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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, there, daaarlin. Will yooouu be myyy Vaaalintiiine?” Clint McLintock flipped a switch and listened to the playful buffalo moan he’d just recorded. Real buffalos didn’t sound anything like that. But the large wooden mascot who stood inside the entrance to the Fluffy Buffalo sounded exactly like that. Spoke English, too.

      The identity of the guy who’d first created that voice years ago was a well-guarded secret. From the first day Clint had hired on at the Buffalo he’d tried every which way to worm the story out of the owner, Frank Lindquist. No dice.

      Then one night Frank had come out of the office and discovered Clint entertaining customers at the bar by mimicking the buffalo’s speech. After closing time, Frank had offered him a raise if he’d polish his delivery. They needed recordings made in preparation for updating the electronics.

      Oh, really? Had the previous guy died? Retired? Since Frank had been close-mouthed in the past, Clint hadn’t bothered to ask.

      He’d accepted the challenge though, convinced it would be easy. Nope. He’d auditioned for Frank many times before getting the green light.

      He’d begun recording at Frank’s house in a spare room converted to a soundproof recording studio. From the lived-in feel of the studio, he guessed the unknown previous guy had used it. Frank had sworn on a stack of Bibles it wasn’t him.

      Clint believed that. The bar owner didn’t have the pipes to achieve a deep, mournful tone. These days Clint still recorded in Frank’s spare room, except Frank was in Arizona with his second wife. He’d turned the house and the bar over to his only child, Tyra. Clint’s high school crush.

      He’d been a lowly freshman. She’d been the most popular girl in the senior class, a glowing presence greatly missed at Wagon Train High when she’d left town for law school. After Clint graduated, he’d waited tables at the Buffalo, which included the added benefit of working alongside Tyra during her summer breaks from school. He’d created plenty of fantasies about that redhead. But now that she was his boss, he’d locked them down for good. Keeping the job he loved depended on it.

      The overhead light flicked on and off, a signal that Tyra wanted in. The switch had been relocated outside the door to serve in place of a knock, which could ruin a recording.

      “All clear!” Taking off the headphones, he pushed back the desk chair and went to open the door.

      Tyra wasn’t dressed to impress. Her favorite extra-large sweatshirt hung almost to the knees of her faded jeans. Her fuzzy slippers had seen better days. She hadn’t put on makeup, either, so her face looked exactly as nature had intended. Without mascara and eyebrow pencil, her lashes and brows were lighter, giving her a softer, more vulnerable look.

      She could glam it up with the best of them, so her lack of effort verified their close, but strictly platonic, relationship. She held two open bottles of cider dangled from the fingers of one hand and a bowl of fragrant popcorn in the other.

      He smiled. “Aren’t you a welcome sight.”

      “Thought you could use a break and a snack.” She sashayed in. The woman had rhythm, a factor in making her the best head cheerleader Wagon Train High ever had or likely would have.

      “Great timing.” He relieved her of the popcorn and cider. “I have three versions. Need you to pick one. Or tell me to start over.” He set the popcorn and drinks on a side table. Gesturing toward the desk chair, he pulled over a stool for himself.

      She settled in and picked up the headset, but instead of putting it on, she looped it around her neck. “You sure have a warm tush, McLintock.” A lock of flame-colored hair escaped the haphazard arrangement she had going on. She tucked it behind her ear.

      “Warm tush, cold heart.”

      “Then I guess it wasn’t you who took your little brother’s shift so he could go to a Carrie Underwood concert last week.”

      “Had to. Can’t stand to see Rance cry.” If she wanted to chat a bit before listening to the recordings, she was the boss. And she fascinated him. Always had, ever since the first pep rally of his freshman year.

      The chasm between them had been huge then. It had narrowed slightly when they’d been co-workers for a couple of summers. Then she’d finished her law degree and accepted a job in D.C. working for a non-profit.

      This outcome, with Tyra assuming ownership of the Buffalo right after Frank had made him the manager, was straight out of the movies. And here they were on a Monday night, taking advantage of her day off and a slow evening at the Buffalo to finalize a Valentine recording they wanted in place by eleven in the morning. The big day was only a week from tomorrow.

      “Did you do anything fun today?”

      “I finally had lunch with Rachel.”

      He frowned. “Who’s⁠—”

      “From the cheer squad.”

      “Oh, right. The little one you guys used to put at the top of the pyramid.”

      “Would you believe she has four kids and her oldest is a teenager already?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Most of the guys I graduated with are married with kids. I’m the exception.”

      “Me, too, when it comes to that.”

      “You and Rachel must have had a lot to catch up on.”

      “We did, but then the conversation sort of dragged. I blame myself. I did a lousy job of keeping up with friends from high school and I’m learning it’s nearly impossible to come back after all these years and pick up where you left off. People change.”

      “They do.”

      “Anyway, enough of that. Let’s hear what you’ve got.”

      “Sure thing.” Leaning over, he cued up his first version. “Each one has a slightly different emphasis.” This close she smelled way better than the popcorn. More like chocolate chip cookies. “Have you been baking?”

      “Cookies.”

      “Then why’d you bring popcorn?”

      “Goes better with cider. You can have cookies later, if you want some, after we finalize this.”

      He laughed. “Keeping the talent happy?”

      “That’s my goal.”

      Turned out their goals were aligned. He wanted to make her happy, too. That inspired some totally inappropriate thoughts that could get him fired if he said them out loud. “I hope the talent has come up with something that works.” He scooped up another handful of popcorn.

      “I’m sure you did. I can’t believe I erased the old one, but it gives us a chance to improve on the original. You can’t just toss out Be my Valentine and be done with it. You have to put emotion into it.”

      “Maybe, but when it comes from a wooden buffalo⁠—”

      “Don’t overthink it. The buffalo is a stand-in for whoever the customer hopes will say those words. It might even jumpstart their dinner partner to say them.”

      He smiled. “You’re a true romantic.”

      “And you aren’t?”

      “No comment.” If he didn’t know better, he’d say she was flirting.

      “Which tells me you absolutely are. And like most men I’ve known, especially the cowboy variety, you’d rather die than admit you’re hard as nails on the outside and soft and squishy on the inside.”

      “The first version of the buffalo sounds soft and squishy on the inside.”

      “Aww, because he’s lovesick.”

      “Or he has indigestion. Hard to tell the difference between those two.”

      “No, it’s not.” She put on the headset, pushed Play and grinned. Pausing the recording, she slid the earphones down and glanced at him. “He sounds like some poor guy whose invitation to prom was rejected by the only girl he wants.”

      Clint shuddered. “Every teenage boy’s nightmare.”

      “I doubt you were ever turned down.”

      “No, thank God. But then I had to go through it again when I impersonated Cheyenne.”

      “You got him a prom date? And the girl didn’t notice it was you?”

      “No, because the staging had to be so dramatic. What used to be a simple question asked between classes had become an elaborate production.”

      “The promposal. Dad told me the craze hit Wagon Train after I’d left. Must have been stressful, especially for the guys.”

      “Not so much for me, but Cheyenne hated the concept and begged me to handle it for him.”

      “Just like when you took his place at the bachelor auction last year?”

      “Yes, and for the record, I was against doing the auction thing for him. I tried to tell him those days were gone, that our looks had become more distinctive and folks would figure it out. I tried coaching him, but he’s….”

      “Not a born performer like you.” Her green eyes glinted with amusement and something else… awareness?

      “I wouldn’t say I’m a born⁠—”

      “Come on, Clint. It takes one to know one. I was angling for that head cheerleader position from the first time my folks took me to a game. I loved every minute of being on the squad.”

      “Probably why you were so great at it.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “You remember when I was⁠—”

      “Vividly.” Whoops. That sounded a wee bit too enthusiastic. He shrugged. “I was a hormonal teenager.”

      “Cute, though. You made an impression.”

      His blood pumped faster. Stupid. “You’re thinking of Cheyenne. He’s way better looking.”

      “Your twin is handsome, but you have Chris Hemsworth eyes. And you put yourself out there. I remember you as a freshman. You had promise.”

      Oh, great. Now he was blushing. “We should probably get on with this. The cider’s getting warm.”

      She gazed at him. “You’re discombobulated.”

      “No, I⁠—”

      “I think you had a crush on me in high school.”

      He avoided her too-knowing gaze. “Who didn’t?”

      “Oh, plenty of guys, I assure you. They told me I was stuck up and full of myself.”

      “Which proves they were idiots.”

      “I know that, now, but back then those comments hurt. I didn’t realize I intimidated them.”

      “Like I said, knuckleheads.”

      She smiled. “Unevolved. It’s been years since I dealt with that, and yet it still feels great to have you call them out after the fact.”

      “Then I’m glad I did.” He’d always put her on a pedestal. Evidently other guys had tried to knock her down. If he’d known, he would have taken matters into his own hands. Likely would have been outgunned and taken a beating, but it would have been worth it.

      “It’s lovely to interact with a guy whose ego isn’t threatened by a strong woman with a brain.”

      “Thank you, but full disclosure, at fourteen I wasn’t focused on your brain.”

      She smiled.

      “But now I am. Totally focused on your brain.”

      “You’re a terrible liar, McLintock.” She held his gaze for one electric moment. Then she looked away and cleared her throat. “We need to finish this thing.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” His heart raced. Whether she’d meant to or not, she’d just telegraphed sexual interest.

      But now her movements were brisk and businesslike as she put on the headset and started the next recording.

      Meanwhile he struggled to get his bearings. She was attracted to him. That was good news and bad news. He wouldn’t make a move. That would be suicide. What if she did, though?
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      Tyra knew better than to flirt with her manager. She was a lawyer, for God’s sake. Never mind that Clint would never sue her for sexual harassment. Six months ago her warm tush comment would have been part of the silly banter they’d fallen into. Tonight, not so much. She had to be more careful, way more careful, or she’d put them both in an impossible situation.

      During her first year as owner of the Buffalo she’d been too busy learning the ropes to pay much attention to her capable manager. She’d been grateful for his excellent advice, friendship and sense of humor. But over this second year, as she’d gradually adjusted to the routine, Clint’s hotness had been impossible to ignore.

      He was thirty-one to her thirty-five, but that didn’t have the significance it used to. Their age difference wasn’t a problem. Their boss-employee relationship, though… big problem. She’d seen businesses go down the tubes when personal entanglements mucked up the works.

      Time to settle the heck down. She listened to the next two recordings, took off the headset and pushed the chair back. That left them free to sip cider and eat popcorn without endangering the equipment. She kept the conversation on track while they discussed the choices.

      When they agreed to use candidate number three, she gave her seat to Clint so he could finalize the process.

      He finished off his cider before reclaiming the chair. “That’s my favorite version, too. Sincere, but not deadly serious.”

      “Exactly.” She took the stool he’d vacated. He’d warmed the wooden seat, too. She didn’t comment on it. “He sounds like you.”

      “Let’s hope not. Do you think that will come through?”

      “Not to anyone else, because nobody thinks it’s you. It does to me because I know it is.”

      “I’ve worried about that. My family’s speculated on it for years. Some think it was your dad. Now that he’s moved away⁠—”

      “It wasn’t him.”

      “Do you know who it was?”

      She shook her head. “He never let me meet him. I heard them murmuring downstairs when he’d arrive, but I wasn’t allowed to come down. I think Mom knew, but she wouldn’t tell me, either.”

      “Very strange.”

      “All I know is he quit doing it and now you’re the replacement.”

      “I’m glad Frank picked me. It’s fun. I’d do it for nothing.”

      “Then I’ll adjust your salary.”

      “I misspoke. If the Buffalo couldn’t afford me⁠—”

      “Kidding!” She waved toward the desk. “Please do what you need to do.”

      He grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

      While he concentrated on his work, she admired how his shoulder and arm muscles moved under the soft cotton of his Western shirt. He had great hands, nimble fingers. What would they feel like if he⁠—

      Stop it, dummy! She took a last gulp of cider and glanced away. Was he more enticing than usual? Or had her attraction reached the boiling point? Either way, she needed to get out of this room sooner rather than later.

      “Done.” He took off the headset and flashed her a grin. “Do I get cookies, now?”

      “Right! You certainly do.” She picked up the empty bottles and stood. “Be right back.” She hurried down the hall, loaded several cookies on a plate and set off again, moving fast. She couldn’t easily kiss a guy who was eating cookies.

      Wait, kissing? Was she seriously in danger of doing that? She skidded to a stop and the cookies almost landed on the floor. She nudged them back to safety.

      Before she charged back into the tempting scenario, she needed a game plan, a sensible approach. How about getting this inconvenient attraction out in the open? Talking about it might lessen its power.

      Armed with her strategy, she walked into the makeshift recording studio. “As promised.” A good hostess would ask if he wanted coffee with the cookies. But that would extend his stay. She wouldn’t suggest coffee.

      “Those cookies look and smell delicious.”

      “Thanks.” She moved the popcorn bowl to make room for the plate of cookies.

      “Some might say that fresh popcorn, cold cider and homemade chocolate chip cookies constitute a meal.”

      “Those people wouldn’t have a healthy diet.” She glanced at the popcorn bowl. She’d nibbled on it but hadn’t eaten much. Yet the bowl was empty. “I’ll make a wild guess you didn’t eat dinner before you came here.”

      He shrugged. “I knew this had to get done so I just came over.” He picked up a cookie.

      “Then you only get one.” She snatched up the plate as he reached for a second.

      “Hey.” He laughed. “We had a deal, lady. I held up my end. Cookies, please.”

      “Come into the kitchen.” She shoved her misgivings aside. His good health was important to their business, after all. “I’ll warm up some vegetable soup. You need to eat something nutritious before diving into the cookies.”

      He stood, amusement flickering in his blue eyes. “I realize you’re my boss, but I’m pretty sure this is the first time you’ve ordered me around.”

      That stopped her. “You’re right. Sorry. I suddenly morphed into my mother. That’s embarrassing.”

      “I thought it was funny.”

      She took a breath. “Would you, um, like some homemade veggie soup? Feel free to say no.”

      “If I say no, will I get cookies anyway?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, you will. I’ll put some in a bag to take with you. But when you get home, I hope you’ll eat something before you⁠—”

      “Just teasing, boss. Couldn’t resist. Homemade veggie soup sounds wonderful. Thank you for offering.”

      “Then come on back.” She walked down the hall and into the roomy kitchen. “My mother insisted on regular meals and wouldn’t pass out the treats until I’d finished a reasonable amount of food that was good for me.” She took the pot of soup out of the refrigerator, set it on the stove and switched on the heat.

      “My mom’s the same. She’s always after us to—” He paused. “Well, you know.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “It’s fine for you to talk about your mom.” Turning back to the soup, she lifted the lid and dipped the ladle in to stir the contents. “Do I envy you because she’s alive and mine isn’t? Yes, I do. I’m working on being happy for those who have a mom instead of feeling envious, so it’s good for you to give me practice.” She replaced the lid and faced him.

      The caring in his expression took her breath away. Shoving both hands in her pockets, she battled the urge to reach for him and soak up all that warmth and compassion.

      “Life’s not always fair.” He took a step closer, as if he might haul her into his arms. Then he swallowed and backed away, thrusting his hands in his pockets, too. “I can’t imagine a world without my mom in it, and yet you’ve been experiencing that for… how long?”

      “Eight years, although sometimes it feels like she died yesterday. I almost dropped out of law school. She was my biggest supporter, the one who encouraged me to go for it, and we’d hatched all kinds of plans for a celebration when I passed the bar.”

      “But you didn’t quit.”

      “Dad said she’d want me to finish, and of course he was right. And then I got the exact job I wanted. She would have been thrilled about that.”

      “The D.C. gig was your dream job?”

      “Sure was.” She turned back to the stove and lifted the lid. Steam drifted up, warming her face. “Soup’s ready.”

      “What can I do?”

      Obviously his mom had taught him well. “There are bowls in the cupboard to your right and spoons in the silverware drawer right below it.”

      “I’m on it.” He opened the cupboard. “Are you having some?”

      “Um…yes.” She’d meant to eat after he left, but that seemed silly now that she’d invited him back here.

      He got out two bowls and two spoons. “You haven’t eaten, either?”

      “No, and before you ask, I wasn’t planning to eat those cookies I brought out.” She filled each bowl as he handed it to her. “They were for you. I somehow assumed you’d had dinner at the Buffalo before you showed up here.”

      “No, ma’am. I was intent on getting this project finished.”

      “Well, thank you for being so dedicated.” She left the burner on low in case he wanted seconds and surveyed the table where both bowls sat catty-corner from each other on a bare surface, the spoons already in the bowls. The setup was efficient but lacked charm. “We need to do this right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We need placemats, napkins, and two more bottles of cider. And crackers. If you’ll take the cider out of the fridge, I’ll get the crackers and the other stuff.”

      “Okay.”

      While he twisted off the tops to the bottles, she fetched two quilted placemats, a couple of matching cloth napkins, and dumped crackers into a basket. “That’s better.”

      “Your mom would approve?”

      “Yes.” She gestured toward the table. “It’s official. I’m turning into my mother.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.” He pulled out one of the chairs and gestured for her to sit. “I didn’t know her well, but I know my mom liked her a lot.”

      “And vice-versa. My mom thought a lot of yours.” She took her place and then he took his.

      Putting his napkin in his lap, he glanced at her. “I’ve always wondered why you left D.C. to take over the Buffalo, especially if you loved your job.”

      “When Dad announced he was selling so he and my stepmother could move to Arizona, I was shocked. It was as much a part of my childhood as this house.”

      He nodded. “I get that, but that job of yours was⁠—”

      “Seemingly perfect. Providing legal support to a wildlife organization suits me. But living in D.C. isn’t my style. I’m a wide-open-spaces girl.” She dug into her soup so he’d start eating.

      After his first mouthful, he caught her eye. “Tastes amazing. Thanks for sharing.”

      “Anytime.” Uh-oh. Did she mean that? Had she just issued an invitation to join her for dinner whenever he felt like it? Maybe so. And it sounded like a wonderful idea.

      She sucked at drawing boundaries.
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      Anytime? Had Tyra just signaled that she’d welcome him at her table on a regular basis? Probably not. People often said things that they didn’t mean.

      Except she didn’t. So he’d take it at face value. “That’s a nice offer. I promise not to abuse it.”

      “I know you won’t, Clint.” She reached for a cracker. “You’re not the type.”

      “Thanks for that.” The soup really was terrific and he was hungrier than he realized. He had to pace himself and not wolf it down.

      Conversation helped. “I understand coming home so you could keep the Buffalo in the family. I understand not loving the big city. But you worked damn hard for that law degree.”

      “That’s why I’ve become licensed in Montana.”

      “You did? When?”

      “Just recently. Had to take a few courses and pass the bar exam here.”

      “You really have been busy.”

      “That’s my middle name.”

      “Gonna hang up your shingle over the Buffalo’s front door?”

      “Not quite. But I will put the word out that I’ll work pro bono for any wildlife organizations in the state who need me.”

      “That’s generous.”

      “I can afford it since I have a solid income from the Buffalo.”

      “I know you’re a whiz at time management, but still, you’d essentially have two demanding jobs.”

      She beamed at him. “Yes, but I also have you. Dad told me you’d make my job easy, and you have.”

      The compliment caught him unawares and heat rose from his collar. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. You work hard and with great efficiency. You never complain and you regularly make me laugh. I couldn’t ask for a better manager.”

      “I love my job.”

      “It shows.” The light in her green eyes intensified. “You’re an amazing guy.”

      He tensed. She was leading up to something. “And?”

      “I need to level with you.”

      “Okay.”

      “I like you.”

      “I like you, too.” Continuing to stare into those incredible eyes was asking for trouble. But he couldn’t look away.

      Instead, she was the one who broke eye contact. “I’m also attracted to you.”

      He swallowed. “I picked up on that.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight. And I’m honored.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say, but being attracted to you is problematic. Once I agreed to come back and take over, I gave myself a crash course in business management. A boss/employee relationship, especially in a small business like this, can wreck⁠—”

      “Say no more. Just tell me what⁠—”

      “Can you make yourself less sexy?”

      Huh? “How can I⁠—”

      “Exactly! It’s who you are. You’re charming, you’re funny and you’re hot. The women all love you and the guys admire you. Even if you could tone it down, it would be bad for business.”

      “But—”

      “Please don’t change anything. I just wanted to get it out in the open in case I’m ever abrupt or distant with you. It’s my problem and I’ll⁠—”

      “It’s our problem.”

      She blinked. “Our problem?”

      “I had a crush on you in high school and I’ve never quite gotten over it. If I had a job over at Miller’s Hardware, I’d have asked you out by now. Chances are you’ve sensed that, just like I can tell you’re interested in me.”

      “I refused to let myself think about it.”

      “But the chemistry’s there and we’re both dealing with it.”

      “Yes. And I don’t want to lose my most valuable employee by putting the moves on him. So I won’t. You have my word on that.”

      An emotion flashed in his eyes? Disappointment? His jaw tightened. “Then we’re agreed.” His soup bowl was empty and so was his cider bottle. “I should be going.”

      “You haven’t had any cookies.”

      “If you’d be willing to put a few in a bag, I’ll eat them on the way home.”

      “Be glad to. I always forget about your long drive to Rowdy Ranch. What if I added an efficiency apartment to the Buffalo? There could be enough room out back if⁠—”

      “Thank you for the thought, but I’m fond of my house. Never had a desire to live in town.”

      “But you work in town.”

      “And Rowdy Ranch is home. My cabin was built to my specs. I’m five minutes away from the barn where KoKo is stabled, so I can take a ride whenever⁠—”

      “Your horse?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Do you ride?”

      “I know the basics. If the horse is steady I doubt I’d fall off.”

      He smiled. “Doesn’t sound like you’re chafing at the bit to get on one, though.”

      “At the moment, with all I have going on at the⁠—”

      “Then I won’t bother asking you to come out to the ranch sometime for a ride.”

      “In the middle of winter?”

      “Sure, unless there’s a heavy snow. A week from tomorrow my whole family will go for a morning ride, weather permitting.”

      “Don’t forget a week from tomorrow is Valentine’s Day.”

      “’It’s also my little sister Angie’s birthday. She knows I’ll be working that night, but I promised to be on the ride in the morning and stay for lunch. I’ve already arranged for midday backup since Rance won’t be available, either.”

      “Do you take a morning ride on everyone’s birthday? If you do, I don’t remember⁠—”

      “Just Angie’s. That’s her special thing. We do other stuff for the rest of us.”

      “I’d like to give you both the whole day off, but with the crowd we expect that night, I⁠—”

      “Not a problem. When Angie was younger, it was different, but she’s turning twenty-five. She can handle having some of us duck out now and then.” He pushed back his chair. “Thank you for feeding me. The soup was great.”

      “I’ll get you some cookies.” While he carried their dishes to the sink, she quickly loaded cookies in a bag and handed it to him. “Thanks for making this recording a priority.”

      “The Buffalo is definitely a priority. My family sits at the top of the list, but the Buffalo is in the number two spot.”

      “I can see that. Thank you, Clint.”

      “You’re welcome, ma’am.” He looked around. “Left my jacket and hat in the studio.”

      “Oh. I’ll⁠—”

      “No need to see me out.” He met her gaze. “I’ll come in at 10:30 tomorrow to set up the recording. Sleep well.”

      “Thanks.” She hugged herself to contain the shiver of longing his warm glance inspired. “You, too.”
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      Tyra opened the back door of the Buffalo at eight-thirty the next morning, bags of decorations hooked over each shoulder. She was eager to start. When she’d agreed to take over the business from her dad, she hadn’t factored in this perk.

      She’d missed the thrill of transforming a large space, adding color and lights to produce an exuberant mood. In high school she’d earned a reputation for her ability to. turn the gym into a wonderland. She’d volunteered for the committee as a freshman and soon was put in charge of homecoming, the Christmas formal, and the prom.

      A non-profit struggling to raise funds for wildlife conservation wasn’t the appropriate venue for elaborate holiday decorations. She’d dialed back her expectations while working in D.C. The Buffalo gave her permission to indulge herself. A festive atmosphere was good for business.

      Last year she’d ordered red napkins to go with the white tablecloths they already owned. She’d added red and white carnation bouquets to each table, a heart-shaped wreath of carnations on the door and a crown of carnations for the buffalo. Mindful of her budget, she’d bought some large shiny hearts to hang from the ceiling and called it good.

      This year she was going for great. By shopping sales soon after Valentine’s Day last year, she scored enough garlands to cover the rustic walls with hundreds of red hearts. Red heart-shaped lights would surround the bar’s antique mirror and the bandstand.

      A heart-shaped chrysanthemum wreath on the front door would be illuminated with fairy lights and so would the buffalo’s flowered crown. The shiny red hearts from last year would still hang from the ceiling, but she’d spent Monday morning covering them with glitter.

      Setting the bags on the floor, she walked into the storeroom to fetch their tallest stepladder. If she worked fast, she might get everything up before eleven.

      As she hauled the stepladder out of the storeroom, she came face-to-face with Clint, freshly shaven and gorgeous. Her heart rate picked up. “What are you doing here two hours early?”

      “Good morning to you, too.”

      “Sorry.” She gave him a quick smile. “I just didn’t expect you.”

      “On the way out last night I saw all those bags sitting in your living room. I figured you’d come in early like you sometimes do and decorate by yourself, but there were a lot of bags, so I came to help just in case you hadn’t asked a server to be here.”

      “That’s very generous.” And contradictory. The fizz of attraction had already hit her system and nobody else was due to arrive until at least ten. After their conversation the night before, why was he deliberately creating a time they’d be alone in the⁠—

      “I asked Rance to help, too. He should be here any minute.”

      “Oh!”

      “Just following best practices.” He gave her a crooked smile.
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