys, hat, coat, and wallet. His mom and grandad had just returned from Gardiner, and so he kissed his mom’s cheek and headed to his truck.

Normally, it took him thirty minutes to get to town, but today he made it in twenty, a record for him. His best time previously had been twenty-two minutes, and that had been at ninety miles an hour.

Entering the dim bar, his gaze swept the room, taking in a girl on stage gyrating around a pole, a couple guys at cocktail tables close to the stage, the cocktail waitress working the room, and then Ivy behind the bar. There were men at the bar, too, but everything looked quiet, calm, but Sam could tell from Ivy’s expression that she wasn’t comfortable. Wes had to be one of the guys with his back to him.

Ivy’s gaze met his, and then shifted to the end of the counter. She gave a faint nod. So the guy with the cowboy hat at the end was Wes. Good to know.

Sam headed to the bar, gaze riveted on Ivy. She looked particularly pretty today with her long dark hair in a tidy side braid and silver and turquoise earrings dangling from her ears.

He walked around the counter and took her in his arms. “Hey, babe,” he said, dropping his head to kiss her.

Her lips were warm and soft and for a moment her mouth clung to his. It felt good to have her in his arms and even better to kiss her again.

“How’re you doing?” he asked, when he finally lifted his head.

Her cheeks were flushed and her hazel-green eyes glinted up at him. He wasn’t sure if she was fighting a smile or fighting tears. Either way, she was glad to see him.

“I’m good, babe.” She put her hand on his bicep and gave a light squeeze. “You know you shouldn’t be behind the bar. You’re going to get me in trouble.”

“I reckon I’m used to trouble by now. You’re nothing but trouble.” But he kissed her again and then walked out, passing behind the customers seated on the barstools. He could feel Wes looking at him, but so far Wes had said nothing to him. Sam knew it was just a matter of time, or maybe, Wes wanted Sam to be the first to say hello.

Sam paused, turned, and retraced his steps. “Hey, is that you, Lovett?”

Wes slowly turned and looked up at Sam over his shoulder. It took him a moment to manage a smile. “Yeah, it’s me. How are you, Wyatt?”

“I’m good. Glad to be home with the family for a couple of weeks. Feels great having everybody together again.” Sam paused, expression friendly. “So, what brings you here to Marietta this time of the year? Seems like you’re a long way from home.”

“Heading to Missoula to check out some foals, so I thought I’d stop and see Ivy.” Wes smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

If anything he looked flinty and hard. And jealous as anything.

“If I’d known you were coming to town, we would have had you join us for a meal. It’s unfortunate that we got plans though.”

Wes glanced from Sam to Ivy and back again. “You two back together?”

“Realized I was a fool, letting her go. Begged her to come back, give me a second chance.” From the corner of his eye, Sam could see Ivy’s expression. She was a terrible actress. So he just kept on talking. “For a time there, it was touch and go, but I think she’s just about forgiven me. We’re pretty solid now, right where we want to be.”

“You just got back from Vegas.”

“A week ago. Tried to get Ivy out to watch me, but she didn’t want to miss any of the Christmas fun here in Marietta.”

“Sam, what do you want today, baby?” Ivy asked, preventing Sam from elaborating much more on his story.

“I’m considering those nachos you know I love so much.”

She smiled. “Nachos today? I thought you loved the hot dogs best.”

“I tell you what, I am hungry. Why don’t you bring me both?” Sam glanced at Wes. “Have you tried the nachos? Dang good. Especially if you ask for some chicken on them. And then I like a little extra hot sauce—”

“Not hungry,” Wes said. “But thanks for the suggestion.”

“Anytime, partner.”

Wes’s jaw tightened and Sam could tell he was getting to Wes, especially when a few minutes later Wes pushed back his wooden barstool and followed Ivy to the far end of the bar.
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Ivy could feel Wes behind her even before she saw him. She stiffened and turned. “Leaving?” she said.

“I want five minutes,” Wes said. “Give me five minutes. Let’s go outside and talk. I haven’t seen you in months and you won’t even give me the time of day.”

“I’m not going outside. If you want to talk, we can talk here.”

“What about later, when you’re off work?”

“Sam will be here. Can he join our conversation?”

“Why are you being like that? Do you have any idea how much I did for you? How much money I made you—”

“Where is it, Wes? My checking account is empty. There’s maybe a couple hundred bucks in there.”

“I’ve invested it.”

“Where? In what?”

“You wouldn’t understand. Stocks are complicated. They’d go right over your head. That’s why I was good for you. I made you money. I made you successful—”

“I was successful without you, Wes, and I’ll be successful again. Now I’ve got to get back to work. Goodbye.”

Wes gave her a long, cold look before he stalked out of the bar. Ivy watched him go, heart in her mouth. That wasn’t the best goodbye.

“What’s the heavy sigh for?” Sam asked, joining her at the end of the bar.

She listened to Lucy’s drink order and got busy pouring beers. “He just rattles me,” she said, hands shaking as she turned on the tap.

“You did good. You didn’t look rattled.”

She made a face. “Well, you didn’t help. I couldn’t believe that hick accent you used. You couldn’t have been more redneck if you tried.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The whole ‘I reckon,’ and calling him ‘partner.’ I’ve never heard you talk like that before.”

“Was just laying on the charm.”

“A little bit thick, don’t you think?”

“He left.”

She glanced at Sam after setting two beers on the counter. “Yeah, but he’s not going to disappear, not permanently. He’s too upset. He’s mad at me.”

“What does he want from you?”

“I don’t know. Power, maybe? He liked having me under his thumb. He liked making me feel small. But I’m done feeling that way.”

“Good. So what’s worrying you?”

“How are we going to keep up our act that we’re together? He’s going to come around and ask questions and poke his nose into things.”

“Let him ask.”

“But we won’t be together always.”

“No, I know that. I’m under no illusion that we’re back together. We don’t have a romantic relationship, and we’re not committed to anything other than getting Wes off your back and out of your life.”

Those were the words she wanted him to say, and yet they made her feel awful when they were said. She added another pair of beers to the counter and wiped her hands on a towel as Pia returned with her tray, loading it with the four beers. “And yet you kissed me yesterday,” she said, facing Sam.

“Yes, I did.”

She looked at him, waiting for more, but he said nothing else, and she felt close to losing her temper, because the kiss had been lovely, and she’d felt lovely close to him. “You can’t just kiss me anytime you feel like it.”

“You asked me to get the whip cream on your lip, and I did.”

“There are different ways to do that. Hand, Kleenex—”

“You didn’t used to be so critical of my problem-solving skills.”

Exasperation warred with amusement. This was the Sam she’d fallen in love with. This was the Sam she’d wanted to spend her life with. “I’m not being critical. You did a good job.”

He smiled, creases fanning from his eyes. “Thank you.”

Warm, flustered, Ivy moved down the bar, checking on her customers, refilling drinks as needed, doing her best to ignore Sam who had unleashed a whole bushel of butterflies in her middle.

She was still so attracted to him.

She still felt all the old feelings for him.

Two years apart hadn’t killed her love or desire. He made her feel so much—her body hummed when he was near, skin sensitive, pulse racing. They’d been good together physically, amazing physically, but out of bed, they’d struggled to communicate, and that had become a huge problem.

Eventually, she made her way back down the counter to where Sam sat. He was staring up at the TV watching The Weather Channel. Ivy knew why it was always on—truckers liked the updates—but she avoided it. Far too much news about cold, wind, hail, and snow.

She glanced up at the TV and saw a prediction for snow and shook her head. Never good news.

“What’s wrong?” Sam asked, seeing her face.

“You’re leaving on the twenty-sixth for Cody. I can’t stay with your family after you’re gone.”

“Why not?”

“It’d be weird.”

“Tommy and Billy would love the company.”

“They’re not going to want to drive me to work every day, and babysit me at the bar—”

“Then come with me to Cody. I’ll babysit you.”

His words made her heart feel funny. Once that would have been a given. Where he went, she went. “That doesn’t make sense. I have to work. I need my truck back. I want to get Scotch back.”

“Speaking of Scotch, I do have some good news. Billy and Tommy went to pick him up for you. He’ll be at our ranch soon.”

Her jaw dropped. “Really?”

He nodded. “I just had a message from Billy that Scotch is in the trailer now. They’re driving back to our place.”

Relief washed through her. Relief and gratitude. She came around the side of the bar and flung her arms around him for a swift hug. “Thank you. That’s huge. I’ve missed my boy so much.”

Sam’s arm came around her waist and hugged her back “Have you missed Scotch, too?” he asked.

Ivy laughed and taking a step back lightly kissed his cheek. His skin was so warm and he smelled of her favorite aftershave. “Yes, I’ve missed you a little bit, too.”

“But Scotch more?”

She knew he was teasing and she was glad that things were easier between them. Lighter. “A cowgirl’s got to love her horses.”

“So when do we get Belle?” he asked.

Her smiled faded. “I wish.”

“Why don’t we buy her back?”

“Because I don’t have the money—”

“I do.”

“I’m not going to accept your money.” Her insides felt weird, her pulse racing. “And even if I had the money, I don’t know that Ian would sell her back to me.”

“You won’t know until you try.”

“You’re so sure of yourself.”

“And you used to be.”

She wasn’t sure if it was a criticism or a comment. Either way, it was pointed and his words struck home. “I lost myself there for a bit, but I’m trying to find my way back. I know what I want now. I know what I need to do. I’m focused on saving money, and growing my business. I’m not going to depend on others anymore.”

“This isn’t new. You’ve always been that way.”

“Wes—”

“Wes was a one-off. Everyone’s allowed to make a mistake. Wes was yours.”

“You’re very kind, because Wes wasn’t my only mistake.” She swallowed hard. “The way I broke up with you was a mistake.”

Sam said nothing and Ivy mustered her courage to continue. “I said things I shouldn’t have said. I was upset, and angry, and I’m sorry, Sam.”

He was silent for another moment and then his big shoulders shifted. “It wasn’t a good breakup, no, but I don’t suppose breakups are pretty.”

“I thought you’d—” Ivy bit the recrimination back.

It didn’t matter what she’d thought, or hoped. It was two years ago. So much had happened since then.

But Sam wasn’t ready to move on. “You thought I’d what?”

Come for me. Ivy looked at him, heart in her throat. She’d wanted him to want her so much that he’d fight for her.

He hadn’t.

Her phone in her back pocket vibrated and she pulled it out, checked the number. It was Jill Snyder, the Montana Circuit Director for the Women’s Professional Rodeo Association. It was Jill who’d alerted Ivy to Ashley’s situation, and Jill who’d asked Ivy to speak with Hope Caldwell, a young competitor near Livingston who’d broken her arm in a riding accident and had lost her confidence. “Hey, Jill, everything okay?” she asked, answering the call.

“I need to call more often if my number makes you think of doom and gloom.”

Ivy heard the smile in Jill’s voice. “Not doom and gloom,” Ivy corrected. “But maybe trauma and tears.”

“You’ve been a great mentor to our local girls. It’s hugely appreciated.”

“Happy to help. Makes me feel close to Mom.”

“She taught you well.”

“Yes, she did.” Ivy paused. “How are you?”

“I’m good. Looking forward to Christmas and a little vacation. But first, I have a favor to ask.”

“What can I do?”

“Would you have time to go see Ashley this weekend? She’s been asking to see you.”

“The family has already thanked me enough.”

“No, it’s not about that. Ashley wants to discuss something with you. But I need to warn you, her family isn’t happy.”

“About her talking to me?”

“About what she wants to discuss.”

Ivy was beginning to understand. “She wants to ride again.”

“She wants to compete again,” Jill said.

Oh. Wow. Ivy bit her lip and glanced over at Sam who pretended to be minding his own business but was, she suspected, listening to every word. “And Ashley’s family?” Ivy asked quietly. “Obviously they’re not in favor.”

“No.”

“Then how am I supposed to weigh in on this?”

“What would you have done if you were just fourteen and told you’d never ride again?”

“I’d find a way to ride,” Ivy said.

“Exactly.”

Ivy didn’t speak right away, picturing the pale, still girl she’d last seen in the hospital in Bozeman. Then she pictured Ashley’s parents. They’d been devastated, and yet fighting hard to look optimistic for their daughter’s sake. “I don’t want to come between her and her parents, Jill. They’ve all been through so much these past five months.”

“Agreed. Everyone I’ve discussed this with feels that way. But apparently what’s gotten Ashley through all the surgeries and physical therapy is the dream to return to riding, and eventually, barrel racing. I guess that’s what she wants to know—can it be done?”

“And that’s why she wants to talk to me.”

“Yes.”

Ivy drew a breath and then exhaled slowly. “I’ll call her mom and get something set up for this weekend.”

“That’s wonderful. Let me know how it goes.”

“Yep.” Ivy hung up and turned around to face Sam. He was looking at her, clearly interested in the call. “You heard that?” she asked him.

He nodded.

Ivy slid the phone into her back pocket. “Do you know about Ashley?”

“She’s the little girl from Belgrade who was hurt in a freak farm accident.”

“She was a junior barrel racer and very promising.” Ivy hesitated. “Horses have been Ashley’s passion since she was a little girl, and her family really supported her.”

“But the girl still wants to ride, and the parents don’t want her to.”

“Ashley still wants to compete… or wants to know if it’s possible.”

“But she’s paralyzed.”

Ivy nodded once. “I see her side, I do, but I also see her parents’ side. They’ve been through hell and back, and they’re still struggling emotionally, never mind financially and I can’t imagine they want to see their daughter in a saddle right away.”

“And you’re going to tell Ashley this?”

Ivy glanced off toward the Ho Ho Ho sign over the far door and remembered how she’d been at fourteen—determined, competitive, and passionately in love with a gorgeous chestnut colt named Belle.

Belle.

Ivy’s heart ached for a moment and then she looked at Sam. “No. I’m going to tell her that with hard work, she can do anything she sets her mind to.”

“Including competing?”

“Surely Ashley can’t be the first paralyzed barrel racer to want to return to the saddle. I just need to find out who has done it, and what it took to get there.”

Sam left the bar at dinnertime to head to another bar, Grey’s Saloon on Main Street, where he was meeting Tommy and Billy for dinner and a beer. His brothers had offered to come to the Wolf Den, but Sam was curious to see if Wes was still in town, and if so, lurking somewhere else.

He and his brothers split up, each visiting a different restaurant between Church Street and Front Street, before meeting back up at Grey’s. They grabbed one of the few empty tables between the pool table and bar. No one had seen Wes, but that didn’t mean Wes hadn’t checked into the Graff or one of the local bed-and-breakfasts. Wherever he was, Wes remained a threat.
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Late that night as Sam drove Ivy back to the Wyatt Ranch, he asked her how she’d gotten involved with Ashley.

“I was working at the Kruse Ranch, when I heard that a local girl had been paralyzed in a farm accident, and then I read that the girl was Ashley Howe, a youngster I’d worked with briefly years ago when she’d first started barrel racing. Her parents had brought her to Custer to work with Mom, and I worked with her horse and we did some lessons together.

Ivy sighed, shook her head. “Mom thought Ashley had potential to be really good. She didn’t say that often, either, but she said Ashley had what it took, and she suspected she’d go far, if she stuck with the sport. So I reached out to Jill, the director for the WPRA’s Montana Circuit, and told her I wanted to help the family. I already knew about the Go Fund Me, but I wanted to do more than just give money, but the main thing they needed then, was money, if Ashley was to go to the best rehab facility possible.”

Sam glanced at her. “You sold Belle for Ashley’s treatment?”

“I just remember what Mom had said. Ashley could be one of the great ones, and I couldn’t not help. I ended up going to the hospital a half dozen times to visit Ashley until she left for her physical therapy.”

“Have you seen her since?”

“No, but I want to.” Ivy hesitated. “I’ve worked with a couple other girls in the area, though. Jill called me late September when another local girl, Hope Caldwell, had a riding accident and was suddenly scared to ride, and so I went to see her and worked with her, trying to help build her confidence back. I discovered I really liked working with the younger girls. It made me feel like I was doing something positive for the first time in a long time.”

“Like mother, like daughter. Your mom did the same thing.”

“Mom always said it’s good to give back, and she’s right. I love sharing what Mom taught me. I really enjoy teaching.” Ivy gazed out her window at the dark landscape. “That’s why I want to get some land and have some space. There’s no reason I have to compete all the time. I can do other things. I can train horses, I can train young riders, and I can work with these junior barrel racers, giving them encouragement.”

Sam reached over and placed his hand near her knee, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Shelby would be proud.”

“I hope so.” And then she reached for Sam’s hand, holding it tight. “I miss her.”

“I know you do.”

They spent the rest of the drive in silence, but it was a good silence, a comforting silence where Ivy felt understood. She felt even more understood when reaching the ranch Sam asked if she wanted to go see Scotch before heading into the house.

“You know me so well,” she said.

“I know who you love,” he answered, even as dogs came running toward the truck, barking excitedly. Sam rolled down the window, shushing them. They immediately fell silent. “You remember the dogs? Duke, Penny, and Runt?”

“With Runt being the biggest dog I’ve ever seen?”

Sam grinned, parked. “Who knew he just needed some TLC?”

The dogs charged Ivy as she got out of the truck. She gave them a low firm command and they all sat down.

Sam came around the side of the truck to join her. “They’ve always listened to you.”

“They’re good dogs.” She glanced at Sam as they walked to the stable. “How did it go getting Scotch back? No problems?”

“No problem at all. Kruse knew you’d be glad to have Scotch with you.”

The dogs entered the stable with them, tails wagging. They knew they had to behave around the horses. Ivy spotted Scotch even as he gave her an impatient neigh.

“Hey, you,” she said, going to his stall and rubbing his nose. “Long time no see,” she added, giving him another rub, even as she checked out his stall, pleased to see he had hay and feed, along with a water bucket.

“Billy made sure to bring some of the feed from Kruse’s here so we can introduce Scotch to the new feed gradually,” Sam said. “Scotch’s tack is in our tack room for now. Figured you’d want it there.”

“That’s great.”

“Let me give you a quick tour around, as a few things changed since the last time you were here.”

Sam walked her through the big barn, around the enclosed ring, pointing out feed room, tack room, and a caddy box with brushes and combs. “I have a feeling I know what you’ll be doing in the morning.”

“I’m almost tempted to sleep in here.”

Sam grinned. “And you probably would if I said you couldn’t, so I won’t do that. But I could make you some tea or instant hot chocolate and send you up to your comfortable bed with something warm to drink.”

“I do like my hot cocoa.”

“I know you do.” He slung his arm around her neck. “Let’s make that hot cocoa and call it a night.”

In the kitchen, while the milk warmed on the stove, Ivy leaned against the counter, and read through her emails on her phone, before sending one to Ashley’s parents letting them know she was available to visit Saturday or Sunday. She didn’t have to be to work until five Saturday, and she was off Sunday but wasn’t sure of the Wyatts’ plans as she was staying with them for now.

Sam found two mugs—a Santa mug for her and a simple brown mug for him—and got out the hot chocolate mix, spoons, and a half-empty bag of marshmallows.

When the milk began simmering, Ivy put her phone away and focused on the milk so it wouldn’t burn. She waited until it turned to a slow boil and then pulled it off the burner. As she measured out the cocoa powder she glanced up and found Sam watching her intently, so intently she flushed.

“Am I doing something wrong?” she asked, suddenly shy.

“No.” His voice sounded unusually deep in the quiet kitchen. “Just like seeing you here. Brings back a lot of memories.”

“We had a lot of good times together,” she said carefully, as she stirred first one cup and then the other, dissolving the powder into the steaming milk. “I’m glad we can be… friends. For awhile there, I thought I had lost you.”

“Just had to keep my distance,” he said.

A thick lump filled her throat making it hard to swallow. She looked up at him, emotions all over the place. “Did you?”

“It’s what you wanted.”

But it wasn’t what she’d wanted. She’d wanted him. Only she’d wanted him to be more open, more affectionate, more… everything… she supposed. “Thank you for being in my corner now.”

“I’ve always been in your corner.”

She blinked, keeping the emotion in check. “One marshmallow or two?”

“Two. It’s a special night.”

“Is it?” she asked, handing him his cup.

“Yes. We’re celebrating Scotch, and you, and all the wonderful things that will be happening in the new year.”

“You think wonderful things will happen?”

“You said you wanted to get your own place.”

“Yes, but that’s going to take some time. I’m not in a good place financially, but I’m getting better.”

“You have debt?”

“Yes.”

“A lot?”

“More than I ever wanted.”

“How? Where?”

The Santa mug was hot and she lifted it by the handle. “To all the credit card companies, I guess.”

“You were never a big spender.”

“I know. But there are my truck repairs and vet bills for Scotch, plus other stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

She struggled to find the words. “Wes put a lot on my credit cards. I didn’t know it at first. But he filled up the cards so I couldn’t.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I think it was yet another way he forced me to be dependent on him.”

“Ivy.”

He sounded so disappointed that it made her chest squeeze. “Don’t be mad.” She set her mug down and went to him, standing close enough that she could hook her fingers over his belt. “I messed up and I was too ashamed—”

“No more of that,” he interrupted, wrapping an arm around her and bringing her up against him, thigh to thigh, chest to breast. She could feel his warmth and smell that scent that was only Sam. His hand stroked the length of her back, comforting her, and yet she felt more than comfort, she felt hunger. “Sam?” she whispered, tipping her head back.

She knew an instant before their lips met that he intended to kiss her and she was glad. Ever since yesterday, she’d craved another kiss, a real kiss this time, like the ones he used to give her, the ones that said she was his and only his.

His mouth slowly, very slowly covered hers, his lips cool but firm. He drew her even closer against him, the hard plane of his chest pressing against her breasts, his thigh shifting between her knees. She felt sensation everywhere, from the roughness of his jaw, to the tingling in her lips, to the clasp of his hands low on her hips. She’d forgotten how big he was, how muscular, and as his lips traveled across hers, drawing a hungry response, she felt almost desperate.

She sighed with pleasure as the kiss deepened, welcoming the heat and flick of his tongue against her lips, and then stroking the inside of her bottom lip.

Nerve endings danced, and she shuddered with pleasure as he cupped her butt, holding her firmly against the ridge in his Wranglers.

There had been so much passion between them, so much love. She wanted that passion back. She wanted everything she’d lost. Ivy gave herself up to the kiss, heat coiling in her middle, heat and urgency and a physical craving that left her breathless. Her hands slid up from his belt to his chest, savoring the feel of him. Hers, she thought, giving herself over to him, her man. Her heart. Always.

Suddenly the tap of a cane could be heard and the overhead kitchen light snapped on.

Sam and Ivy stepped apart but not before Summer Wyatt stood in the doorway, not looking happy at all. “We don’t do this here,” she said. “You know the rules.”

Sam sighed. “I’m not a teenager, Mom, and it was just a kiss.”

“One kiss leads to another, and I’m not comfortable with any of my sons having sex under my roof—”

“Mom.”

“Not until you’re married. Once you’re married, it’s a different story.” Summer looked over to Ivy. “Sex leads to babies, and I don’t think either of you are ready for that. Good night.”

She slowly used her cane to walk out of the kitchen for the stairs.

Ivy reached for her cocoa, now not so hot, and took a gulp. That was horrible. She felt all of fifteen again.

“Where was she?” Ivy said, as an upstairs bedroom door closed. “I didn’t hear her approach.”

“She must have been in the family room, waiting up. She and Grandad have a tendency to do that.”

“You guys are adults.”

“Yeah, but she’s pretty old-fashioned when it comes to sex and marriage.”

“But we did—”

“She doesn’t know that,” Sam answered, voice pitched low.

Ivy rolled her eyes even as she sipped her cocoa. “Oh, come on! She doesn’t think her very sexy, very alpha sons have sex?”

“For her, the worst thing that could happen is for one of us to get a girl pregnant without being married.”

“Doesn’t she want to be a grandmother?”

“Not that way.”
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Ivy did not sleep well, despite Joe’s very comfortable bed. She dreamed about Sam, and kissing Sam, and in the dream she was his girlfriend again and she was so happy. And when she woke from that dream and discovered it was almost five in the morning, and just a dream, Ivy felt as if a lead weight had dropped on her chest.

The dream had been so good… she’d hoped it was real.

She turned over, burying her face in her pillow and wrestled with all the emotions rushing through her.

She wanted her old life back, the one that included Sam and her mother. She wanted just one more Christmas with Mom. She wanted just one more chance to tell her how much she loved her. She wanted just one day of being happy, and realizing how lucky she was, and how much she had to be grateful for. A great boyfriend. An amazing mom. A wonderful life.

But she wasn’t going to get her mom back, and she wasn’t going to have her old life back. The only thing she could do was keep moving forward and do her best to learn from her mistakes.

Ivy left bed, dressed, and downstairs in the kitchen, discovered there was already a pot of coffee made, even though it wasn’t even five fifteen. She had a feeling Grandad was up, and so she poured herself some coffee in an old mug and quietly left the house, to walk across the crunchy snow toward the barn, her breath clouding in the air. The moon was still up, and the temperature was freezing, but she had her gloves on and a cup of coffee and soon she’d be in the stable and all would be well.

The dogs came flying from the barn, enthusiastically greeting her. She snapped her fingers sharply, uttering a quiet No. They stopped barking and padded along beside her as she crossed the rest of the yard. Opening the stable door, Ivy felt the immediate temperature change. The stables were heated to keep the horses comfortable. Scotch wasn’t very awake when Ivy reached his stall. He gave her a look that seemed almost indignant, and sipping her coffee, she gave him a pat. “Don’t be so grouchy,” she said, turning away to explore the barn.

There were twelve stalls, and eight were filled. Ivy peeked into the tack room again, wanting to become more familiar with how everything was stored, and then the feed room, the hay room, and finally she pushed open the big sliding door to the arena. The arena wasn’t as warm as the stables, but it wasn’t as frigid as outside, either. Scotch would enjoy getting a workout in here.

She returned to Scotch’s stall and fed him and refilled his water bucket. He nudged her with his nose while she cleaned his stall, replacing his bedding and removing his blanket as he’d get a clean blanket tonight.

The barn and stables had been built years ago, constructed by Melvin, not for his grandsons but his two sons, JC and Samuel, as they’d competed together in rodeos since teenagers, and both went pro the same year. Melvin’s sons didn’t just compete together; they had died together, too.

JC, Summer’s husband, and his younger brother, Samuel, had been on the way to a rodeo in Cheyenne, when a huge rig took them out. JC had died at the scene. Samuel died two days later in the hospital. Ivy couldn’t imagine how awful it must have been for Melvin, losing his only children like that, or for Summer, being widowed with four young boys.

Scotch huffed in her ear, impatient to be out of the stall, and Ivy laughed, giving him a nudge with her shoulder to make him move so she could step around him. “You are so demanding,” she said, exiting the stall. “I’ll be back soon to take you out. Don’t cause any trouble.”

She set to work cleaning Scotch’s tack, trying hard not to look at Belle’s which she’d kept. Just seeing Belle’s tack made her feel wistful. She missed her girl, but Ivy was also proud that she’d done something to help Ashley when others couldn’t. Her mom would be proud, too. She had always done a lot to help others, especially in the Custer community.

“So many heavy sighs,” Melvin Wyatt said, appearing at her side.

She pushed back her long braid and gave him a crooked smile. “Sorry. Didn’t think anyone else was in here.”

“I’m not bothered. But it sounds like you are.” He folded his arms over his thick coat. “Feel like talking?”

“Just thinking about my mom. Wishing she were around. I still miss her a lot.”

“She hasn’t been gone that long.”

“Two years.”

“Took me a long time to accept that Nellie, my wife, was gone, and then my boys. Nellie was sick, so I knew her death was coming. But the boys, that happened so fast. Didn’t see it coming. Couldn’t wrap my head around it. Didn’t want to.”

“Sam’s named for your Samuel.”

Melvin nodded. “JC and Samuel were best friends. Not at all surprised that JC named one of his boys after his brother.”

“Are they much alike, Samuel and Sam?”

“No. Tommy reminds me a lot of Samuel. Samuel was full of fun, maybe too much fun. Laid back, easygoing, he loved to laugh and have a good time.”

“That definitely doesn’t sound like Sam.”

“Sam’s a man of his word. You can rely on him. Even if he isn’t as social as his brothers, he’s loyal and responsible. A solid family man.”

Ivy liked Sam’s grandfather. She liked him a whole lot. “Was he hurt when I broke up with him?”

“He’s a private person, but we all knew it was a difficult time for him.”

“I didn’t think that would be it. I thought he’d come after me.”

“Sam’s blunt and straightforward. He probably thought you were serious and wanted out of the relationship.”

A lump filled her throat and she looked away. “I don’t even remember all the details anymore. So many things have happened since then.”

“That’s why it’s good just to go forward. Looking to the past, wanting what’s gone, it doesn’t change anything, just makes it harder to accept the facts.”

There were a dozen things she wanted to say, but didn’t. Instead, she looked at the older man, remembering how she’d hoped he’d become her grandfather. She’d never had a grandfather. “Thank you for letting me come here,” she said huskily. “I really do appreciate it.”

“I know you do.” He paused and gave her a faint smile, blue gaze warm. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Ivy. That also accomplishes nothing.”


Chapter Six


Sam endured a brief, but tense, conversation with his mom before leaving the house to go find Ivy. His mom could be ridiculous sometimes, and now was one of those times, but he wasn’t about to argue with her and upset the whole family, just before Christmas, never mind Mom’s birthday in three days.

Sam found Ivy in the ring with Scotch, taking Scotch through his paces. Scotch had an abundance of energy and attitude this morning. His ears were forward, his tail was up, and he wanted to go hard, but Ivy was holding back.

She needed to let him run, though. Scotch was full of vim and vinegar, as Grandad would say, and the best way to handle his excessive enthusiasm was to work him out. Exhaust him a bit. But for some reason Ivy didn’t look as comfortable in the saddle as she normally did. He wondered just how long it had been since she’d ridden him.

Sam grabbed a folding chair and turned it around, sitting on it backward. Ivy had always been slim, but she looked downright thin from a distance. He knew she watched her weight so that she could remain competitive, but he suspected her thinness was due to stress rather than dieting.

Thinking of her being stressed made him think of Wes and thinking of Wes made Sam’s temper spike. He seethed now, watching Ivy go round the ring, remembering her terrible little room at Joan’s, as well as her hours at the bar. Sam hated her working at the Wolf Den, and not just because of Wes. She took the late shift and closed too many nights on her own. It just wasn’t safe, and he wasn’t the only one who felt that way. No one in his family approved, but that wouldn’t make a good argument. Ivy, he knew from experience, didn’t like being told what to do.

Ivy must have finally spotted him, because she turned Scotch his way, and cantered over.

“How long have you been sitting there?” she asked, breathing quickly, cheeks flushed, eyes bright.

“Not that long.” Sam rose and closed the distance between them to scratch Scotch’s forehead and then his cheek. When Sam stopped, Scotch shoved his muzzle into Sam’s hand, demanding more.

“Scotch is greedy for attention today,” Ivy said, shaking her head. “He’s being a bit of a brat.”

“He’s glad to have you back,” Sam answered. “He was practically two-stepping around the ring.”

Ivy unzipped her chocolate-colored vest to cool down. “Oh yeah, he thinks he’s the boss.” She leaned forward to pat Scotch’s neck. “But we’re going to break you of that, big boy, aren’t we?”

“Good luck,” Sam answered. “It’s a guy thing.”

Ivy looked at Sam, lips curving, dark eyebrow arching. “Don’t I know?”

Heat surged through Sam, heat and desire, along with a whole host of complicated emotions. At one point, Ivy had brought out the best in him, and then the breakup had brought out the worst, and he wasn’t sure he ever wanted back on that roller coaster. Feelings were fine. Heartbreak wasn’t. “Did you ever hear back from Ashley’s parents?”

“I haven’t checked my email this morning, but I can.”

“Have you had breakfast?” he asked.

“No, just coffee.”

“I was going to make some scrambled eggs. Want some?”

“Making bacon?”

“Are you making bacon?” he retorted.

She laughed. “I guess I am.”

“What time do you work tonight?”

“I need to be there by five, but I wanted to stop by the garage before they close so they can get the repair started.”

Sam knew if there ever was a time to press the issue about working at the Wolf Den, it was now. “You don’t have to work at the bar, you know. We can find you work somewhere else.”

“I owe George, though. He was good about giving me yesterday off.”

“You don’t owe George anything. And you don’t owe Wes. And you don’t owe me. You owe yourself, Ivy. It’s time you put yourself first and took care of you. Working at the Wolf Den isn’t good for you.”

“It’s not bad—”

“Answer me this, then. How would your mom feel about you working there?”

Ivy averted her face, chin lifting a fraction.

“Come on,” he persisted. “The truth. How would she feel?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Ivy said lowly. “She’s gone.”

“She’s with you still. She poured herself into you. Honor her by doing what’s best for you.”

Ivy swung her leg over Scotch’s back and jumped down. “I have to work today. I won’t leave George in the lurch.”

“Can you give him notice today then? He can find others to work—” Sam saw she was about to interrupt and he continued firmly, “Even if he says he can’t. He’s owned that bar for twenty-some years. He knows how to find, and train, a new bartender, trust me.” He held his hand out to her. “But first, how about those eggs?”

Ivy took a quick shower and headed back downstairs to a kitchen smelling of bacon and toast. “I thought I was going to help,” she said, seeing that the eggs were scrambled and heaped in the skillet, bacon draining on a paper towel, and a stack of buttered toast on a plate.

“Sophie gave me a hand,” Sam said, nodding toward the hall. “She saw me burning the first batch of bacon so she pitched in.”

“You didn’t have to do it all. You could have waited.” Ivy reached for plates on the counter and handed him one. “Unless you’re trying to rush off some place?”

“Not rush anywhere,” Sam said, scooping eggs onto her plate and then his. “But there is something Mom talked to me about, and is hoping we’ll do.”

She’d just snagged a strip of bacon and munched on it. “What?”

He carefully added toast and bacon to his own plate before heading to the table. He set his plate down and then held a chair out for her.

She put her plate on the table and sat down. “What does she want us to do, Sam?”

“Move you down to Joe and Sophie’s place.”

Ivy frowned and lowered the next bite of bacon back to her plate. “This is about last night, isn’t it?”

“She thinks we’ll have less temptation if you’re there.”

“I’m not sleeping with you, Sam. Did you tell her that?”

“You don’t say something like that to Mom. You just respect her rules and not make things more uncomfortable.”

“So she hates me.”

Sam laughed. “She doesn’t hate you. She blames me. That’s why she’s moving you away from me.”

“Maybe I should just move back to town.”

“No.” He wasn’t even smiling anymore. “That’s not an option.”

“I feel so awkward.”

“Don’t. It’s not a big deal, and Sophie’s super excited you’ll be staying at the house with them. She said you’re their first guest.”
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After breakfast Sam moved all of Ivy’s things from Joe’s room down to Sophie and Joe’s new house, while Sophie showed Ivy around the stylish log cabin she and Joe had built over the summer. It was a handsome two story with soaring beam ceilings and an open floor plan on the main level, the big kitchen opening to the great room with a long dining table in between. There were windows everywhere on all four sides and sunlight streamed in, the lovely winter light pooling on the wide plank floor.

Joe and Sophie had their own Christmas tree and wreaths hung in all the windows. Tall crimson pillar candles and more fresh green boughs covered the mantel. There were stockings hanging from the hearth, old-fashioned knit stockings with the names Joe and Sophie stitched on them. The whole house looked like something out of a magazine, beautiful, and elegant, rustic and luxurious at same time. Ivy exhaled, relaxing a little. Maybe staying here wouldn’t be such a punishment after all.

Sophie continued the tour upstairs, showing Ivy a glimpse of the master bedroom and then a room down the hall that would one day be the nursery, and then another room at the far end of the hall that was their guest room.

The guest room featured a four-poster, rough-hewn log bed, with a thick red and white checked quilt. The shams were red and white as well, a mix of patterns that looked a little Scandinavian, and a whole lot of charming. More sunlight spilled through the tall windows giving her a view of trees and mountains and the dark blue Yellowstone River below.

Sophie crossed the floor and opened another door before flipping on the light. “Your own bathroom. It’s got a tub and a shower, because Joe and I couldn’t agree which was more important so, you have a little less closet, but you have more choices for bathing.”

“This is wonderful,” Ivy said huskily.

“So glad you like it. As I think Sam told you, you’re our first guest.”

“Will Sam’s mom ever like me again?”

“She still likes you.”

“I’ve been banished.”

Sophie laughed. “I was banished, too. Sent down the mountain to Marietta.”

“Were you really?”

“Yes. And I was given a very frosty reception for a long time.”

“But you two get along so well now.”

“You and Summer will be just fine. Trust me.” And then Sophie wrapped her arms around Ivy, and gave her a big hug. “Just know I’m glad you’re here.” She drew back and smiled into Ivy’s eyes, before letting go. “Those Wyatt boys can be challenging. I needed another girl on my team, and I didn’t get just any girl, but one of the best barrel racers in the country.”

“Somebody is doing too much talking,” Ivy answered.

“I looked you up online, too. You’ve qualified twice for national finals in Las Vegas, the second time just two years ago. Apparently you were on fire.”

“It was a good year. Competing, at least.” Because it was also the year her mom died, and instead of being with her mom, she was traveling all over the country barrel racing.

“You’ll be back in Las Vegas soon. Mark my words. You’ll be there next year. And if you are, I want to go and watch you compete. I’m still kicking myself that I wasn’t in Las Vegas to watch all the boys this year. It would have been awesome to see Sam get his first world title.”

“Yeah.” Ivy bundled her arms across her chest, and glanced around her room. “Can I please give you some money, to help cover some of the utilities while I’m staying here? I feel bad just crashing your place—”

“No! We don’t want your money, and we won’t take it. Even if you stayed for six months, we wouldn’t charge you a single thing.”

“I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

“You’re not. You’re a friend of Sam’s, and we’re glad to have you here.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You said plenty. It’s good to help friends.” Sophie headed to the door. “Since Sam has brought everything over, I’ll leave you alone to unpack and settle in. Shout if you need anything, okay?”

Then Sophie was gone and Ivy stood in the middle of her new room trying to decide what to unpack first. But honestly, she didn’t feel like unpacking. She just wanted to get her truck and drive, and drive some more. It seemed as if she’d been locked down forever and she missed freedom and travel and the wide-open road.

A firm knock sounded on her open door and she glanced up. Sam stood in the doorway. “How are you doing?” he asked.

“Okay. How about you?”

“Thinking I might head out, do some Christmas shopping, grab lunch somewhere. Want to go with me?”

“Yes.” She didn’t even hesitate. “I was just thinking I need to go, get out, do something.”

“Have you heard from Ashley’s parents yet?”

“They’re hoping I could come see Ashley tomorrow. Today she has a lot of physical therapy and they think she’ll be too tired for a visit this afternoon.”

“So you’re free until work?”

She nodded. “I just want to stop by the garage, pay for my truck, and I’m free until work.”

“When can you leave?”

“Let me just get my money and coat and we can leave now.”

“Meet you downstairs,” he said, before leaving.

Ivy pulled her aluminum hatbox down from the closet shelf and opened it. It was empty. She didn’t understand. Maybe she’d taken down the wrong hatbox. She took down the other one. Same.

She stared at the two open hat boxes on her bed. There was no mistake. Her money was gone. Every bill, whether a five, ten, twenty, or one hundred dollars, was gone.

Ivy dug through her empty duffel bag, and then checked her suitcase. She looked inside her boots. Checked drawers. Checked coat pockets. But nothing. Her money, all her savings, were gone.

She was still tearing her things apart when Sam returned. “Hey,” he said, “thought we were heading out.”

She sat back on her heels. “My money’s gone,” she choked. “Every bit of it.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. I kept it in my silver hatbox. And Sam, I had thousands saved. Over four thousand.”

“When was the last time you saw it?”

“I counted it just a few days ago. Checking to see if I had enough for my truck, and I almost did. But now it’s all gone.”

“Did Joan have access to your room?”

“I would lock my door but I have a feeling she had a key. Sometimes things would be moved around a little bit, but I didn’t think she knew about my money. I thought I’d hid it pretty well.”

“This is why people use banks, Ivy.”

“Thanks, Sam. Super helpful.” She rose, and closed the open hatboxes and put them away on the closet shelf before folding the duffel bag and sticking that under her bed. “Go without me,” she said lowly. “I can’t pay off the truck now. There’s no point in me going to Marietta.”

“I’ll pay for your truck, you pay me back.”

“With what? Scotch? He’s all I have left.”

Sam’s gaze met hers and held. “I know you’re mad, but I’m not the enemy.”

“No. I am! I’m an idiot—”

“Stop. Get your coat, get your purse, and whatever you’ll need for work. We’re getting out of here. Now.”

As Ivy headed down the stairs with Sam, she caught a glimpse of Joe in the big open kitchen with Sophie. His arms were around his wife’s waist, and he’d said something to make her laugh, and the next moment they were kissing.

She felt a pang seeing Joe and Sophie’s happiness. Sam had noticed as well. “They’re definitely in the honeymoon stage,” Sam said, closing the front door behind them. “But it took some time for them to get there. They apparently had a rough start.”

“Sophie said your mom was tough on her at first,” Ivy said as they walked to Sam’s truck parked next to the fleet of other trucks in the large gravel driveway. “I guess she made Sophie stay in town?”

“I don’t know much about that, but yeah, Mom wasn’t thrilled Joe found his wife through an ad.”

“But then he and Sophie fell in love.”

“Thank goodness, because before Sophie arrived, Joe was a miserable sod. Last Christmas he was so irritable and unhappy none of us wanted to be around him, and this year, he’s practically Father Christmas.”

“It’s sweet. I love how festive their house is,” she said, climbing into the passenger side.

He closed the door behind her and then headed to the driver’s side. “That’s all Sophie’s magic,” he said, getting behind the wheel. “She went a little crazy there and here. She was the one that found our old stockings in the attic and got Joe to put up the big tree. She wanted Grandad and Mom to have a traditional Christmas when all the boys came home.” Sam fell silent, and then turned to look at Ivy. “Think confronting Joan will do any good?”

Ivy shook her head. “She’ll just deny it.”

Sam started the engine and gave it a moment to warm up. “Has she taken things from you before?”

“Not outright steal, but she’d use things I’d bought and never replace them. Any food I put in the fridge was fair game.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Sam. You have no reason to apologize.”

“I can be sorry this happened.”

“True. Because I’m sorry, too.”

“Let’s go pay for your truck. We can figure out the logistics of paying me back later.” He flashed a smile and shifted into reverse, backing up. “It’s not as if I don’t know where to find you.”

“Very true.” She hesitated. “And I’d appreciate the loan, if you really don’t mind. I was so excited to get my truck again.”

“I couldn’t last a day without my truck. I get it.” He shifted into drive and they headed past Sophie and Joe’s and on down the Wyatt’s private road.

“Sophie comes from a big family, doesn’t she?”

“Yes. She loves to spoil Joe, and enjoys taking care of Mom and Grandad. Family is important to her.”

Ivy felt an envious pang. The Wyatt house was never quiet. There was always something interesting happening. “Family is important to me, too. I just had a much smaller family.”

“You and your mom were really close. I’ve never been close with my mom.”

“That’s probably because you prefer your own company.”

“I do, some of the time.” He shot her a quick glance. “But you’re good company. Some of the best actually.”

“Christmas at my house was so different from what you do at your house. We didn’t have a big tree. We didn’t have a lot of gifts.”

“Did you have one of those tabletop trees?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, and all the ornaments were horse related. Every single one of them. I didn’t think that was weird until now.”

“What’s weird about it? You were horse people, so of course you had a horse themed tree.”

“When I was little I’d even set up a manger scene beneath the tree—with Joseph, Mary, baby Jesus in a wooden stable, surrounded by a dozen plastic horses. No sheep or cows or camels for me. Just horses keeping watch.”

Sam laughed. “I know far more about you now than I did when we were together.”

“We were always so focused on training, travel, and competing that it was tough finding time to just hang out and talk.”

He didn’t say anything and Ivy wondered if she shouldn’t have said that. And just when she was certain she’d upset him, he said, “There’s something to be said for just being friends… for just being yourself. Platonic relationships don’t have all the added pressure of romantic ones.”

Suddenly Ivy didn’t know where to look, or what to do, or what to feel. There were moments—like this—where Sam felt like hers again, where she and Sam were comfortable and close, and they could talk about everything. “Speaking of romantic relationships, are you dating anyone right now?” she asked.

“I’ve been very casually dating,” he answered, “but nothing that I’d call a relationship, and certainly nothing exclusive.”

“So there’s no girl who will be upset that I’m staying at your house over the holidays?”

“I’ve never cheated on you, Ivy, nor anyone else. That’s not who I am.”

“So our kiss last night…” She looked at him, hoping he’d jump in but Sam said nothing.

He lifted a brow, waiting.

Heat rushed through her, warming her face. “That kiss…”

“Yes?”

“It didn’t feel… platonic.”

“No?”

“No. It felt… amazing.”

“Hmm. So less heat the next time? Maybe less tongue?”

Ivy burst out laughing. She reached over to slug Sam’s arm. “Oh, my gosh. Sam.”

“What?” he asked innocently.

“Nothing,” she spluttered, face hot, lips twitching because it was ridiculous how much she loved this Sam. He was everything to her. Still.

Heart tender, Ivy turned her head, focused on the scenery beyond the truck window, trying to control her chaotic emotions because she couldn’t pretend that he didn’t matter to her. She couldn’t pretend that she didn’t want what she had lost. Love.

Sam.

Sam’s love.

A coyote suddenly darted across the road, and Sam braked, and then as it disappeared into the brush, he began driving again. They were descending back into the valley, and she watched the narrow road framed with clusters of aspens, oak, and pine. The Wyatt Ranch was high up in the Absaroka mountain range, their property nestled beneath the high, craggy peaks.

The Wyatts had a lot of land, beautiful land, with breathtaking views of the valley below. Even now she marveled at the beauty of Paradise Valley. “I’m a Montana girl through and through, but Paradise Valley is probably my favorite part of Montana. It’s so beautiful, and I love being this close to Yellowstone. From Custer it was a three and a half hour drive. Here, you’re just twenty minutes away.”

“To the North Gate.”

“Yes, but then it’s an easy drive to Lamar Valley and the huge herds of buffalo.”

“We could do that one day. Maybe after Christmas?” he suggested.

“Won’t you be gone to close on your new place?”

“I’d only be gone a day. I’m not moving in immediately. The house on the property needs some work.”

“So you’re coming back here?”

He glanced at her, a smile in his blue eyes. “Do you mind?”

She blushed again, everything inside of her all jangly and sensitive. “No.”

“We could train together, get ready for the new year.”

Ivy crossed one leg over the other at the knee and wrapped her hands around her knee. “I’d do better working at the Wolf Den. I’d make money faster. I’m out of shape, and Scotch is out of shape. With my savings gone, I can’t take any risks.”

“If your money wasn’t gone, what would you do?”

“I’d lease a place outside Marietta. I want a place with a barn and acreage.”

“How many acres are you wanting?”

“At least ten. Twenty would be ideal.”

“How many horses would you want to board and train?”

“The goal is eight or nine, but I’d be happy to start with four.”

“You’ve crunched all your numbers?”

“I know this stuff. It’s what Mom and I did together. I’m just going to do it on my own now.” She hesitated. “I shouldn’t have sold her business and rented her place out. I should have just settled down there and continued what she’d started.”

“That’s not what she would have wanted for you.”

Ivy shrugged. “She loved watching me ride. She loved following my career, but it was never meant to be my whole life. I far prefer training over competing.”

“Do you?”

“Competing is grueling. If you don’t have a team, or family members who can travel with you and help out with everything, it’s just too much.”

“Wes used to travel with you.”

She felt like she’d swallowed a rock. “Yes.”

“It must have helped when he handled things, at least in the beginning?”

“It did. And it felt good to have him driving me, and helping make sure the horses were getting all the right veterinarian care, but it wasn’t long before I discovered there was a price to be paid for having him help. I wasn’t used to being told what to do. I wasn’t used to being told to be quiet. I wasn’t used to having someone decide which events I’d enter, and what horse I would ride—”

“He would do that?”

“That was probably the worst part of it. I know my horses, and I know where they’ll do best, and when they’ll do best. Belle’s my girl, but like any mare, she can be moody, and there are times she shouldn’t be competing. Same with Scotch, there are some places he just doesn’t ride well at, and I know those places, and I know what Scotch needs to perform at his best.”

“Wes is a cattle stock contractor. He knows nothing about horses.”

“I know. But he read some magazines and talked to some folks and thought he was a hotshot.” Ivy shrugged. “The worse thing I could do was contradict him in public. That always ended badly. Every single time.”

“The moment you realized what you were dealing with, why didn’t you just leave?”

She made a soft huffing sound. “I couldn’t,” she said even more quietly. “And I don’t even know why. I was just… numb. Stuck.”

“How did you finally make the break?”

“He had a big meeting in Denver. I was supposed to be heading to a rodeo in Texas. He put me in the truck, said he’d see me soon—”

“Because he was going to meet you after his meeting wrapped?” Sam guessed.

She nodded. “Once I hit the highway, I headed north instead of south, and kept driving through Utah and Idaho until I reached Polson. I spent a few days with Jill Snyder, the Montana Circuit Director, told her a little bit about my situation, and she helped me find the job at the Kruse ranch.”

“So she knows about Wes?”

“She knows that I didn’t want him to find me, and she knew that’s why I wasn’t going to be competing the rest of this year.”

“She should have done more to help you.”

“She did plenty. This was my problem, not hers.”
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They were nearing Marietta and Sam took the exit off Highway 89 that was closest to the Wolf Den, as that was also where the garage was. Sam got out with Ivy, and then rather than go make the payment himself, he handed her his credit card. “Let me know if I’m needed,” he said.

She nodded and disappeared inside the office.

Sam waited just outside, wanting to be available in case there was a problem, but at the same time not wanting to crowd her. Wes had done enough of that.

He looked over the rack of real estate and land brochures outside the garage. He picked up one and flipped through it, looking to see how much horse property in the area would cost. He’d never really priced property in Crawford or Park counties but knew this part of Montana was definitely more expensive than northeast, or east past Billings.

A couple ranches caught his eye. They were for sale, not lease, and one was huge and priced accordingly, and another was decently priced but it was hilly terrain and not suitable for horses. But there were a couple smaller places, places with both stables and barn. One that looked rather promising was just north of Livingston, and another on the way to Bozeman.

Maybe they should drive and visit both. Maybe there were a few other places they could check out, too. They really had nothing else to do today.

Ivy appeared, smiling. She handed him his credit card back. “Truck will be ready Tuesday before five. Thank you so much.”

“Happy to do it.”

“So, what do we do now?” she asked.

He flipped the glossy magazine over and showed her the cover. “How about we go check out some properties? Show me what you’ve been looking at, and maybe there are a couple in here you might find interesting.”

“I don’t think those are for lease.”

“No, but it’d be interesting to see what a place would cost, if you wanted to buy some day.”

“I do like it here,” she agreed. “But I won’t have enough to buy here, not for years.”

“You would if you sold your mom’s place.”

A tiny muscle pulled in Ivy’s jaw and emotion darkened her eyes. “I’ve thought about that, but I don’t know. It’s really all I have left of her.”

“Then why don’t you live there?”

“Because I’d be lonely. I haven’t lived in Custer in years. And then I’ve my tenants. It’s a long-term lease.”

“How long? Ten years? Twenty?”

“No. I think it’s four.”

“So you still have two years left on the lease, and then you could live there.”

She looked away, her gaze sweeping the Gallatin Range with prominent Copper Mountain in the foreground. “Custer was fine growing up, but it’s not Marietta.” She looked back at Sam. “Little by little, this place has started to feel like home.” The corners of her mouth lifted. “I never anticipated wanting to stay here, but helping Ashley, and working with Hope, and then coaching Kat after school—”

“Whose Kat?”

“A student at Marietta High. She loves horses and wanted to know more about barrel racing, not sure if it would be something she’d like. So I worked with her a couple times a week for a month, introducing her to the sport.”

“What did she decide?”

“That it wasn’t for her, and she’s glad she found out before she invested too much more time or money into it.”

“How much did you charge per hour?”

Ivy blushed. “I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Her parents offered, but I didn’t want money. I just wanted to help her. It feels good to contribute, you know?”

“Your time is valuable, Ivy. It’s okay to charge for it—”

“I know, and I will. Once I have my place, I most definitely will. Right now, I’m just building relationships. Making a name for myself.”

“I won’t argue with that.” He handed her the real estate magazines. “See if there’s any place in one of these that would be worth a look. I’d be fun to just drive around, pretend we’re shopping.”

“You’ve already done your shopping.”

“But you haven’t, and I love land. Why not have some fun?”

They spent two hours driving, checking out properties listed in the magazines, as well as other properties they found online. They didn’t actually go inside any of the houses or barns, but they drove back roads, frontage roads, and down quite a few private roads to get a feel for the property, its boundaries, its access, as well as neighbors. There were some places that didn’t appeal at all, and there were others that made Ivy’s expression light up as she scribbled notes into a tiny notebook in her purse.

“What are you writing down?” Sam asked her at one point.

“Just the stuff I like, or the stuff I’d like to have at my place.” She held up one of the magazines with a full-page ad. “Like this place, I love everything about this place. I’d lift it up and set it down here if I could.”

“Where is it?”

“Clyde Park.”

“That’s not that far.”

“It’s not Marietta. I want to be part of the community, the way my mom was part of Custer.”

“So what does this place near Clyde Park have that you like?”

“Everything. Flat acreage, state-of-the-art stable for twenty horses, full indoor barn with heated wash racks, cross ties with stall mats, full tack room, wash/dryer, lounge room with viewing window to indoor arena, restroom, and a manager’s office.” She looked up at Sam, awed. “Imagine. How amazing is that?”

“But no outdoor training space?”

“Let me keep reading. A huge outdoor arena with deep sand footing, plus a horse car wash.”

“What about the house?”

“Four bedrooms, four and a half bath, three-car garage plus a separate garage for trucks and trailers.”

“How much?”

She laughed. “Millions.”

“How many millions?”

“Too much to even think about, but I love so much of what they’ve done here, and I could do that over time to my place, when I have one. I just need the right land at the right price—” She broke off as her phone rang. Ivy reached into her purse to retrieve it. It was Ashley’s mom calling. Ivy answered. “This is Ivy,” she said.

“Ivy, it’s Lisa Howe. Is there any way you could come see Ashley today? She’s really upset and she won’t talk to me, and she won’t work with her physical therapist.”

“What happened?”

“She wanted to see her horse, and so we pushed her wheelchair out to the stable, and once there, she wouldn’t leave. She just started crying and won’t stop.” Lisa’s voice broke. “I’m so worried. I don’t know how to calm her down.”

“I’ll head there now,” Ivy said, glancing at Sam. He nodded at her. “We’re just north of Livingston, in Grannis, so it’ll take us about forty-five minutes but we’re coming.”

“Thank you.”

Ivy hung up and drew a deep breath.

Sam reached over and took her hand. “I heard a little bit of that,” he said. “Ashley’s mom?”

“Ashley loves horses the way I love horses,” Ivy said.

“Paraplegics can ride horses. There are quite a few programs that use riding as a means of therapy.”

“And there is adaptive equipment, too. I remember reading years ago about engineering students at University of Utah designing assistive tech for spinal cord injured riders. But Ashley’s injury is still very recent, and her parents are afraid, probably overprotective, about allowing Ashley into the saddle again.”

Sam shot her a knowing look. “You disagree.”

“I think if Ashley needs to be in the saddle, you put her in the saddle. I’ve looked up what needs to be done. She’d probably need a seat belt attached to the saddle, as well as some straps, or Velcro, to attach her legs to the stirrups, but on the right horse, she could do very well.”

“As a paraplegic, does she have sufficient core strength?”

“It’s one of the things they would have worked with her on at her rehab facility. Core strength and balance is essential to everything. From what I was reading, the only way to develop that strong core is for her to strengthen existing neural connections and gain muscle memory by regeneration of new connections.”

Sam wasn’t surprised by Ivy’s knowledge, but he was impressed. When Ivy was passionate about something, she put her whole heart into it. “You’ve been doing a lot of research then.”

“I’ve been following Ashley since before the injury. She was an outstanding junior barrel racer. She had a big future before the accident—”

“What did happen? It was a farm accident, but what specifically happened?”

“It was a freak accident. She was driving a tractor, plowing a field for her dad, and the tractor flipped, sending her flying. She broke her back in the fall.”

Sam asked nothing more.
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They reached the Howe’s in Belgrade just after one. Ivy introduced Sam to Ashley’s parents before Lisa walked Ivy out to the barn to Ashley. Ivy stopped Lisa just before they reached the barn. “I’ve got this,” Ivy said. “Let me talk to her on my own.”

“She might not be very nice.”

“That’s okay. If I were in her shoes, I wouldn’t be very nice, either.”

Ivy continued on her own the rest of the way to the barn. “Ashley, it’s Ivy Wyckoff,” Ivy called out as she approached the open barn door. “Can I come in?”

“No.” The voice was muffled and scratchy.

“Can I talk to you from here?”

“Did my parents call you?”

“Yes.”

“Then go away. Because I know what they want you to say. They want you to tell me that it’s unrealistic for me to ever really ride again, and that competing is out.”

“They might want me to say that,” Ivy answered, zipping up her coat and folding her arms over her chest. “But that’s not what I would ever tell you. And that’s not what I planned to tell you tomorrow when I was going to come see you.”

There was silence for a long minute, before Ashley hiccupped. “No?”

Ivy felt a pang for Ashley. “No.” She added, “Because I don’t agree with them.”

“You don’t?”

“No.”

More silence. And then, “Would you help me ride again?”

“Yes.”

Another beat of silence. “Ivy?”

“Yes, love?”

“You can come in.”

A lump filled Ivy’s throat and she blinked as she entered the barn. It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting in the barn, and then she spotted Ashley on the ground, and the wheelchair next to her, on its side. Ashley had drug herself into a sitting position and Ivy took a seat on the ground next to the girl.

For a little bit no one said anything.

“It’s cold,” Ashley said, with a shiver.

“I think a storm is moving in,” Ivy answered. “We’re supposed to get a lot of snow Sunday or Monday.”

Ashley pushed golden-brown bangs off her forehead. Her eyes were puffy, her face blotchy “I hate my wheelchair. I hate that I can’t walk. I hate that everyone looks at me funny at school now.”

“Maybe they’re just sorry you got hurt?”

“But they don’t look at me the way they used to. They look at me and then away, really fast, as if they didn’t see me. As if I’m not really there.”

“I bet your friends don’t.”

“I don’t have any friends anymore.”

“It might not seem like it, but I bet you do. It’s just been hard with you away so long.”

“But I can’t go out and do stuff with them like I used to. They have parties and sleepovers and I’m not invited.”

“Maybe they think you couldn’t manage at their house? Maybe they’re worried they have steps and your wheelchair couldn’t get up them, or that their bathroom is too small—”

“How do you know this stuff?”

“My mom had a really good friend in Custer who was in a wheelchair. She got hurt in a car accident and was left paralyzed. She was a single mom like my mom, and so we did things together. Some holidays we’d go see her, and other times she and her kids would come to our house. It gave me a chance to see how she did things.”

“She was a mom?”

Ivy nodded. “She had three kids.”

“And she could take care of them?”

“Even in a wheelchair, yes.”

“Did she drive them places?”

“Yes, and she cooked for them, and did their laundry, and dropped them off at school before going to work.”

“Did she drive one of those big vans, or a real car?”

“It was a real car. It just had hand controls so she’d accelerate and brake using her hands, not her feet.”

Ashley thought about this for a little bit. “I want a truck. I’ve always wanted a truck, that way I can still pull my horse and do all the things I want to do.”

“I don’t see why you can’t do that.”

“Where would my wheelchair go? If there’s no one to help me?”

“If my mom’s friend, Cindy, was alone, she’d lean her car seat back and put the wheelchair over her shoulder, behind her.” Ivy smiled at her. “You know, you’ve got an advantage over a lot of girls. You already have a really great core from riding. You just have to keep your strength up, and working on your balance.”

Ashley looked up at her. “When can I ride again?”

“Want me talk to your parents?”

Ashley nodded. “And then I want to train. I want to compete again. I might not be great, but I can try.”

“Yes, you can.”

“Will you help me?”

“I will.”

“And help me barrel race?”

“I’ll talk to your parents.”

“They’ll say no.”

Ivy shrugged. “Leave them to me. I might have some information that will help them think differently. But what if we keep that as our secret for now, and just work on getting you back in the saddle?”

“When?”

“How about after Christmas? That will give me time to check out different saddles and see if there is any special adaptive equipment we need. I want to make sure we’re successful, otherwise your parents will just get worried, and we don’t want them worried. We want them on our team, yes?”

“Yes.” Ashley shivered. “It’s cold.”

“Want to get back in your chair?”

“How come you’re the only one that doesn’t call it a wheelchair.”

Ivy laughed. “Because Cindy never called it a wheelchair, just a chair, or her chair.” She reached over and smoothed Ashley’s long ponytail. “How do you want me to help you? What’s best?”

“Normally I’m supposed to use something to help me push up, but I think I’m too cold.” Ashley’s brow furrowed and she looked anxiously at Ivy. “Do you think you could lift me into my chair? Just this once?”

“Absolutely. Not a problem.” Ivy got to her feet, and righted the wheelchair before crouching next to the girl. “Put your arm around my neck. That’s it. Here we go.”

Ashley was light, far lighter than some of the hay bales she’d had to muscle in her lifetime, and Ivy was able to get her into the wheelchair without much effort.

Ashley wiggled, finding her balance and then adjusted her legs. “I guess I have to go face my parents,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “We had a huge fight.”

“They love you so much, I’m sure they’ve already forgiven you.”

“I know they love me, but I get so mad at them. They just hover all the time.”

“This is hard for them, too. They wish they could make all this go away and they can’t.”

Ashley’s eyes filled with tears. “My dad says that all the time. He says he wishes it was him who got hurt. That it should have been him. But I’m glad it wasn’t him. I don’t know that he could do this. But I can.”

For a second Ivy couldn’t breathe, her chest hot and tender, and then she leaned down and hugged Ashley fiercely. “Yes, you can,” she whispered. “You’ve got this. Just keep fighting. And I’ll fight with you, okay?”

Ashley hugged her back. “Okay.”

They emerged from the barn, Ivy walking next to Ashley as she rolled herself slowly over the uneven ground toward her parents and Sam. And then she got a look at Sam and let out a yelp. “Is that Sam Wyatt?”

Ivy grinned. “Yes.”

“Oh, my gosh. Can I get his autograph?”

Ivy laughed. “I’m sure he’d be happy to give it to you.”


Chapter Seven


Leaving the Howes in Belgrade, Ivy and Sam headed back toward Marietta, stopping for a late lunch in Bozeman. There wasn’t a lot of conversation at first, both contemplative. It wasn’t until they’d finished their sandwiches that Sam asked about what took place in the barn.

Ivy handed her empty plate to the waitress and then looked at Sam. “Ashley’s a teenage girl wanting to believe she’s going to have a normal life, and I did my best to assure her that she could, and that she would.”

“And riding?”

“I want to get her a saddle, one that would allow her to ride, and potentially race. There’s got to be some out there, but until we find the right one, I need to come up with something that would let her ride after Christmas. That’s when I’ve promised to return and start working with her.”

“Don’t you think you need to talk to her parents, get their permission? Her dad seems pretty adamant that they protect her—”

“It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” Ivy interrupted hotly. “She’s already hurt. Her life’s been permanently changed. Don’t hold her back. Let her challenge herself. Let her dream.”

Sam held up his hands. “I’m not the one you’ve got to convince. I just know what he said while you were in there, talking to Ashley.”

“The way I see it is, they either get behind her and make her dreams possible or they use fear to break her spirit.” Ivy tapped the side of her water glass, a restless drumming that revealed her tension. “What would you do, if she was your daughter? Would you let her compete again?”

“It’s a dangerous sport.”

“Preaching to the choir.”

“But most sports have an element of risk. Athletes in every sport get injured. I think about football—Grandad had all of us playing when we were growing up—and now they talk about the lasting damage from concussions, and it might only take one really bad hit to have permanent damage.”

“Right. So, what would you do if Ashley was your baby girl and she wanted to get back into her favorite sport?”

Sam stared off across the restaurant, his blue eyes narrowed, deep creases at his eyes. “I’d put her on the horse myself,” he said, turning to look at Ivy. “And drive her to every single rodeo she wanted to enter.”

“What about your career?”

He shrugged. “I’d be happy to give it all up, if it’d allow me to support my daughter.”
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They reached Marietta with a half hour before she needed to start work, and Sam asked if she’d mind if they stopped at the western wear store on Main Street as he wanted her input on his mom’s birthday gift. “I want to get her a vest, something warm and comfortable that she could wear around the house.”

“I don’t know her taste, but I’m happy to help,” she answered.

Inside the store, Sam pulled out a couple different vests and asked Ivy what she thought. Ivy even modeled a few of them for him. “This collar’s too high,” she said about one. “I’d find it annoying if every time I turned my head, it brushed my chin.”

“What about that quilted ivory one? It’s not really thick, but do you think it’d keep her warm?”

Ivy put it on, zipped the black zipper. The vest hit lower than some, reaching mid hip. “I like that it’s got a little style, with the black piping.” She slid her hands into the pockets, which were nice and deep. “The pockets are good, too. You could keep a packet of tissue in them, or a key, or even gloves if need be. I actually like this one at lot.”

“I hear a but, though.”

“I’m not sure it’s your mom. She doesn’t wear a lot of ivory or black. She seems to prefer blues, lavender, and sometimes a soft pink.” Ivy went to the rack and pulled out a vest that was almost an antique rose. “I think this color would look really pretty on her.”

“The zipper’s gold.”

“It’s a feminine vest.” Ivy took off the ivory vest and slid her arms into the pink one. “But look, it’s not bulky, and it has great pockets and the armholes are wide enough that they won’t limit her movement.”

“I’m going to get it.”

“I think she’ll love it.” And then Ivy leaned in to him for a kiss, before realizing just what she was doing. She stopped short of actually touching him, but it was obvious what she’d almost done. “Oops.” She forced a smile. “Looks like I’m getting a little too comfortable with you.”

“I’ve kissed you. Twice. I wouldn’t complain if you kissed me once.”

“But the kisses are confusing. I’m not sure what they mean.”

“I think it means we like each other.”

She turned away, her gaze sweeping the store. “Is there anything else you want to buy while we’re here? I still have a few minutes before I have to be at work.”

“You don’t want to talk about us?”

“We have ten minutes before I start working. I really don’t think now is a good time.”

“Then tomorrow let’s talk. Maybe we can go for a ride, get away from the house, and discuss what happened two years ago, because I have questions—”

“So do I.”

“Great, then we’ll finally be able to clear some things up.”

[image: *]*

Vest purchased, Sam drove Ivy to the Wolf Den as the first streetlamps came on. It wasn’t yet five but already dark. Dirty mounds of snow marked the bar’s entrance, making the eyesore of a building look even more bedraggled.

“You can just drop me here,” she said.

“I’m coming in,” he answered.

She scanned the parking lot for Wes’s big red shiny truck. “I don’t see his truck.”

“He could have walked. He could have hidden it. He could have a different set of wheels.”

Sam parked in one of the spots and turned off the engine. “I’m not taking any chances, nor should you.”

“I’m not.”

“Good. Then you shouldn’t object to me hanging out tonight,” he said, swinging his door open and stepping out, boot crunching ice.

“I do feel a little guilty taking up your whole night,” she said, opening her own door. “You should go home, spend the evening with your family, and then come back at closing time to get me.”

“What if Wes shows up and makes things ugly?”

“I’ll take a barstool and crack him over the head.”

Sam gave her a long look. “Seriously.”

“Lucy’s working tonight and she always carries Mace. I’ll just Mace him.”

“You’ll Mace Wes?”

The wind grabbed at her ponytail, the long strands flying in every direction. “If I have to.”

“That’s good to know.”

She stepped in front of him, put a hand on Sam’s chest to stop his progress. “Go watch a Christmas movie with your mom, and then come back at eleven, and then hang out with me. But please don’t just abandon her, not when she’s so glad to have you at the ranch this time of year.”

“Mom understands I’m concerned about you. We’re all concerned about you.”

“I appreciate that, I do, but no one in that bar will let anything happen to me. We’re like a family, a really colorful, dysfunctional family, but we look out for each other.”

“How about this? I come in, have one beer, and maybe a bite of something, and then if all is well, I’ll go home, and then come back at ten or eleven, and keep an eye on things until you close.”

“Won’t you be bored?”

“No. Food, drink, and even free entertainment.”

Ivy went hot all over. “You mean the dancers.”

Sam’s expression was innocent as he opened the door for her. “I was referencing the TV over the bar. The one perpetually turned to The Weather Channel.”

“Hmph,” she answered, marching inside.

“Ivy’s here,” Lucy sang out as Ivy crossed the middle of the floor, heading toward the bar. Hank, the weekend day bartender worked part-time and went to college at night, high-fived her on his way out.

“Have I missed anything?” Ivy asked Lucy, putting her things away, and then washing her hands.

“Nope. It’s been pretty quiet. I think everyone’s out shopping, getting ready for Christmas.” Lucy looked over at Sam, where he’d taken a stool at the counter. “You’re Tommy’s brother.”

“I am,” Sam answered. “Didn’t you used to have red hair?”

“I did. What do you think of the pink?” Lucy asked, swiveling her head right to left, showing off the fluorescent hue.

“I like it. Suits you,” he said.

She grinned, and extended a hand. “Lucy Truly. Tommy and I went to school together. We were boyfriend and girlfriend in first grade. Pretty serious relationship.”

Sam laughed and shook her head. “Sam Wyatt, and it’s nice to meet you, Lucy Truly.”

“That is my real name, in case you’re wondering,” she said. “I don’t know what my parents were thinking.” She noted activity across the bar. “Better go, but I’ll be back.”

After Lucy walked away, Sam glanced at Ivy. “She’s the one with the Mace?”

Ivy nodded.

“I have a feeling she wouldn’t be afraid to use it,” he said.

“No. You don’t mess with Lucy. She’s fearless. She might look all soft and fluffy, but she studied criminal justice at University of Montana, and is preparing now for law school.”

Sam turned to look at Lucy waiting on some customers. “I wonder if Tommy remembers her.”

“He couldn’t take his eyes off of her the night of his friend’s birthday, but we both know Tommy is a flirt.”

“How did Lucy respond?” Sam asked.

“She didn’t give him the time of day,” Ivy answered, before heading down to the other end of the counter.
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Sam passed the hour by picking at the nachos Ivy served him—probably the worst nachos he’d ever had in his life—and washing them down with the beer. At least the beer was cold. He was just about to leave when the door opened and Wes walked in.

Sam saw the moment Ivy registered Wes’s arrival, even as she glanced from Wes to Sam, and back again.

She didn’t look afraid tonight. If anything she looked determined. Resolute.

She stopped in front of him, and this time she didn’t offer to refill his drink or get him anything else to eat. “You can go now,” she said quietly. “I’ve got this.”

“I’m not comfortable leaving you.”

“Maybe not, but you made me a promise and I want you to keep it.”

“That was before Wes arrived.”

“It doesn’t matter if he’s here or not. We agreed that while I work, you’d spend the evening with your family. That was our arrangement, and I expect you to stick with it.”

“I don’t want you afraid—”

“I’m not afraid, and tonight Wes won’t harass me. I’m done being intimidated, by him, or by anyone.”

Ivy was silent a moment. “Lucy made me realize I’ve allowed Wes to bully me. I didn’t put a stop to it sooner, but I have now, and he needs to hear from me, that we’re done, and he has no more power over me.”

“And if he lays a hand on you?”

“I’ll scream bloody murder, call the sheriff, call you, call Tommy and Billy, call Joe—” She broke off, smiled. “See? I’m going to be okay. You’ve given me the kick in the pants I needed.”

“Can you come around the counter?” Sam asked.

She did, and he put his hands on her hips and pulled her toward him. “There are things I’d rather do than kick you in the pants.”

She laughed, and blushed. “I hope they’re one of the things I enjoyed.”

“Well, they’re certainly one of the things I enjoyed.”

Her blush deepened and she looked away. “You’re making it hard to concentrate on work.”

“Then I’ll leave, but promise me you will call if you need me.”

Her eyes locked with his, and she looked deep into the blue depths for a long moment. “I promise.”

Sam kissed her forehead, and then her lips, a long bone-melting kiss before he rose from his stool and walked out.

Ivy waited for the door to close behind Sam, and then she exhaled, and drew another breath, trying to clear her head, and steady her pulse. Once she was calm, and fully in control of her emotions she walked down the counter to confront Wes.

“Hello, beautiful,” he said, giving her the smile that she now knew was as plastic and fake as anything.

She didn’t bother smiling back. “I don’t want you here,” Ivy said bluntly. “I’d like you to leave.”

She’d clearly caught Wes off guard. He looked surprised, even shocked, and then his expression changed, and he summoned back the charming smile, the one that now made her skin crawl. “We can’t be friends?”

“No.”

Her blunt answer seemed to throw him again, but he recovered his smile, although he looked slightly less sure of himself. “Not sure why you just disappeared on me. I was worried sick. Spent months trying to find you, trying to make sure you were okay.”

“As you can see, I’m okay.”

“How long have you been here in Marietta?”

“It doesn’t really matter, Wes. It’s none of your business, not anymore.”

“You and Sam really together? Back with your old boyfriend? Or is it just an act?”

“Not an act. I love him. I’ve always loved him.” She forced herself to meet Wes’s gaze. “Even when I was with you, I loved him.”

Wes’s smile faded. His brown gaze hardened. “You’re telling me I was playing second fiddle?”

“I’m telling you what I should have told you in the beginning. That my heart was taken. There’s only ever been one man for me, and that’s Sam Wyatt.”

“So where was he, when you needed him? Where was he when your mom died? Ivy, I was there. I picked up those pieces. Hell, you were in pieces. You were a mess—”

“Yeah, I was. And you were more than happy to take control of all those pieces, to take control of me.”

“And look what I did for you. Look what I did for your career. Sam never helped you. He didn’t ever put you, or your career, first. But I did. The year we were together you earned twice as much as what you’d ever earned. I doubled your income. I took you from being a good barrel racer and I made you a star—”

“Wes, hold up. Come on. You’ve been drinking the Kool-Aid if that’s what you think. Yes, you doubled my income, but I’m not a star—”

“I made everyone want you. I got your face everywhere.”

“I never wanted that. I never asked for any of that. You never once consulted with me, you just took over and told me where to go, and what to do, and if I protested, you got ugly.”

“I lost my temper a couple of times, and I’m sorry about that, I should have been more patient, but Ivy, you didn’t seem to appreciate everything I was doing for you, and all the money we were making.”

“Let’s talk about money, Wes.” Ivy knew Lucy was waiting for her but Lucy was just going to have to wait a few minutes longer. “Where is the money? Where is my money? If I have so much, why am I deeply in debt?”

“You’re not in debt.”

“My credit cards are full. You never paid them down.”

“A mistake,” he said. “Because you have money in your checking account, and the rest, of course, has been invested.”

“I’m closing all of those accounts,” Ivy said. “And I want you to hand over information on all of my investments, too. We’re through. You’re not my manager, you’re not my friend, you’re not my boyfriend. You’re nothing to me. I want you out of my life and I’m letting everyone who ever worked with me know that you’re not part of my career, and that any agreement made with you does not hold up. I will take you to court if I have to. I’m taking my name back, my career back, and all the control.”

“So much self-confidence. I’m impressed. Let me applaud Wyatt for doing wonders for your self-esteem.”

“This isn’t about Sam. It’s about me. I don’t need a man to fix me. I was hurt, but never broken, and it just took me a little time to figure out it’s okay to fall and to fail. What’s not okay is giving up.” She glanced past him to the door where the big burly bearded bouncer was standing. Ivy’s gaze met the bouncer’s just long enough so that he would know she was checking in with him, alerting him to potential trouble.

And then she looked back at Wes, who looked by turns, angry and miserable. “Sam’s coming back in a bit, and I wouldn’t be here when he gets back. I wouldn’t ever come around again. I don’t want you around. Sam most definitely doesn’t want you around. So why don’t you head on out, get in your truck, and leave Marietta once and for all.”

Wes stared at her, mouth tight, jaw set. “Just tell me this. Is it true you’re engaged? Because I don’t see a ring on your finger.”

She arched a brow to hide her surprise. “I don’t think it’s any of your business.”

“I’d just think if Wyatt was that serious, he’d put a ring on your finger. Unless, you take it off when he’s not around?”

“Again, what Sam and I do is none of your business.”

Wes rose, shoving his stool back with a loud scrape. “Then tell him to stop texting me about your wedding. Even if you did invite me, I wouldn’t come.”

Ivy watched Wes walk out, and then headed down the bar to get the drinks together for Lucy. “Sorry about that,” she apologized to Lucy. “That needed to be done.”

“Not a problem,” Lucy answered. “I grabbed a couple of long necks. I’ll take these over and then come back for the rest.”
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Sam watched exactly one Christmas movie with his mom and family before bolting out the door and returning to town.

He arrived back at the Wolf Den well before ten. He sat for a moment, telling himself to chill out, before he walked in. He spotted some of the real estate magazines on the floor of the passenger seat and scooped them up to look through once he went inside.

Entering the bar, he nodded at the bouncer, and then went to his favorite barstool which was happily empty. Ivy gave him a look from the other end of the bar but he wasn’t sure how to decipher it. He wouldn’t call Ivy a hothead, but she definitely wore her heart on her sleeve, far more than other women he’d dated. But that was also one of the things he’d always liked about her. Her warmth. Her energy. Her passion.

He pulled the real estate magazines from his coat pocket and flipped through the ones he hadn’t yet looked at. Lots of big houses, and some smaller ones, but nothing really suitable for what Ivy wanted. And then just as he started to close the magazine he saw an ad that read, Paradise Valley Montana Horse Facility, Home, Arena & More.

He skimmed the description. Located in the heart of Paradise Valley, 26 miles to Yellowstone Park, 1/4 mile to Yellowstone River, this is a must-see property for the horse-lover.

Twenty-one acres.

A completely remodeled house with three bedrooms and two baths with outdoor living and three-hundred-sixty-degree views of mountains and valley.

Sam glanced up at Ivy, who was still not making any effort to come speak to him. “Can I get a drink?” he asked.

She leaned against the counter and gave him a frosty look “No.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“I don’t like this game you’re playing with Wes. I don’t want to be part of it.”

Okay, interesting. “Which part?”

Her arms folded over her chest. “The part where you say outrageous things just to piss him off.”

“What’s outrageous?”

“Oh, maybe the part about us being engaged, the part about sending him an invite to the wedding.”

He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. “You didn’t like that?”

“No. It was humiliating.”

“How was it humiliating?”

“None of it’s true.” She held up one hand, wiggled her fingers. “He asked about my ring. Wanted to know where it was. That was awkward. Maybe you should have warned me.”

“Did it work? Is he gone?”

“I didn’t need to tell him a lie to make him leave. I could just tell him the truth. And I did—”

“Did you tell him we aren’t engaged?”

“No. I told him I wanted him out of my life. I made it clear he wasn’t involved in my career anymore. He wasn’t my manager, or my friend, and he needed to leave, and never bother me again.”

Sam felt a rush of protective pride. Good girl. That couldn’t have been easy for her. “Proud of you.”

“I can handle myself.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

She gave him another long look. “You can’t tell people we’re engaged if it’s not true. It’s not okay.”

“I’m sorry.”

Ivy sighed. “What do you want to drink?”

“Just a water.”

“That’s it?”

He nodded. “But check this out. You might like this place. It sounds like it would be perfect for you.”

“What makes it so perfect?” she asked.

“It’s not far from here. It has twenty-one acres. A nice house, as well as a second cabin on the property that could serve as a bunk house or vacation rental property.”

She carried the water over and set it down in front of him. “What else?”

“Small animal pens, barn, huge shop for cars and garage.”

“Only the barn interests me.”

“Private air strip adjacent to property,” he added.

“I don’t care about that.”

Sam smiled. “How about the indoor arena, stable with tack rooms, eight stalls, vet room, wrangler’s quarters?”

“You’re talking my language now.”

“Outdoor arena,” he added, glancing down to read, “Plus ten individually fenced paddocks, all with auto waterers.”

He could see from her expression she really liked everything he was saying. “How does the house look?”

“Reminds me of your mom’s house in Custer. A single-story ranch. Attractive but not overly fancy.”

Ivy held her hand out for the magazine and he gave it to her. “It does look a little like Mom’s,” she said, before inhaling sharply. “Sam, it’s still over a million.”

“You could offer less, get it for maybe a million.”

Ivy’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. “You don’t get it, do you? I don’t have a million dollars. I don’t even have a trailer anymore. Why tease me like that? I’m not you. I don’t rake in a quarter of a million dollars in one week in Vegas. It takes me an entire year to earn two hundred thousand, and that’s in my best year ever, riding three or four rodeos a weekend, and placing high in Vegas. My best year is your average year, and maybe that’s why my career never was as important as yours—”

“I have never said that.”

“Maybe not in words, but in actions. You entered the rodeos best for you. It was always what was best for you.” And then she dropped the magazine and walked off.

Sam wrestled with her words, first confused, then angry, and then perplexed again. Is that how she thought it was? Is that really what she believed? He’d never not considered her? She was wrong. Because he’d never thought his career was more important. Yes, he did make more money, but he needed to make more money, especially if he was going to provide for a family. Ivy wouldn’t be able to compete when pregnant, and there would be years she couldn’t travel when they had babies, so yes, he needed to be the primary breadwinner but it wasn’t to marginalize her, it was to reassure her that he was planning for the future. Their future.

Unfortunately, Ivy didn’t give him a chance to talk about any of this as she avoided him for the rest of the night. Sam killed time by watching the weather reports—snow was coming, possibly a lot of snow—and checking news on his phone, and flipping through the remaining magazines.

When Ivy was finally free to leave, they walked out together but she was still giving him the silent treatment as they climbed into his truck and set off south on Highway 89 for Pray and the Wyatt Ranch.

Ivy didn’t seem inclined to start a conversation so Sam dove straight in. “I have never once treated you like a second-class citizen.”

“I’m tired, Sam. I don’t want to talk about it tonight because we’ll just end up in another fight.”

“Just explain one thing to me. How did I humiliate you by reaching out to Wes?”

“First, you went behind my back and texted him. Not okay. And second, you made up stupid stuff about us being engaged—”

“How is that humiliating?”

“How is it not? I would have killed to hear just one of those things when we were dating. I would have loved a ring… a proposal… a wedding. I would have loved your undivided attention, but I never got it. Not for a day, never mind a week.”

Sam swore under his breath.

“I heard that,” she said.

“Good, because this is absurd.”

“It’s not absurd, and this, what we’re talking about right now, is why we broke up—”

“I didn’t break up with you,” he corrected.

“No, I broke up with you because I wanted to be important to you and I was tired of trying to get your attention. Your horses got more attention than I did. Your brothers got more attention. Heck, the rodeo clowns got more attention, too.”

He wasn’t sure if he should laugh or not. “Now you’re just being dramatic, and if it makes you feel better, go ahead, because after everything Wes has put you through, you’re entitled to let off a little steam.”

Ivy stomped one boot on the floorboard. “You’re giving me permission to be upset? You’re giving me permission to have feelings? That’s so good of you, Sam. Thank you.”

“That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it. I would never disrespect you. Not ever.”

Sam was so angry his jaw ached from grinding his back molars so hard. “And I definitely wasn’t trying to make you feel bad by telling you about the horse property near Livingston. I thought you’d like it. I thought it was something within your reach.”

“A million dollars? Sam, I’ve got nothing.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad. Wes made it sound like you have some investments left. Maybe not as much as you should but apparently you’re not destitute.”

“How do you know?”

“I made Wes tell me.”

“What specifically did he say?”

“That he’s bought some stocks and bonds for you…” He made a face. “But he made some bad investments, too.” Sam glanced at her. “The good news is that you also have your mom’s place. Once you sell that property, you’ll be able to afford something you like.”

“But that’s still a couple years away.”

“Unless you could get your renters to leave.”

“How do I do that?”

“Give them an incentive. Make an offer they can’t refuse.”

“Which would cost more money.” She closed her eyes, held her breath. “I’m sorry for yelling at you. Sorry I said mean things.”

“What happened to your trailer?”

She slunk lower in her seat. “One of the ranch hands at Kruse’s backed into it, crushing it.”

“Did the guy reimburse you? Buy you a new trailer?”

“He was also laid off. Where is he going to find the money to pay me back?”

“Did you even ask?”

“He felt bad. I didn’t want to make him feel worse.”

“Ivy, you can’t always put everyone first. You’ve got to start putting yourself first.”

“If it had been Kruse, I would have asked for compensation, but Davey had nothing.”

Sam made a rough exasperated sound deep in his throat.

She glanced at him. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, say it. I want to know what you’re thinking.”

Sam knew that if he was honest, they were just going to end up fighting, but not being honest wasn’t right, either. “I’m thinking Wes got his claws into you because you’re so open, and too generous. You’re too quick to put others first. You have to put yourself first. You have to do what is best for you.”

“Like you do?” she flashed, before she could stop herself.

His gaze just briefly met hers. “Is that really how you think of me?”

“You have a big family that loves you, but all you want to do is get away from them. You have no idea how lucky you are, no idea how blessed—”

“And you go through life like the only child you are, Ivy. I never got anything handed to me. I never had one parent’s sole attention. Never had new clothes, or a new horse. I grew up fighting for what I wanted, fighting for what I got. So don’t lecture me when you’re the one that runs away when things don’t work out. You’re the one that quits too early, not me.”


Chapter Eight


Ivy lay awake in bed, furious.

And she woke up Sunday morning out of sorts, and when she tried to figure out why she felt so blue, she remembered her fight with Sam last night and it just made her angry all over again.

This wasn’t working, being here, being near Sam, trying to act like they were friends when they weren’t friends. There was still so much between them… emotion, tension, frustration. There was so much unsettled, so much that confused her.

After a quick breakfast, she went in search of Sam, finding him in the Wyatt’s family room, talking to his mom. When she saw she was interrupting, she tried to tiptoe out, but Sam got up and followed her into the kitchen.

“I’ve been waiting for you to get up,” he said, checking the coffeepot and refilling his cup.

Instantly she was on guard. “Everything okay?”

“There was a family meeting last night while I was gone and apparently no one is comfortable with you working at the Wolf Den.”

“You want me to leave?”

“No. Why would you say that?”

“Because if everyone is uncomfortable, then I shouldn’t be here.”

“We’re not uncomfortable with you, Ivy. We’re uncomfortable with you working there.”

“You know I can’t just quit.”

“Why?”

“Because I made a commitment—”

“Not a good enough reason,” he interrupted. “You’re not safe there. George doesn’t even have a bouncer most of the time. If trouble walks in, you’re in trouble.”

Ivy paced the length of the kitchen floor. “Trouble hasn’t happened yet.”

“Your mom wouldn’t like it.”

She made another face. “You mean, you don’t like it.”

“No, I don’t like it, but your mom wouldn’t, either. How often does George come in anymore?”

“Not… often.”

“Do you know what he does all day?”

“No, and I don’t ask. I’m paid to show up, and so I do.”

“Well, I know what he does. He sits at home and drinks and smokes weed—”

“That’s his right.”

“While you slave away at his bar, taking responsibility for managing things so he doesn’t have to.”

“It’s my job.”

“I had no idea you liked it that much.”

She glared at him. “I don’t.”

“Then quit. Let George come in and work. It’s his damn bar. If it’s that important for the Wolf Den to be open on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, he can staff it himself.”

“But I already agreed to work.”

“Come on, Ivy. This isn’t about honoring a commitment. It’s about punishing yourself.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because Wes did a number on your head, and he’s still up there, torturing you. But it’s time you put a stop to it. Time to kick him out of your head. Time to take control of your life again.”

“I am. I have. I’ve been saving money, and have a plan. I’m going to be getting my own place soon and I’ll be able to start training again. It’s going to take some time, but I’m okay with that.”

“But I’m not. And Billy and Tommy care about you, a lot. They’re concerned, and they’ve talked to me, and they’ve decided to cover your shifts for a couple nights, giving George time to hire someone to replace you. Billy will work tomorrow night. Tommy will cover for you Tuesday night, and by then George should be able to hire a replacement. You’re not leaving him in the lurch. You’re giving him three days’ notice.”

“Tuesday is your mom’s birthday.”

“Tommy said he’d rather work, than have you at the bar.”

“Really? I seriously doubt they feel that strongly.”

“They do.”

“And I doubt they want to work at the Wolf Den.”

“They’re looking forward to it. They think it’s going to be fun.”

“Let’s go find your brothers. Let me talk to them. Let’s see how excited they are about this.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I—” She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. “I believe you’re trying to protect me, but I object to your family being dragged into this.”

Sam shook his head. “This is coming from them. Not me.”

“I’m going to ask them myself.”

“Do that.”

“I will.” She glared at him as she tugged on her jacket. “And don’t come with me. You’ll try to influence them.”

“I’m going to come with you, but I won’t say a word. I won’t even look at them. You’ll see, too, that I’m not making this up. No one wants you at the Wolf Den. Not Mom, not Grandad, not Joe—”

“Let’s just stay focused on the prospective bartenders, shall we?” she said, cutting him off and swinging open the kitchen door to step outside and march to the stables.
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Sam did exactly as he’d promised. He hung back as Ivy entered the ring where Billy and Tommy were practicing on a calf roping dummy, and kept his mouth shut as she charged straight up to them.

“There is no need for you to take on my shifts at the bar,” she said, standing between the younger brothers. “I’m perfectly capable working there. I’ve been working there for almost two months—”

“It’s not the right place for a girl like you,” Tommy said.

“It’s rough,” Billy added. “We’re not comfortable with you there.”

“Sam shouldn’t have dragged you into this,” she answered.

“He didn’t,” Tommy answered. “We went to him. We told him we didn’t like it. You’re practically our sister, and our sister shouldn’t be there.”

“That’s right,” Billy echoed. “Bad things happen at the Wolf Den, and maybe they haven’t happened yet on your shift, but it’s just a matter of time.”

Ivy looked from one to the other. “I can handle myself.”

“Not saying you can’t,” Billy said. “But we care about you too much to feel good about you being down there. We’re not the only ones. Mom doesn’t like it. She worries. And Grandad… you know he doesn’t sleep until you’re home. And he wouldn’t want us telling you, but he thinks of you as a granddaughter—”

“We like feeling responsible for you,” Tommy said quietly. “And we like taking care of you. You’re important to us. You always have been.”
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Sam watched as Ivy turned around and walked quickly out, head down, hands shoved deep into her coat pockets. He let her go, thinking this wasn’t the time to chase her down. She needed space and time to process her emotions. Maybe she’d also stop being so stubborn about working at that bar. It was ridiculous, but that was also Ivy. Once she made her mind up about something, it was almost impossible to convince her otherwise.

As the stable door banged shut behind Ivy, he entered the ring where his brothers were practicing roping.

Billy gathered his rope into a loose circle. “Aren’t you going to go talk to her?” Billy asked.

“I will. Just giving her a minute,” Sam answered.

“You think that’s wise? She’s pretty upset,” Tommy said.

“Your fault, you know,” Billy added, throwing his rope, only to quickly pull it back. “You shouldn’t have let her go in the first place, Sam.”

“It’s what she wanted,” Sam said gruffly.

Billy rolled his eyes. “I may be allergic to relationships, but even I knew what Ivy wanted. You were just too bullheaded to give it to her.”

“I took care of her.”

“You talked to your horses more than you talked to her.” Billy made a lasso with his rope, and then snapped it flat. “She wouldn’t have left you if you’d given her more attention. We all know it.”

“You have no idea how much I loved her.”

“True,” Tommy said, throwing his rope, circling the dummy. “And maybe she didn’t, either.”

Sam shook his head and walked out of the arena. He wasn’t sure where he’d find her but there weren’t that many places she could go. He checked the tack room, she wasn’t there, and then he glanced into Scotch’s stall, and there she was, brushing Scotch, wiping away tears.

The tears made his head explode. “Why are you crying?”

She looked up, glared at him. “Because I feel like it.”

“Everyone is trying to help you, Ivy. We’re all trying to show you how much we care.”

“Great. Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“You don’t sound grateful.”

She marched toward the door. “I forgot how bossy you are. You’re almost as bad as Wes.”

“I’m nothing like Wes,” he ground out.

“He liked to tell me what to do.”

“No one will make you quit the Wolf Den if you love it that much, but we’re trying to help you find a way out if that’s what you truly want.”

“Once I get a new job, I’ll give George notice.”

“And until then? You’re just going to work Christmas Eve and Christmas Day as if there’s nothing special about this time of year?”

“Not for me, there isn’t. Not when Mom died just a month before Christmas. I don’t enjoy it anymore. I don’t want to celebrate it, Sam. It makes me sad, okay? Everything about the holiday makes me a little sad. And maybe that doesn’t make sense to you, but you’ve never lost your entire family. Mom was my entire family.”

“Maybe I didn’t lose my entire family, but I did lose my dad. He died when I was five. And death is awful. Death leaves a huge hole in one’s heart. It changes you forever.”

“Yes, it does.” She wiped another tear away. “So why did you—you, of all people—just send me flowers? You knew how close Mom and I were. You knew she was my best friend. Why didn’t you call? Why didn’t you come see me? Sam, my dentist sent me flowers. Surely you cared about me more than my dentist?”

“I was trying to respect your grief.”

“Seriously?”

Maybe now was the time to tell her everything. She should know the truth. He’d promised Shelby he’d wait two years, or when he thought it was appropriate. Was now appropriate? “Yes, seriously,” he answered. “I’m not as insensitive as you think I am.”

“That’s debatable.”

“You want to fight with me?” he drawled. “Let’s fight.”

“Yes.” She swung the door open and stepped out of Scotch’s stall. “Let’s fight. Let’s say all those things we never said before. Let’s get it all out in the open so we know why we’re not together. I definitely think it’s time to clear the air.”

He followed her out of the stable. Clouds were gathering in the sky, blocking the sun. “I’m listening, babe. Tell me. I’m all ears.”

“You said you loved me. You said you wanted what’s best for me.”

“Yes. All true.”

“Then why let me go?”

“It’s what you wanted,” he said.

“No.”

“Yes. You said you couldn’t be yourself with me. You said I dominated everything and the only way you could be you, was to get away from me.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Pretty much.”

Tears filled her eyes. “I thought you’d want to discuss it with me. I thought you’d want to resolve the problem with me… not just walk away.”

“I didn’t walk. You did.”

“You didn’t fight for me.”

“And, babe, you didn’t fight for us.” His gaze met hers, hard, steady. “There was an us, you know, and maybe we weren’t perfect, but I’d thought it was good. Really good, actually.”

The tears trembled on her lashes. Her mouth quivered. “Every rodeo was what was best for you. You rarely asked what was best for me.”

“I always picked the big money events, and the events that were close to each other. I strategized to make sure we could hit as many events in one weekend as possible. And that wasn’t just for me. That was for you, too.”

“And yet you’d just announce where we were heading. You never asked me what I wanted.”

“Then speak up. Tell me you don’t want to go to that event. Tell me which ones you’d rather attend. It’s that easy. I can’t read minds, Ivy, and as much as I loved you, I couldn’t read yours.”
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Ivy had to step back, as Sam’s words, I loved you, made her chest seize with pain.

It didn’t seem fair that the love had been there, but it just hadn’t been enough. “I loved you, too,” she said quietly, looking out over the frozen pasture. “But we still didn’t work out.”

“Maybe we took it—and each other—for granted.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder.

His broad shoulders shifted. “Just saying you love your horses doesn’t mean they’ll survive. You’ve got to feed and water them, exercise them, get them medical care—”

“You don’t think I gave our relationship love and care?”

“I think we both gave up too easily. I think we both failed.” Again his gaze found hers, and held. “You’re right. I should have come after you, and insisted we have one last proper conversation. I blame myself for that. If I’d done that, then maybe our story would be different now.”

She wanted to get up and pace. It took every bit of control she had to stay where she was, and finish this conversation they’d started. “I should have had that conversation, too. I should have told you what I needed. I just thought you… didn’t care.”

“Didn’t care? Ivy, I wanted to marry you.”

Her head jerked up, her gaze locking with his.

“I was going to propose to you,” he ground out. “I had a ring, but you said you couldn’t be yourself with me, that you wanted to be free. I loved you enough to let you go and be free.”

Ivy just stared at him, shocked, heartsick. Tears fell, hot, hard. She didn’t even try to wipe them away. Instead she just turned around and walked down the road to Joe and Sophie’s house with his words, set you free, ringing far too loudly in her head.
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Sophie knocked once on Ivy’s door, before opening it slightly to peek inside. “Hey, am I interrupting anything?”

“No.” Ivy looked up and forced a crooked smile. “Come in.”

Sophie picked her way around the hat boxes and duffel bag. “What are you doing?” she asked, even as she sat down on the bed, next to Ivy’s open suitcase. “Organizing? Or packing?”

“Packing.” Ivy wiped her damp face dry. “Or trying, too. Finding it hard to focus, though.”

“You don’t have to go.” Sophie reached into the suitcase and straightened a pile of T-shirts. “You can take some time and think about where you want to go, and what you want to do.”

“I had a terrible fight with Sam.”

“I heard.”

Ivy gave her a stricken look. “It’s best if I leave, don’t you think?”

“No.” Sophie shook her head. “Running away doesn’t solve problems. It just prolongs them.”

“I have loved Sam from the moment I met him but we can’t seem to communicate. We can’t make it work and it breaks my heart still.”

“I’ve never seen Sam look at anyone the way he looks at you.”

Ivy sank down on the edge of the bed. “I needed him more than he needed me.”

“We all have different ways of showing love.”

“He just keeps it all inside.”

“And you let it all fly.” Sophie leaned across the open suitcase and gave Ivy a swift, warm hug. “Don’t go. At least not today. Summer and I are going to the Graff for a proper holiday tea. Come with us, please. I’ve made the reservation for the three of us. You, Summer, and me.”
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Holiday tea at the Graff was a decadent experience and a first for Ivy. She and her mom had never done anything like an afternoon tea before, much less a holiday tea, and after her emotional morning with Sam, she hadn’t imagined she’d enjoy tea, but she was wrong. Sitting in a cordoned off section of the hotel’s handsome lobby with the tallest Christmas tree she’d ever seen, she felt like special. Spoiled.

Ivy loved the little sandwiches and scones with clotted cream and jam, paired with endless cups of fragrant spice tea while Dickens carolers made their way around the room singing lovely carols put her in a festive mood. She hadn’t felt the magic of the Christmas season until now.

“It just feels good to sit,” Summer Wyatt said with a contented sigh.

“It does,” Sophie agreed, popping a lemon meringue tartlet into her mouth.

“Thank you for including me,” Ivy said. “This has been such a treat.”

“A much-needed treat for you, I think,” Summer answered. “You’ve been working very hard.” Summer cocked her head. “Fighting hard, too, it seems.”

Ivy fidgeted. “I’m sorry everyone had to hear that. We should have gone somewhere more private.”

“So what’s the issue?” Summer asked bluntly. “What’s keeping you two from sorting things out?”

“We’re just so different. We can’t seem to communicate. Every time we try to talk we just end up fighting.”

Sophie lifted the teapot from the table and refilled Summer’s cup. “Maybe you’re talking about the wrong things,” she said.

Ivy was baffled. “How can we move forward if we can’t clear up the past?”

“You’re different people today than you were two years ago,” Summer said. “Maybe you just need to forgive and forget.”

“Yes, maybe at this point it’s time to move on.” Sophie studied the tier of little cakes. “Forgive the change of subject, but will anyone mind if I have this last madeleine?”

“I’m done,” Summer said, pushing her plate back. “Just tea for me.”

“And I don’t want it,” Ivy said, frowning, thinking of what Sam’s mother had said a moment ago. “Maybe I could forgive and forget if I just understood why Sam found it so easy to let me go. If you love someone—”

“You don’t break up and walk away to test someone,” Summer said, raising an eyebrow. “Why would you test love?”

Ivy blushed. “To make sure it’s true?”

Summer regarded Ivy for a long moment, expression thoughtful. “Have you ever considered that the reason your relationship failed, was that you were too insecure?”

The tea, which had been so lovely, turned sour. Ivy put a hand to her lower ribs, stomach churning, matching the pounding in the base of her skull. All of the holiday magic was gone, leaving Ivy feeling naked and ashamed.

“Maybe it wasn’t that,” Sophie said calmly, filling the strained silence. “Maybe Ivy was confused, and hoped that by breaking up with Sam, she’d get some clarity. Breakups are good for that.”

“I certainly didn’t mean to lose him,” Ivy admitted. “I knew almost right away I’d made a terrible mistake.”

“So why didn’t you reach out to him?” Summer asked. “Why not tell him you’d made a mistake… offer an olive branch?”

Beneath the table Ivy knotted her hands in her lap. “I should have. I’m not sure why I didn’t. I guess I was hurt, and proud.”

Summer studied Ivy a long moment, her light blue gaze penetrating. “Maybe this is far-fetched, but it strikes me, Ivy Wyckoff, that you’re not as angry with him, as you are with yourself. You have both suffered these past few years because neither of you was willing to face the other and have an honest conversation. I’m not saying the conversation would have changed everything, but at least you wouldn’t still be struggling with something that happened two years ago.”

Ivy’s head throbbed.

The drive back to the ranch felt endless. She closed her eyes, and rested her forehead against the cold glass, letting Sophie and Sam’s mom talk about what they would be doing for Christmas dinner.

Back at the ranch, Ivy slipped away, walking down the driveway to Joe and Sophie’s place. Upstairs in her room, she took off her red dress, and then her bra, before pulling a big flannel shirt on. Ivy turned out the light and climbed into bed.

Her head hurt. Her heart hurt. Because Summer was right. Ivy should have had a real conversation with Sam instead of hurling insults. She should still have a real conversation. Being angry was about pride and ego, not about love. And she still loved Sam. She would always love Sam. Even though the two of them couldn’t figure out how to communicate.
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Sam stood on the front porch staring down the driveway toward Joe and Sophie’s house. Ivy hadn’t shown up for dinner, and the light was still off in her upstairs bedroom.

He’d wanted to go check on her but his brothers thought maybe Sam just needed to give Ivy space.

Sam sought Sophie’s opinion, asking her if it was a bad idea to go check on Sophie.

“She’s probably feeling pretty banged up,” Sophie answered. “It wasn’t quite the festive tea I’d hoped we’d have.”

“What happened?” Sam asked.

“You know how your mom gets sometimes. A little intense, a little focused—”

“And a little too direct,” Sam concluded, rubbing a hand over his face. “What did she say to her?”

“Nothing that wasn’t true. I have to commend Ivy. She handled it all very well.” Sophie patted his shoulder. “I wouldn’t drag Ivy to dinner tonight. She probably would be happier being alone instead of having to join everyone here.”

“What about dinner?”

“I’ve left some things for her in the kitchen there. She’ll be fine.”

But dinner was over now and Sam couldn’t relax, couldn’t stop worrying about Ivy. He’d promised Shelby two years ago he’d take care of Ivy, and he hadn’t. He’d done just the opposite, and it wasn’t because he didn’t care, but he’d cared too much. He’d hated seeing Ivy with someone else. He hated the jealousy, hated the envy. Ivy wasn’t supposed to be with Wes. Ivy was supposed to be with him.

Was that why he’d kept his secret so long? Was that why he’d not told Ivy the things he’d wanted to tell her for the last year?

He was going to have to tell her, and the longer he waited, the worse the outcome would be.

Sam walked down the steps of the front porch and headed for Joe and Sophie’s cabin. He knew what everyone was telling him, but he also knew he couldn’t not go to her.

The front door was unlocked and Sam climbed the stairs. Ivy’s door was closed, the light off. He opened it quietly. He could see a shaft of moonlight on the bed, and then she turned and looked toward him.

“Sam?” she said, her voice sounded rough, husky.

“How are you, babe?” he said, stepping in and closing the door gently behind him.

“I had a headache. Sorry to miss dinner.”

“You didn’t miss anything. Meat loaf night.”

She laughed softly. “I’m sure it was great.”

“How is your head now?” he asked.

“Still hurts a little, but it’s not as bad.”

“Want some pain meds? I can go get you some from the house.”

“Sophie gave me some earlier.”

“Are you hungry?”

“No. Tea was so rich. I’m still full.”

“Heard Mom kind of laid into you during the tea.”

“She was fine.”

But Sam could see her face in the dark and her eyes looked so sad that it tore him up on the inside. “Scoot over,” he said.

She did, and he sat down on the edge of the mattress, and eased off one boot and then the other. Sam stretched out next to her on top of the covers, and wrapped an arm around her. “Is my arm too heavy?” he asked.

“No, it feels good.” She snugged into his embrace. “You feel good.”

“I hate fighting with you.”

“I don’t like it, either.”

“So about work tomorrow, you’re still planning on it?”

“I didn’t tell George I wouldn’t be.”

“So only an act of God will keep you from showing up tomorrow night.”

She huffed a soft laugh. “Probably. Are you praying for one?”

“Oh, I’m praying for a lot of things.”

“Good man.”

He kissed her temple, inhaling the fresh scent of her shampoo and the smell of her skin. She still felt like his, even after two years apart.

They fell asleep like that, and sometime during the night, Sam woke up, covered by a downy comforter. He looked over at Ivy who’d turned and was facing him, her lips not far from his. He kissed her lightly, and then closed his eyes, and fell back asleep.


Chapter Nine


When Ivy woke up, Sam was gone, but she knew he’d spent the night with her. His spot was still warm and there was an extra comforter on the bed.

She threw back the covers and went to the window and looked out at a winter wonderland. Snow covered everything, huge white powdery drifts. There was just white in every direction, as far as the eye could see. The fences disappeared, the road and driveway was gone. The roof of the Wyatt cabin showed just how much snow had fallen—the snow had piled up at least two feet—and the snow was still coming down, thick heavy flakes of white.

It seemed Sam’s prayers worked.

There would be no way to get down the mountain today. There would be no going to work tonight, not even if she wanted to. The act of God was evident everywhere Ivy turned.

She showered and dressed, and had a cup of coffee in Sophie and Joe’s kitchen all while watching the snow fall.

It was beautiful.

Impossibly beautiful.

But chores would have to be done, including taking care of Scotch, and then seeing how she could help in the kitchen. As she finished her coffee, Ivy spotted Sophie emerging from the family cabin, making her way through the swirling snow toward her house.

Ivy opened the door for her. “You look like Frosty,” she said, kneeling down to help Sophie get her snow boots off.

“I’ve never seen it come down like this,” Sophie said, hanging her coat up and brushing melting flakes from her cheeks. “It’s supposed to keep snowing all day, too.”

“What’s everyone doing at the house?” Ivy asked, following Sophie back to the kitchen.

“It’s just Summer there now. The guys have gone out to check on livestock. Sam, Billy and Tommy saddled up, while Joe and Grandad drove out in one of the four-wheel-drive tractors, carrying out extra hay.” Sophie filled up the kettle and moved it on a burner. “Sam wanted me to tell you that he’s already fed Scotch. So you don’t have to worry about that.”

“So what can I do to help?” Ivy offered.

“I was thinking of tackling some holiday baking. I’ve been putting it off all week, but I have tons of butter, eggs, flour and sugar for cookies and fudge. I also bought some big cans of pumpkin if we have time to make pumpkin bread as that’s apparently Grandad’s favorite.”

“My mom had the best pumpkin bread recipe. She’d make loaves of it every year for neighbors and friends.”

“Let’s use her recipe.”

“I don’t have it.”

“Maybe it’s the one on the back of the Libby’s can?”

“Maybe.”

“Let’s get started on the roll-out sugar cookies, because while that dough is chilling, we can bake the pumpkin bread, and when the pumpkin bread is out, we can pop the cookies in the oven.”

For the next couple of hours they worked side by side, first making the sugar cookies, and then two loaves of pumpkin bread, and then while the bread was baking Ivy made a batch of fudge and Sophie began rolling out the cookies on a floured board before cutting them with a set of red plastic cookie cutters.

“My mom had a set of cookie cutters just like those,” Ivy said, admiring the stars and trees and angels filling the cookie sheets.

“These are Summer’s cookie cutters. She gave them to me, said she’d never be able to use them again.” Sophie wiped the flour from her hands and looked up at Ivy. “What shapes should I make next?”

“Santa, stocking, and reindeer.”

“Here, your turn to roll,” Sophie said, handing over the rolling pin. “I’m feeling a little queasy. I need to sit down.”

“You okay?”

“Yes. Just too much coffee on an empty stomach.”

“Let me make you some eggs. Or French toast. I make really good French toast.”

Sophie shook her head. “I’ll just make some plain old toast in a minute. Do the cookies. I’m fine.”

They filled four trays with sugar cookies and as soon as the pumpkin bread came out of the oven, the first pair of cookie sheets went in.

“That pumpkin bread smells so good,” Sophie said. “All those spices, yum.”

“Let’s have a slice,” Ivy said. “It’s always best warm.”

“I guess it won’t hurt if we just have a little bit,” Sophie agreed. “We don’t have to tell anyone.”

“No, we don’t,” Ivy agreed before carefully removing one of the loaves from its baking tin. She used a serrated bread knife to gently cut two slices from the end. “Do you want a bit of butter on yours? That’s how Mom and I liked ours.”

“Why not?”

Ivy served the pumpkin bread on small plates, and sat down at the table with Sophie. She took a nibble, savoring the flavor. Warm, sweet, moist, flavorful. It was good, but it wasn’t quite Mom’s recipe. It was almost a little too sweet and not quite spiced enough. She could have sworn her mom’s had more cinnamon, clove, nutmeg. Maybe even allspice?

“It’s good,” Sophie said, finishing her slice. “Don’t you think?”

“It is good,” Ivy answered, “but I don’t think this is the recipe my mom used. Hers was almost like a gingerbread I think, or just had that lovely rich spiced flavor.”

Sophie crossed the kitchen and retrieved her iPad that was charging next to her cookbooks. “Let’s look up some recipes. Maybe we can figure it out.”

“It’s okay—”

“No, let’s do this. We can make a couple other recipes and see if anything tastes more like hers.”

“We’ll end up with dozens of pumpkin bread at that rate.”

“Great. We’ll throw them in the freezer and Grandad can have pumpkin bread all winter long.”
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Sam smelled the pumpkin bread before he ever saw it. But then he entered Joe and Sophie’s kitchen and froze. There wasn’t just one loaf of pumpkin bread cooling on the stove. There weren’t two. There were at least nine. Maybe ten. And they’d all been cut at one end, with a slice missing from each.

Ivy sat at the kitchen table with a half-dozen recipes around her. Flour dusted her cheek. There was a small orange blob of pumpkin clinging to her long braid.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Trying to recreate my mom’s famous pumpkin bread.” Ivy collected the printed recipes, stacking them. “Haven’t been successful.”

“But I’m sure you’ve made some good bread.”

“Not good enough. It’s not hers. I want hers.” She looked up at him, eyes dark with pain. “Everyone said it’d get easier with time, but it’s not easier, Sam. It’s worse. I missed her last year but it’s almost unbearable this year. I can still hear her voice in my head. I can see her in the stable. See her at the fence, coaching me. And I turn, thinking maybe I’ll see her, maybe she’ll be there. But she’s not. Of course she’s not.”

He sat down at the table and used his knuckles to wipe the flour from her cheek. “You have so much of her inside of you. You’re smart like her. Strong like her. Kind like her.”

“But it’s not enough. There’s no closure, Sam. She was here, and then she was gone. And I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

“And your memories aren’t enough.”

“No. No. I want her. I want that time I never had with her.” She wiped her eyes. “She told me she was getting better, told me everything looked good. It was all lies. She wasn’t getting better. She was dying.”

“She was trying to protect you.”

“How? By telling me lies? By letting me think we’d have so much more time?”

Sam pulled her out of her chair and onto his lap. She let him wrap his arms around her as she buried her face against his neck. He could feel the warm tears fall.

“I was her daughter,” she choked. “And she cheated me. She cheated me of being there and taking care of her. I wanted to care for her. Instead, she dies all alone. It kills me, Sam, to think of her dying without me.”

“It couldn’t have been easy for her, either,” he said, his arms tightening around her. “She was so proud of you, so proud of everything you were accomplishing. She didn’t want you home with her, grieving over her. Your mom didn’t want anyone crying over her. That wasn’t her way.”

“I wasn’t anyone. I was her daughter. Her only child.”

“That would have made it all the harder for her, knowing she was leaving you behind. She wanted you to live your life, not count the hours left in hers.”

Ivy pulled back, her hazel-green eyes shining, her long black lashes wet. “But that’s what I wanted. That’s what I needed. More time with her, not less. And I got less.”

This was the moment. This was the moment to tell her. If he didn’t do it now, she might never forgive him. “Your mom reached out to me. Toward the end.”

“She did this, after we’d broken up?”

He nodded.

“Why?” she said, pain making her voice sharp.

“Because I’d stayed in touch with her.”

She exhaled hard. “After we’d broken up?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand.”

He carefully removed the pumpkin splatter from her braid. “I liked your mom. She was a great lady. A real cowgirl.”

Ivy knocked away a fresh tear before it could fall. “She never told me.” Her voice cracked. “Why wouldn’t she tell me?”

“It was between us.”

“You two had secrets?”

“A few,” he admitted. He opened his mouth, and then closed it, expression grim.

“What?” Ivy demanded.

“Nothing.”

She put her hands on his chest, pleading. “Sam, tell me.”

“I went and saw her a couple times, just to make sure she had everything she needed. I didn’t want her going without, not if I could help her.”

Ivy scrambled off his lap. “You got to see my mom, but I didn’t?”

“Shelby didn’t want you seeing her that way. She was very weak then, very frail.”

“You’re making me hate you.”

His mouth quirked. “That’s nothing new, babe.”

Ivy turned from him to face the stove with the sea of pumpkin breads. “It’s not fair she stayed close to you but pushed me away.”

“She didn’t push you away. She just didn’t let you see her so weak. She must have said a dozen times that she didn’t want you remembering her that way.”

“And yet she was my mom. Not a cowgirl. Not a hero. Not a barrel racing champion. But my mom.” Ivy looked at Sam over her shoulder and then back at the pumpkin bread. “I’ve been trying so hard to recreate her love, to feel her with me, and all I have to show for it are these loaves of pumpkin bread.”

“I bet they’re really good.”

“They’re fine, but they’re not hers. I want her recipe. I want her.” Ivy knocked away more tears. “Oh, Sam, I think I’m losing my mind.”

“Let’s get out of here. Let’s go for a ride.”

“There’s so much snow.”

“The horses would love it. You would, too.” He rose. “I’m going to go saddle Scotch and Charlie. Dress warmly and meet me outside.”

“I don’t know, Sam. I’m worn out.”

“Which is exactly why you need to ride.”
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Ivy didn’t have it in her to argue and so she went upstairs to change, wrapping a thick cashmere scarf around her neck, the ends tucked into her winter coat, with a wool knit cap on her head and leather fur-lined gloves on her hands.

By the time she was dressed, Sam had the horses saddled and they set off down one of the white powder-coated ranch roads, the horses’ hooves muffled by the snow. Sam knew the road well, even though it was hidden, and he led them up the mountain.

The snow was powder soft and the horses sank deep, but as there was no ice, neither horse seemed to mind. Periodically, Ivy would lean forward and pat Scotch’s neck, gratified to see his ears slightly back. He was happy, definitely enjoying this time away from the stable. Ivy wasn’t happy, but at least she was no longer crying, and there was something infinitely comforting about being in the saddle. She was riding before she could run, and she didn’t love just one part of it, but all of it. The motion. The familiar creak of leather. The swish of the horse’s tail.

She bent down and pressed her face to Scotch’s neck, breathing him in. Every horse had its own unique scent. Belle’s smell was probably her favorite, but that was because she was there at Belle’s birth and fiercely bonded with her. However, Scotch was a close second. He was smart and brave, and he loved to be challenged. She loved that about him.

Sam steered them right, through what must have been an opening in a gate, across a pristine pasture to a cluster of pines heavily frosted in white.

Beneath the pines was a large rounded boulder, and Sam stopped here, swinging off Charley to tie the reins to a tree. “Let’s stretch our legs,” he said, reaching into a saddlebag for a thermos and a cup.

“You brought refreshments?” she asked, securing Scotch’s reins.

“Hot chocolate. Grandad made it.”

Just like that Sophie’s throat threatened to seal closed. She blinked, eyes burning. “I think I love him,” she said.

“You can love him. I won’t mind.”

She blinked again and watched as Sam poured hot chocolate in a cup and handed it to her.

“I should have brought marshmallows,” he said.

“That’s okay. I had so many cookies and pumpkin bread I’m kind of sick.”

He smiled and poured himself a cup before capping the cocoa. “Do you mind holding mine?”

“No,” she answered taking his cup.

Sam removed a big woolen blanket from the leather straps on the saddle and then spread the red checkered blanket on the boulder. “Sit. Relax. Let’s enjoy the view.”

She handed him his cocoa and took a seat. It was a stunning view, too. So much white everywhere. Mountains and sky, river and snow. “It’s like being at the North Pole,” she said, wrapping her hands around her cup. “Just need Santa and his reindeer.”

Sam sat down next to her and he used his elbow to nudge her. “I think we’ve found the reindeer,” he said quietly, gesturing to a mature bull elk that had joined them in their frozen winter wonderland.

Ivy’s breath caught in her throat. The elk was standing alert, head up, ears twitching, his impressive antlers stark against the clear winter sky. Little by little, other elk arrived until a massive herd filled the pasture, cautiously picking their way through the deep snow, grazing on whatever grass they could find.

“Beautiful,” Ivy whispered.

Sam nodded.

The elk glanced at the horses but kept their distance. The horses watched them as well for a bit before losing interest.

For the next half hour, Sam and Ivy watched the herd slowly graze their way across the large open field before disappearing from view.

“Wow. That was amazing,” Ivy said. “Really wonderful. Thank you for suggesting we do this. I think sometimes I get into my head too much. I need to get outside more, ride more, do the things that make me feel like Ivy.”

“I agree.”

“And, Sam, you’re right about the Wolf Den. I don’t enjoy working there. I don’t want to spend Christmas there. But I offered to work those days when I thought I’d be alone.”

“But you’re not alone. You have me.”

She reached out and took his hand, sliding her fingers between his. “I don’t hate you.”

“I know, babe.”

Ivy was content to just sit there next to him, holding his hand.

It didn’t matter that her butt was numb and her legs were cold. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t feel her toes. She was with Sam and it was almost Christmas and she felt a strange peace.

“All that unhappiness,” she murmured, “all that pain… and now we’re here.” She looked down at their hands and then up into his face. “I don’t know what we are anymore, but just being with you feels right. I feel like me.”

“If I’d known how unhappy you were—”

“This isn’t about Wes, or being with Wes. It’s about you. How much I missed you. How much I loved you. How much I hurt being away from you. It was awful. I hated it. I hated that we weren’t together… and the feelings were so intense that it…” She swallowed hard. “I felt dead inside.”

He said nothing and she forced herself to continue. “Sam, there are only two people I have ever loved in my life. My mom. And you. I maybe loved you imperfectly, but you were pretty much my sun and moon. And in hindsight, I can see that I was naïve. I didn’t understand that you have to fight for love, as well as protect love. You can’t just take it for granted, or expect it to be easy. I was young and stupid—”

“Not stupid,” he interrupted, “but maybe naive. I think we both were. I think we took the love for granted, not realizing what we had was special, and not easy to replace.”

“It wasn’t, was it?” she murmured.

“No. But that’s because there has only been one woman for me, and that’s you.”

“Crazy,” she whispered. “It’s crazy that I had no idea how strongly you really felt about me.”

Silence stretched, a bittersweet silence that made her stomach burn and her heart ache.

Sam exhaled and kicked at the snow with the heel of his boot. “I realize now that I didn’t say the words enough. I realize I kept my emotions close to my chest. I always have, even as a kid, and I suppose I expected you to know how I felt, based on the things I did for you, based on how I thought I took care of you.”

“Based on how you took care of me,” she repeated huskily.

“Every time I washed your truck, or hitched the trailer, or filled your tank full of gas, I was taking care of you, making sure you were safe, trying to make your life easier. That was all part of how I tried to show my love, but it wasn’t what you wanted, or needed.”

“I never thought of it that way.” Her hands knotted. “I thought those were just basic things. Chores. Like me making you dinner.”

“Which made me feel loved.”

Ivy turned to face him. “But you didn’t say how much you appreciated it, or how good it was—”

“I didn’t know you needed that.”

“I always wanted to hear the appreciation, though. I needed you to say, thank you, babe, for dinner. It was awesome. Or, Ivy, I love you.”

“I did love you.”

“But I needed the words. I needed to feel loved and appreciated.”

“Whereas I don’t need the words. Your company, it was perfect. It was always enough.”

The anger was back, along with the old frustration. Perhaps they really were too different. Perhaps Sam’s idea of love wasn’t hers. “And I desperately need words.”

“If I’d known how much you needed those words, I would have tried harder to share my feelings, and my appreciation.” He paused “I’m trying now. But it’s not easy opening up. You know talking isn’t my forte. And because I might not have the chance to say this again later, let me say now, you’re amazing, Ivy. You were born amazing. I was lucky to be in your world, while it lasted.”

Her eyes stung all over again. It was beyond tragic to her that their relationship hadn’t worked because they hadn’t felt duly loved, when the love was there. She turned to look at him, her Sam, with his strong brow, firm mouth, high, hard cheekbones. She loved everything about his beautiful face and impossible heart.

“And I might not have the chance to do this again later, so let me do this now.” She closed the distance between them, and reached up to clasp his face, her fingers lightly cupping his warm, bristled jaw. She stroked her thumbs over his chin, and then the hollows beneath his cheekbones before gently putting her mouth to his.

He smelled so good, like love, and home.

The feel of his lips on hers made her heart ache. He still felt like hers. He still felt so very right, as if everything good in the world was here, with her.

She kissed him with love, because that was how she felt about him. She kissed him with all her heart because for the first time in years, her heart felt whole, and she felt sane. She kissed him as if her life depended on it, because God knew what the future would bring, and all she knew was that this moment was a moment she desperately needed, a moment she’d craved. The kiss deepened and his arms wrapped around her, holding her tight, holding her close, and it was probably the most beautiful, heartbreaking kiss of her life.

So much love.

So much pain.

So much gratitude.

Far better to have loved Sam, and lost him, than to have never loved him at all.

It seemed like forever before he lifted his head, and when he did, she could barely focus, her pulse thudding, her senses dazed.

“You know, you’re still my Ivy,” he said, his deep voice pitched impossibly low. “You’ll always be my Ivy.”

“And you’ll always be my Sam.” Her chest squeezed, her heart filled with pain. “So where does that leave us?”

“It leaves us in a good place, I think. We have the foundation for a future, but I guess the question is, do we both want the same thing?”
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Did they want the same thing?

That question went around and around in her head as they rode back to the Wyatt house. The question continued to eat at her as she ate dinner and then lay in bed, staring at the beamed ceiling of her room.

She suddenly wished she wasn’t in a different house than Sam because she wanted to see him, wanted to talk to him, wanted to feel him against her, his arms around her waist, his heart beating beneath her ear.

She reached for her phone and sent him a text. “Is love enough?”

“If you can focus on the big picture and not let the little things get in the way,” he answered a moment later.

She read his words and thought about it, thought about him, thought about the life she’d wanted with him. “I agree.”

He responded with, “Why aren’t we together then?”

Her heart gave a painful lurch. Why weren’t they? She hesitated before typing, “Do you think about us?”

“All the time.”

Another painful beat of her heart. “Could we make it work?” she asked.

“Do we want the same thing?”

“I think so,” she answered, before adding, “I hope so.”

“Me, too.”

She smiled at her phone, and then kissed the screen. “Good night, Sam.”

“Good night, babe. I’m here if you need anything.”
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Ivy called George Tuesday morning and told him that she wouldn’t be able to work anymore, that she was needed elsewhere, and she was sorry. George grumbled a bit but then accepted her news, letting her know she could pick up her paycheck in a week. Hanging up, Ivy felt a wave of relief. She’d miss the girls at the bar but she wouldn’t miss the smell, or the hours, or the endless pick-up lines from all the different guys.

There was still too much snow to get down the mountain, although Sam and his brothers had the big tractor out, and had begun plowing the driveway, and once that was cleared, they were going to start on their private road, scraping away snow three yards at a time.

While the guys worked to clear the road, Ivy and Sophie made Summer’s birthday cake, and then later they prepared two huge roasts and twice-baked potatoes for Summer’s birthday dinner.

Once the roasts went into the oven, Ivy went to the stable to check on Scotch. He seemed restless and she understood, feeling restless, too. Ivy saddled him and walked him into the arena, delighted to see that three barrels had appeared, positioned on the soft dirt, each twenty-four feet apart.

“Feel like practicing?” she asked Scotch, swinging up into the saddle.

The first time they ran the cloverleaf pattern Ivy felt a little stiff, and Scotch was running slow. But overall it was good. Fun.

She walked him to the start point and they did it again. Scotch flew. Ivy grinned as they rounded each barrel.

That time felt even better.

She felt strong. Free.

They practiced for a good half hour, and it was pure joy to be back riding hard. Scotch just got faster each round, too.

And then they were done, and she walked Scotch to cool him down, before taking him back to his stall to brush him down.

Sam found her in the stable. “Do you want to go see your place?” he asked. “Over in Custer? I don’t know when you were last there—”

“Not since I cleared the house out and got it rented.”

“Two years ago.”

She nodded. “It would be. It was just before Christmas when I sold everything.”

“Would it make you too sad to visit, or would it give you any closure?”

“What about my tenants? Won’t they mind?”

“You’re just checking the place out. You’re not moving in.”

She thought about it and nodded. “When could we go?”

“Thursday. Tomorrow Joe and Grandad want us to finish plowing the road clear.”

“But Thursday is Christmas Eve.”

“We could leave in the morning and be back before Santa comes, I promise.”

She slugged him and laughed. “Don’t make fun of me.”

“Seriously, we don’t make a big fuss on Christmas Eve, not like you and your mom did. Christmas morning is special in our family and we’ll be back in plenty of time to celebrate Christmas with my family.”

Christmas Eve had been special for Ivy and her mom. In the morning, they delivered meals to those in need and then they’d have a small but special dinner, just the two of them, before they’d each open one special gift.

“I’d enjoy spending Christmas Eve with just you,” she said. “It’d make it special for me.”

“We’ll do that then.”

“Your mom really won’t mind?”

“No.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Grandad won’t either. Or Joe and Sophie. Or Billy—”

“Got it. Thank you.”

He laughed and pulled her into his arms and kissed her, a real kiss, a kiss that made her feel alive from head to toe. It was the kind of kiss that made her feel beautiful and loved. Known. And when the kiss ended, she looked up into Sam’s eyes, and smiled. He smiled back. It was perfect. No words were needed.


Chapter Ten


They left early Thursday morning, so early that most of the family was still asleep, and the sky was still dark. Ivy had filled thermoses with coffee and brought slices of pumpkin bread wrapped in foil for the road. The sun came up as Sam drove, the golden light glorious, rising above the mountains, turning the snowy valley into a glittering landscape.

Sam reached over at one point and took her hand and for the next half hour they just drove, hand in hand.

Sam broke the silence by asking, “Have you heard at all from your dad?”

“You mean since Mom died?”

Sam shot her a concerned look. “It’s been that long?”

Ivy shrugged. “I don’t think he knows what to do with me.”

“But when Shelby died, surely he made an effort then?”

“He couldn’t make the funeral, but he did come by the next week.”

“How did that go?”

“It probably would have gone better if he’d come on his own. Instead he brought the whole family. You know, he has a Mercedes SUV. He’s all Jackson flash.”

“He’s a real estate agent, right?”

Ivy nodded. “I guess he’s really successful.”

“What’s his wife like?”

“Nothing like Mom, but nice enough. We couldn’t figure out what to say to each other and so I watched Andrea go through the house and pick at all the sympathy floral arrangements, pulling the dead flowers out, while the kids ran around, shooting Nerf bullets at everything.”

“How many kids do they have?”

“Five.” Ivy laughed. “And they’re wild. Serves him right.”

Sam shot her an assessing glance. “Does it bother you that he and Andrea have such a big family?”

“No. That’s their family. Mom was my family.”

“But your dad left you guys.”

Ivy chewed her inner lip. “Yeah.”

“You never talk about that. If you were eight, you were old enough to know what happened.”

“I knew he’d left because he and Mom fought a lot, but I didn’t realize when he left her, he also left me. That took me years to figure out.”
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Ivy’s words clicked something into place, and Sam finally understood something he’d never understood before.

Maybe the reason she hadn’t spoken up all those years ago was that she was afraid she’d lose him. Maybe she hadn’t said what needed to be said because she was afraid he’d leave. And maybe she’d left, hoping, praying he’d come for her, proving that once and for all she was valuable. Not someone you’d throw away. Sam drew a breath, aware of a sharp pain in his chest.

He’d thought he understood her. He’d thought he understood everything, but he hadn’t seen the big picture. He’d gotten caught up on the little things. He’d focused on the problems not the love.

“How did your mom handle the divorce?” Sam asked.

Ivy combed her ponytail over her shoulder, expression pensive. “Fine. She was happier without him.”

“But you weren’t.”

She sighed, shrugged. “He was Dad.”

That just about summed it all up, didn’t it? Dads were so important. They couldn’t be replaced. Sam glanced at her. “So after the divorce, your father moved to Jackson, made a ton of money in real estate, while you and your mom struggled in Custer?”

“Not exactly. Dad always had money. Mom just didn’t want any of it when they divorced. She told him she didn’t need anything from him, as long as she had me.”

“So he gave you up.”

Ivy said nothing.

Sam’s chest burned, emotions hot. “You know, Ivy, it’s okay for us to disagree. We can fight, and be fine. I might not like everything you say, but I’m not going to walk out the door. I’m not going to just walk away from you.”

“People don’t like fighting,” she said quietly.

“No, but conflict is part of life. Growing up, my brothers and I fought all the time. We still sometimes get into it. You know I love Grandad, but he and I have had some serious arguments, a couple really serious ones a few years back, but we worked through them. Mom and I had a pretty bad fight the other night, when she wanted you to move over to Joe and Sophie’s, but did it change how I feel about her? No. She’s still my mom, and I love and respect her.”

“Why was she so upset about us kissing? It was pretty tame, you know.”

Sam didn’t answer right away. “She was pregnant with Joe when she and Dad married. From what I gather, Dad wasn’t sure he wanted to get married. He was seeing someone else when Mom traveled from California to Montana, showing up on the doorstep six months pregnant.”

“No way.”

“Yes, way. Grandad was livid. He had some strong words for Dad, telling him that no Wyatt ever walked away from his child. So Dad manned up, and did the right thing. Fortunately, Dad and Mom worked things out and had a good marriage—” He flashed a grin at Ivy. “Or at least a lot of sex, because they ended up with four boys before he died far too young.”
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They stopped for gas outside Billings and then forty-five minutes later they were taking the exit for Ivy’s childhood home.

Ivy had been okay until they reached the familiar turnoff and then suddenly she felt nervous, her skin prickling hot, then cold as Sam drove down the frontage road.

She sat on the edge of her seat and tried to take it all in. Even covered in snow it was exactly as she remembered. The barbwire fences. The neighbors with their big silos and white barn. And then Sam was turning down the private road to her mom’s, and Ivy clenched her hands waiting for the house and stable to come into view.

And then, there it was.

Her house. The place she’d grown up.

“It looks good,” she said, her gaze sweeping the property, taking it all in. “But there are no horses. I don’t see any livestock at all.”

“Maybe they don’t have any.”

“Then why live here?”

Sam pulled up in front of the house and parked. “Want to get out and walk around?”

“I don’t want to cause trouble.”

“You won’t.”

“I should have warned them that I was coming.”

“You did.” Sam took the key from the engine. “Ivy, I’m your tenant.”

“You live here?”

“No. But I’ve been renting it from you all this time.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t want you to sell it until you’d had enough time to decide what you were going to do. This was your home after all.”

Ivy struggled to take it all in. “You’ve been paying Wes?”

“Not since September when you wrote and said to not pay anymore. I’ve been putting the rent aside for you.” He opened his door. “Let’s get out and walk around.”

Ivy walked to the stables with the arena and huge outdoor ring. Everything was immaculate but empty. She turned and looked at Sam, incredulous. “I could be living here now.”

“You could, yes. It’s an excellent training facility, and has virtually everything you’re looking for in Paradise Valley. The only difference is, you already own this.”

She looked back at the ring piled with fresh snow. Except here she’d be alone. She wanted to be independent, but she had no one here. She had nothing here but a house and stable and barn. “I’d be lonely here,” she said. “And I’m not lonely in Marietta. I’ve begun to make friends.” She glanced back at Sam. “But I do hate that I’ve wasted your money. You’ve been saving this for me and as it turns out, I don’t want it.”

“You didn’t waste anything. You learned something important. Now you can sell this place and get something where you’ll be happy.”

Her heart fell a little, no, make that a lot. She didn’t want to be apart from Sam. She’d be happiest with him. “Remember how you said I could go to Cody with you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you mean it?”

“Ivy, you don’t want to live there.”

“I might, if you’re there.” That didn’t quite come out the way she’d intended. “What I’m trying to say is that I want to be where you are. If that offer is on the table. If not, I’ll find a place in Paradise Valley to start my horse ranch and I’ll have a good life doing what I love to do.”

“Of course I want you with me, Ivy. That’s a given.”

She liked the sound of we, but didn’t want to ask too many questions, not yet. Better to just leave the possibility there between them, bright, shiny, hopeful.

“Want to go inside?” he asked, reaching into his pocket and extracting a single key.

“Yes.”

The inside of the house looked just like she remembered, but only better. The wood paneled walls were scrubbed clean, and the hardwood floor had a rich polish on it. The house had no furniture, but there were a few pictures on the wall, framed photos of her favorite horses, and even better, photos of Ivy’s mom.

Ivy stopped and breathed in, smelling the lovely scent of fresh pine. Her pulse quickened, and she looked at Sam and then headed down the hall, passing the dark kitchen. As she walked, Sam flipped a switch, and a Christmas tree in the corner lit up.

The tree was in the same corner she and her mom had always put it in, although this wasn’t a tabletop tree, but a tree close to seven feet tall and covered with hundreds of white lights. There were so many lights that it made her chest so tender it hurt to breathe.

“Did you do this?” she asked.

“Yesterday.”

“And I thought it just took forever to clear the road.”

“Billy and Tommy came with me. They helped me get the tree up.”

She moved to the tree and, reaching out, touched the first ornament that caught her eye. A bronze horse. She looked at another ornament, and it was a horse. Every ornament was either a red glass ball or a horse. She recognized one of the horses, but not all. “Where did you find all of these?”

“We went to every toy, antique and feed store between Livingston and Billings, and bought every horse we could find.”

“Your poor brothers.”

“They loved it. To them it was one big adventure.”

“Or you bribed them.”

He grinned. “Or I bribed them.” His smile faded and his gaze narrowed, and he stood there suddenly serious. “There is one gift under the tree for you, too.”

“But I don’t have anything for you.”

“This isn’t from me. It’s a gift from your mom. She asked me to wait and give it to you at Christmas. I tried last year, I mailed it to you at Wes’s, but it came back to me.”

“He rejected it?”

“Seems so.”

She looked at the tree, searching for the mysterious present. “And you kept it for me.”

“I did.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“I have an idea, but I’ve never opened it, so I could be wrong.”

Sam reached around the back of the tree and pulled out a box and handed it to her. The box had her name on it, and Wes’s address, as well as a big inked RETURN TO SENDER across the front.

“It’s the right address,” she said. “I don’t know why it was rejected.”

“I’m just glad it did come back. I’m glad it didn’t end up in the garbage somewhere.” Sam pulled out a pocketknife and slit the tape on the box, before pulling out a bright red foil package with an envelope taped to the front.

Ivy took the present and looked down at the envelope. Her name was written on the envelope in her mother’s cursive, although the handwriting was spidery and thin. She pressed the envelope to her chest, pressing her mother’s handwriting to her heart. “I’m scared to open it.”

“Don’t be scared.”

“But she did this for me before she died?”

He nodded.

Ivy looked at him a long moment before opening the envelope and drawing out the Christmas card featuring a chestnut horse in the snow, with a wreath around its neck.

The horse looked just like Belle and Ivy felt a lump in her throat.

Ivy,

I hope you have forgiven me for keeping the severity of my illness from you. It didn’t seem right to have you grieve while I was still alive. Maybe it’s selfish, but I didn’t want to spend the little time I had left, discussing death. Instead I wanted to use every minute to focus on what gives me pleasure—you, your career, and your beautiful gift with horses.

My hope is that you will find your way back to love. If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that love shouldn’t make one weak. Love should make one strong.

Don’t be afraid to seize life and make the most of it. You deserve every joy. I will be forever cheering you on.

Your biggest fan,

Mom

Ivy closed the card and just held it, emotion washing through her in waves. “That was intense,” she whispered, looking up at Sam.

He said nothing and she opened the gift, peeling away the red foil paper to reveal a bubble wrapped phone and charger. She unwrapped the phone, not recognizing it. Her mom always had one of those cheap throwaway phones, hating to waste money on expensive technology, never mind big contracts. “What’s the phone for?” she asked Sam.

“Let’s plug it in,” he said, leaning across her to take the charger and plug it in the wall next to all the Christmas lights.

It took a minute for the phone to charge sufficiently to turn on. There was no lock on the phone, and very few apps. Basically the only thing on the phone seemed to be a folder with the name Ivy.

Ivy opened the folder and dozens of video icons appeared. She scrolled through them noting they were all dated, and she went to the oldest video, and tapped on the very first one, a video dated five months before her mother’s death.

The video began. Her mom came to life, thin, almost gaunt, her thick dark hair shot with silver, her expression somewhat self-mocking, as she spoke awkwardly, self-consciously into her phone.

Hi, Ivy, it’s Mom. I know this is weird. It’s a little weird for me, too, but there is so much I wanted to tell you, but I’ve been afraid that if I did, you’d want to come home, and I didn’t want that. You don’t need to be here, you need to be out living your life. This is your time, and this is your year. And I refuse to let me being sick, interfere with your best year, and what a year it is. So proud of you, Ivy. You and Belle are having an incredible year. Give your girl a big kiss from me.

And then another video, a few weeks after that. Ivy, I watched you ride tonight on TV and I couldn’t have been prouder. Just keep that hat brim level and you’ll be bringing home a lot more trophies.

Ivy skipped forward to one of the last videos. Her mom was beyond thin. She looked gray, skeletal, and yet her hazel eyes were clear and her voice steady.

Ivy, I knew this was your year. I could feel it in my bones. I would love to see you ride in Las Vegas this year, but at least I have seen you ride almost every weekend.

I am dying, Ivy. There is nothing to be done now. There is nothing anyone can do. I have tried everything, and I have fought hard, but the time to fight is over.

I’ve been told I have a few weeks, but it could also be days, and so I’m cleaning out the house, trying to prepare things so it will be easier for you once I’m gone.

So no tears, no grieving, no fuss. You know how I hate fuss. Be strong for me. I love you so much, more than you’ll ever know.

Your forever fan,

Mom

Ivy put down the phone, and walked out of the living room, grabbing her coat on the way. She walked across the yard to the old barn. The barn was quiet and cool and, even empty, still smelled of hay and feed. She slipped into the stall that used to be Belle’s and sat on the ground, knees pulled up to her chest and rested her head on her knees and cried.

And cried.

She cried until she couldn’t cry anymore.

Her eyes felt swollen and her nose was running and she took an old crumpled tissue from her coat pocket to wipe her nose and try to dry her face.

Time passed—she had no idea how much time—until little by little she realized she wasn’t alone. Even though it was almost dusk, she could feel Sam there, outside the stall. She had no idea how long he’d been there, but suspected it had been awhile. “Go away,” she said hoarsely.

“No.”

“I don’t want you here.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Not right now.” She hiccupped, and drew a rough, raw breath. “I am so mad at you. So mad.”

“I know.”

“You had this all this time. You had this card and these videos… You had everything I needed.”

“I know.”

“Did you know what was in this envelope?”

The stall door creaked as he leaned on it. “I didn’t know about all the videos. I knew about one, because she asked me to hold the phone and record the last one.”

For a long time Ivy couldn’t speak, filled with far too many intense emotions, overwhelmed by her racing heart and the pain splintering inside of her. “How did she die? Who was with her? Was she alone?”

“No.”

“Who was with her at the end?”

Sam didn’t even hesitate. “I was.”

Ivy exhaled hard, eyes on fire, heart on fire. She didn’t know if she loved him or hated him in that moment. “Please tell me. Please tell me what happened… at the end.”

“It was all very calm, very quiet. That morning she made her last video for you, and then said she was tired. I took her hand and she closed her eyes. After a couple of hours she was gone.”

“You were holding her hand when she died?”

“Once I took it, I never let it go.”

Ivy felt raw anguish, but also relief. Thank God. Thank God Sam had been there, sitting with her. “She wasn’t in pain?” Ivy whispered.

“She’d been given morphine, but she was fairly lucid that morning. She knew I was there. She wanted to make a last video.”

Fresh tears filled Ivy’s eyes. All this time she’d feared her mom had suffered. She’d worried her mom had been afraid. But to know that Sam had been there helped immensely. If she couldn’t be there, there was no one else she would have wanted with her mom, but Sam.

Strong, honest, loyal Sam Wyatt.

Her Sam Wyatt.

“It couldn’t have been easy for you,” she said huskily.

“It wasn’t hard, because I loved her, and I love you.”

Ivy’s chest burned. Her throat felt raw. She rested her head on her knees, wiping tears that fell. Today had been a day of surprises and revelations but it also explained some things, giving closure. “I still should have been there.”

“I agree.” Sam’s voice deepened. “If I could do it over again, I’d call you. I’d ask you to come. I wouldn’t let your mom’s feelings be more important than yours.”

“She’s hard to say no to.”

“You’re telling me.”

Ivy looked up, rubbed at her cheeks. Her face felt swollen. Her eyes burned. Her nose burned. She felt as if she’d been hit by a truck. “Can I ask you about one more thing?”

“Absolutely.”

“You said you love me, not loved. Not past tense. But love.”

“Yes.”

She studied him in the dim light. “Do you mean that?”

“Yes.”

She extended a hand, and he took it, pulling her easily to her feet. Facing him, she searched his blue eyes. “Platonic love or…”

“Or.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “Most definitely or.”

Ivy blushed. “I’m glad, because my feelings are not at all platonic, either. I’m crazy about you, Sam. I love you so much.”

Sam carefully wiped the tears drying on her cheeks. “I know.”

“You do?”

“You’re not that hard to read.”

“Oh.”

“I do have a solution, though.”

“Yeah?”

“Marry me. Let’s stop this madness and get married soon.”

“How soon?”

“After Christmas.”

Her brow creased. “You’re closing your place after Christmas.”

“But I’ll be back before New Year’s.”

“We could get married New Year’s Eve, or New Year’s Day—”

“How do we plan a wedding in a week?”

“Keep it small, just family. Or, we could go to the courthouse, get married by a judge like Joe and Sophie did.”

“That’s not romantic. Why not at the ranch?”

“As long as it’s not in the stable. I know how much you love horses.”

Ivy laughed, amused, and beyond happy. “But you are serious, right? You really want to marry me?”

“Yes. Next week. Why wait? You love me. I love you. We’re meant to be together.”

“We are,” she agreed. “I just hate that I let my pride get in the way.

“We both did,” he said.

“But we’re not the same people we were before,” she said quietly.

“No, we’re not. We’ve changed.” He pushed back a tendril of her hair from her cheek. “Do you feel rushed into marriage, though? If you’re not ready—”

“I’m ready. I just wonder if you think I need to be on my own awhile. Maybe prove that I’m able to be independent, that I don’t need anyone.”

He made a rough raspy sound that sounded an awful lot like muffled laughter. “Is that what you want to do? Prove to me you don’t need me? Because I thought that’s what you’ve been doing for the past couple of years.”

“Unsuccessfully,” she muttered, putting her hand on his chest to push him away but then stroking the hard muscular plane over his heart. He felt so good. He felt like everything she’d ever wanted, and missed. “Wes—”

“Do we really have to talk about him? I hate him. I want to put my fist into his face and keep doing that until—”

“Okay, let’s not talk about Wes.” She kissed Sam’s chin, and then rose up on tiptoe to kiss his lips. “And you’re not just saying you love me and want to marry me because you saw me crying my eyes out in Belle’s old stall?”

“Was this her stall?”

Ivy nodded.

“I’m sorry. I know you loved her.” And then he hugged her. “Incidentally, I’m proposing for purely selfish reasons. I’m crazy about you, and I miss you. I want you back where you belong… in my life, in my truck, in my bed.”

“And your heart?” she asked hopefully.

He stroked a tendril of hair back from her brow. “Babe, you never left my heart. You’ve been there every moment of every day for the past two years. Trust me when I say I’ve had a heck of a time figuring out how to live without you.”

“Then don’t.”
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They stopped for dinner at a diner in Billings, and then continued on to Pray, arriving back on the ranch late. All the lights were still on, but now that they’d reached the Wyatt Ranch, Ivy wasn’t ready to go inside. “Can we just talk for a minute?” she asked as he parked next to his brothers’ trucks.

“Of course.”

“You’re still going to close on your Cody ranch.”

“Yes.”

“So shouldn’t we go live in Cody then? It’s what you’d wanted—”

“Ivy, no. It wouldn’t be good for you, and it wouldn’t be good for your business. I’m pretty isolated. It’s land, great land, but there aren’t any neighbors, and there wouldn’t be little girls to train.”

“I’m sure I could find someone.”

He smiled. “I’m sure you could, but that’s not the point. I want you to be happy.”

“Sam, I’ll be happy wherever you are.”

“But I won’t be happy if I take you from here.”

“And yet neither of us have a place here.”

“So we sell both of our places, and buy a new ranch together, something that we will both like. Something that will meet both of our needs.”

Ivy felt a stirring of excitement. “Where would we look for a place?”

“I think we’ve already been looking at places together, places we liked.”

“You mean on Saturday? When we were driving around looking at horse ranches before we went to Ashley’s?”

“We saw a couple places we both really liked.”

Ivy immediately thought about the gorgeous place up near Clyde Park. “Some of them were very expensive.”

“A few were, but when we pool our resources, and sell the other properties, we’ll be able to afford a nice place. Maybe even one of those ‘dream places.’”

The bubble of excitement grew within her. Options and possibilities sparkled. Ivy liked to think she was pretty grounded, but right now she felt as if she’d drunk a bottle of golden champagne. Everything felt fizzy and light within her. “But those places—regardless of price range—they’re all rather close to your family’s ranch.” She looked at him, trying to keep her expression neutral. “And I know you don’t want to live in your family’s back pocket. You said you wanted space, and a chance to be your own person. I’m worried that getting a place in Park County or Crawford County might be too close to the Wyatt Ranch.”

“I don’t have to be hours away from them. Thirty minutes, forty-five, that could be okay. It’d be nice to be able to join everyone for a birthday dinner, or even just a Sunday family dinner, because you’re right, I won’t have my mom and grandad forever. Who knows what the future will bring? Things happen, accidents and illness happen, and the most important people in my life are you and my family. And I don’t want to lose you, and I don’t want to lose them, and if Joe and Sophie have a baby, I want to be a good uncle. If you and I have kids, I want my kids to know their relatives.”

“Yes.” She leaned into him. “I agree with every word you’re saying.”

He smoothed her hair back from her brow, his thumb stroking her cheek. “Yeah?”

“We’re going to have our own place,” she said happily.

“Yes.”

“And when we’re done competing, we’ll be able to do the things we love. Cattle, horses, family.”

He kissed her. “Best of all, it’s going to be you and me.”


Chapter Eleven


Ivy was still asleep when Sophie knocked on her bedroom door. “Merry Christmas,” Sophie said, opening the door. “Wake up, sleepy head.”

Ivy groaned, not wanting to wake. She’d been in the middle of the most wonderful dream. She and Sam had married and had found a house and they were raising her horses and competing again, and they were so very happy. “What time is it?” she asked, yawning and stretching.

“Seven thirty and breakfast will be ready soon. Everyone’s waiting for you.”

“There’s no sleeping in around here.”

“On a ranch or farm? Come on, you know better.”

Ivy dressed and headed over to the main house. Christmas breakfast was just as noisy, boisterous and high-spirited as every other meal at the Wyatt house. Tommy and Billy were in particularly fine form too, teasing, bantering, having a painfully good time at everyone else’s expense.

Ivy sat next to Sam, and he held her hand under the table. She didn’t have much appetite, still giddy from the night before. Were they really getting married? Would they marry soon?

She was ready, more than ready, to take this next step, anxious to make up for lost time. The last few years had been hard but they’d taught her invaluable lessons, lessons that would help her the rest of her life.

At some point, she’d watch the rest of the videos from her mom, but she’d wait until she was ready for that. The videos were a lovely gift, but they weren’t easy, bringing back the pain and loss. Worse was seeing her mom waste away over the final months of her life. Maybe she didn’t need to watch them all. She had memories of her mom, good memories she carried within her, and maybe that love was enough.

After breakfast everyone topped off their coffee and headed into the living room for stockings and gifts. There were stockings at the mantel for everyone, including Melvin and Summer. Tommy passed the stockings out then and even found one with Ivy’s name on it.

The felt stockings were lumpy things and Ivy smiled as Sam’s brothers emptied theirs. It was exactly what you’d expect grown men to get. Socks, boxers, razors, shaving cream, along with some fruit, gum, and candied nuts. Billy immediately peeled his mandarin orange and began to eat it. Tommy wasted no time opening his candied pecans.

Sam gave her a little nudge. “Aren’t you going to see what’s in yours?”

Ivy smiled. “Yes. I’m just savoring it all. This is really lovely. I’ve never had a Christmas like this.”

“Come on, Ivy, open your stocking. Let’s see what kind of underwear Santa brought you,” Tommy said.

Sam immediately gave him a dirty look. Tommy and Billy laughed. Even Joe was smiling.

Blushing, Ivy ignored them. “What did you get in your stocking, Sophie?” Ivy asked, fairly sure that she and Sophie had been given the same things.

“I haven’t opened mine yet either,” Sophie said. “I’m not sure I’m brave enough.”

“You’ll be okay,” Joe said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Sophie reached into her stocking and pulled out a knit cap, hand lotion, ChapStick, fruit, and candy nuts. And then she reached back in and, brow furrowed, she pulled out a colorful plastic baby rattle.

The room went quiet.

Joe took the plastic rattle from Sophie. “What is this?”

Ivy slowly smiled. She glanced at Sam and he smiled at her. She smiled back. Sophie was pregnant.

Looking around the room everyone seemed to understand but Joe. He was baffled. “I don’t get it,” he said.

Sam laughed. “Joe, think about it.”

Sophie leaned close to Joe and whispered in his ear. He jumped to his feet. “We’re having a baby?”

Sophie nodded. “He or she will be coming late May.”

“I can’t believe it. You’re serious?”

She nodded. “I didn’t know what to get you for Christmas, so I thought… why not a baby?”

Everyone laughed, and Joe and Sophie disappeared from the room and everyone talked about the first Wyatt baby in twenty-something years. Ivy was caught up in the excitement as well. Sophie and Joe would be such great parents.

And then Grandad spoke up, making himself heard over the hum of voices. “Ivy hasn’t yet opened her stocking. Ivy, it’s your turn.”

Ivy reached into her stocking and pulled out a scarf and mittens set, a mandarin orange, candied nuts, hand lotion and ChapStick, and then, reaching back in, she felt a little square box. The box felt like velvet. She pulled it out; the box was black and very elegant. She held it in her hands a moment, afraid to open it and be disappointed. What if it wasn’t a ring? What if it was a necklace or earrings—which of course would be lovely—but what she wanted, more than anything, was an engagement ring.

Sam took the box from her, and opening it, he knelt in front of her.

Ivy heard Tommy and Billy shout, but she only had eyes for Sam.

“Ivy, will you marry me?” he asked.

It was the most simple of words, straight and to the point, and yet they were absolutely perfect. Ivy leaned forward, clasped Sam’s handsome face between her hands. “Yes, oh yes, yes, yes,” she cried, before kissing him.

Sam slid the ring on her finger and Ivy began to cry.

“She’s not pregnant, too, is she?” Billy said loudly, wanting to be heard.

Summer gave Billy a frosty glare but everyone else burst into laughter. Ivy laughed, too, thinking this was just possibly the best Christmas ever.
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Ivy couldn’t stop looking at the gorgeous diamond ring on her fourth finger. All morning, all afternoon she’d pause to admire it. She was engaged. She was engaged, to Sam, her Sam.

Her happiness was almost overwhelming. It might have been a hard year or two, but all the ups and downs, all the heartache and trouble, somehow had come together for something wonderful, something magical.

She’d found her way back to Sam. And he loved her. She knew, this time, just how much he loved her, too. There was no question in her mind. No doubt. Just peace and joy.

She’d learned a lot about love as well, understanding that love wasn’t necessarily a fragile thing, nor was it a wish or dream. If anything, love was a muscle, and it required action. It required practice. It required patience and understanding, too.

She knew now that it wasn’t enough to just love. She had to grow and desire to do better. Love stronger. Love even when she didn’t feel love, and love even when things were hard.

After dinner, and two hours of playing Hearts, Ivy headed outside to stretch her legs, wanting some fresh air. She found her coat and gloves on the hall coatrack, and added the new scarf she’d gotten in her stocking, wrapping it loosely around her neck. In her coat pocket was a small apple she’d taken from the fruit basket earlier.

As the Wyatts talked and laughter filled the house, she opened the front door and slipped outside. Ivy walked away from the ranch house, boots crunching snow, hands buried deep in her coat pockets. She walked until she was swallowed by the tall snow-frosted trees and completely alone. Once hidden from the house, she looked up at the dark sky studded with stars and sent a silent greeting to her mom.

Her mom would have enjoyed this Christmas. Her mom had always liked the Wyatts, and she obviously loved Sam. Ivy was certain her mom had played a role in getting her and Sam together. Even now, she could feel her mom’s spirit all around her. “Thanks, Mom,” she whispered. “Merry Christmas.”

Ivy headed back toward the house, stopping at the stable on the way. She’d visited Scotch earlier this morning, but the visit had been far too short with all the festivities going on and she wanted to give him the apple as a small Christmas treat.

Inside the stable, she breathed her favorite scent of leather, feed, and hay. She walked toward Scotch’s stall but he didn’t immediately look at her. Ivy gave him a pat, and then looked past his head to see what had gotten his attention.

In the stall next to his was Belle.

Belle.

Ivy’s legs went weak. She couldn’t move. Her legs could barely hold her.

Belle spotted her. She nickered. Once and again.

Heart racing, Ivy went to her beautiful girl. She stroked Belle’s cheek and then her soft velvety nose. Belle nuzzled her, pressing her face against Ivy’s shoulder, huffing as if to say hello. Ivy was determined not to cry again today. She cried when she’d gotten the ring. But oh, this was Belle, and she was here in the Wyatt stable, which could only mean one thing. Sam had bought her back. Sam had moved mountains for her, Ivy Wyckoff.

“Merry Christmas, babe,” Sam’s deep voice came from behind her. “Hope it’s a good one.”

She turned around and flung herself into his arm. “The best, Sam Wyatt. Absolutely the best.” Then he was kissing her, and it was truly the most perfect Christmas ever.


Epilogue


They married late afternoon on the front lawn of the Wyatt Ranch, the frozen grass covered in a glittering layer of fresh snow. The sweeping Gallatin mountains provided a dramatic backdrop while the inky-blue Yellowstone River snaked far below. Sophie and Grandad created an arch for the ceremony, and then Sophie covered the arch with fragrant greenery and pink and red flowers. The romantic arch created an air of rustic elegance, perfect for the intimate celebration.

For a wedding ceremony on the last day of December, Sam wore a cowboy hat, an oatmeal tweed blazer with a darker vest beneath. He’d paired his blazer to go with his best dark denim jeans, and his favorite dress boots. A simple red rose served as his boutonniere.

Ivy and Sophie had driven to Bozeman the day after Christmas and found a vintage wedding gown that only needed a couple of seams taken in to fit Ivy like a glove. The vintage bridal gown was reminiscent of a classic ball gown with a sleek crepe bodice, long narrow sleeves and a bateau neckline that tapered into a full, frothy tulle skirt. In the gown, Ivy felt like a princess, and she, too, wore boots, but she wore her favorite battered brown boots to remind herself to dream big, but also always keep her feet firmly planted on the ground.

Ivy plaited her hair into a long loose fishtail braid with a few loose tendrils to frame her face. Sam’s mom had given her a pair of her own Montana sapphire earrings to wear, and Ivy carried her mother’s leather-bound prayer book, the book tucked behind her crimson and pink floral bouquet.

Sophie served as Ivy’s sole bridesmaid, while Joe stood up with Sam. The only guests were immediate family and the justice of the peace made it a quick ceremony to keep Melvin and Summer from standing too long in the cold. A photographer the Wyatts knew, McKenna Sheenan, took photos, capturing Ivy and Sam’s happiness.

After the vows were said, the sun began to set, creating glowing golden light behind the luminous mountain peaks. Joe brought out bottles of chilled champagne while Sophie retrieved a silver tray of champagne flutes. With Summer seated in a rocking chair, snugly wrapped in blankets, toasts were made, and glasses clinked, and Ivy and Sam kissed, and laughed, and kissed yet again. After the drama of the past week, and all the heart-wrenching revelations, Ivy had wondered if she’d feel strange getting married so quickly. She’d wondered if Sam would feel any regret, but every time he kissed her, he murmured, “I love you, Ivy girl.” Her heart did that furious double beat and she felt only love and gratitude. They’d found their way back to each other. They’d found their way back to love. If there was any regret, it was that Mom wasn’t here physically, but Ivy felt her spirit surrounding them.

“She wanted us to be together, didn’t she?” Ivy asked, wrapping an arm around Sam’s waist, as they stood at the railing and watched the sun go down together.

“She knew I loved you. She knew I’d always take care of you.”

Ivy snuggled closer. “I think she knew how much I loved you.”

“Soul mates with a little trouble communicating.”

She smiled and glanced up, her eyes meeting his. “You make me laugh.”

“Better than making you cry.”

She laughed again and then her laugh turned into a sigh as his head dropped and his lips covered hers in a slow, bone-melting kiss. Their kiss was ended by loud whistles and a chant of “Get a room.”

Sam lifted his head and made a face at his brothers.

Ivy arched an eyebrow. “They have a point. Where am I sleeping tonight?”

“My room,” Sam answered. “And then tomorrow we’ll start looking for our own place.”

They were called to dinner then, and they went inside to sit down at the dining room table, the table covered with antique lace, and the best china and crystal from Grandma Wyatt. The napkin rings were bronze horses and the flowers were the same lovely reds and greens and pinks from the arch. They feasted on French onion soup, prime rib, mashed potatoes and gravy, and an assortment of salads and vegetables. For the dessert, it was chocolate mousse and wedding cake.

Ivy teared up as she gazed around the table, thinking this was the best wedding she’d ever been to. How could anything be better? She was with Sam and her new family… the people she loved best.

The End
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Rachel Mills felt positively ill. She sat down at her desk, and covered her face with her hands, struggling to breathe.

She didn’t get the promotion.

She’d been passed over, again.

Her throat thickened and her eyes burned, hot and gritty. It didn’t make sense. No one in her department had more experience, or a better work ethic, than she did. No one at Novak & Bartley put in more hours, or handled more, clients than she did.

How could they promote Jay Shields over her? He’d been hired three years after her. He used up every bit of his vacation time each year, every year, and then some. He frequently made mistakes requiring her to go in and clean up after him. She routinely solved problems he couldn’t. So why reward him?

Rachel didn’t want to believe it was because Jay was a man. She really, truly didn’t want to go there… but every person promoted these past few years had been a man. Plenty of women worked at Novak & Bartley, but most in support positions. She’d known this going in, too, but she’d viewed the lack of female leadership as an opportunity to prove herself.

And she had.

She’d gone over and above, time and again. She’d brought in new clients, increased the firm’s revenue, and had saved important accounts that were unhappy and wanted to go.

She’d done the research and crunched the numbers, and knew what was required to be promoted, too. She understood that one couldn’t ask for, or expect, more responsibility if one wasn’t adding sufficient value, which was why she was handling big accounts, and big money, and she didn’t make mistakes.

So why was she not recognized?

Rachel squeezed her eyes closed, air bottling in her lungs. She was hurt, but even more so, she was angry. The first oversight had been disappointing, but to be passed over three times? To be given flimsy excuses by upper management?

She wasn’t a child. She didn’t appreciate being patronized. But, really, she had no one else to blame. She’d known during the interview process eight years ago that she’d be one of the only female accountants at the firm, but it hadn’t worried her. She’d naively thought she’d be able to prove to them they’d hired the right person, and she’d demonstrate competency and excellence and she’d be the first of many women to work for Novak & Bartley.

But that hadn’t been the case.

Yes, a few female accountants had been hired after her, but none of them had been given a chance for advancement. None of them were invited to participate in Novak & Bartley’s annual golf tournament or the other VIP client events, either. It was as if they’d all hit a glass ceiling—and in this case, the ceiling was very, very low.

A light knock sounded on her door and Rachel lifted her head to see Alicia, one of the young women that worked in administration, standing in the doorway with a bright yellow package.

“I knew you’d be here,” Alicia said confidently. “Lots of the others have already left for Thanksgiving.”

“Thanksgiving isn’t for another two days,” Rachel answered, sitting taller, squaring her shoulders. “What are your plans for the holiday? Going anywhere?”

“Heading to Santa Barbara. My boyfriend’s family is there.”

“Nice.”

“What about you?”

Rachel gestured to the boxes stacked in the corner. “Probably here, preparing for the SynTan audit.”

“That’s not for months.”

“Early January, but it’s better to be prepared.”

“You’re the queen of prepared,” Alicia said, smiling as she handed the package over. “This just arrived. It’s from Australia. Do we have clients in Australia?”

“I don’t,” Rachel answered, straightening. “Not sure about the firm.”

Alicia disappeared and Rachel turned the thick, padded DHL envelope over to read the address label. It had been sent from Lesley Hart, Rachel’s godmother, a godmother Rachel had only met a couple of times in her life, the last time being at Rachel’s mother’s funeral twelve years ago. Rachel had been a senior in high school and the funeral had been a blur of tears and hugs, as well as her father’s stoic silence, and after it was all over, she just wanted to put it behind her. She wanted to forget the pain and grief and she buried herself in her studies, because the one thing in life that didn’t let her down was numbers. Numbers never failed, and numbers never lied. Little wonder she chose accounting as her college major.

Uncertain as to what this mythical godmother had sent her, Rachel opened the envelope and drew out another envelope, this one bumpy with a letter, a folder of papers, and a key on a small key ring with a painted decorative accent that read “Big Sky.”

Frowning, Rachel held the key ring for a moment, the key pressed to her palm. Years ago her mother talked about being from Big Sky country, but Rachel had only been there once, and she was so young at the time that she didn’t remember it. Setting the key aside, she read the brief letter, and then read it again, more baffled with every reading.

It seemed that her godmother, the one she’d only met a handful of times, was gifting her a bookstore. In Montana. In the town where Rachel’s mother had grown up.

Perplexed, she read the letter a third time.

My dear Rachel,

I apologize for missing your 30th birthday last month, but hope it was happy. I thought of you on your special day, and I thought of your mother, too, and how proud she’d be of you. I’m sorry I haven’t been a better godmother but please know I carry you and your mother in my heart.

To celebrate your 30th birthday, and your impressive accomplishments, I am giving you Paradise Books, my bookstore in Marietta. I can’t imagine anyone more deserving. May it bring you the joy it brought me.

With all my love,

Lesley

Rachel blinked hard, the sudden rise of emotion catching her off guard, not just by the gift, but by the mention of her mother. No one mentioned her mother anymore. Dad certainly didn’t discuss her, and Rachel didn’t think of her, either, finding the memories too painful.

Rachel folded the letter, hiding the words and the emotion, and reached for the paperwork. There was a great deal of paperwork, too, as the gifting of a business, even a small business, wasn’t a small thing. The government didn’t just let one “gift” a business. There were taxes and paperwork, and more taxes, things Rachel knew well as a corporate tax specialist.

The paperwork included a description of the business—a historic red brick building which included an apartment carved from the attic rafters, allowing the owner to both live and work on the historic premises—along with the most recent tax returns on the building which indicated that the store hadn’t been open in several years.

Lesley shared in a handwritten note that the turn of the century brick building was paid for, and the property taxes had been taken care of for the next year, but she was aware that Rachel would incur some taxes with the gift and she hoped that the taxes wouldn’t be an undue burden. There was value in the store, but to be honest, most of the value was in the building itself, and Lesley suggested Rachel visit Marietta and see the store for herself. In fact, Lesley added, if she had time, she should go soon since Christmas was one of the nicest times of years in Marietta.

Exasperated, Rachel pushed the paperwork away, and turned in her chair to glance out the office window with its view of the 405 freeway and the tall Ferris wheel at Irvine Spectrum.

What was she supposed to do with a bookstore in Montana? Rachel’s entire world was here. She’d been born and raised in Irvine, attending UC Irvine where she’d studied accounting, and Irvine was where she lived now, just seven miles from Novak & Bartley’s main office. How did one just pop into Marietta for a visit? It wasn’t close. It wasn’t convenient. And this wasn’t a gift Rachel could use.

Weren’t fairy godmothers supposed to show up when you needed them? Weren’t they supposed to swoop in and make things better?

Rachel turned from the window, her gaze sweeping in her office with the towering pile of files, and boxes of documents stacked in the corners, and it struck her quite forcefully that she’d sacrificed almost everything for this company and suddenly she wasn’t sure the sacrifices had been worth it. She’d let go of relationships and friendships for longer work hours, and how had it mattered? She wasn’t getting anywhere. And even if she stayed with Novak & Bartley, it was unlikely she’d ever make partner.

Exhaling hard, she reached for the keychain with the Big Sky accent, and turned it over, the worn brass smooth against her skin. She couldn’t remember when she’d felt so devastated.

She’d poured herself into her job. She’d sacrificed virtually everything for work. There had been a plan, and it had looked so neat and tidy on paper. X number of clients times Y number of years and she’d be a manager, and then a director, and eventually a partner. Only it wasn’t working out that way. Her numbers were letting her down—no, Rachel stopped herself, that wasn’t true. It wasn’t the numbers that let her down. It was people.

So, what was she going to do? Go somewhere else, do something else, or just put her head down and work harder? Rachel didn’t know. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t get perspective.

She craved air, and space, and a chance to relax. Breathe.

Maybe a visit to this old bookstore in the middle of nowhere was exactly what she needed.
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Atticus Evan Bowen, much like his namesake Atticus Finch, was an attorney from the South, unlike the fictional Finch, Atticus Bowen was from Houston, Texas, not Maycomb, Alabama, and his specialty was real estate law.

Atticus loved making deals, and nothing was more rewarding than closing a very challenging deal. After a stint as a litigation attorney, he’d switched to real estate law and had found his niche because he wasn’t afraid of hard conversations and tough negotiations. Where others might shrink from conflict, he felt encouraged, even empowered. Through experience he’d learned to rely on reason, not emotion, and so far, reason had never let him down.

His mother—who’d named him Atticus because To Kill a Mockingbird was her favorite novel—had said that her Atticus was pragmatic from the start, refusing to put in an appearance for nine days after his due date, choosing to stay put until the torrential rains flooding Houston had ended, and the streets had dried. No, Atticus Bowen was nothing but practical, and he exhausted his parents and teachers with his logic, as well as his ability to withstand stress and uncomfortable situations, virtually guaranteeing that, in the end, he got what he wanted. As a boy, it was winning chess tournaments and baseball games. As an adult, he acquired buildings, businesses, opportunities.

There was an opportunity before him now, and he was determined to seize it.

“Lesley, you know I want that building,” he said calmly, shifting the cell phone to his other ear. “We’ve been doing this for over a year. Tell me what you want. I want to make this happen, and I’ll be more than fair.”

“Atticus, it’s out of my hands now—”

“Do you want me to fly to Australia? Would you feel better if you met me in person? I’ll get on the next flight, if that’s the issue.”

“Of course I’d love to meet you, Atticus, but that’s not the issue. You see, I don’t own Paradise Books anymore. I’ve given the bookstore to my goddaughter. Rachel is the owner now. It’s up to Rachel to decide what she’d like to do with the place.”

Atticus had to hold his breath and count to five. “When did this happen?” he asked when he was certain he could speak calmly.

“Rather recently. It was a belated birthday gift.” Her tone turned apologetic. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I just wasn’t ready to see my beloved bookstore become a barbecue joint.”

“Galveston doesn’t serve barbecue. It’s a steak house. An upscale steak house.”

“But it still meant the books would go, wouldn’t it? And that would be such a shame.”

He counted to five again. “Your goddaughter, Rachel. She lives in Marietta?”

“No. She’s from Southern California. She’s an accountant and very clever, very successful. I’m terribly proud of her.”

Atticus was glad the older woman couldn’t see him roll his eyes. “What is Rachel going to do with a bookstore if she lives in California?”

“I don’t know. That’s up to her.”

“I’d like to reach out to her.”

“I’m sure you would,” Lesley said primly.

He smashed his sigh of exasperation. “Would you mind sharing her contact details with me?”

“Actually, I’m not sure I should, not without her permission. However, I understand she’ll be spending the next week in Marietta, so you might be able to catch her at Paradise Books.” She hesitated before adding lightly, “If you are willing to jump on a plane.”

So, to Montana he went, even though it was Thanksgiving weekend.

He flew in Saturday night, checked in to the Graff Hotel, and then walked the three blocks to have a look at Paradise Books on Main Street.

The wind gusted and howled as he stood on the corner, looking up at the two-story, corner building he’d admired ever since he first visited the charming Paradise Valley town two and a half years ago. This building would be the perfect location for his first Galveston Steak House in Montana.

Atticus had started Galveston ten years ago with friends. He hadn’t put a lot of money into the first restaurant, but he’d handled all the paperwork and contracts, and proved his value when the new restaurant was hit with its first lawsuit filed by a disgruntled former chef. Atticus handled the lawsuit quickly and quietly and, before long, one location became two, and then four, and then seven. But as the Galveston brand grew, so did the problems, and maybe they were just little things to other people, but little things added up to big things, and when a huge financial setback threatened to close the seven restaurants dotting Texas, Nevada, California and Colorado, he stepped in, bought his partners out, and became the sole owner.

He liked being the sole owner, too, and as sole owner he’d made changes to the restaurants, improving the menu, improving the service, and bumping up prices, because when people went to a good steak house, they expected great steaks and expensive wine. People never minded paying for excellent cocktails and the best wine, and liquor was where the profits were anyway. Now he was ready to add an eighth location, the first in Montana, right here in Marietta, right in the old bookstore.

“Excuse me, I think I’m turned around,” a young woman said, approaching him on the street. Her purple knit cap was pulled down low on her forehead, and her arms bundled across her chest. Her coat didn’t look quite adequate for a Montana winter, and her cheeks were blotchy from the cold. “I was told there are several places serving dinner on Main. Grey’s was mentioned, and then a diner.”

Atticus pointed to a corner building across the street. “You’re not far. Grey’s is down one block, opposite side of the street, and the diner is down one more block, same side of the road.”

“Grey’s it is. Thank you,” she answered, teeth chattering, before dashing across the street.

He watched her go, wondering idly if that was the Rachel Mills he was looking for, and then thought it unlikely that the one person he came to see, would be the one person asking him for directions. But he would see Rachel tomorrow, and all he had to do was convince her to sell, and he’d be on his way back to Houston. He wasn’t worried about getting her to sell, either. Everyone had their price. Soon he’d know hers.
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It had taken Rachel two flights to reach Bozeman from Orange County, and then a forty-minute drive in a rental car on a windy, snow-dusted road with hidden icy patches that caught her by surprise, making the drive a bit more white knuckled than she’d anticipated.

Admittedly, her knowledge of Montana was pretty much zilch, and she’d expected some mountains, but the freezing wind that tugged at her coat and blew her hair around her head as she stepped out of the car at the Bramble House caught her by surprise.

She was greeted warmly by the bed and breakfast’s staff, and after a quick check-in was given an equally efficient tour before being shown upstairs to her room, and suggesting a few spots nearby for dinner, an easy walk to downtown if Rachel dressed warmly.

Bundled up, Rachel left Bramble House and walked two blocks to Second Street, crossing Crawford, and then Church Street, before coming to Main, and that was when she got confused. The street was quiet and dark, despite the pretty Christmas decorations festooned to the old-fashioned streetlamps. Nearly all of the buildings were two stories tall, and most were brick, or a mixture of brick and wood, with a Western façade.

She’d looked right and left, and then back toward the courthouse in the distant park, the dome of the courthouse bathed in light, the same light that made the peak of a big mountain standing sentry behind the town gleam. Which way was she supposed to go?

That was when she spotted the man on the corner, and thankfully he sorted her out and now she was stepping into Grey’s Saloon, grateful to be out of the cold. A rugged-looking man in his thirties was working the bar and he nodded at her and told her to sit wherever she liked.

Rachel chose one of the empty tables as far from the jukebox as possible, and after peeling her coat and mittens and hat off, plucked the laminated menu from the condiment holder. She spotted the cobb salad and closed the menu. Done. White wine, a salad, and then tomorrow she’d find the bookstore, unlock the front door, and see what lay inside.

And then what?

What was she doing here? What was she thinking?

“That’s a heavy sigh,” the bartender said, now at her side.

She grimaced. “It’s been a long day.”

“What can I get you then?”

“The cobb salad and a glass of white wine. I’m not picky. Whatever you think is good works for me.”

He nodded. “Make sure yourself comfortable and I’ll be right back with the wine.”

Her phone rang as the bartender walked away, and Rachel tugged off her scarf as she took the call. “Hello, Dad.”

“You’ve arrived safely?” he asked.

“I have. Just sat down to dinner, too. There really is no need to worry about me.”

“I still think you’re making a terrible mistake.”

“I’m not allowed to come see where Mom was from?”

“Of course you are, but this gift from Lesley. It’s not practical. She has never been practical—”

“And yet Mom adored her.”

“Just don’t lose your head.”

She refused to be provoked. “When have I ever done that?”

“I predict it’s a crumbling building, overrun with silverfish,” he said darkly.

“Haven’t seen the bookstore yet, but happy to send a report tomorrow. Now, good night, Dad, and don’t worry so much. Everything is going to be fine.” Hanging up, Rachel peeled the rest of her layers off, piling them onto the bench seat next to her.

The woman at the booth in front of her turned around and flashed a friendly smile. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping,” she said, tucking a long dark strand of hair behind her ear, “but I heard the word bookstore and my ears perked up. You’re not Lesley’s goddaughter, Rachel from Southern California, are you?”

Rachel blinked, surprised. “I am.”

The woman reached over the top of the booth and extended her hand. “I’m Taylor Sheenan, the head librarian at Marietta’s library, and a fellow book lover. So pleased to meet you.”

Rachel shook hands thinking this wasn’t the time to announce that she wasn’t actually a book lover. If anything, she tended to tolerate books rather than embrace them. “Rachel Mills,” she answered. “How did you hear about me?”

“Lesley and I have stayed in touch and she emailed me last week to say that she’d gifted the store to her goddaughter Rachel from Southern California. And now here you are.”

“Here I am,” Rachel echoed uncomfortably.

“It will be wonderful to have the store open for Christmas.”

“I’m not sure the store will be open for Christmas. I’m only here for a week or two.”

“Oh.” Taylor looked surprised, and then disappointed, and then she masked the disappointment with a polite smile. “Welcome to Marietta. Hope you enjoy your visit.”

The bartender arrived with Rachel’s salad and wine, but Rachel’s appetite had faded, and she half-heartedly stabbed her fork into the salad.

She wasn’t sure she was prepared for Marietta after all.

Fortunately dinner, and a good night’s sleep, helped restore Rachel’s equilibrium and she set off the next morning for Main Street again, stopping at Java Café for a coffee and scone before going to the bookstore.

She stood outside the store for a minute just taking it in. She’d stood on this very corner last night, getting directions from the man, and last night in the dark, she hadn’t realized this was her store, and there was the painted wooden sign, hunter green with a pale gold outline. Paradise Books.

Even though the big Plateglass windows were shuttered on the inside, she felt a little thrill. This store was hers now. How crazy was that?

Eager now to see just what Lesley had given her, Rachel unlocked the front door and turned on lights, delighted to discover her father was wrong. The brick building wasn’t crumbling in any way, nor was it terribly musty after being closed for the past three plus years. Rachel set to work opening the wooden shutters, exposing the large expanse of glass and inviting the sun in. Outside it was a bright blue winter sky, and the streaming sun made the dust spirals look like swirling flecks of gold.

Thanks to the sun, Rachel could finally make out the window display, an ode to Valentine’s Day, with red foil hearts and ivory cupid statues posed between popular romances from the nineteenth century—Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Leo Tolstoy, Thomas Hardy. She wasn’t sure War and Peace, or Jude the Obscure, would make anyone’s list of top romance novels, but she’d give her godmother points for trying.

Rachel turned to face the interior of the store. So many leather-bound books. Such beautiful crown molding. Even the scattered upholstered armchairs looked elegant with their jeweled brocades and velvets. It was all so very different from her normal life. It was like being swept into a fairy tale, only this wasn’t her fairy tale. This fairy tale was meant for someone else, someone more like Lesley, someone who’d treasure the books and history of the place.

Rachel was far too practical. She knew the value of a steady paycheck and a solid 401K plan. Small business owners didn’t have that security, or retirement benefits.

Owning a used bookstore would provide even less security. No one wanted real books anymore. Everyone was decluttering and dumping their books, never mind books that were a half century old.

But what about those who actually lived here? Did anyone besides the librarian miss their old store? Or had everyone who read books gone digital? It made sense in a place like Marietta that was buried with snow months out of the year. Buying the newest bestseller from an online retailer would be the easy thing to do. Technology had changed the world and there was no going back.

But as Rachel stood in in the middle of this lovely light-filled space with the enormous windows and rich, dark shelves, she wished she was someone a little less practical. Someone who didn’t live her life by numbers. Because the numbers were stacked against Paradise Books. The numbers, once added up, labeled this lovely old store a money pit.

The small bell on the front door jingled as it opened. Rachel wiped her dusty hands on the back of her jeans and turned to watch a tall, good-looking man in a sophisticated gray suit cross the threshold, his narrowed gaze skimming the interior before resting on her.

“Hello,” she said. “Can I help you?”

“The lights were on. Wondered if you were open.”

He was familiar, she thought, especially his voice, with that hint of drawl. She’d asked him for directions last night, hadn’t she? “Not exactly,” she answered, wondering if he recognized her. “I think you were the nice person who got me to Grey’s for dinner last night.”

His lips quirked. “I wondered,” he said, his voice deep and firm.

Last night he’d merely been information. Today he was pure fascination. The man was tall and seriously good-looking—thick, wavy brown-black hair, straight brows, chiseled jaw—this kind of handsome didn’t just walk through the door every day. At least, not her door.

Of course, she was wearing an old sweater and her favorite Levi’s while he looked as if he’d just stepped from the pages of a men’s magazine, his light gray dress shirt partially unbuttoned, exposing the column of his throat, hinting at a muscular chest. An unbuttoned collar wouldn’t look out of place in California, but this was Montana and there was dirty snow piled up on the street corners and his bronzed throat and chest made it appear as if he’d just returned from the Maldives.

“So you’re not open,” he said.

“I’m just doing an inspection,” she answered, “figuring out what’s what.”

“The store’s been closed a long time.”

“Almost three years,” she said.

He nodded absently, as if he’d expected her to say that, and glanced around once more, his gaze studying the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, shelves that filled up most of the downstairs. “You’re the one I’ve come to see,” he said after a moment, focusing on her again, his voice filling her with warmth.

“Me?”

“You’re Rachel Mills.”

He’d caught her off guard. How did he know her name? “Yes, I’m Rachel.”

“The new owner of the bookstore.”

He didn’t say it as a question, but a statement, which made her wonder if everyone in Marietta knew about Lesley’s gift to her. “Yes.”

He extended his hand. “Atticus Bowen.”

“Atticus?”

“My mother loved To Kill a Mockingbird.”

She smiled reluctantly. “You’re Southern, too.”

“Texan. Houston.”

“South Texas.”

He laughed, and his teeth were very white, and his eyes very blue. “Lesley told me I’d find you here this week, so I flew in to meet you.”

“You flew in to meet me?”

“Just arrived last night.”

“So you haven’t been impatiently waiting to purchase a book.”

He gave her a lazy smile. “I’ve been impatiently waiting to make you an offer for all the books.”

“You want all the books?”

“As well as the building.”

“You want to own Paradise Books.”

“I do.”

If there was a category in one’s yearbook for Least Likely to Own a Used Bookstore, this man would win it. “You love books?” she said in disbelief.

“That’s probably an exaggeration. Books are fine, but I don’t take them to bed with me.”

She didn’t know how it happened, but she heard him say, “take them to bed” and then mentally added the word, “naked,” and then blushed, distracted, because Rachel didn’t meet men and picture them naked, or in bed. But Atticus Bowen wasn’t like any man she’d ever met.

“My mother always read in bed,” he added helpfully. “Every night. She’s the reader in the family.”

Rachel really wished he’d stop mentioning beds. “And she wants the bookstore?”

“No.”

Her confusion deepened. “If you don’t love books, why this bookstore?”

“It’s special,” he said with a faint shrug.

She stared at him, fascinated. Everything about him exuded confidence, but it was that slight, mocking lift of his lips that held her attention. His mouth was sexy and confident. Dangerous. She’d heard men like this existed but had never met one in real life.

Rachel’s real life was dominated by a calculator and spreadsheets. The people in her world were also good with numbers, and like her, they tended to be quiet, serious, average.

Atticus wasn’t average.

For the first time in a long time, her life wasn’t organized and predictable. She had no idea what would happen next.

“Does Lesley know you want to buy the bookstore?” she asked.

“She does.”

“And what did she say?”

“That I should talk to you, as it’s now yours.”

Interesting, as well as convenient. Rachel’s fingers curled into her palms, not sure she liked that everyone knew more about what was happening than her. Clearly, she needed to be looped in, fast. “How do you know her?”

“Friends of mine are friends with her.”

“So no relation.”

“None.”

“And you’ve come all this way to meet me.”

“I have.”

“You must want this store badly.”

The corner of his mouth tugged in a faintly rueful smile. “I do.”

“This is an interesting development.”

“So you’re open to discussing the store with me?”

Her eyebrows arched. “Unless you’re making a terrible offer, why wouldn’t I be?”

“I would never make you a terrible offer. That would disrespect your intelligence, and nothing good would come after that.”

“True,” she agreed.

Find out what happens next…
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