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MATT SAT BACK AGAINST a tree and took a deep breath. “So, I think that’s it. Are we ready?”

“I’m pretty sure we’re ready,” Sally said, laughing. “This is great, Matt. The kids will have the times of their lives. Daddy’s so excited about this idea. I don’t know what we did without you.”

“She’s right,” Cassie said. “It will be awesome, except for the part where we have to be here at seven tomorrow. Seven. This is summer break, you know.”

Matt laughed at her, and Cherokee felt a strange knot in his chest at all of this. Matt was an incredible show off, and the girls just ate it up. Sally, especially, was too smart to fall for a guy like that. Everyone around here thought he was the best thing to hit the planet. Why couldn’t they see what he really was?

Matt walked back to the stables, checking things again. Considering how the guy felt about himself, he was a little frantic about checking things for tomorrow. That part didn’t quite jive.

“So,” Kee said to Cassie as she stood and leaned against the tree. “You don’t like early mornings.”

She laughed. Cassie was hard to read. He’d met her a couple weeks ago after Matt’s brilliant idea to have a summer camp here at the Sunshine Ranch, because she was going to lead kids on some nature walks and do nature crafts and things. Not Kee’s cup of tea, but he didn’t mind other people doing it. She was pretty, always a lot of pink and lace. Kee hadn’t realized it, but he rather liked girly girls who looked good and smelled nice.

“No, I don’t. When I start school in a couple weeks, I don’t have any. I managed to schedule all my classes later. Nothing before ten.”

Kee sighed, not wanting to hear about college.

“How about you?” she asked. “Morning person?”

“Ah, yeah. Working on a horse ranch, I’ve got to do mornings. I like it when the sun just comes up and the day is new, filled with promise.”

She laughed, and it sounded pretty. “Why, Cherokee Jones, I wouldn’t have guessed you to be a poet.”

Although she meant it as a compliment, the words stung. Just because he worked at a ranch and didn’t go to school didn’t mean he was an idiot.

“Cassie,” Matt called, and she walked toward the stables, leaving Jake here. He was a recent graduate, about to start some kind of tech training. Electronics, Kee thought. He was a pretty nice guy, although his dad was a pastor, and that was just strange.

“You might not want to fall for her,” Jake warned.

“What?”

“Cassie. I mean, she’s nice and all, but not so much to boyfriends. Guys she dates call her the man eater.”

“Her?” Kee asked. He really couldn’t see it. Jake shrugged.

“That’s what they say. I don’t know her that well. She did have a lot of guys, though, and none for long.”

“Well, she’s friendly,” Kee said.

“Yeah. So what do you think about fifteen kids hanging out at the ranch all week?”

“This is my job,” Kee said, feeling strangely defensive about the question. “Anything good for the ranch is good for me.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m still not sure about it. It’s a lot of kids for a lot of days.”

Kee took a deep breath. Jake hadn’t meant anything by the question. He needed to relax. Not everyone here was Matt Tucker, throwing his charm around to get what he wanted. The rest of them were just people.

Matt soon left, taking Cassie and Jake with him back to town, and Kee wandered back to the stables to finish his work. Sally, Mr. Sanderson’s daughter, was just leaving the stable as he entered.

“This is going to be great,” she said. She was seventeen, a senior, and she was a tomboy, maybe not a surprise for a girl who grew up on horse ranches. She’d come from out west, and then somehow her dad had decided to semi-retire to a small horse farm in Georgia, which wasn’t really known for horse farms.

“I guess,” Kee said noncommittally. “Good for business.”

“Ah, you’ve never seen Matt Tucker in action. He taught our youth group a few times last year. The guy is amazing. He balances fun and serious, and he really loves God. By the end of the week, maybe he’ll help these kids love God better, too. And yeah, it will also help business. Matt just attracts people. The ranch has done a lot better since he came on board this summer.”

Kee was sick to death of everyone singing the praises of Matt Tucker, and he left Sally and went back to work. Cleaning stalls actually sounded better than hearing one more word about Matt Tucker.

**
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MATT AND HIS CREW ARRIVED at seven, but Kee had been out here since six. The horses needed fed, and he rubbed them down and talked to them. He loved horses. He’d always loved horses, and then when he was twelve he’d gotten to ride for the first time, and he’d loved them even more. He hadn’t ridden much until high school, when he’d gotten a job with a stable and bartered his time for the chance to ride. He wished he could ride this morning, but he had to get horses ready. Then later he’d lead a group of kids across the property. Matt would take one group out, and he had the other, and that was good, a little breathing time.

Cassie greeted him with a friendly hello. He tipped his hat and smiled, enjoying the role of stable boy, and he went to get the last of the saddles. Cassie retreated to her craft table, and Jake helped her, and Sally came from the main house and yawned.

“Come on,” Kee said. “Seven’s not too early for you.”

“Nah, you know it’s not. I just didn’t sleep well. I was excited and a little nervous. I don’t know much about kids. I mean, you and Matt and Daddy deal with kids sometimes on rides, but I usually do things around the farm and don’t deal with the people. What if it’s awful?”

Kee didn’t say anything. He thought the big group might be rather awful, but he didn’t want to say that.

She laughed at him. “You’re such a stoic. You might try smiling at the kids today. If you put on your big, brooding cowboy persona, you’ll just scare them.”

He looked down at himself, and he realized he did look like a cowboy. Boots, denim, hat, a little mud. A long cry from the guy he’d once been. He liked the idea that he looked like someone who might scare little kids, and he didn’t know why he liked it.

“I’ll try,” he said, and she laughed at him again and went to find Matt.

Kids started to pull up at eight thirty. Matt went into charming mode, greeting parents and kids, laughing with everyone, putting on quite the act. He pretty much gushed, and the parents thought he was the greatest guy they’d ever met, which seemed to be how everyone thought about Matt. Jake was more reserved, but he and Cassie helped organize kids into their groups for the day. Sally stuck close to Cassie, and Kee held back, saddling and making sure everything was ready with the horses.

When all fifteen were there, along with three extra who’d signed up very last minute, Matt took them into the corral and gave everyone a quick demonstration about riding. The guy was a ham, making the kids laugh by falling off his horse, loosening the saddle so it slid under the horse’s belly, getting on backward. The kids and the counselors were howling, and Kee felt the familiar kernel of jealousy and anger. Ever since Matt had shown up at the ranch, he’d felt it, and it bothered him. Kee knew he was good at his job, and he needed to stop worrying about Matt. The guy was in college, leaving in a year, and he wasn’t a threat.

Cassie took her group out to walk, and Matt had a group of older kids playing games while waiting for a ride, and Jake and Kee were taking a group of little kids out right away. Before they split up, Matt approached and pulled Kee aside for a minute.

“One of the new ones is pretty scared,” he said. “If you can’t get him on a horse, see if he’ll ride in your lap. If that doesn’t work, Sally can come get him and he can spend more time with that group. Also, Cassie asked me to make sure we all have our phones. You guys set?”

Kee knew all this, and he hated that Matt kept saying the same things over and over.

“Matt, this is my regular job. I think I’ve got it.”

Matt nodded. “Good. Okay, let’s do this.”

Grinning, Matt left, and Kee nodded to Jake, who started to help the kids mount. This group only had five, and one was standing far from the horses looking like he was about to cry. Kee had never had a child cry about a ride before.

“They won’t hurt you,” Kee said, leaning down to talk the child. A bright nametag on his shirt said he was Scott. “Come and pet it.”

“No,” Scott said firmly. “I don’t want to.”

“Okay,” Kee said. “Do you want to ride with me? If you sit on my horse, you know you’ll be safe.”

Scott shook his head, his little face wrinkling in fear. “No, I think I want to go home.”

Kee wasn’t sure what to do, so he sent Jake to find Sally. Their group hadn’t gotten anywhere yet, so it didn’t take long.

“Scott isn’t sure he wants to ride,” Kee said. “Matt said he could stay with your group.”

“Sure,” Sally said. She knelt in front of Scott. “The horses look big when you’re close, don’t they?”

Scott nodded.

“Well, you know what? We’ve got a little one in the barn. You want to pet her? Maybe if you see how soft she is, you won’t have to be afraid any more. Come on.”

Scott put his hand in hers, and she led him inside to visit Daisy, the miniature horse. Kee watched them go and then joined Jake with the others. He had the kids walk in circles for a long time before taking them out, and even when they left the corral he only took them on a short walk, never leaving sight of the stables. Unlike Scott, the rest of them seemed rather fearless.

When he returned, he helped the kids dismount, and then Jake took them to a field nearby to play tag until the girls returned.

Matt’s group came back a few minutes later, and Kee realized Scott sat on Matt’s horse, grinning as he held the reins. Matt nodded at Kee, and he felt a deep wash of shame. Of course Matt had been able to talk the kid onto a horse. Matt could talk a king out of his crown.

“Kee,” Matt called. “I’m glad you’re here. Can you get the gate? I had Sally close it behind me.”

Kee opened the gate, and Matt and his group of eight followed, all laughing and looking like they’d had a great time. Matt swung Scott down into Kee’s arms, and then he dismounted himself. Matt was beyond comfortable on a horse. Apparently he’d ridden since he’d been little, and it showed. With a sigh he realized Matt really was good at this, regardless of what Kee thought of him or what he thought of Kee.

“How did it go?” Matt asked.

“Fine. I had four little kids on the gentlest horses.”

“Good,” Matt said. “I’m glad I got Scott up there. I don’t think he’ll balk tomorrow. I love it when they start out scared and then they make the decision just to step out and do a thing. It’s amazing.”

Matt’s phone beeped, and he glanced at it with a scowl. “Okay, it’s early for this, but we have our first problem. Ah, Sally says they’re in the bowl, and someone twisted an ankle.”

Matt didn’t text her, instead calling her phone. In a moment he clicked the phone off. “I hate to say I know nothing about the walking paths out here. I assume you know it?”

“The bowl? Yeah. I can ride out. It’s a wide path. Someone hurt an ankle?”

“Yeah. Cassie thinks it’s bad. Sally thinks the kid would be fine in five minutes if Cassie would quit fawning over it.” Matt laughed. “So, I’m happy to send you in there, man.”

Kee almost laughed at that. But, he felt pretty good to know he still knew this job—his job—better than Matt did.

On a horse, the bowl wasn’t far. Kee rode south from the stable and then got on the wide path into the forest, walking down and around to a wide area Sally called the bowl because it was low and surrounded by trees. All the kids sat on the grasses gluing seed pods and stones on heavy paper, and one child sat in Cassie’s lap, a little girl who was maybe eight years old.

“Kee,” Cassie said. “I thought Matt would come. It’s good you’re here. Melanie hurt her ankle, and I’m not sure she should walk back.”

Melanie stood and took two steps, looking uninjured, and Kee caught Sally’s eyes, which she rolled. It was pretty clear the little girl was fine, but Kee didn’t mind taking her back.

“You’ll take my picture, Miss Cassie?” Melanie asked, holding out her page of glue and seeds.

“I will. When you get back, Mr. Matt can look at your foot. He’s good at first aid.”

Kee put the girl on the horse and mounted behind her. Sally walked to his side before he left, clearly trying not to laugh.

“City girls,” she said quietly, grinning. “Miss Melanie, I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“I know,” Melanie said. “It’s almost better. But I like the horse, too.”

Kee smiled at that and urged the horse out of the field and back to the path. He heard Cassie call the others to follow, and then he moved out of range. In just a couple minutes he was back to the corral. All the other kids were now in the field, where Matt was playing something with them. Whatever it was, they were all laughing and enjoying it.

“How is she?” Matt asked, leaving Jake in charge and walking toward the horse. Kee passed the little girl down to him, and Matt sat her on the dirt and looked at her ankle.

“It’s mostly better,” Melanie said. With surprising gentleness Matt took off her shoe, pulled down her sock, and gave the ankle a serious look, prodding it as he went. The girl just looked at him, and when he finished she smiled.

“See?” she said.

“I do. I think it will be fine. I thought maybe it would turn purple and fall off, but I guess riding home with Kee made it all better. Maybe he has a magic horse.”

Melanie laughed at that. “No, I think it’s just better. I think the horse is pretty, but it’s not magic.”

Matt laughed and let her go, and she ran toward the others. When he rose, he nodded at Kee.

“Thanks. Good thing she’s fine. It’s too early for them to be getting hurt. I guess I’d rather Cassie err on the side of caution.”

“Sally might be a better judge of these things,” Kee said. “She grew up outside.”

“Yeah, next time I’ll take her word for it. But it’s not that big a problem to go get them if there’s a concern. Ah, this afternoon I’ll take the group that’s walking now, and you can take that older group I just had. They were doing really well. Maybe take them over to the ridge.”

Kee nodded, wondering why Matt had changed his plans. He almost asked, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer. Maybe Matt was irritated because he’d had to take Scott. Maybe he thought Kee should have done a better job with the little boy and not had to call on Sally.

“So,” Matt said. “We’ll give them a few more minutes to run, and then I’ll settle them for a lesson and song. Then lunch. Are you regretting me having this crazy idea?”

Kee gave him the most even look he could muster. “No. Like Sally said this morning, it’s good for business.”

“I hope it’s good for more than that,” Matt said.

Kee sighed. The words made him feel cold and guilty. He was ready for this week to be over.

The rest of the day ticked by without dramas. The kids rode horses, walked, played, ate, and listened to a Bible lesson, and as everyone expected, Matt was good at teaching Bible lessons. When five rolled around and parents came to take kids home, the kids were clearly excited and happy. The parents left happy, too, and Kee realized this really was good for business.

Matt finished the day sitting on the fence. He looked worn out.

“Trouble?” Jake asked, walking to him and leaning against the fence.

“Nope. Just tired. I guess we should clean it up and get home. Young Stephen said he’d do dinner, and that sounds great. Dinner, a stupid movie on cable, and sleep. Kids wear me out.”

“Ah, why don’t you just go?” Kee asked, not sure where the words came from. “I’ll finish up here.”

“Thanks,” Matt said, “but I can’t do that to you. We’ll all leave when it’s finished.”

They unsaddled horses, organized tomorrow’s crafts, went over things that they might improve, and then, finally, they all left. Sally and Kee sat on the fence and watched Matt’s car leave the gravel drive in a puff of dust.

“Kee, what’s with you and Matt Tucker?”

“What? Nothing.”

“Ah. It seems he really pushes your buttons.”

“Nonsense.”

“Okay. You know, he’s a nice guy. I mean, you get that, right?”

Kee just looked at her, and she laughed.

“Don’t give me that mean cowboy stare. I know you, Kee, and when Matt’s here, you just aren’t happy. I mean, this is a kid’s day camp. What about attempting to smile? It can’t be all that bad.”

Kee took a deep breath. “You wanna take a ride?”

“We just unsaddled the horses.”

“So? We need saddles?”

She shrugged, and she got Snazzy while he put reins on Sport, soon walking slowly across the flattest part of the property.

“I love to ride,” he said. “The world makes sense on a horse.”

“But you don’t like the people part of this job.”

“Of course I do,” he said.

“Right. Kee, you should go west. Be a real cowboy. Work with the big breeders, or maybe work with other livestock. There are horse jobs out there that aren’t so people intensive.”

“So, you always thought I was bad at this job?”

“You’re fine at this job, but it isn’t what you want to do.”

“Don’t tell your dad things like that. Don’t get me fired, Sal.”

“I won’t get you fired. Daddy has no intention of firing you. You don’t have anybody out there, do you?”

Kee sighed. He hated conversations like this. What was it about girls that made them think these were good conversations? “I’m fine.”

“Not what I asked. You never talk about anyone. Parents, girlfriend, grandparents. You don’t take time off.”

He shrugged. “Nah, I don’t really have family. Well, not family that wants to see me.”

“Did Matt’s Bible story make you mad?”

“What? Where did that come from?”

“I don’t know you,” Sally said. “You never talk. Do you go to church? Do you believe in God or anything?”

He took a deep breath and resisted the urge to kick Sport forward and onto the lower path. His horse could easily outrun Snazzy. “I went to church. I haven’t gone in a while. I guess I believe in God, but I had some trouble and just haven’t looked for God for a while.”

“I’m sorry. I hope you decide to go back someday. Maybe he’d fix whatever broke.”

“What do you mean? Nothing broke.”

“Kee. Cherokee Jones, I don’t believe that for a minute.”

Kee said nothing, trying to think of a way to change the subject. “Cassie wanted Matt to come out today, didn’t she?”

“Maybe. I like her, but she’s a flirt, I think. I don’t know. She made a really big deal out of Melanie’s ankle, and she said Matt used to work search and rescue with his dad in the mountains, and he should come make sure the girl was okay. But it was obvious she was fine. She fell. Kids fall.”

Kee grinned. “Yeah.”

Mr. Sanderson had been away all day, helping another farmer with something, and when he returned he came to the barns, where Sally told him the whole day, talking nonstop for a few minutes the way girls could do. She might not be a girly girl, but she could talk. He seemed happy about the day, but Kee wished he’d looked better in the stories.

“One little boy was so scared,” Sally said. “His name was Scott, and he didn’t even want to touch a horse. I took him in to see Daisy, and even she was too big for him. Then Matt came in, and he petted Daisy, and he poured on the charm, and before we knew it he’d talked Scott up onto his horse. It was adorable, Matt leading all these big kids with little Scott holding the reins like he was running the show.”

Mr. Sanderson smiled. “I’m glad it went well. I admit, I’ve never once thought about having camp out here, but I hope it becomes a tradition. Maybe next year we can do more than one. Of course, by next year Matt will be out of school, and we’ll have to find someone else willing to run a camp.”

“Or maybe we can convince Matt to come back,” Sally said. “His girlfriend still has some time, I think, before she graduates. Maybe he’ll stay.”

Kee felt the words like a kick. No, he’d not been hired to run camps, but it hurt that neither of them even considered him competent enough to tackle the job.

When the Sandersons went inside, Kee retired to his rooms. He lived in a tiny cabin at the edge of the property, and the little rooms refreshed him. After he’d gotten into trouble at school, he’d been lost, and he hadn’t known where to go or what to do. His family had been ashamed of him and offered no help, and while they hadn’t thrown him out, they’d also not welcomed him back, instead reminding him every day how badly he’d screwed up his life, like he couldn’t figure that out on his own. Then he’d seen Mr. Sanderson’s ad. The job didn’t pay much, but it came with this little cabin, and he’d felt incredibly free since he’d arrived ten months ago.

But, he had a terrible fear Matt Tucker and all his charm could put an end to his good feelings. Maybe because of Matt Tucker he’d lose everything, and he didn’t think he could do that again.
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KEE WAS UP TOO EARLY. He made his bed, straightened his few belongings, and made a pot of coffee, because he really needed more sleep. Grabbing an apple from the counter, he bit into it and sat on the made bed, wondering why he was awake. Generally, he didn’t struggle to sleep.

Last night he’d slumped on his loveseat and watched something on his laptop, since the little cabin had internet but not cable. His tiny kitchen had needed cleaned, but the day of camp had worn him out, and he figured it could wait, since he would spend almost no time here this week.

Pulling on his boots, he walked to the stables and glanced at the huge house across the property, more room than he thought two people needed. Mrs. Sanderson had walked out on Hank and Sally about seven years ago, and Sally didn’t seem to have much use for her, visiting a couple times a year but not really talking about her. Kee’s parents were still together, but he’d been shunned by them for nearly a year, so he had mixed feelings about parents right now at best.

Because he was up, he worked around the barns. Sunshine Ranch had almost thirty horses, including a few purebreds Mr. Sanderson hoped to breed for sale, a few goats, two dogs, and a bunch of chickens, and Kee wandered through the barns and fed everything this morning. The purebred horses were still young, and he petted the energetic creatures and watched them run when they left the edge of the fence.

It was Wednesday, the third day of camp. Yesterday had gone without a hitch. Scott had ridden without fear. Nobody had gotten hurt. Sally hadn’t killed Cassie for being too girly. Kee hadn’t killed Matt for being a know-it-all. And Jake, well, had just been Jake, easygoing and willing to do what either he or Matt told him because he wasn’t entirely at ease here on the farm.

Today Kee planned to take the older kids cross country, letting them walk the horses off the path and through a couple large fields where they wouldn’t have to stay in a row. He loved to see the kids explore what they could do on a horse, and he remembered what Matt had said about watching kids face their fears. Spending time with kids was different than he expected.

Yesterday he’d also talked to Cassie. She’d complained a few times about a guy in her life, but she’d also continued to flirt with both Matt and Jake, so Kee figured she wasn’t really serious about anyone right now. She flirted with him a little bit, too, or he thought it was flirting. He’d spent high school working his tail off for grades and scholarships and hadn’t really dated. He and Jake had talked about that, because Jake hadn’t dated, either, although he’d done it because he and his family felt it was best to wait until adulthood to date. Kee figured to each his own, but it was cool he and Jake had some common ground.

When the counselors arrived, Sally ran out with a pot of coffee and some foam cups, and her dad came out, too, and talked to Matt for a while about something. Cassie found Kee, sitting on the fence rail beside him.

“This is so cool,” she said. “We’re sitting on a fence rail. I feel like I’m in the West. Let me guess—you were raised in the West on horses like Matt.”

“Nope. I came from a few hours east of here.”

“Near the coast, then.”

“Yeah, near the coast.”

“With a name like Cherokee, I’d have guessed West. May I ask where the name came from? I mean, other than an Indian tribe?”

Kee grinned. He’d had to explain his name a million times in his life. “Mom is a historian. She teaches at a university nearby, and her specialty is American History. So, I got to be Cherokee. My younger brother is Franklin, named after Benjamin, of course.”

She smiled, and the smile was a beauty. She’d gotten over wearing lots of makeup and having perfect hair, and today she wore a ponytail, a t-shirt, and long jean shorts, along with sneakers. She was still pretty, and she definitely looked like she belonged now, but he missed some of the flair she’d had the first times he saw her. In fact, the very first time he saw her, she wore a neon blue shirt with a matching neon blue stripe in her hair, which had been really cool. She also had a tiny nose ring, a little diamond that sparkled when the sun hit it, although today that was missing.

“So, this is the halfway day,” she said. “You ready to get us out of your hair and get back to your real life?”

“I work here,” he said. He felt like he said that a lot. “Whatever goes on here is my real life.”

She nodded. “You know, this is a pretty great real life. I’m going to school in a few weeks, but I don’t know why. You have your little cabin, the forests here, and the horses. It’s good.”

“It’s pretty good,” he agreed.

“Girlfriend? I mean, you live pretty far out here. Do you get lonely?”

“I’m good,” he said, deciding he didn’t really want to start that conversation.

“Good to hear. I’m seeing this guy who’s rough. I mean, I like him. He’s really sweet to me. But he doesn’t make time for us. This week we were going to go out after camp, but last night his friends wanted to see a movie. If his friends want to go out, he goes with them. I just don’t think he thinks I’m that important. Seems most guys are like that. I want the Sleeping Beauty story with the prince who comes for the princess, but guys just want to hang out a little and then see their friends when they get bored.”

Kee had no idea what to say to any of this, so he nodded, thankful when Jake ambled over.

“I’m enjoying this, but today I’m tired,” Jake said. He sipped the coffee and grimaced. “Never liked this stuff. I’d rather just inject it. I mean, we all drink it for the jolt, right? Why pretend it tastes good?”

Cassie laughed at him. “Jake Branigan, you amuse me. You’re staying with Matt and his crew this week, right?”

“Right. I’m forty-five minutes out, which makes for an early morning, and since one of our cars is a mess, Matt would have to take an extra thirty minutes each day picking me up, so I’m crashing on their sofa.”

“And it’s Tom and Matt and that new guy, right? What’s his name?”

“Stephen,” Jake said. “Stephen’s about my age, and he’s working where I worked, doing construction. Only he’s really good at it and will probably own a business doing it himself one day. While we languish in school, he’s learning real world skills.”

“One of Matt’s roommates isn’t in college?” Kee asked, not sure why that surprised him.

“Yep. It’s been cool living there this week. I love my family, but it will be nice to move out. Matt said maybe I could live in Tom’s room when he leaves in December.” Jake turned to Kee. “Tom graduates in December, and he’ll probably look for a job near his lady friend. And then Matt is finished in May, and I don’t know what he plans to do. His girlfriend has another semester or two. She’ll be here in a week or so for fall semester.”

Kee nodded, thinking it all sounded too complicated. And yet, he’d lived in a dorm. He’d been in youth groups and had once had a complicated life filled with people. Now it was him in his cabin and a cat that came in every couple days to eat, and he liked it that way. Yeah, he was lonely sometimes, but it felt better than the craziness that had followed him after he’d left school. And, a dark part of him said, it was safer for everyone involved.

Matt wandered over, sipping his coffee and yawning. “Is anyone else bushed today? Wow, I’m struggling to get started. Ah, anything we need to talk about this morning? Yesterday went well, so I think we’ve found our rhythm.”

“I’m taking the boys to the field and letting them wander today,” Kee said.

“Hey, great idea. I miss the big kids. I mean, the little ones are adorable up there clinging to the saddle horns and grinning with all those missing teeth, but I’d love to take a challenging ride.”

He looked at Kee and cocked his head. “This evening when they leave, let’s do a little riding. Not long; I need to get Cassie and Jake home. But I feel the need to let go a little on a horse.”

Kee grinned, thinking this was some kind of challenge. “You’re on.”

The day was blessedly free of incidents. The kids had fun, and when they left they were all talking their parents’ ears off. Kee had taken one group out to the fields, and they’d enjoyed wandering, trying to convince their horses to go where they wanted to go.

Matt returned to the stable when the last kid was gone, and he mounted Eagle, his personal favorite. Kee climbed onto Sport.

“Where to?” Matt asked.

“This was your idea,” Kee said. The others sat on the fence watching this exchange.

“How about out there,” Cassie said, pointing to the north field. “Then we can watch.”

“You’re on,” Matt said, and he turned Eagle toward the gate and out into the field. Quickly he moved from a walk to a trot, finally cantering through the field. Kee kept up, laughing at how great it felt out here.

Matt turned close to the end of the field and ran the horse the other way, and Kee passed him, feeling the need to increase the speed. And, he realized, he really wanted to beat Matt. No, this wasn’t technically a race, but he’d been on edge around Matt and wanted to show him he could ride, too, even if he wasn’t from Colorado.

Kee wasn’t paying much attention, and he realized he was running alone. Turning, he found Matt off his horse, talking into his ear and walking him slowly through the field.

“What’s up?” Kee asked.

“Moles, I think. He hit something and stumbled, and I thought it best to stop. Doesn’t look swollen, but he’s limping on it. Sorry, Eagle. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I think Kee and I just got carried away.”

Kee felt guilty about that, and that made him angry. Every time he had any dealings with Matt he came out looking bad. He dismounted and walked alongside Matt toward the barns.

“You’ve been riding a long time,” Matt said.

“Not as long as you,” Kee said.

“Well, you’re really good on a horse. You ever show or perform or any of that? I mean, horses aren’t entirely useful in this area.”

“Some vaulting,” Kee said, shrugging.

“Yeah, I figured that. I’m good on a horse, but not the kind of good that comes from training. You’ve had training.”

Kee had no idea what to say. He felt a strange wash of shame, and yet he also knew Matt always knew the charming words in any situation.

“Thanks.”

“Camp isn’t your favorite, is it?” Matt asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I just think you’ll be happier next week when it’s quieter around here.” Matt grinned. “And that’s fine. This is a cool job. I love the people part of my life, but every now and then I fight the urge to run to Colorado and live in the mountains where nobody could find me.”

Matt shook his head, and Kee wondered how the conversation had gotten so somber. And personal. He didn’t want it so personal.

“I’m fine with camp,” he said, deciding to leave it at that. “Mr. Sanderson is happy, and a happy boss is a good boss.”

“True,” Matt said. “I’m glad this turned out to be good for the bottom line.”

And again, Kee knew the meaning behind the words. Sanderson was doing this for God, and so were Matt and all the rest, and he kept boiling it down to money.

He decided at this point it was time to stop talking.
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