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      Daisy Lillywhite was poised, elegant, and confident in her red satin bridesmaid formal gown. The dress flattered her tall, full figure, and she’d heard nothing but compliments all day.

      Not that she’d internalized the compliments. These were her immediate family and hometown friends and extended family. They had to say kind words. It was in the contract.

      Some men did seem to appreciate her generous curves and larger stature, just not the one man she’d crushed on most of her life—though she had noticed his gaze on her often throughout the wedding, the dinner, and the party. Could it mean anything?

      She had followed her best friend Kelly’s keto diets, basically starving herself, and done two-a-day workouts with Kelly for months in preparation to run into the one and only Houston Coleville at this Christmas wedding. She was down five point two pounds. She’d received appreciative glances and compliments from a variety of the opposite sex today. If there was ever a time to make her move. This was the day.

      I’m brave, I’m bold, I’m beautiful, she repeated over and over in her head, willing her mind to believe it.

      She was going to strut up to Houston, ask him to dance, look straight into those brilliant blue eyes, engage in witty banter, and maybe he’d finally think she was ‘cute’ or hopefully more than cute. Maybe after they both graduated and moved back home, they’d date and fall in love.

      But most likely not.

      She’d never forget the fateful day when her dreams of Houston, created as a young teen and developed throughout her young adult years, were shattered. She’d come home for a visit after graduating with her bachelor’s degree. Houston was home celebrating graduation from medical school before he started his residency. His mama had thrown a party at the Coleville ranch for both of them. He’d flirted with her and the twinkle in his mesmerizing blue eyes said he was interested, very interested. For a few blissful hours, she believed he’d finally noticed her as a grown, attractive woman, not a young family friend.

      Her mama had sent her into the Colevilles’ house, chasing after Houston and Mama Millie to ‘help them’ carry out the desserts. Daisy had stopped in the laundry room, overhearing her own name and praying for some insight into Houston’s feelings for her.

      “Isn’t that Daisy Lillywhite just the cutest girl?” Mama Millie had said.

      “Mama,” Houston replied. “Daisy isn’t a cute girl …”

      Daisy had turned and hightailed it out of the house before he finished the devastating statement. She’d left the party shortly after, claiming she was sick. She was. Nauseous and distraught.

      She’d rarely seen Houston since that night, two and a half long years ago. The few times she’d been home to Coleville at the same time as him, she couldn’t meet his brilliant and intense blue eyes. Fear clouded her mind—fear he’d see that she longed for and loved him. She also feared she’d see in his blue gaze that he would never think she was ‘cute’, let alone attractive to him.

      It was time. Tonight she would conquer her demons. Houston Coleville might never be attracted to her, but she would dance with him and look him in the eye the entire song. Maybe then she could either put this silly teenage crush behind her and bury the pain of him not thinking she was ‘a cute girl’. If he was interested, maybe they could date after they both finished their schooling.

      Please, please, she begged her Father above. Help me.

      She glanced around the crowded living area, the spacious home of her newest brother-in-law, Sheriff Clint Coleville. Clint and her sister Lily had shared a double wedding with Navy SEAL Lieutenant Miles Coleville and the A-list actress Eva Chevron. The wedding had been exquisite and now everyone was partying at Clint’s house—eating, dancing, and socializing after the main event.

      Spying Houston over by the kitchen island, drinking a glass of water and surprisingly not surrounded by people, was a sign from above. Houston was alone. His family and friends from Coleville, who hadn’t seen him very often as he progressed through undergrad, medical school, and now residency, hadn’t left him alone for a moment today.

      Her friend Cassie Johnston was the wedding planner. Daisy had asked Cassie if she could walk down the aisle with Rhett, Houston’s next oldest brother. Rhett was a fabulous guy, ruggedly handsome and a successful home builder. Daisy hadn’t been ready to face Houston then. Ready or not she was running out of time. It was now or never.

      Staring at him, she started to second guess herself, her preparation, her confidence, and why she had to face him. Did it really matter if she faced her lifelong crush to know once and for all if they had a shot? Kelly claimed Daisy never gave another man a chance because she was hung up on the ‘perfect Houston Coleville’. Well, Kelly had never come face to face with him. How could any man compare?

      Houston was devastatingly handsome in a dark gray tux and the red tie that matched her bridesmaid dress. Deep brown Tecova dress boots completed the look.

      Dr. Houston Jack Coleville was manly perfection. The ideal mix of smart doctor and tough cowboy. Even if she hadn’t overheard him telling his mama she wasn’t cute three years ago, she’d doubt herself at this crucial moment.

      Brave. Bold. Beautiful.

      Holding herself erect, she maneuvered through the crowd, smiling and responding to greetings from family and friends who were dancing and enjoying the happy event. She was happy and cordial, but she didn’t stop. She could not stop. Her gaze was fixed and her path clear. She was going to assert herself and move past the silliness of an unreciprocated crush. Prove to herself she could keep her head high.

      She was bold, confident, beautiful, and almost successful. She’d have her Master of Physician Assistant studies this spring. Praying for her Father above to help her believe in herself, she kept putting one foot in front of the other.

      Suddenly she was in front of him. It was too fast. Houston’s blue eyes focused in on her and all the oxygen fled her body. She attempted to hold his gaze, but all the feelings of love and longing for this man burst through her. If she maintained eye contact, he would easily see past her fake bravado to the heart yearning for him. Then he’d gently tell her she wasn’t ‘cute’ and she’d be demolished all over again.

      Thankfully, he grinned, said, “Daisy!” with all the happy exuberance of one reconnecting with an old friend, set his glass on the nearby counter, and pulled her into a hug.

      Daisy forgot her intentions to be witty and confident. She slipped her hands around his back and clung to him. The succulent rhomboid and trapezoid muscle under her fingertips and palms and the strength in his pectoralis muscles pressing against hers made all her thoughts scatter. Sparkles filled the air. She was tingly warm all the way through.

      Houston! Houston! her mind cheered. Her mind was cloudy, filled with his scent and his touch. She couldn’t remember why she was clinging to this perfect man, but she was ecstatic about it.

      He pulled back far too soon, and his smile was almost as powerful as his gaze. “Daisy Lillywhite. You look incredible. How have you been?”

      He had to talk loud to be heard over the music and chatter. She wished she dared ask him to go outside. He’d said she looked incredible. Did he mean it, or were the kind words just what you said to a family friend you saw at a wedding?

      She could hardly hold his gaze as she blurted out, “Do you want to dance?” instead of answering his question.

      “Sure.” He grinned.

      Her stomach did a happy flip, she swayed on her heels, and she had no choice but to look away. She couldn’t let him see how she longed for him. How could any woman stay upright under the force of those incredible blue eyes and that megawatt grin?

      They eased out into the crush of dancers in his brother’s spacious living area. He gathered her into his arms, his strong palm framing her hip and his other hand clasping hers and bringing their hands to his chest. A heated pulse spread from where their hands connected. His palm seared through the silky material of her dress.

      She leaned into him and closed her eyes, instantly forgetting her purpose to tease, laugh, and prove to herself she was mature, desirable, and over him.

      Heaven. He smelled like heaven—clean, crisp, and manly. He felt like heaven—tall, strong, and manly. His hands were heaven—large, firm, and tingly.

      “How are you holding up under the impossible grind of P.A. school?” he asked.

      “Ground to a mindless pulp,” she said, not opening her eyes or looking up at him.

      He chuckled at that, and she felt the happy rumble of his chuckle against her own chest.

      They swayed around the ‘dance floor’, sometimes bumping into other people. Clint’s living area was spacious, but not for a crowd this big to truly dance.

      She didn’t look up. What was wrong with her? This was the opposite of proving she was over him.

      “How about you? How’s the sleepless nightmare of residency?” She turned her face toward his so he could hear her clearly and snuck a peek at his handsome face. He was staring down at her, his blue eyes as penetrating and intense as ever. She quickly closed her own eyes, lest he see all she was feeling.

      Despite her worries, the feel of his body surrounding hers made her light up from the inside out. She felt like she was at home and on fire in his arms.

      “I love the work and the people,” he said. “Truly, who needs more than three days off a month, and what kind of lazy slap wants to work less than twelve-hour shifts every day?”

      She laughed. She’d heard about that. Three days total off a month, not in addition to weekends. “Seriously. Lazy slaps our generation is. Just ask old man Norton.”

      She snuck another glance as they laughed together, then closed her eyes again. She’d heard from family members and friends that her green and gold eyes had stars in them and were a portal to her soul. She couldn’t risk Houston seeing into her soul. She was more drawn to him than ever after these blissful moments in his arms. How humiliating was that if he didn’t even think she was cute?

      She recognized the song was coming to an end and started to panic. Was their time over? Would he ask to dance with her again? Did he think she was a weirdo for not opening her eyes? She could feel his gaze on her.

      The song ended, and he released his hold on her. All the magic disappeared and her eyes darted open of their own will. Houston was smiling at her, his blue eyes twinkling with humor, and she could swear there was a yearning for her in those blue depths.

      “There you are,” he said huskily. “I was wondering if you’d fallen asleep on my shoulder.”

      Her heart raced out of control as she stared at him. She had no idea what he’d just said or how to respond. She looked away at the crowd. Another song had started and couples were dancing again.

      “Daisy?”

      “I … um …” She focused on the dancing crowd. “Forgive me. What did you say?” She studiously avoided looking at him. Why was she such a mess around him? All she’d proven tonight was that she wasn’t brave or bold. She couldn’t meet his gaze. And she definitely wasn’t over her crush on him.

      “I thought you’d fallen asleep on my shoulder,” he said.

      “Oh. Ha. Well, it’s a nice brawny shoulder for sleeping on.” She was proud of herself for bantering. He was brawny. There was strength and power in his hands as they touched her, as if he liked her voluptuous shape. Something in his hands said there might be a dangerous side to this future doctor.

      No. Houston would never use his hands to hurt anyone, only to heal.

      “Thank you kindly, ma’am,” he teased.

      She snuck a glance. His blue eyes’ effect was as potent as ever. Intense and electrifying, with that hint of danger she’d thought she felt in his hands. It thrilled her and tied her tongue.

      She fumbled for something to say. Anything. Please, mind, work, she begged.

      Awkward as that freshman gawking at the hottest senior boy like when they were in high school, she had nothing. She backed away and ran into someone. Spinning, she saw a polished, handsome, dark-haired, dark-eyed man in a tailored black suit.

      She gave him an awkward smile and moved to step past him.

      “Pardon me,” the man said. “Could I have this dance?”

      “Sure.” Anything to escape the awkwardness she’d just created with Houston. This was the opposite of wowing him and walking away with her head held high.

      She stepped forward and rested one palm on the stranger’s shoulder and her other hand in his grasp. She felt none of the sparks she’d felt touching Houston. Objectively, this man was as handsome as Houston, but she was calm. Her stomach wasn’t doing the mamba, and she had no problem meeting his dark gaze. She could hold his gaze all day and never worry that he could see how she longed for him. Because sadly, she didn’t long for anyone but the man who had said she wasn’t ‘cute’.

      “I’m Josiah Newman,” the man said. “A close friend of Eva Chevron’s.”

      “Oh … Oh!” She blinked at him, shocked she hadn’t recognized the famous actor. There were a few in the crowd today. Josiah was most often in serious documentaries and touching romances. She should be star-struck. She should be quivering in her high heels dancing with such a handsome and well-known man.

      He had no effect on her. Nothing like Houston.

      She snuck a glance at where she’d stuttered away from Houston. He was watching them dance, arms folded over his lean chest, an irritated look in those glorious blue eyes. He arched a brow at her, as if asking why she was dancing with this guy when she wanted him, but she was probably making that up. Quickly averting her gaze, she focused back on Josiah.

      “What an honor,” she teased. “To meet another of Hollywood’s royalty. You’re almost as famous as Eva Chevron Coleville.”

      Josiah’s dark eyes flashed appreciation that she recognized him and could casually tease with him. “Don’t let it make you nervous or tongue-tied.”

      She almost laughed out loud. Nervous or tongue tied for an actor she didn’t know? Not an issue. Nervous and tongue tied and longing for the man she’d crushed on her entire life? That was her own pathetic reality.

      “Oh, I won’t.” She grinned. “I’ve never been much into fan-girling.”

      He chuckled. “Good for you. Has anyone ever told you that you have stars in your eyes?”

      “Yes.” She laughed and fluttered her eyelashes. “Or maybe I’m just starry-eyed over the Hollywood hunk.”

      “Let’s go with that.” He winked and pulled her a bit closer. “And what is your name, or should I call you Beautiful Angel with stars in her eyes?”

      “Hmm.” At least Josiah Newman thought she was beautiful. It should’ve been a boost to her confidence, but she’d just failed with Houston. If she couldn’t even hold eye contact with her dream man, how would she ever get him to fall for her? “Lady in Red would do nicely, thank you.”

      He grinned.

      Daisy understood Josiah Newman’s grin was a million-dollar megawatt grin that the media wrote articles about. For her personally, it had one-thousandth the power that Houston’s smile did.

      “‘Lady in Red. Dancing with me … cheek to cheek,’” he sang in a low tone and brought her in close enough their cheeks touched.

      Her eyes suddenly met Houston’s across the crowded room of people swaying to the music and celebrating the event. His blue eyes were full of her. If only she could dance cheek to cheek with him.

      Looking back to Josiah, she laughed and pulled back to create some distance.

      She bantered with the handsome actor, risking glances at Houston whenever she felt she could safely do so.

      Houston looked increasingly frustrated, studying her every time she let her eyes stray his direction. Did that mean anything? Was he finally interested in her, or did he simply not want her dancing with the famous actor? Josiah didn’t have the best reputation with women, but Daisy was in no danger of falling for him.

      After a few beats, she looked around for Houston. Casually and then frantically. Where was he?

      There. He was coming in their direction, his blue eyes stormy and his posture determined. He was confident. He radiated an aura that said he could conquer the world. Most of all he could win her heart.

      Their gazes met for a beat, but she glanced away quickly, not wanting him to see how she longed for him.

      Sneaking a peek, she caught his cowboy boots striding past and her heart deflated. He hadn’t cut in. He didn’t long for her.

      It was her fault. She couldn’t even meet his gaze. She should’ve begged him to come for her with her eyes.

      She’d failed.

      Bold. Brave. Beautiful.

      Not tonight. Not with Houston.
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      Houston stretched his back. The late May afternoon was warm in Omaha. He was sweating in his T-shirt, jeans, and Tecova boots. He’d shoved the last box from his apartment into his battered Chevy Tahoe. One more sweep of his apartment and he’d be headed home to Coleville. He’d survived medical school and residency. He was fascinated with the workings of the human body and was a people person. He’d wanted to be a doctor since he was a child, but the long hours, demands mentally and physically, and lack of sleep wore down even the strongest and most determined.

      He’d made it. Residency was finally over and he was moving home to Montana. He’d live close to his family for the first time since graduating high school and take over Doc’s practice. He’d work in pediatrics on up to geriatrics. He loved the challenge and the diversity, and he wanted to specialize in preventative health—nutrition, vitamin and mineral supplements, gut biome, and exercise. There were many in his small hometown who’d never given a passing thought to gut health. He was going to change some lives.

      It was what he’d dreamed about and worked for all these years. If only he had a special someone to share it with. His mama despaired that he hadn’t found his sweetheart in ‘all them years living abroad’. He smiled at that. To his mama, Texas and Nebraska were almost as
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