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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      On this cool May evening, the logs crackling in the fire pit gave off enough heat to make jackets optional. Zeke Lassiter shrugged out of his and draped it over the arm of his Adirondack chair. Claire did the same. His daughter copied his every move these days, and setting a good example was at the top of his list.

      Her face glowed in the flickering light, her blue eyes sparkling with anticipation. The Brotherhood had gathered, all except Leo, who was visiting Fiona’s parents this week. Claire relished a fire pit evening more than a night at the movies. And she loved movies.

      She’d scoffed at the idea of a child-sized Adirondack. She didn’t care that her feet didn’t reach the ground. If these chairs were good enough for the Brotherhood—aka her beloved uncles—they were good enough for her.

      “Daddy, can my class stay for dinner tomorrow? We could light up the fire pit and⁠—”

      “Sorry, sweetie.” Zeke hated denying her anything, but a daytime field trip with a bunch of eight-year-olds was disruptive enough. “We can’t⁠—”

      “What a cool idea.” Nick gestured toward the flames with his cider bottle. “They could all make s’mores for dessert.”

      “Ever been on a field trip, Nicholas?” Rafe eyed him over the rim of his cider bottle.

      “Can’t say I have. Have you?”

      “One time, to a candle factory. I was about Claire’s age. What a circus. The teacher lost control and some kids got into all the things they weren’t supposed to.”

      CJ stopped strumming his guitar. “But not you, right?”

      “Are you kidding? Wax is fun to play with. And chew on.”

      “Miss O’Connor won’t lose control, Uncle Rafe. If a kid acts up, she’ll have a talk with them. She doesn’t stand for any nonsense.”

      Zeke chuckled. “I’ll vouch for that.”

      “She bring the hammer down on you, little brother?” Jake glanced his way, a gleam in his eye.

      “Not me. I’m on my best behavior when I’m in her classroom.”

      “Are you, now?” Jake gave him a smirk.

      “Absolutely. And FYI, she’s been warned to keep an eye on you.”

      “Fair enough.” Jake laughed. “I’ll be a good boy.”

      “Glad to hear it.” After living at the Buckskin for three months, Zeke took Jake’s teasing in stride and gave as good as he got. Jake didn’t tease unless he liked someone, and thank God, he’d come to like his half-brother.

      They’d had a rocky start, though. Jake hadn’t known he existed. On top of that, Zeke looked exactly like a younger version of their two-timing father. Fortunately, Jake had forgiven him the uncanny resemblance, and a shared dislike of dear old dad had created a bond that grew stronger every day.

      “I talked with the principal when we set up this field trip,” Matt said. “Harland thinks the world of Miss O’Connor. He might tag along tomorrow if everything’s quiet at the school.”

      Claire’s eyes widened. “You call Mr. Kuhn by his first name?”

      He smiled. “I do now because we’re friends. I called him Mr. Kuhn when I was in Apple Grove Elementary. To his face, anyway. I called him other things behind his back. I was rotten.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Ask him. I’m sure he remembers. I made an impression for all the wrong reasons.”

      “But you’re so nice, Uncle Matt!”

      “Because Henri and Charley turned me around. If they hadn’t taken me on, I’d have wound up in juvie.”

      “Juvie?”

      “The juvenile detention center in Great Falls.”

      “Wow. I’m giving Gramma Henri a big hug next time I see her.”

      “She’ll appreciate that.” Matt surveyed the men sitting in the semi-circle. “This is our first shot at a school field trip. If it goes well, Henri would like to make it a regular part of our program. I want this one to go like clockwork.”

      “How many kids?” Garrett unscrewed the top of his cider bottle. “I missed that⁠—”

      “Twenty-three.” Claire bounced in her chair.

      “Plus Nell and two parents,” Zeke said. “Steve’s mom and Jocelyn’s mom.”

      “Three parents.” Claire pointed at him.

      “Oh, right.”

      Jake sent another teasing glance his way. “It’s Nell, is it?”

      “She asked me to call her that.”

      “I see.” Jake pursed his lips.

      “Don’t read anything into it. We spent a lot of time on the greenhouse for the class project. Calling each other Miss O’Conner and Mr. Lassiter sounded stupid after hours of bolting two-by-sixes.”

      “Sounds like sweaty work.” CJ plucked the strings of his guitar and hummed Let Me Call You Sweetheart.

      Rafe grinned. “Nothing like shared physical labor to start things off.”

      “Listen, there’s nothing⁠—”

      “We’re getting off track.” Matt tilted his head in Claire’s direction in a subtle signal.

      Zeke could have told him Claire was a master at reading subtle signals.

      Sure enough, she spoke right up. “Don’t worry about talking in front of me, Uncle Matt. I’ve been thinking the same thing about Miss O’Connor and Daddy. They make each other laugh. But he said he’s not interested.”

      Zeke winced as everyone’s attention swung to him. Leave it to his daughter. She was an open book, which he loved about her, but….

      “Not interested?” Garrett glanced at him, eyebrows raised. “You talk about her all the time.”

      “Because of the greenhouse.” That was his excuse and he was sticking to it. “Neither one of us knew anything about growing veggies, and we wanted it to be a success story for the kids.”

      “And it is.” Claire bounced some more, making the chair squeak. “We’ve got lettuce and carrots and tomatoes and zucchini. So much zucchini.”

      “And Garrett’s zucchini bread is the best ever,” Nick said. “I ate a whole⁠—”

      “We know, Nicholas.” Rafe rolled his eyes. Then he turned back to Zeke. “You and Nell have gardening in common and you make each other laugh. Claire likes her. What’s stopping you?”

      Fear. But he wasn’t admitting that with his daughter sitting there absorbing every word. “It’s not the right time. We just moved here and I’m still learning the ropes.”

      Rafe gave him a that’s BS look.

      “Besides, it’s inappropriate. She’s Claire’s teacher. I don’t think⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t care, Daddy. You look so happy when she’s around. You like her. I know you do.”

      “Well, sure. She’s a nice person.” What a colorless way to describe Nell, the most natural, vibrant woman he’d ever met. Her enthusiasm for life drew him like a moth to a flame. But he’d been burned before and wore the scars to prove it.

      He glanced at Matt, a port in a storm. “We’re getting close to Claire’s bedtime. We should probably finish the planning while she’s here to give us info on the kids. I know most of them, but she’s the expert on the best way to divide them into groups.”

      Claire dug in her jeans pocket. “Miss O’Connor and I made a chart for you, Uncle Matt. To save time.” She pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Since there’s seven of you and twenty-three kids, you each get three, except two of you will need to take four.”

      Matt coughed into his fist, clearly covering his laughter. “Great. Thanks.”

      Wiggling toward the front of the chair until she could jump down, she marched over and handed Matt her chart. Then she came around to the side so she could explain it. “Me and my friends are the first group of four. We’re high energy, so Daddy and Miss O’Connor will be in charge of us.”

      Nicely played. His daughter, the matchmaker.

      “Uncle Rafe can also take four because Steve’s mom will be in that group. Also, he’s so big those kids wouldn’t dare step out of line.”

      Nick snorted. “Unless they figure out he’s a pushover.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are so, big guy.”

      Matt studied the paper. “You and Miss O’Connor have done a great job, Claire. Thanks.”

      “It was fun. We gave Uncle CJ the musical kids, plus Jocelyn’s mom because she’s a fan of Uncle CJ’s music. Uncle Nick gets the big eaters, Uncle Garrett will take the ones who like to fix stuff, Uncle Jake needs to have the funny ones, and you get the shy kids.”

      “I’ll consider that a compliment.”

      “It is. Daddy says you have a way of putting everyone at ease, which is why you’re a good leader.”

      Matt glanced at him. “Thanks, bro.”

      “Just stating the obvious.” He stood. “Now that we have our assignments, it’s time for our field marshal to get some shuteye.”

      She gave him a pleading look. “But we haven’t decided how the groups will rotate. Miss O’Connor suggested splitting the class in half, one for the ranch and one for Raptors Rise, and then switching places. But she said it’s up to us.”

      “You’ve done the heavy lifting, sweetie,” Matt said. “We can work out the rest on our own. You need your sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

      “Matt’s right,” Rafe said. “You don’t want to be dragging in the morning.”

      “I never drag in the morning. I’m up like a shot.”

      Garrett reached out and gave her arm a squeeze. “I seem to remember you promising your dad and me that you wouldn’t beg to stay up on fire pit nights. That was part of the deal.”

      She let out a dramatic sigh. “I should have known you’d remember that.” Turning back to Matt, she pointed at the chart. “My three best friends are in my group. I’d really like to show them the bunkhouse first, before anyone else sees it.”

      “I think that can be arranged.” Matt glanced up. “After all, it’s your home.”

      She beamed at him. “Thanks, Uncle Matt. Now I can go to bed and not worry about it.” She made the rounds, giving everyone a goodnight hug.

      Zeke walked her back to the bunkhouse. “Kind of obvious, isn’t it? Putting Miss O’Connor and me on the same team?”

      “Why not? You said you like her.”

      “I do, but you’re not going to convince me to date her.”

      “Because she’s my teacher?”

      “That, and because I’m not planning to date anyone for a while.”

      “But you go dancing at the Moose.”

      “Not the same thing.”

      “Have you met anyone you like there?”

      “Sweetheart, I’m not looking. I just enjoy dancing and hanging out with the gang.”

      “Piper’s parents got a divorce the same month as you and Mommy, and they’re both dating. One watches Piper and her brother when the other one goes out.”

      “Sounds very civilized.”

      “You wouldn’t have to worry about getting someone to watch me if you asked Miss O’Connor out. I have an open invitation at Gramma Henri’s.”

      He groaned. “Could we please drop this subject?”

      “Just let me say one more thing.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “It wouldn’t be weird to ask her out on a date because she’s my teacher. My friends don’t think so, either.”

      “You’ve talked to them about it?”

      “Of course. I talk to them about everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “If you’re wondering if I told them about Mom, yes, I did.” She took his hand. “She’s my mom, so I love her, but she wasn’t nice to you. Miss O’Connor’s nice, Daddy. And now I’ll drop the subject.”

      Zeke’s chest tightened. His daughter yearned to fill the empty space left by her uncaring mother. When the judge had granted him sole custody, he’d silently vowed to give her anything she needed. He hadn’t counted on her needing this.
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      Taking her principal’s advice, Nell asked the parent chaperones to be the first ones on the bus and claim seats in the back. They could supervise from the rear. Then she staked out the two front seats by laying a reserved sign on each one.

      “Hey, Suzanne.” She smiled at the driver.

      “Big day, huh?”

      “My first field trip.”

      “It’ll be good. The kids like you. I hear them talking among themselves. They think you’re cool.”

      “They do?” What sweetie-pies.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s nice to know.” She stepped down and joined Harland by the bus door. She’d lucked out starting her teaching career with Harland Kuhn, a seasoned educator with thirty years of experience and an endless supply of compassion.

      Her third-grade class waited quietly in a reasonably straight line, exactly as they’d practiced since the beginning of the year. Today they’d lined up by shirt color, with red in front.

      Her throat tightened at the expectation shining in their eager expressions. She’d fallen in love with these kids, and in another week they wouldn’t be hers anymore. They’d head off for summer break and in September they’d be Valerie Jenson’s fourth graders.

      She cleared her throat. “Thank you for being so courteous while you waited. When you board, sit wherever you like but no more than three per seat. Once you’ve chosen, stay in that seat. If you need me, raise your hand and I’ll come to you. I’ll be in the front behind the driver and Principal Kuhn will be across the aisle from me.” She stepped aside and motioned them up the steps.

      Harland took the other side of the door, bestowing smiles and salutes as the kids filed past. Of average height and build, he wasn’t particularly imposing until he spoke. His rich voice could calm a sobbing child or silence an auditorium filled with noisy students. She adored him and so did the kids.

      Although the class had been reasonably quiet in line, negotiating their seating arrangement was a noisy affair. They chattered like a flock of sparrows at a bird feeder.

      Suzanne surveyed the process with a practiced eye. After ten years behind the wheel of a school bus, she was a steadying influence. As the din subsided, she leaned toward the open bus door. “They’re pretty much settled, folks.”

      “Thanks, Suzanne.” Nell climbed in, picked up the cardboard sign and slid into her seat. Harland positioned himself across the aisle and gave her a thumbs-up before he turned to face the rows of eight-year-olds.

      He was a savvy veteran of many such outings. He liked to joke that field trips were responsible for his gray hair. She, on the other hand, was a first-timer, at least as a teacher in charge. She had great memories of her own field trips at this age, though.

      She swiveled in her seat and took a quick head count. Claire and Piper had commandeered the seat behind her. Riley and Tatum were in the next seat back.

      The girls were inseparable. Claire’s passion for horses and ranch life had drawn them together three months ago. Now all four were obsessed with having a horse of their own.

      Riley had been the first to achieve it. Her parents had given her a ten-year-old bay gelding for her birthday last month. Piper’s and Tatum’s families lived on property that lacked the zoning for large animals, but both sets of parents had agreed to book some riding lessons this summer.

      Claire was holding out for a buckskin, which meant she’d have to wait until her dad could afford one. For the bus ride, she and Piper had twisted on the bench seat so they could continue an animated debate with Riley and Tatum about the best breeds for barrel racing.

      Nell had been horse-crazy at eight, too. She and her parents had lived in a high-rise in San Francisco, but that hadn’t stopped her from dreaming of galloping across a flower-strewn mountain valley on a black stallion. Wasn’t to be.

      Not then, anyway. But now she lived in the sort of valley she’d dreamed of and she had connections to people with horses. She’d been too busy settling into her first year of teaching to take riding lessons, but summer break was right around the corner. Maybe she’d offer to take Piper and Tatum to their lessons and sign up for some herself.

      “I can’t wait to run the barrels this summer,” Claire announced. “I get to start the first week after school’s out. I’m going to practice and practice. I want to be the youngest member of the Babes.”

      “You need to be really good,” Riley said. “I saw them perform at the Founders’ Day Celebration and they go so fast, they’re like a blur.”

      “I’m getting better at riding. Daddy and Auntie Ed—the lady I told you about who’s a barrel racing champion—they say I’ll be ready to start training once school’s out.”

      The mention of Claire’s father sent a tingle up Nell’s spine. She’d managed to play it cool with the guy, but damn, he was one appealing cowboy. Valerie, the fourth-grade teacher who had become a good friend, had labeled Zeke too gorgeous for words.

      Nell appreciated that about him. But his attitude toward his daughter had impressed her even more than his looks.

      Clearly he loved Claire beyond reason. Anyone could see that. As a single dad, he easily could have spoiled her rotten. Instead he’d taught her respect, empathy and a work ethic that would put many adults to shame. She’d been a dedicated assistant during the greenhouse project.

      When Nell had asked Zeke to help with that, she’d justified the impulse as an opportunity to acquaint herself with a new student and the student’s parent. Yeah, right. Valerie had teased her about making that call.

      But it wasn’t like a romance had blossomed. Or even much of a friendship. Darn it. Now that she no longer needed him for the greenhouse project, she rarely saw him.

      She’d poured out her heart to Val one night over a bottle of wine. Maybe the attraction was all on her end and she was wrong about the mutual chemistry. But no, she wasn’t wrong. She had evidence.

      He’d insisted on driving her home after their work sessions even though she lived within walking distance of school. When he’d handed her into his truck, he’d had that warm look in his eyes, as if he’d enjoyed the excuse to touch her.

      Maybe he was uncomfortable with the concept of dating his daughter’s teacher. If so, his daughter hadn’t gotten the memo. She’d asked her dad to pick her up from school several times so he could see how well the veggies were growing.

      Each time she’d manufactured some reason why Nell needed to accompany them to the greenhouse. And since the school day was over, he’d offer her a ride home. Eventually Nell had figured out Claire was trying her hand at matchmaking.

      The field trip hadn’t looked like part of her scheme until she’d mentioned that all seven wranglers, including her dad, would serve as guides. During the process of organizing the class into seven groups, she’d insisted that Nell needed to pair up with Zeke to supervise Claire and her three overly enthusiastic friends.

      As Claire’s teacher, she had veto power. She could have reduced the combined energy level of those girls by splitting them up. She didn’t have the heart. Their friendship had the potential to last through high school, maybe even beyond. Shared memories of this field trip would be part of their history.

      As for pairing with Zeke, she had no objection and Val had urged her to accept Claire’s machinations and enjoy herself.

      She planned to. Spending two hours with him wouldn’t be a hardship. Maybe she’d figure out whether she’d misread those signs of interest on his part. And if he was hesitant because she was Claire’s teacher, that barrier would be gone in⁠—

      Claire jiggled her arm where it rested along the back of the seat. “Miss O’Connor! We’re here!”

      Oops. She’d missed the drive in. Missed the rest of the conversation between Claire and her friends. What else had she missed? Evidently the kids had been model students. Surely she would have seen a hand waving frantically or heard the commotion if an argument had broken out.

      But if the topic of Zeke had the power to distract her that much, she’d better watch herself this afternoon. She had a job to do.

      “My, my, my,” Suzanne murmured as she pulled the bus into the bunkhouse parking area nose first. Leaning on the steering wheel, she stared out the windshield. “If that ain’t a sight for sore eyes.”

      Nell turned to see what Suzanne was talking about and her breath caught. Seven tall, muscular cowboys stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the bunkhouse, arms crossed loosely over their broad chests. “I guess that’s our welcoming committee.”

      Suzanne kept her voice low. “They can welcome me any ol’ time.”

      “Uh-huh.” The men presented an arresting visual, especially the one wearing the black yoked shirt with silver piping and pearl buttons. One glance and her heart beat in triple time. She took a few calming breaths as Suzanne switched off the engine and opened the door.

      At first she hadn’t recognized him. During their work sessions, he’d dressed in a faded plaid shirt, wear-softened jeans and a battered straw cowboy hat. He’d insisted it had character. Clearly that outfit hadn’t come up to the standards of today’s dress code.

      The yoked style of his shirt made his sturdy shoulders look even broader. The row of pearl snaps drew her attention to his impressive chest and directed her gaze down to slim hips encased lovingly in dark denim. The battered straw hat had been replaced with a midnight-black Stetson he’d pulled low over his eyes. She was totally unprepared for this version of Zeke Lassiter.

      “I see your daddy!” Piper bounced in her seat.

      “Me, too!” Tatum leaned forward. “Who’re the other ones?”

      “That’s the Buckskin Brotherhood.” Claire said it as if announcing a rock band about to take the stage. “My uncles.”
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      Zeke was short of breath. Stupid. Today was no different from the times he’d spent with Nell putting the greenhouse together.

      Except it was different, because back then he hadn’t figured out the dynamic. He’d kept his admiration under wraps and enjoyed the temporary nature of their interaction. Since it wasn’t going anywhere, he’d been able to relax.

      Meanwhile, Claire had been building a fantasy of making them a threesome. The second time she’d suggested a visit to the greenhouse, he’d caught on. Had Nell?

      He’d called his daughter on her matchmaking efforts, especially after she’d instigated this field trip. She’d insisted the outing was about sharing the ranch and the sanctuary with her class, especially her three buddies. If that meant he’d get some time with Miss O’Conner—bonus.

      Judging from her comments, she was convinced she was doing him a favor. Evidently he’d hidden his emotions well. The double whammy of a cheating wife and a lying father had hit him hard, festering wounds he wasn’t sure would ever heal. He still didn’t know if his mom was in on the cover-up, protecting his worthless excuse for a father.

      Claire didn’t have the whole picture and that’s how he wanted it. She might suspect that her mother had stepped out on him, but she was completely ignorant of the depth of her grandfather’s deceit.

      Her matchmaking was born of her innocence and optimism. She’d held onto both, thank goodness, but she’d presented him with a challenge.

      School was out next week, though. If he could just get through a couple of hours today, he’d be home free. Claire would have an entire summer of barrel racing practice with Ed to distract her from this misguided strategy.

      Then Nell stepped off the bus looking prettier than ever, and he doubted his ability to make it gracefully through the next two hours. A rush of pleasure heated his skin. The effort to control his reaction created tension he wouldn’t be able to release by sawing two-by-sixes and drilling bolt holes.

      She had on a dress today, one with little flowers on it and a skirt that swirled around her knees when she walked. He’d only seen her in a dress twice, both times when he’d caved to his daughter’s request to come and admire the greenhouse. Nell had worn jeans during their work sessions, the stretchy kind that cupped her sweet little… don’t think about that, idiot!

      Her dress had a scooped neck and a filmy, spring look. She’d added a white cardigan over it. Bet it was soft. He shoved his hands in his pockets. The urge to touch her had grown with every hour they’d spent on the greenhouse project, but his hands had been otherwise occupied with construction chores. Today, not so much.

      She’d piled her dark, curly hair on top of her head in her usual way. Strands escaped from that arrangement all the time because she was constantly in motion. One afternoon he’d reached to tuck a strand back into place. And jerked his hand back before she’d noticed.

      Matt walked to meet her, the chart in his hand. Nell pulled hers out of her roomy shoulder bag. After they conferred, Nell climbed back into the bus. Moments later, she emerged, followed by the students who’d take the barn tour first, including his daughter and her friends. One of the parents brought up the rear.

      Jake, Nick, CJ and Rafe boarded the bus for the trip over to Raptors Rise, leaving Matt, Garrett and Zeke to lead the barn and bunkhouse tours. Nell moved with brisk efficiency, making introductions and dividing the kids into their respective groups.

      As she headed toward him with four girls who were almost skipping in their eagerness, Matt and Garrett ushered their six kids over to the path that would take them to the barn.

      Heart thumping, he met Nell’s smile with one of his own. “Miss O’Connor.”

      “Mr. Lassiter.”

      He was glad to see her. Too damn glad. He broke eye contact and focused on the girls. “Welcome, ladies. Ready to see Claire’s living quarters?”

      Their excited chorus of yes, please sent the doves that had been roosting in a nearby oak fluttering away.

      “Easy does it, girls.” Nell’s hazel eyes sparkled. “You’re scaring the wildlife.”

      “Oh!” Tatum, a tiny, delicate child with straight black hair, glanced up into the tree. “Sorry, birdies.”

      Claire walked closer to him and lowered her voice. “We need to start the tour with the bathroom, Daddy. I’ll take them in if you want to wait out here.”

      “Fine with me.” He looked to Nell for confirmation.

      She nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Let us know when you’re done.”

      The girls raced toward the front door.

      Nell’s command brought them up short. “Walk, please!”

      They slowed their steps. Claire held the door for them as they walked in, their excited exclamations spilling out into the parking area as they caught their first glimpse of the interior. Then Claire stepped inside and shut the door, muting their chatter.

      Nell chuckled. “I’m doubting that bathroom story.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I’ll bet Claire wanted to show them the place on her own.”

      “Probably.” And leave him alone with Nell. “She asked Matt if her girlfriends could see the bunkhouse before anyone else. He decided that was fair.”

      “Absolutely. This is her home.”

      “That’s what Matt said.” First time he’d talked to Nell without Claire around. Stirred him up, but in a good way. “Did your principal come?”

      “He did. He stayed on the bus with the group going over to Raptors Rise.”

      “He was Matt’s principal.”

      “Harland told me that when we discussed the field trip idea. Evidently Matt was a handful.”

      “He admits it, too.” Nice to discover they could carry on a conversation without Claire to jumpstart the action. “How’ve you been?”

      “Good.” She cocked her head and gazed at him. “You?”

      “Fine, thanks.”

      “Nice outfit.”

      Warmth crept up his neck. “Matt requested that we clean up a bit. He wants this field trip to go well.”

      “Suzanne definitely approved of your welcome party.”

      “Suzanne?”

      “Our bus driver. Suzanne Dempsey.”

      “Oh, Mrs. Dempsey. I noticed she was driving today. What do you mean, she approved?”

      “She was mesmerized by the lineup. Said it was a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Hm.” The heat rose to his face.

      “She made a good point.” Laughter sparkled in her eyes. “You’re a manly-looking bunch, standing shoulder-to-broad-shoulder.”

      “I think you like making me blush.”

      “I do.” She grinned. “That’s what you get for looking so handsome in your black shirt and snazzy black hat.”

      “Come on, Nell. Cut it out.” Her amusement was infectious and her flirting lured him into a mood he couldn’t afford. Before he could dial it back, he shot a compliment her way. “You’re one to talk. That’s a very pretty dress.”

      “Thank you. Today I felt like spring was in the air and that calls for a dress like this.”

      “Indeed it does.” Back away, Zeke, old boy. You know where this leads. You made a promise to yourself. Keep it.

      “Then I’m not sure why you chose to wear black. That’s hardly a spring color. It’s more of a… hang on.” Something drew her attention toward the bunkhouse. She quickly looked away again, her color high. “Those little devils are peeking out the window.” Laughter rippled through her words. “I wonder if they think we⁠—”

      “No telling.” He put some distance between them and tugged on the brim of his hat.

      “It’s probably better if we don’t overreact.”

      “I’m not overreacting. I just—” He sighed and shook his head.

      “Is something wrong?” Her smile disappeared and a tiny crease settled between her eyebrows.

      “Claire’s trying to set us up.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I know.”

      “I don’t want her to get the wrong impression.”

      “Such as?”

      “That I’m going along with her plan. It’s not a good idea.”

      “Because I’m her teacher?”

      “That’s part of it.” He held her gaze. “The main issue is me. Claire doesn’t understand. And I don’t want her to. The fact is, I’m in no shape to begin a relationship.”

      “Because of your ex?”

      “That and… other things. Claire means well and she’s convinced that you and I… but it wouldn’t work.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “If we’re talking about this moment in time, I’m absolutely sure.” He broke eye contact and rubbed the back of his neck where a knot of tension grew. “Don’t get me wrong.” He focused on her again and the truth slipped right out. “I think you’re wonderful. And you don’t need to be saddled with a man who has enough baggage to fill a horse trailer.”

      “So you’re warning me off.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, you know yourself way better than I do. But Claire’s determined to bring us together and she’s a very goal-oriented kid.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Her expression gentled. “We should probably table this. If those girls’ noses are plastered to the window, they’re not exploring the bunkhouse. Let’s go in. Maybe we’ll have a chance to continue the discussion later.”

      “Maybe.” He took a deep breath and gestured toward the bunkhouse. “Ever seen one of these?”

      “Only in Westerns.”

      “It’s something like what they show in the movies. Although I’ve never seen a Western where one of the bunks is filled with teddy bears.”
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