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Her Gentle Giant
One 

Moose
​The axe whipped through the air with barely a sound as it sliced through the wood. Casually resting the handle on his corded shoulder, Moose held it with one large palm as he replaced another chunk. His muscles rippled and stretched as he heaved the blade above his head, plowing down and slicing the wood in half. Misty morning breath clouds billowed around him. Again, he rested the axe along the crook of his neck, grabbing another stub of wood and placing it on the chopping block. With smooth strokes, he repeated the steps, until his upper torso glistened with perspiration through his open flannel.
​The dawn of a new morning peaked through the trees of the heavily wooded land. He gathered the split timber, transporting it to the clearing, where he prepared his firepit. A light snow dusted the ground, but not enough to stick. As soon as the sun rose, it would be gone. The pond, however, still had a few more months to go before it was warmer than half frozen. Once the fire was ablaze, he peeled off his flannel, removed his jeans, and lay them both over a log next to the fire. Finally, he took the few steps into the icy pond—submerging himself.
Fifteen minutes later, he warmed by the fire—jeans on, torso bare.
Haunted by memories.
Moose found in the fifteen minutes—most of which were spent submerged underwater—somehow, he could quiet the voices.
He’d started his Polar Bear plunge ritual years ago in the Army Rangers. Never one to back down from a challenge, he’d been dared to jump into a frozen lake during a training exercise. But the joke was on them. He’d felt stronger once he emerged and continued the practice whenever the opportunity arose. Now living on Jackson Ridge, the forest being his playground—the opportunity presented itself whenever he wanted.
Jackson Ridge was over 200 acres set back in the Rocky Mountains of Wyoming. Outsiders probably saw it as a compound, a place to steer clear of. Or be afraid. But it was more than that. It was a community of friends—of family—coming together, disillusioned from the “real” world, and wanting to live simple, peaceful, and solitary lives. Jackson Ridge was completely self-sufficient and housed some of the deadliest weapons the military had ever trained. All retired service members from one branch or another, coming together in one common goal.
The closest town to them was Paradise Falls, a good thirty minutes away. The people of Paradise weren’t all that different from those at Jackson Ridge. They wanted small town living and didn’t like outsiders. So, once they’d gotten over their fear of the crazy-ex-pats-living-in-the-woods, it worked out well for everyone.
Moose’s gaze lost focus as he stared into the fire.
Please take care of my children.
Kay's voice drifted uninvited into his consciousness.
You’re the kindest, most honorable man I’ve ever met. I’ll cherish the time I got to spend with you. Everything happens for a reason. Please take care of my babies, Moose. I know they’ll be safe with you.
His eyes filled and Moose shock his head, wishing he could dislodge the memories. If he had more time, he’d plunge back into the pond, but he had children to wake and chores to tend to.
He stood, kicking out the fire and tugging on his shirt, and made his way back to the cabin.
Moose silently slipped into the bedroom, making his way to the bed, and tickled the toes poking out the bottom of the quilt.
“Rise and shine, beautiful girl.”
The foot jerked back beneath the quilt, but not before the telltale signs of giggles emerged.
“Moosey,” came a groggy voice from below the blankets.
He rolled his eyes and internally growled.
Ever since Cara let it slip once that she’d teased him by calling him Moosey, and Sophie overheard, she’d taken up calling him that.
He’d grumbled and made a big show about it to Cara, but secretly he loved that Sophie had a pet name for him. He felt it brought them closer, gave him the edge that the others didn’t have. And seeing that he was trying to adopt them under the most traumatic circumstances, and would be her father if all went well, it was a good thing.
Cara Hastings—soon to be Montgomery—former United States Secretary of Interior, was a friend and newest Jackson Ridge resident. She was marrying Mike Montgomery, a retired U.S. Marshal and Marine. Mike and Cara had come to Jackson Ridge when Cara’s life had been threatened and they needed a place to lie low. In the end, they both left their political lives in Washington and settled here.
“Come on, sweet pea, time to get up. I’m going to rouse your brother, then… I’ll be back.” Moose spoke the famous line from the movie Terminator like Arnold Schwarzenegger.
Sophie giggled—the sound warming his body even more than the fire had—and ruffled beneath the covers as he left to wake Tommy.
Moose made his way down the hall to Tommy’s room, rapped on the door, and entered. There was always a moment of hesitation, of unease, when waking Tommy. Was he there? Did it happen again?
Tommy suffered from sleepwalking.
The sleepwalking in itself wasn’t the issue. In fact, it’s not all that uncommon in children. But when said child leaves the safety of their house and journeys up a mountain to the very spot where his mother died. This is a problem. To add to that, when they’d find him, sometimes he’d come home peacefully, other times he’d attack whoever found him first, behaving like a rabid animal. Then in the morning, Tommy seemed to have no memory of it and would behave as if it had never happened.
Geo, one of the other vets at Jackson Ridge—was a retired psychiatrist. He’d called in a friend, and they both worked wonders with Tommy. The episodes happened far and few these days, but Moose, being who he was, was always on edge about it.
He already had a keen sense of hearing and heightened alertness from his Ranger days. He just wasn’t aware he’d have to use these skills on a six-year-old. However, after the first couple of times, Moose installed motion detectors around the house, and the rest of Jackson Ridge helped him mount them all the way up to the trail where Kay had died.
Moose rounded the bed and slowly exhaled the breath he’d been holding as Tommy’s mass of red hair emerged.
“Hey there, little man, it’s time to get up.” He gently shook Tommy’s shoulder.
“Five more minutes?” Tommy mumbled under the covers.
This was their ritual. Five more minutes.
“See you in the kitchen, buddy,” Moose said before leaving the room.
He headed back to Sophie’s room and sat at the foot of her bed.
At her request, when she’d come to live with him, he’d made her a tiny princess bed. His enormous frame nearly took up half of it just sitting on the corner.
Moose had been seeing Kay Adams for barely a year when she’d died. He’d met her in Paradise Falls when he and Nate, a fellow Ridge native, helped the town get through a rough winter. Moose had always wanted a family, just hadn’t found the right girl yet. Granted, it was a bit difficult when he lived off the grid in the mountains of Wyoming, and only left for jobs and to gather supplies. But then Kay came along with a readymade family—Tommy and Sophie had warmed to him pretty quick, and he’d really thought this was it for him.
On one of the last days of Spring, before the weather got too cold, Kay took a group of kids on a trail behind Jackson Ridge. And there was a landslide. Kay held on until they’d gotten there but succumbed to her injuries as soon as the kids were safe.
But not before begging Moose to raise her children.
It had been a no-brainer at first—the children just lost the most important person in the world to them. The last thing they needed was to be thrown into the system. So, as requested, Moose had taken charge. He figured family would come forward eventually, but no one came. The townspeople said, as far as they knew, there was no family left. So, the Ridge had rallied around him and the children, and they all seemed to make it through.
It was no small feat, given the situation with Tommy and Moose’s own emotional turmoil—losing Kay, the way he had, did something to him.
He was angry at the world.
Although he was slowly finding his way back, Moose still fought his demons—hence the Polar Bear Plunge on the regular. But as they say, one day at a time, and each one was getting a little easier.
“Alright, Princess Sophie, it’s time to greet the day.”
She sat up, almost zombie-like, hair all mussed, and allowed him to drag her from bed, towards the bathroom. Once she’d done her business, she came back and Moose helped her dress. As he made his way into the kitchen to start breakfast, Sophie took to the floor to play.
After a few minutes, Moose smiled to himself as he heard Tommy open his door and go into the bathroom.
They’d been living with Moose for just under a year now. It definitely hadn’t been easy, but as they say, it takes a village. In this instance, it took a Jackson Ridge. Everyone pitched in and helped.
After breakfast, Moose took the kids down to the main house where Nate and Kelley—Nate’s wife—lived. Kelley loved on Sophie and Tommy something fierce and took them at any chance she could get. But, Monday through Friday, they went to town with Cara and Suzy.
​Cara was the new teacher at The Falls school, Suzy her assistant, and they’d take Sophie and Tommy in with them, along with Suzy’s brood.
​After seeing them off, he sat on the porch with Nate and Mike, kicking up his feet as Kelley came out to join them.
​“Did you have breakfast?” Kelley asked him.
​“I did, thanks, Kell.”
​“Coffee?”
​Moose shook his head. “You don’t have—”
​Kelley rose, waving him off. “I want to. Be right back.”
​As he watched her leave, his eyes shifted to Mike and Nate.
​“How’s it going?” Mike asked.
​“Better.”
​“Really?” Nate grunted. “Still diving into frozen lakes?”
​Moose rolled his eyes. “It’s good for the circulatory system.”
​“Yeah, say that five times fast.” Mike chuckled.
​They knew he didn’t do it for health benefits, not really. But the rigorous training and exercising wasn’t cutting it. Just as the men who trained with him would attest—when he could find ones that would put themselves through the torture, that is. Hell, who was he kidding—everyone at Jackson Ridge was aware of the anger issues he battled. He needed the ice plunges.
​Kelley returned with a steamy mug, and he accepted it gratefully.
​The mornings were still chilly, fog on the breath, frost on the trees and grass, but not too cold where it was uncomfortable. Moose loved the wintry mornings, always feeling like he had fire for blood—he welcomed the chill.
​“How are the kids?” Kelley asked.
​He let the warm liquid soothe his throat before he answered, “They’re good. No episodes. But…” Moose fidgeted in his chair.
​“Did you hear back?” Kelley asked anxiously.
​“Not officially. But the lawyer mentioned Child Services could request the children be put into foster care before, and leading up to, the adoption.”
​Mike and Nate seemed to tense.
​“What?” Kelley hissed.
​Moose shook his head. “I know, I know. Trust me, it’s all I can do not to lose my shit right now. But it’s up to the Adoption and Child Protection office, and my lawyer says he’s handling it.”
​“What can we do? Which department is that office with? Does Cara know anyone that could help?” Kelley fired off questions faster than anyone could answer.
​He pumped his hands to settle her down. “I already asked Cara. She called a few people, but no one she knows has any connections with the Governor's office in Wyoming.”
​Kelley lost her steam, slouching her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Moose, I know you’re probably stressed enough without me adding to it.”
​“Don’t worry about it. It’s good to know I’m not alone.”
​“You’re not,” Mike told him. “However this goes, we’re with you. We’re not giving up on those kids.”
​Nate nodded and slapped him on the back. “They’re part of the Jackson Ridge family now, Moose.”
​Moose nodded, understanding perfectly well the words not spoken. He appeared calm on the outside, but it ate away at him. He couldn’t imagine having to send the kids away—to see the devastation in their eyes all over again. His skin itched to go for another plunge.
​“Another thing is… it’s nothing really in comparison, but… it just bothers me Tommy hasn’t opened up about it, you know?” Moose confessed something that had been eating away at him. “Things are better, yes, and working through his mother’s death in therapy seems to have put a stop to the episodes… and that’s great…”
​“But he hasn’t opened up about the episodes or acknowledged he remembers them?” Nate finished for him.
​Moose shook his head, distractedly running his hands through his mane. “I just worry, is all.”
​“Like a good dad should.” Mike grinned at him, slapping him on the back.
​Moose smirked.
​“We all know that sometimes in battle… shit happens so deep that we barely understand it in our own heads. Sometimes it’s too hard to voice it out loud. You know?” Nate remarked.
​The men were silent. All of them knowing too well that Nate was right.
​Kelley leaned forward in her chair. “I know I haven’t seen anything like you guys have, so I can’t speak to that. But kids need to feel safe and loved—and I believe he does. From there, all you can do is be here for him, Moose. If and when he’s ready, he’ll talk.”
​“Thanks, Kelley. I know you’re right, and I couldn’t have done it without you all. I’m so grateful.”
​They waved him off.
​“That’s what family does, Moose,” Nate said, pulling Kelley from her chair and resting her on his lap. “That’s what family does.”
Two 

Patricia
​Patty woke with a start. Unsure if it was a nightmare, or she’d heard something outside, she threw off the covers and tiptoed to the bedroom door. A dog barked outside, and she tilted her head, listening intently. Through the blood rushing in her own ears, she could just make out the ticking of the clock on the wall. Waiting a few heartbeats, she crept into the living room and to the front door.
​Locked. Alarm armed.
​You’re being paranoid, Patricia.
​She knew she was being silly. Call it intuition, call it gut, but it had been entirely too quiet since she moved, and although some would say it’s a blessing, Patty worried it was too easy. Before moving back to the bedroom, she checked the windows to ensure everything was locked and secure. With shaky hands, pressing her back against a built-in shelf, she slid a finger up the curtain, peeking through the front bay window.
​Everything looked as it should.
​A dog barked again.
​You live in a neighborhood now, Patty. There’re children and dogs. Get a grip.
​Sighing, she closed her eyes in relief and lumbered back to her bedroom.
​God, she hoped it wouldn’t always be like this. The constant fear. She knew she needed to live her life, or she was allowing him to win. But how could she live her life when she was in constant fear he’d show up around every corner?
​Sliding back underneath the covers, Patty thought back to the day she’d finally broke it off with Chad. The looks that flashed across his face would’ve been comical if they hadn’t terrified her. Incredulity turned to laughter, then fear and, finally, anger. It was the anger that she’d lived with for far too long. The anger that had somehow finally given her the strength to say no more. He’d vowed she’d take him back. He’d vowed she’d regret it. That was almost a year ago, and the only thing she regretted was that she hadn’t done it sooner.
Well, that, and the fact no one believed her.
The next morning, she strode into the offices of Supreme Court Justice Williams, purse in the crook of her elbow and travel mug in her palm. The picture of confidence.
All signs of the frightened woman from the night before were gone.
​Work was where she felt the most at ease. Her face, painted on to perfection, like armor. Her hair strictly pulled back into a ponytail or bun. She felt in control here, unlike in her personal life, where everything seemed unsettled and unsure. She wished she knew how to change it, how to gain back a semblance of normalcy, but so far, nothing was working.
​Fake it till you make it.
​“Good morning, Patricia. How was your weekend?”
Patricia Roberts had been clerking for Anthony Williams for years now, but an old friend of her fathers, she’d known him most of her life.
“Good, Justice Williams. Thank you and yourself?”
His forehead creased—she suspected likely because of her formality. He’d often chided her, telling her it wasn’t necessary.
“Oh, you know, same ole. Golf and Martha.”
Patricia smiled indulgently. “How’s Martha? Still beating you on the green?”
Martha Williams, Anthony’s wife of almost fifty years, was a soft-spoken and kind woman. She’d often invited Patricia over for dinners or parties. In the past, Patty had gone as she very much enjoyed the company of the Williams’—they were like a second mother and father to her, having known them most of her life. But so much had changed once she started seeing Chad and then more so after she finally broke it off. She’d pulled away from everyone.
“On and off, my dear. On and off.” Anthony chuckled. “Hey, I heard the ladies did a birthday party this weekend. Did you have fun?”
Patty feigned surprise and shook her head. “Oh really? No, I didn’t hear about anything. I just stayed home.”
She had heard of the celebration, and if she hadn’t avoided the ladies in the office at every turn, she probably would’ve gotten an invitation. But she didn’t like to go out. Not anymore.
Anthony seemed like he wanted to say more, but just then, the phone at Patty’s desk rang. So instead, the justice simply nodded and headed to his office.
Saved by the bell.
Leaning over her desk, she answered the phone. “Good morning, Justice Williams’ office.”
With under an hour to go for the day, having just hit send on the summaries of petitions for Anthony, Patty’s intercom buzzed, and his voice boomed through.
​“Can I see you in my office, please?”
​“Of course, I’ll be right there.”
​She grabbed her binder and pen, then hurried towards his office, knocking once before entering. As she entered, Anthony glanced up from his computer and smiled.
​“Oh, there’s no need for that.” He waved at her binder. “I wanted to see if you’re going to your father's this weekend, and if so, if you’d like to head out there with me and Martha?”
​Her heart instantly fell, being reminded of her father’s celebration this weekend, but she did her best to keep it off her face.
​“Yes, I will be in attendance.”
​The last thing she wanted was to schmooze with her father, brothers, and their associates. It’s not that they were bad people. In fact, her brothers were in the Military, and her father was retired military and presently the administrator at SuMa Wildlife and Recreational Center. The center that Cara Hastings had risked everything to bring to life. Last year, there were multiple attempts on Cara’s life when she spearheaded SuMa and stood up to oil tycoon Walter Wallace.
But they loved money, power, and prestige. They loved what it got them and where it kept them. And where it kept them was far away from Patty’s life, and she quite liked that.
​Until she had to go home and play the dutiful, loving daughter.
​It’s not that she didn’t love her father, but they were never a close-knit family. After her mother died, she’d been raised by nannies. Her father’s career was always front and center in his life. Even when her mother was alive.
​But it was his seventy-fifth birthday, and she needed to be there.
​“Wonderful. So, we’ll arrange the transportation.”
​Patty smiled. At least she hoped it looked like a smile. “Of course, Justice Williams, that would be great.”
​“Patricia.” Anthony sighed and drew out her name. “How many times do I have to ask you?”
​This time, she did smile. Tilting her head and looking down at Anthony. He was such a kind and gentle man, so unlike her father. He had power and prestige being a Supreme Court Justice, but he never wielded it like a weapon.
​Suddenly, guilt swept through her. Anthony and Martha had always been there for her. The kind and loving parents that she never had. And she was doing her damndest to push them away. She needed to stop.
​“You’re right, Anthony. I’m sorry.” He visibly relaxed and Patty had an idea. “What are you and Martha up to this week? How about I have you over for dinner?”
​His face lit up. “We’d love that. Let me check with her, and I’ll let you know which night works best.”
Patricia gazed out her window as the aircraft taxied. They’d taken a private flight and just landed in Montana. Although dread was forming in the pit of her stomach at the prospect of seeing her father and brothers, the scenery here never ceased to call to her heart.
​They flew into Billings, then drove the two hours to her father's ranch outside of Miles City. On the journey, there was little chitchat, as everyone was exhausted from the travels, and the enthralling countryside views passing outside their windows were enough to keep them entertained. The snow-capped mountains seemed to stand guard over the lush green meadows and valleys. It was too cold to roll down the windows as they drove, but Patricia could almost taste the crispness in the air.
After the congestion of the city, this view was breathtaking.
She had to admit, her father’s property was absolutely gorgeous. His custom-built luxurious ranch-style home sat on over twenty acres. Every window in the house had views of the mountains. It was three levels, each level more spectacular than the next. With a chef's kitchen, formal and informal dining rooms, and eight bedrooms, the house was magnanimous, to say the least. Although she and her brothers each had rooms there for when they visited, most times it was only her father in residence.
As they stepped from the vehicle, Adrian Roberts bustled down the porch steps. “Anthony, Martha, it’s wonderful to see you. How have you been?”
Patricia stepped down last and was greeted with her father’s back as he whisked his old friends inside. She caught the sympathetic glance Martha sent over her shoulder just before they disappeared.
Hello father, nice to see you too.
It never ceased to sting, but she was used to it. And it really wasn’t intentional. Her father just never had time for what he considered the whims of the female species. She never felt him deliberately cruel or mean, but simply oblivious. In this case, she was his daughter and would understand, whereas his guests needed to be entertained.
Hours later, following the sounds of a party, Patty made her way down the cascading staircase of the second floor. A sudden chill passed over her. She glanced up and froze. Just beyond the landing stood her brother, David… and Chad.
​Oh God.
​She nearly tripped and had to grab onto the rail to keep from stumbling down. Fear shot through her and her breaths quickened. Her father appeared at the bottom of the staircase and extended his arm.
​Fearful eyes shot to him but were met with a frown.
​“Patricia. What are you doing just standing there?”
​She gulped down her fear and descended quickly to take her father's offered hand. “What is he doing here?” she hissed.
​Adrian’s brow creased. “Excuse me?”
​Patty closed her eyes, calming herself, and drew in a deep breath. She could feel Chad’s eyes as they crawled up her body, and she had to fight the urge to cover up—or simply hightail it back upstairs.
​She plastered an indulgent smile on her face. “Hello, Father, happy birthday.” Reaching up on her toes, she laid a kiss on his cheek. “Everything looks lovely. I was just wondering why Chad was here. He is my ex-boyfriend. I wish someone had seen fit to let me know.”
​“This is my house and I can invite whomever I choose to it. Your brother is still friends with Mr. Driscoll and asked if I would extend an invitation. So, I did. There is no need to be rude.”
​“Father, I told you what he—”
​“Patricia.”
Her own name, a simple word—laced with years of disappointment—was all it took to silence her. The dismissal cut down to her very toes.
How could my own family not believe me?
For once, she was grateful for Adrian’s pretense of a doting father as he led her around to his guests. When normally she would make an excuse halfway through to beg off, she stayed glued to his side. All the while, eyes shadowed her around the room.
Halfway through the evening, just when she’d started to relax, a tap on her shoulder caused her to turn and come face to face with the very person she’d been desperate to avoid.
Her brother David stood with Chad at his elbow. “Patty, nice to see you.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “It seems father has monopolized you long enough. I have someone that’s been dying to speak with you all evening.”
A smarmy grin slithered across Chad’s face as he watched her blanch, unable to get away without upsetting her father and brother.
“May I have this dance, Patricia?” Chad offered the crook of his elbow.
“I, umm…” Patty glanced around desperately, her pulse tripling in tempo, hoping to find an excuse to get away.
Without waiting for a response, Chad took her hand and wrapped it around his arm, leading her to the dance floor. She didn’t miss the pleased looks her father and brother exchanged. A shiver ran up her spine as Chad snaked his arm around her waist, tugging her towards him as he moved to the music.
“It’s been a long time, Patricia.” His voice slithered over her.
She wasn’t sure if it was the time and distance she’d been able to put between them that gave her the courage to speak her mind. Or the room full of people to lay witness if anything might occur. But Patty said the first thing that came to her mind.
“Not nearly long enough.”
His grip around her waist tightened, and it was all she could do not to wince.
“Excuse me?” he taunted.
“You heard me, Chad. What’re you doing here? I thought I made myself clear—”
“And I thought I made myself perfectly clear. You’re mine.”
“No Chad, I’m not. We broke up. When people break up, they generally go their separate ways. You can’t keep doing—”
He shoved his face into hers. “Don’t think you can tell me what to do.”
She tried to pull back, but he held her still. “We tried. I’m sorry you wanted more, but—”
“If you think we’re finished, then you’re crazier than I thought. You’re mine, Patricia. Do you understand that? If you think you can discard me just like that,” he snapped his fingers in front of her face, “you have another thing coming.”
His grip around her waist was becoming unbearable. She was seconds away from crying out and creating a scene when the music stopped. Everyone clapped, and he was forced to release her. Taking the only opportunity she may get, Patty rushed from the room. As she swept past him, he tried a low warning, but she paid no attention as she left and hurried up the stairs, securing herself in her bedroom.
The next morning, she woke and headed downstairs to find her father. If she couldn’t feel safe with her own family, then she didn’t want to be there.
She found Adrian and Anthony in her father’s den.
“Patricia.” Her father’s voice was laced with disappointment.
She hadn’t returned to the party last night and was sure her absence wasn’t missed by her father or brothers. Especially since she had a feeling Chad would complain, twisting the story. But she was done caring.
Patty glanced at Anthony, who greeted her with a smile. She long ago suspected that Martha and Anthony had taken her under their wing, because they saw the way her father treated her. Or didn’t treat her. They never discussed it, so she couldn’t be sure, but it was a feeling.
“Good morning, Anthony. Father. I’m sorry, but I need to head home early.” Surprise flashed across Anthony’s face, but before anyone could interrupt, she hurried on. “I’d scheduled work to be done on my garage for next weekend, but the contractor somehow mixed up the days. He overbooked next week, so if I want the work done, it has to be tomorrow.”
Patty held her breath, her pulse pounding in her ears. She knew her father wouldn’t be troubled by the early departure, but she didn’t want to rouse suspicion with Anthony.
“Oh, that’s such a bummer. Are you set on this particular contractor?” Anthony asked.
“Yes, unfortunately I’ve already given my down payment, and I wouldn’t want to finagle with them. I’m sorry for the inconvenience. Of course, I’ll arrange my own flight home.”
Anthony waved her off, shaking his head. “It’s not even a concern. You take the jet and—”
“That would work.” Her father, who hadn’t spoken a word since she’d announced her departure, was staring at Anthony. “If Patricia leaves today, she can take the paperwork to Ms. Hastings. There’s no issue with the deadline, and you and Martha could stay on.”
Anthony glanced uncomfortably at her, then addressed her father. “Adrian, we can’t ask her to do that.”
“Nonsense.” Adrian waved him off, then turned to her for the first time. “You wouldn’t mind, would you?”
​Patty sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. She wasn’t sure why the indifference of her father continued to hurt her, but it did. “What wouldn’t I mind?”
​“I sent a courier to deliver time-sensitive documents to Cara Hastings. And like your incompetent contractor, he couldn’t seem to complete the job. These documents need to be signed and returned to Washington by Monday morning. If you leave today, you can stop off in Wyoming, get the documents signed, and file them when you go into work.”
​She glanced from her father to Anthony. “I was going to take them for him, but we’d have to leave early and—”
​“And I still have so much to show my guests,” Adrian said contritely. “This way, Martha and Anthony can stay through to Sunday as originally planned and everything works out.”
​Patty had met Cara Hastings last year when she’d rejected the Presidency. She’d returned to D.C. with her own protection detail, men from Jackson Ridge—men she’d met when she’d been on the run. Patty heard Cara had gotten engaged to retired Marshall, Mike Montgomery, and they both lived at this Jackson Ridge. She’d also heard that the men there were all retired military and worked for themselves.
An idea formed. Maybe Patty could hire one of them, or at the very least, get some advice with the Chad situation.
Three 

Moose
​Moose maneuvered his truck along the winding roads on the way to Paradise Falls. He was heading to town to babysit some lost courier back to Jackson Ridge. This was the second person lost in as many days, and it grated on him. To some degree, it defeated the purpose of Jackson Ridge to have it be easily accessible—but at the same time, he didn’t like to handhold.
Why couldn’t people follow the simplest of instructions?
He swung his large vehicle into a stall in front of the diner and surveyed the lot. One car wasn’t familiar. In a small town like Paradise Falls, one became accustomed to the residents’ vehicles and sometimes even who drove them. And you can pick the outsider out in a crowd.
Once inside the diner, Moose again measured the room. Couples and families scattered about at tables or booths. Some heads shifted in his direction, nodding. Others kept along with their business. His eyes finally settled on one of the counter seats—only one patron stood out.
Shit. What was her name again?
He’d seen this woman once before in D.C. but he couldn’t remember her name. Mike or Cara had probably mentioned it before he left, but he hadn’t given it much mind.
Someone needed handholding; that’s all he heard.
The hairs on the back of his neck bristled, and he rubbed at them as he studied her profile. She wore overalls, but not the farmer's jean style, a delicate cotton, or similar material, and the color, baby blue, complemented her olive skin. Long, dark brown hair, tightly pulled back in a ponytail at her neck. He remembered her being petite and shapely, but seeing as she was seated, he couldn’t be sure. 
She fidgeted in her seat. Maybe she felt his eyes on her. As she glanced around the room, their eyes connected and recognition flared in hers as a welcoming smile spread across her lips.
An all-too-familiar jolt shot through him and he instantly stilled.
No. No. No.
Hopping off the stool, her curvy figure swayed with every graceful step she made towards him. He ignored his body and immediately clamped his jaw tight, grinding his teeth to keep from physically growling.
“Hi, I’m Patricia Roberts. Thank you for coming to help me.” Stopping just before him, she held out her hand.
Moose flexed his jaw and nodded once, then briskly spun on his heels, making for the door. Once outside, he sucked in a sharp breath, letting it out slowly. He knew he’d been rude, but he couldn’t help it—regardless of what his body thought, he wanted nothing to do with this woman.
Out of his peripheral, he saw her scurry back to the counter, grab a purse, lay out some money, and head for the door.
He waited for her to see him and motioned to his truck. “This is me. You can follow me back.”
Patricia gave him a nervous, crooked smile. “Sorry for the hassle. Thank you so much.”
He stared as she rushed towards the car he’d initially spotted as hers and got in. He couldn’t help but think she’d be nothing but trouble. He hadn’t liked his body’s reaction to her, not one bit. But there was something else, something he couldn’t put his finger on.
Back at the Ridge, he scowled as Patricia was greeted with hugs from Cara, then introduced to Kelley, Nate and Suzy, before being led into Kelley’s house. Moose wanted to make himself scarce and return to his cabin, but he was on dinner duty tonight. Plus, the kids were playing with Kelley when he’d left, so he had to check in on them as well.
​Still, he gave himself a few more minutes of reprieve as he grabbed a basket and hiked the trail to the gardens. Jackson Ridge grew most of its own food and vegetables—with over four thousand square feet of gardens. He was making homemade pasta and cucumber strawberry salad, and still needed to pick mint, cucumbers, and strawberries before he started. The tomatoes had already been picked early in the day and set to simmer, as he enjoyed, and took pride in, making his own sauce.
​Gaggles of laughter hit him as soon as he entered the living room. The women were sitting around the kitchen drinking what appeared to be tea.
​“Moosey,” Sophie cheered as she jumped down from a chair and skipped towards him.
​He shot Cara a nasty look and glimpsed the smirk she shot him in return before he quickly replaced it with a smile as he lifted Sophie into his arms.
​“Look what I made.” She showed him a drawing of what was probably sunflowers at the bank of a lake, but it was extremely hard to tell.
​“That’s great, beautiful girl.”
​“It’s sunflowers by the lake,” she told him proudly.
​Score one for Moosey.
​“I knew it was. It looks just like down by the river past the gardens,” he said, motioning outside.
​Jackson Ridge had multiple freshwater springs, ponds, creeks and even a large lake on the property.
​Her eyes lit up, and she said reverently, “That’s what I drew.”
​He grinned and set her on the floor, straightened and made his way to the kitchen. As Moose entered, Patricia moved away from the counter and hurried into the living room. He had a split second of regret in how he behaved towards her earlier.
​“Can I have the space, ladies? Dinner won’t make itself.”
​Suzy snorted, but they grabbed their mugs and set up at the dining table.
Standing at the sink, Moose had a clear view of the living and dining space. Patricia had made her way to the sofa, where Tommy was trying to complete a puzzle. She gingerly rested her hip on the arm, observing, and seemingly waiting to be invited to join him.
​He’d regretted not checking on Tommy after seeing to Sophie, but now that Patricia was there, he didn’t dare. He didn’t want it to seem he was going there to be near her.
​Where had that come from?
​Moose internally chastised himself.
He’d made a mental note, when the children had first come to live with him, to pay closer attention to Tommy, or at the very least, the same amount as Sophie. He was quieter and more reserved than Sophie, so people tended to overlook him. But today, with the presence of Patricia, and his body pissing him off, he’d forgotten.
Another mark against her.
​“Do you like puzzles?”
​Tommy’s voice was unsure, and low, but Moose heard it. He also didn’t miss the hesitation and fear of disapproval. He hated that Tommy felt that way and wished there was something he could do. Before his mother had died, Tommy was a lively and vibrant child, possibly even more so than Sophie. Now, he was like a shell of his former self. Moose wanted to take away that pain, that uncertainty, and show the boy that he was cherished.
​“I love puzzles,” Patricia said enthusiastically.
​Her voice brought him back to the present, and his eyes refocused. She’d taken her invitation and kneeled at his side.
​“I used to work on them for hours as a child.”
​Surprised, Tommy looked up at her admiringly. “You did?”
​“Yep, I sure did. Do you have a favorite you’ve done?”
​Tommy shook his head.
“I once did a haunted castle. It was 1000 pieces, my first, and I was so proud of myself once I finally finished. I think it’ll always be my favorite.”
Tommy’s eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped. “Your first puzzle was 1000 pieces?”
Patricia giggled at Tommy’s reverie. “Yeah, my father liked to keep me busy.”
Sadness hung in her voice, and once again, his body reacted to it.
Forget it, fucker.
“It was very spooky, and it had two bright orange pumpkin heads on the fence posts at the entrance.”
“That sounds so cool.” Tommy said, then glanced up and caught Moose watching them. “Can I get a haunted house puzzle?”
Patricia followed Tommy’s gaze, and as her eyes met Moose’s, his mouth instantly went dry and he swore his heart lodged against his ribs, trying to escape. He could’ve sworn he saw fear flash across her face, before it was gone and she lowered her head, breaking the trance.
“Sure, bud,” Moose rasped, before he cleared his throat. “I’ll look into it.”
“Yes!” Tommy fisted his hand and dug an elbow triumphantly at his side.
She ruffled his hair, then stood, making her way back to the ladies at the table.
“Are you still staying for dinner, Patty?” Cara asked, wrapping her mitts around her mug and blowing. “Moose makes a wicked pasta sauce, and I keep hearing something about a strawberry salad?” She raised a questioning brow at Moose.
“Stop being impatient, lady, perfection takes time.” Moose grumbled, trying to avoid one particular set of eyes. He could feel them on him whenever she glanced his way. But they never stayed long. To his relief or dismay, he wasn’t entirely clear.
“As long as you’re sure it’s okay. I don’t want to intrude.” Patty said as she slid in next to Cara.
“Oh, my god, I have the best idea,” Kelley said, clapping her hands excitedly. “Why don’t you stay the night?”
Patricia seemed to startle at the idea. “What?”
“You don’t have to file these papers until Monday, right? So, stay!”
“That’s a great idea. It’s so nice having more woman energy in this place.” Cara looked at Moose as she said the last words.
He was pretending not to listen, but he was sure they knew he was. So, he rolled his eyes, not rising to the challenge as he chopped cucumbers. But he was very aware that she hadn’t answered.
The silence dragged on for so long, he couldn’t help but glance up. He paused mid-cut.
Patricia fidgeted on her feet, seemingly nervous, but also excited. Her eyes skidded from one woman to the other, and her index finger scraped at the skin of her thumb.
Why was she nervous?
Unease settled into him.
“A-Are you sure it wouldn’t be an inconvenience?” she finally spoke up.
The three women hooted and clapped, as if it were a done deal.
“Not at all,” Kelley assured her, a smile splitting her face.
Moose briefly closed his eyes. He was uncertain if he dreaded her stay or was looking forward to it.
Four 

Patricia
After dinner, Patricia sat around the table sipping cider with Kelley and Cara, while Nate and Mike sat in chairs pretending to have their own conversation but observing their women. She noticed they did that a lot—watch their women. Not in a possessive or angry way like Chad used to do, but in an unable-to-take-their-eyes-off-of-the-woman-they-loved way.
It did something to her, seeing this. It caused a yearning in her she hadn’t known existed.
Once she finally broke free from Chad, she loved being alone. Never thought she’d get into a relationship again—truly couldn’t trust all men not to turn out to be a Chad. But seeing these men love on their women was like nothing she’d ever witnessed before.
Jackson Ridge was everything she ever imagined it would be. The place, the people, truly awe-inspiring. She’d been delighted when Kelley had asked her to stay the night. She really hadn’t had the opportunity to ask about her situation with Chad and really had no idea how to bring it up. But somehow, she knew if she got around to asking, these people would help.
Her mind drifted to the big burly man they called Moose.
She had to admit; he scared and intrigued her. After the way he’d behaved in town, she’d been flabbergasted to see him interact with Sophie and Tommy with such gentle kindness. She’d found out from the women that he wasn’t the biological father of the children but took up raising them after their mother had died and was presently trying to adopt them.
Could you get any sexier?
“Alright. I think that’s the final one,” Cara said, shaking her wrist. “That was a lot of signatures.”
Patty smirked as she gathered the papers, slipping them into a folder. “I’ll file them when I go in to work on Monday.”
Cara dropped the pen on the table and grabbed her hands. “Oh my gosh, why didn’t I think of this?”
Patty tilted her head, giving Cara a confused look.
“Patty, do you by chance know anyone in the Governor's office or connected with adoptions here in Wyoming?”
She tucked her chin and frowned, not understanding.
Cara held up her hands. “We need a favor, or a good word, or anything, so Moose can complete the adoption. We’re worried they’re going to remove the children while it’s being finalized. It would kill Moose… all of us, really. Tommy and Sophie are finally settled—”
Patty held up a hand. “You don’t have to convince me. That would be horrible for the children. I’ve seen how happy they are here. I understand. You don’t know anyone?”
Cara growled in frustration. “I tried to reach out to everyone I knew, but my connections don’t go that high, I guess… You turn down the Presidency once and suddenly no one loves you.” Cara smirked.
Patty smiled, then shifted slightly when she noticed Mike and Nate rising from their seats, suddenly very interested in their conversation, and heading over.
“Of course, I’ll be happy to look into it. Isn’t that handled in District Court?”
“Yes. And he has a brilliant attorney, but having an ear to the Governor’s office will go a long way. Or so I’m told.”
She nodded. “Okay, I’ll talk to Anthony on Monday. He knows everyone, and I’m sure people owe him favors.”
Kelley and Cara bounced in their seats excitedly.
“I can’t promise anything, but I will absolutely do whatever I can.”
“That means more than you know, Ms. Roberts,” Mike said as he rested his hands on Cara’s shoulders.
Now or never, Patty. You can do this.
Her cheeks heated as she thought of what she needed to say. “O-Of course… Do you think… Could I…” She closed her eyes and clasped her hands to stop them from shaking. Then tried again. “Could I ask you a favor in return?”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
Patty startled as Moose’s voice boomed through the room, and everyone turned to see him standing in the kitchen doorway. His hair was mussed like he’d been in bed, but he wore the same clothes as earlier. She recalled he’d gone to put the children to sleep and pictured him lying down with them in their beds.
“Moose?” Nate asked slowly.
But it didn’t seem like he had eyes for anyone but Patty as he pinned her with a fierce gaze.
“You’re going to hold my children’s welfare as collateral for a favor?” Moose growled.
The blood drained from her face. “N-No. Th-That’s not—”
“That’s what it sounded like to me.”
Kelley stood, hands on hips. “It wasn’t like that.”
He ignored her and continued to stalk towards Patty. “What, do you think you have something over our heads now?”
“Oh, my god, no. That’s—” Patty tried to get in full sentences, but he kept cutting her off.
“Moose!” Mike warned, louder this time.
“They are children.” He seethed. “Not some sort of pawn in the political arena you live in.” He stopped only a few feet away, his chest heaving with controlled rage.
Nate and Mike moved slightly to stand in front of her.
She frowned, shaking her head, now really confused. “I don’t understand. I would never sacrifice children for the sake of some political gain.”
“Then what favor do you want in return?”
He laced the words with such venom—a shiver ran down her spine and Chad flashed across her mind. Fear shot through her.
Taking a step back, she turned back to the table. “I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” She broke off, tears welling in her eyes.
She’d messed everything up, as usual.
With shaking hands, she quickly stuffed the papers back in the folder and slipped it under her arm.
“Patty, what are you doing?” Cara asked, laying a hand on her shoulder.
Jumping at the contact, she twisted away. “I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I should go.”
“No, Ms. Roberts, that’s unnecessary.”
She thought that was Nate, but wasn’t sure, as she was unable to meet anyone’s eyes.
“I have to go.” Shaking her head, she ran for the door.
Patty didn’t think. Didn’t care that she’d told the pilot she’d be staying the night. Didn’t care how late it was. Flying down the stairs, she bolted for her car. She needed to get out of there.
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