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      May 25th

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I sincerely hope not.”

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

      “Thank you. Goodbye.”

      “Bye, now.” Grace ended the call.

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

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

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

      She sighed. Montana? Her heart was pounding. Would this be the opportunity she needed? She hoped she was doing the right thing for Mindy and herself. Surely Montana was far enough away that Simmons wouldn’t find her. Please God, let it be far enough away.
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        * * *

      

      Travis Morgan glared at his assistant, Grace Williams, on the laptop’s screen. The woman’s silver hair conjured thoughts of a nurturing grandmotherly figure. Nevertheless, she possessed a deceptive cutthroat nature and an unwavering accuracy in her beliefs. Unfortunately for Travis, she was consistently right at least ninety-nine percent of the time.

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

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

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

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

      She looked thoroughly pleased with herself.

      “Do I have any choice?” he grumbled.

      Grace chuckled. “None at all.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Daughter?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He moved to cross his arms over his chest and stopped halfway with a groan. “Well, the way I feel right now, tomorrow can’t come soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Willow didn’t want to leave her car at the airport and called an Uber to take her from the condo to Broomfield FBO. She and Mindy arrived at just before noon and found a tall, fit man waiting for them. He wore a crisp, dark blue uniform with silver wings on his shoulders and two white stripes at his wrists.

      “Ms. Willow Adams?”

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

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

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

      Mindy had one large rolling case and a backpack.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Will the bad man come after us?”

      “No. We’ll be safe.”

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

      Mindy wore her backpack.

      Once they were inside, the flight attendant greeted them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Diane brought out fresh muffins in a variety of flavors.

      Willow and Mindy both picked chocolate.

      They laughed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And I you, Ms. Adams.”

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

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

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

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

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