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      Some lucky guy had married Lucy Patterson today. Whoever he was, he’d found a gem. Matt Ramsey waited for the honeymooning couple at the Great Falls Airport arrival gate, the Buckskin Ranch welcome sign facing out.

      Lucy didn’t need it. The Pattersons had been coming here for years, but the sign was free advertising for the guest ranch. His boss, Henrietta Fox, understood the advantage of exposure. He also displayed magnetic ranch signs on both sides of his new truck.

      When Henri had mentioned that Lucy had booked a guest cottage and would be arriving with her husband on Valentine’s Day, he’d requested pickup duty. His last encounter with Lucy six years ago hadn’t gone well and her folks had shown up the following summer for their annual vacation without her. Supposedly she’d decided to get a jump on her course work for her sophomore year in college. He hadn’t bought it. She loved the Buckskin.

      More likely she’d been avoiding him. That stung, but if she’d found a great guy and was happy with her life, then he’d done the right thing. Despite the intervening years, their conversation on that sunny afternoon continued to haunt him.

      The monitor flashed the news that the plane had landed. For some reason, Lucy and her husband had switched to an earlier flight. Henri’s original info had specified that the wedding would happen at ten a.m. followed by a wedding brunch and a three-thirty departure to Great Falls.

      Maybe the time of the ceremony had changed. With luck, it would be a funny story. He wanted Lucy’s marriage to begin on a positive note.

      Passengers filed off the plane and he watched for her. How much had she changed? At nineteen, she’d been lithe and toned from yoga and volleyball. Hard to resist. But he’d done it.

      A brunette being carried along by the stream of passengers like a leaf in the current captured his attention. She wore a Seattle Mariners zip-up sweatshirt over a long white dress that brushed the ground as she walked. A wedding dress? Surely not.

      Then the woman looked at him and her blue eyes flashed with recognition. Picking up her voluminous skirts, she hurried in his direction. “Hi, Matt.”

      “Lucy?”

      “I know, I know. I’m a disaster. Let’s just get out of here.”

      ‘Where’s your husband?”

      “Fortunately, I don’t have one. I learned the truth about that lying piece of cow poop before it was too late. I just need the peaceful surroundings of the Buckskin.” Her voice trembled. “Once I have that, everything will be okay.”

      He resisted the urge to gather her into his arms. “Let’s go fetch your luggage.”

      “I left it at the church.”

      “What?”

      “Didn’t want it. I bought that stuff to wear on my honeymoon with Swamp Thing. Mom can donate it to charity.”

      “Lucy! You ran out on your wedding?”

      Her chin lifted and her eyes glittered. “Damn straight I did. Jumped in the limo, took off for Sea-Tac, got the last stand-by seat.” She’d given him that same look six years ago when she’d told him to go to hell.

      “Nobody came after you?”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor. “I sort of had a meltdown and screamed at them not to follow me.”

      “What about your folks? Won’t they be worried?”

      “I texted them from the limo and told them I was coming here and I’d explain later.”

      “Then your… fiancé… won’t be…”

      “If I never see that lying louse again I’ll be eternally grateful. Augghhh!!” She shook her hands in distress. When she glanced up, pain had replaced the defiance in her eyes. “Let’s just go.”

      “My truck’s in the garage.” Putting a hand at her waist, he guided her to the outside door. Then he caught her arm. “Wait. That sweatshirt isn’t enough.” He took off his jacket. “Put this on.”

      “No, you need it.”

      “The vest will do fine.”

      “It won’t. I—”

      “The sooner you put on my coat the sooner we’ll get out of here.”

      “All right.”

      He helped her into it and waited until she’d fastened the buttons. “Let’s go.” He rested a hand on her shoulder as they walked out of the terminal and across to the parking garage under an icy blue winter sky. She wasn’t married. She hadn’t found happiness, after all. What had those six years done to his Lucy?

      Not that she was his. Not by a long shot. But how had she guessed so wrong when choosing a husband? Then again, six years ago she’d wanted him. She’d only been nineteen, though. Who knew anything at that age?

      The parking garage wasn’t much warmer than the outside. He walked faster, eager to get them both out of the cold. She kept up.

      He’d invested in a four-door cab, a cowboy Cadillac. He’d justified the pricey purchase because he could pick up guests in it instead of using the ranch van, which he wasn’t fond of.

      Before coming here he’d pulled the truck into the tractor barn and washed it so he’d make a good impression on Lucy and her husband. What had the guy done? Something outrageous. Lucy hadn’t been into screaming six years ago.

      “That’s it, the black one over on the left.” Moving ahead of her, he opened the passenger door and helped her in. She wore sequined sneakers instead of heels. A Lucy move.

      “This is yours?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “But it has a ranch sign on the door.”

      “Magnetic. We switch them to whatever we’re driving.” He closed the door and opened the rear one to grab the fleece blanket he kept there. He handed it into the front seat. “In case you’re still cold.”

      “I am.” She took the blanket. “My insides are frozen solid.”

      He blew out a breath. “Sorry to hear that.”

      Closing the door, he rounded the truck. As he climbed into the driver’s seat, she handed him his coat. “The blanket’s plenty. Please take this.”

      “I don’t—”

      “The sooner you take it the sooner we can leave.”

      “Right.” He got out, put on the jacket and got back in before laying his hat on the dash. The blower came on when he started the engine but the air was cold so he turned it down. The truck had been sitting a spell while he waited for her flight.

      “I’m glad you’re the one who picked me up.” She’d encased herself in the plaid blanket, maneuvering around the seatbelt so she could tuck herself into the fleece.

      “I requested the assignment.” He backed out of the parking space.

      “Why?”

      “Our last conversation wasn’t… great. I wanted to be able to tell you in person that I was happy for you.”

      Her laugh was bitter. “So much for that plan.”

      “Despite the circumstances, I’m glad to see you.” Putting it mildly. He’d missed those blue eyes. He’d missed her smile, too, but that might not make an appearance anytime soon.

      “I’m glad to see you, too. So many times I thought about contacting you about that afternoon, but I didn’t have your cell number or your email. Do you have an email address?”

      “I do.”

      “That seems incongruous for a cowboy.”

      “I know. A telegram seems so much more appropriate. Better yet, a telegram delivered by Pony Express.”

      “You’re making fun of me.”

      “Just a little bit. Sorry. You’ve been through it. I shouldn’t—”

      “No, no, it’s good to joke around with you. Reminds me of old times. The past is very appealing right now.” She gazed out the window. “It all looks so familiar, except not, because of the snow and the bare tree branches. I’ve never been here in winter.”

      “Henri was surprised you chose the Buckskin for your honeymoon. Not that we don’t have activities this time of year, but—”

      “Activities weren’t my priority. I wanted to show…” She shuddered. “I wanted to show that stinking pile of dung my… favorite place in the world.”

      “It’s your absolute favorite?”

      “Well, duh. I started coming here with my folks when I was four. I used to wait all year for those two weeks at the Buckskin.”

      Guilt hit him hard. “And I ruined it for you.”

      “No I ruined it. I created a narrative about you and me that didn’t exist. You must have thought I was insane.”

      “Never that. Lucy, I—”

      “I should have known better. You saw me for two weeks a year and somehow I built that into a written-in-the-stars scenario. I was convinced that once I confessed my feelings, we’d be in each other’s arms.”

      We almost were.

      “For all I know you had a girlfriend.”

      “That wasn’t the—”

      “Even if you weren’t involved with anyone, how presumptuous of me to assume you felt the same?”

      “I never thought you were presumptuous. I was honored that you—”

      “So you said.” She leaned against the headrest, her hair tousled. “It was kind of you, but not what a girl wants to hear. Anyway, that’s water over the bridge, or under the dam, or whatever the saying is.” She glanced at him. “What’s new with you? Catch me up.”

      He’d rather hear about her situation, but maybe if he talked about himself a little, she’d be more willing to share. “The truck’s new.”

      “I thought so. It still has the new-car smell. When did you get it?”

      “End of the year sale. Sort of hated getting rid of Betsy, but she was only a two-door and she was showing her age. I couldn’t use her to chauffeur guests.”

      “I thought you guys drove the ranch van for pickups.”

      “We do, but I like taking my own rig if I can.”

      “It’s a very nice truck.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What else have you been up to?”

      “I bought a horse last winter, a stallion.”

      “A stallion? Aren’t they more temperamental?”

      “Oh, Thunderbolt’s a handful, but he’s fun to ride.”

      “Still seems like an impractical choice for guiding trail rides. I don’t—wait, I get it. You’re going to stand him at stud.”

      “I already have. His first foals will be born this summer.”

      “At the ranch?”

      “A couple of them. Henri volunteered Penny and Sassafras to see how he’d do. He was very well-mannered, so I put the word out, charged less than the standard fee and got five takers.”

      “That’s exciting. Where are you going with this?”

      “Eventually I want my own breeding operation. I’ve learned a lot from Henri, and Charley when he was alive. If I build the business gradually and don’t get impatient, I can make it work.”

      “Would you leave the Buckskin?”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t go far. Ideally I’d only be a short horseback ride from Henri’s front porch.”

      “She’d appreciate that.”

      “So would I.”

      “Speaking of her, I hope she has some old clothes I can borrow for twenty-four hours until I go shopping.”

      “I’ll bet she will.” He let some time pass, kept his tone conversational. “Did I hear that you’re working for an L.A. ad agency?”

      “Uh-huh.” Her voice was tight.

      He’d touched a hot button but this subject was important to him. Her marriage was DOA but maybe she had a satisfying career doing work she loved. “Do you enjoy it?”

      “I did.”

      “You’ve quit?”

      “Not yet.”

      “He works there?”

      “Yep.”

      “Damn.”

      “Yep.”

      “What made you run, Lucy?”

      She took a long, shaky breath. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Okay.”

      “At least not now. If you’d be willing to bring a couple of beers to my cabin after dinner, we could talk then.”

      “I could definitely do that.”

      “Then let’s plan on it.”
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      A sight for sore eyes. Lucy’s great-aunt used to say that about her. She understood the phrase, now. Gazing at Matt’s square-jawed profile was better therapy than slices of cool cucumber. Her eye muscles relaxed and her lids no longer felt like sandpaper when she blinked.

      The past six years had been good to him. No wonder she’d had a crush as a teenager. He was great to look at and easy to talk to, qualities that made him the right choice to work at a guest ranch. Six years ago she’d misinterpreted his personable behavior as evidence of a deeper emotion. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Still, he liked her well enough that he’d asked to pick her up. They’d smoothed over any remaining awkwardness regarding her fevered declaration of love six years ago. Surely she wasn’t the only woman who’d ever done that.

      “Hey, Matt.”

      “Hm?”

      “By my calculations, you’ve worked at the Buckskin for eleven years.”

      “That’s exactly right. I hired on at seventeen, on February first.”

      “In that time, how many women have declared themselves madly in love with you? Please tell me I’m not the only one.”

      His cheek creased in a smile. “A gentleman doesn’t talk about such things.”

      “Aw, come on. I’ll feel way better knowing others have made a fool of themselves over you. How many?”

      “Let’s just say you weren’t the only one.”

      “So at least two. More than that?”

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      “It’s usually harmless. An unattached lady is swept up in the fantasy and imagines herself in love with one of the wranglers.”

      “Your buddies have experienced this, too, then?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’ll bet not as often as you.”

      “Again, I’m not saying.”

      “What if the lady in question isn’t imagining she’s in love? What if it’s the real deal?”

      “Then it’s a matter of whether he has feelings for her, too. It’s been known to happen that they end up together, but that’s the exception.”

      “I don’t know if I feel better or worse. Being part of a syndrome isn’t flattering, either.”

      “You weren’t part of a syndrome. I’m talking about someone who comes for a week or two and fixates on one of the guys. In your case, it was five summers before you said anything. And… I hurt your feelings, so it wasn’t harmless. I regret that.”

      Learning he’d kept track of how long they’d known each other gave her ego a boost. “Please don’t take any of the blame for my hurt feelings. And I assure you I recovered.”

      “Then why didn’t you come back with your folks?”

      “All right, I didn’t recover immediately. I was embarrassed to see you the next summer so I stayed away. And the year after that I wasn’t living at home anymore. I’d moved down to SoCal to share an apartment with my girlfriend Bri…” She gasped as an emotional dagger sliced through her chest.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” She sucked in air and the pain gradually faded. “I shouldn’t have scarfed down that sandwich before I got on the plane.”

      His frown said he didn’t believe that story.

      But he’d have to stay in the dark for now. She was in no shape to talk about Brianna. “So I was living in L.A., interning with the ad agency and finishing my degree. I didn’t have two weeks off in the summer. Then I went to work fulltime and I really didn’t have time to play.” She managed a smile. “I was adulting.”

      “That relieves my mind. I’d hate to think you stayed away for six years because of me.”

      “Definitely not because of you. And now that we’ve dissected my journey over the past six years, what about you? I assume you’re not married, but have you found someone special?”

      “I haven’t. Six months ago, my answer would have been different.”

      “Oh?”

      “We couldn’t agree on our goals. She hates my long-range plan to breed horses. She thinks it’s too dicey. I can’t argue with that. It’s not a sure thing. We’re still friends, but she’s dating someone else.”

      “Clearly she wasn’t swept away by the fantasy.”

      He laughed. “No, ma’am, she was not.” He slowed the truck as they reached the outskirts of Apple Grove. A giant sign in the shape of an apple read APPLE GROVE, A Johnny Appleseed Success Story!

      “I won’t be picking apples this trip.”

      “Afraid not, but Henri and Kate froze packages of sliced apples so you’ll still get apple pie.”

      “Who’s Kate?”

      “Our new cook. You didn’t hear about—”

      “Helen. Yes, my folks told me she’d passed away, which is sad. She was my folks’ age, so way too young. How’s her son doing?”

      “Seth? He was in bad shape for that first year, but that changed after he spent this past Christmas in a little town called Eagles Nest. Ever hear of it?”

      “My parents spent a day there last summer. They said it was charming.”

      “Well, Seth’s been charmed. Seems he’s related to a prominent family—McGavin is their name—and he’s moved down there. Not only that, but he met a great gal. We all went down for his wedding last month.”

      “And he only met her at Christmas? That’s fast.”

      “Extenuating circumstances. But there’s no doubt he and Zoe are perfect for each other. We could all see it.”

      “That’s great for Seth, but wasn’t he your best friend at the ranch?”

      “Good memory.”

      “I’ve been told that.” She’d never admit how much she remembered about Matt. Too revealing. He’d occupied a rock star position in her life for five years. “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll miss having Seth around.”

      “I will, but I’m happy for the guy.” He turned right at the square. “Want to head on out to the ranch or take a turn around the square?”

      “Go around, please. I want to see if anything looks different. The gazebo’s in good shape.”

      “It went through a major repair last spring.”

      “I heard about that. Oh, the Choosy Moose! I can finally order their hard apple cider.”

      “I sense an alcoholic theme developing.”

      “Is that surprising? But this is me we’re talking about. I’m not the type to get drunk and disorderly.” She sighed. “Or maybe I am. I’m also not the type to scream Don’t follow me to a gathering of friends and family in a sweet little church.”

      “You were provoked.”

      “Yes, yes, I was. Ha! Tres Beau’s in the same place. I’ve never been in there, but it would be fun to book an appointment and get a new cut.”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Exactly. New life, new haircut. I let mine grow out so my stylist could create an up-do, but I’m done with that garbage.” She glanced at his dark brown hair, slightly curly and nearly touching his collar. “Do you still go to the barbershop?”

      “Yes, and speaking of that, I desperately need—”

      “Could I make a teeny-tiny suggestion?”

      “Like what?”

      “Have you ever tried Tres Beau?”

      “Why would I go there?”

      “Because you have beautiful hair. I’d love to see what kind of job they could do with it.”

      He shook his head. “The barbershop is fine with me.”

      “But they cut it so short.”

      “Because I ask them to. Then I don’t have to go back for a while.”

      “Oh. Well, I guess if you’re trying to save money…”

      “It’s not about the money. It’s the time.”

      “Then this would be the perfect opportunity to see what Tres Beau could do with your hair. I’m guessing the Buckskin is slower this time of year.”

      “The stables are, for sure. We don’t have as many riders when it’s this cold. On the other hand, I’m not interested in—”

      “Just let me check and see if Tres Beau has an online booking option.” She pulled out her phone.

      “For you, right?”

      “For me, yes, but for you if you’re willing. We could go together, say around eleven, after the stalls are mucked and the horses turned out.”

      “Lucy, no offense, but I don’t want to do this.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not my thing. I’ll head to the Fast Clip tomorrow. All the wranglers go there. We wear hats every day, so we don’t need—”

      “Okay…” She tapped on her phone. “But they don’t have anybody booked at eleven. There are only two operators, so we could sit side-by-side.” She glanced at him. “Like old times.”

      “Like old times? In a ladies’ hair salon?”

      “I mean, like old times on a trail ride, side-by-side, talking about life. Remember that?”

      “This is nothing like that.”

      “It’s something like that. We’ll both be sitting down. Not in a saddle, but—”

      “Which is the critical point. Cowboys sit in saddles. We do not sit in comfy salon chairs while someone cuts and styles our curly locks. This wouldn’t play well in the bunkhouse.”

      “You’ll be ridiculed?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I didn’t factor that in.”

      “Then please do.”

      “All right.” He’d go to the barbershop and come back looking like a shorn sheep because that was how the other guys did it. Her artistic nature rebelled. “What if you agreed to a salon cut to win a bet?”

      “What bet?”

      “I’ve got five bucks that says you won’t risk trying the salon.”

      “You really want me to do this, don’t you?”

      “I really do. You have amazing hair. If I had more skill, I’d offer to try cutting it myself.”

      “I’d be okay with that.”

      “I wouldn’t. I could butcher the job. Not my talent.”

      “All right, what the heck? If it means that much, I’ll go with you tomorrow.”

      “You can tell the guys it was to win a bet.”

      “I don’t need to do that. When you get right down to it, I don’t give a damn if they make fun or not.”

      “That’s great news. Mark my words, next week they’ll all be flocking to Tres Beau for a cut and style.”

      He laughed. “No, they won’t.”

      “You might be surprised. By the way, if you have this week’s Apple Grove Gazette lying around, there’s probably a coupon for Tres Beau in it. They run specials all the time.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m a subscriber.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep. Reading it calms me. When the only crime on the police blotter is a bicycle stolen from a front lawn, that’s a safe community. Then, bingo, in the next issue the bike’s been returned.”

      “With a population this small, folks notice a bike missing and usually spot where it ends up, too.”

      “A little different from L.A.”

      “But a city that size must energize you.”

      “It does. And Apple Grove wouldn’t support an ad agency. The Gazette is all you need around here.”

      “Pretty much. Most business in Apple Grove comes from conversations over the back fence.” He gestured to the general store as they passed it. “Or around the pot-belly stove in the Apple Barrel.”

      “I used to love going there. I’d always get a caramel apple.”

      “You still can.”

      “Even though apples are out of season?”

      “Here’s a deep, dark secret. They weren’t local apples in July, either. The local ones usually don’t ripen until September. Hiram imports them from other places.”

      “No.”

      “Gotta have those caramel apples. They’re an Apple Barrel staple. But keep Hiram’s secret to yourself.”

      “I’m a vault.” She gazed at the windows decorated with hearts for Valentine’s Day. “Is that sweet old guy Orville still hanging out by the stove dispensing advice on maintaining an orchard?”

      “Yes, ma’am. It isn’t exactly easy to grow them here, but he’s done it successfully for fifty years.”

      “I know. I read the profile on him that came out this past summer. But he was vague on when the apples are ripe and how long the season lasts, probably to protect Hiram’s secret.”

      He laughed. “You probably keep up better than I do. Hey, listen, the shops are open. Want to stop and pick up a change of clothes while we’re here?”

      “No, thanks. I’m not going shopping dressed like this.”

      “Good point.” He put on the brakes at a stop sign on the corner. “The sportswear place is right here. You could stay in the truck while I buy you a pair of sweats and maybe a long-sleeved T-shirt.”

      She glanced at him. “That’s a really good idea. And socks. Socks would be terrific. Eventually I’ll need a coat, but—”

      “For sure Henri can loan you a coat until you have a chance to shop, but sweats and a T-shirt would be a no-brainer for me to pick out.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll be happy with whatever you can find.”

      “Then let’s do it.” He swung the truck into a diagonal parking space. “I’ll leave the engine running so it’ll stay warm in here.”

      “I won’t object. Living in SoCal is turning me into a wimp.” She reached under the blanket and fished in her sweatshirt pocket for her wallet, the only thing she’d brought from Seattle besides her phone.

      “If I have a choice of colors, what do you want?” He picked up his hat.

      “I’ll take whatever, but my choice would be gray sweats and a blue or green T-shirt.” She handed him some money. “Is that enough?”

      “That’s plenty.” Tucking it in the pocket of his shearling jacket, he reached for the door handle.

      “Don’t you need to know my size?”

      He glanced back. “I figured women’s small for the sweats and women’s medium for the shirt.”

      “That’s right. You’re observant.”

      “Lucky guess.” He quickly exited the truck, but not without letting in a blast of frigid air.

      Shivering, she pulled the blanket closer. Guessing what size she wore in casual clothes wasn’t rocket science, but Kurt hadn’t been able to do it. He’d bought her a holiday T-shirt that hung on her. She’d used it as a nightshirt.

      Did Matt have a talent for judging clothing sizes? Or had he focused on her body way more than he’d let on? What if he secretly… no, dammit! Hadn’t she learned anything six years ago? No more weaving fantasies about Matt Ramsey.
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      Matt chose the softest sweats and T-shirt in the store. If he couldn’t comfort Lucy with a warm hug, at least he could choose clothes that would feel good. He found a package of socks in rainbow colors. She’d had brightly colored ones as a teenager and had usually worn a different one on each foot.

      That had been Lucy—unconventional, creative, bubbling over with life. Not so much, now, which was understandable. Physically she hadn’t changed much. Her smile was the same, and thank God it had reappeared.

      She’d become downright cheerful the closer they’d come to Apple Grove. She was likely putting on a brave face for him, though, distracting herself with hair appointments and such. The wariness in her eyes made his heart hurt.

      With luck, it was temporary. When she’d stumbled over her girlfriend’s name, that was a clue. The color had left her face for a few seconds. Clearly she’d bottled up her misery in self-defense. What had she said? That she was frozen solid? Maybe over a couple of beers, she’d thaw out.

      But all that aside, whenever he looked at her, something vital was missing, something he always associated with Lucy. What could it… oh, yeah. Her sketchpad. During her two weeks at the ranch every summer, she’d never been without it.

      He paid for the clothes, walked out the door and scanned the square. Aha. The new stationery store was on the other side of the square. He’d never been in it, but maybe they’d have art supplies.

      Moving to the passenger side of his truck, he opened the door and handed Lucy her stuff. “Your change is in the bag. I need to check on one other thing. Be right back.” He touched the brim of his hat, and closed the door.

      Lengthening his stride, he cut across the snowy square toward the stationery store. As he approached, a woman flipped a sign in the window from Open to Closed. He jogged the rest of the way and tapped on the door.

      She unlocked it and opened it a crack, peering out. She was both young and earnest. “I’m sorry, but we’re—”

      “Yes, ma’am, I can see that, but I need to make an extremely important purchase for someone who’s in a bad way.”

      “In the hospital?”

      “A hospital won’t do her any good at this stage. But she desperately needs these two items to keep her from going downhill.”

      “Come in, then.” She stepped back to let him pass. “But I’m locking it after you.”

      “That’s fine, ma’am. I’ll be quick. I need a sketchpad and a box of colored pencils.”

      “For someone who’s dying?”

      He decided not to correct her. Lucy might be dying inside, so the assumption wasn’t completely wrong. “Believe me, this is just what she needs. I’m hoping you stock those things.”

      “I do.” She hurried over to a display and plucked a sketchpad from the rack.

      “Not that one.” He followed her and grabbed one that looked exactly like what Lucy had carried around last time he’d seen her. “This one.”

      “That’s way more expensive paper. Not to be indelicate, but if this person won’t be with us much longer, are you sure that—”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay. The pencils are over here.” She moved to a shelf and picked up a small box. “These should do the trick.”

      “Not enough colors.” He reached for a larger packet that reminded him of what she’d had before. “These.”

      “You’re looking at a sizable investment.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “I’ll ring them up for you, then.” She set the pencils on top of the pad and carried them to the counter. “You must care a lot about this person.”

      “I do.” He pulled out his wallet and gave her his plastic. Made sense that Lucy had used professional-quality materials. He’d loved everything he’d seen her draw.

      She’d offered him one of her sketches the summer before that fateful one. He’d intended to get it framed, but had temporarily tacked it to the wall beside his bunk. A leak in the roof had ruined it. He’d never told her.

      He signed the credit card slip and took the bag she handed him. “Thank you so much for letting me come in after hours.”

      “You’re welcome.” She went to the door and unlocked it.

      He tipped his hat and slipped out.

      This time he opened the driver’s door and handed the package to Lucy before he climbed in. “This is on me.”

      “What the heck?” She pulled the pencils out first. “Matt! These aren’t cheap!”

      “So what?”

      “And the sketchpad isn’t, either! I can’t let you buy me these.”

      “Yes, you can. You can repay me with a picture. The one you gave me before got messed up. I need another one.” He buckled his seatbelt.

      “Um, okay.” Her voice sounded funny. Then she gulped.

      “Lucy?”

      “Don’t… don’t mind me.” She tucked the sketchpad and pencils back in the bag and set it on the floor. Then she pulled the blanket over her head. “I’m just… I’m…” And she started to cry.

      He quickly unbuckled his seat belt. “Oh, hey. Hey, now.” To hell with keeping his distance. Unsnapping her seatbelt, he tugged the blanket down. “You’ll smother under there.” He drew her as close as the damned console would allow. “You’re gonna be okay, Lucy. You’re tough. You’ll be okay.”

      “I know!” She sobbed against his shoulder. “But what a bastard!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He tightened his grip. “Lucky for him he didn’t follow you.” He laid his cheek against the top of her head. “I would be kicking his butt all around this square.”

      “So would I! And Brianna’s butt, too!” Slowly her sobs trailed off and she stopped shaking. “Need… a tissue. Do you have—”

      “Right here.” Maintaining his hold with his right arm, he reached in his back pocket and pulled out his bandana. “Use this.” He put it in her hand.

      “Thanks.”

      “Brianna and your fiancé?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She eased away from him and blew her nose. “I walked in on them going at it in a storage room ten minutes before the ceremony was scheduled to start. Ten minutes.”

      “God. No wonder you ran.”

      “You asked if my fiancé had followed me.” She wiped her eyes and blew her nose again. “He couldn’t. His pants were around his ankles.”

      Rage tightened his chest. “So ugly, so effing ugly.”

      Balling up the bandana, she shoved it in her sweatshirt pocket and took a shaky breath. “As opposed to what you just did, buying me pencils and a sketchpad. That was…” She took another breath. “That was beautiful.”

      “It seemed… I don’t know. Right. When I think of you, it’s with those two things, either in your hands because you’re drawing or in a knapsack or saddlebag because eventually you will be drawing.”

      “They were a part of me for so long.”

      “Not anymore?”

      “I got out of the habit. My work is creative, but not… not like that.”

      Sadness gripped him. Maybe he was the one holding onto a fantasy. “Then this was a pointless gesture.”

      “No.” She gazed at him. “Not pointless. Lately I’ve felt as if I was losing my spark. Since I’ll be job-hunting soon, I need to get it back.”

      “And a sketchpad would help?”

      She nodded. “A sketchpad and colored pencils is never a bad idea. Thank you, Matt.”

      “Anytime.” And that was that. He’d done what he could for now.

      “I’m so glad I followed my instincts and came here instead of canceling the reservation.”

      “I’m glad you did, too.”

      She buckled her seatbelt and rearranged the blanket. “I promise I won’t be a weepy face the whole week.”

      “It’s fine with me if you are.”

      “Really? Tears don’t bother you?”

      He gazed at her and shook his head. “Only one thing would bother me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you stopped being Lucy.”

      “Not much chance of that.” She picked up the bag holding her sketchpad and pencils. “Especially now that I have these.” She reached into the other bag. “And colored socks.”

      “You still like those?”

      “I love them. In fact, I’m going to put on a pair right now. The sneakers aren’t keeping my feet very warm.”

      “Then by all means, tear into that package.” He pulled out his phone. “I’ll text Henri and let her know we’re fifteen minutes away.”

      “Would you please warn her about the situation? And that I’m still wearing my wedding dress?”

      “Sure.” He finished the text and tucked the phone back in his pocket. Crinkling plastic and the rustling of her skirt indicated she was taking off her shoes and putting on her new socks.

      “There’s way too much material in the skirt of this dress. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “That wedding dresses are supposed to have lots of material?” He checked for traffic and backed out of the parking space.

      “I guess. At least I didn’t have a train. There, socks are on. Cozy.”

      “What color did you pick?” He turned the nose of the truck toward home.

      “You mean colors. One blue and one yellow.”

      Matt smiled. Best news he’d had all day.
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      So much for a civilized reveal over a couple of beers. Lucy had scripted the scenario differently. Sobbing in Matt’s arms in the cab of his truck while she blurted out the story of her wedding drama hadn’t been the plan. A friendly conversation while drinking beer in front of the fireplace in her cabin would have been her first choice.

      But unburdening herself had brought blessed relief. She’d soldiered through her first explanation for the cancelled wedding and Matt had delivered the appropriate reaction—shock and dismay. Expressions of both emotions soothed her soul.

      Now, as they cruised down the two-lane in the direction of the ranch, she reoriented herself to a changed landscape. Wildflowers had given way to endless expanses of snow broken occasionally by the stark outline of a black, leafless tree. Evergreens softened the view, but their dark green faded to black as twilight took over. “Everything’s so black and white.”

      “And you being such a fan of color.”

      “I am, but this black and white world is… intriguing. What do you think of it?”

      “It looks the way it’s supposed to this time of year.”

      “That’s deep.”

      He chuckled. “Trust me, it’s not. I guess what I’m saying is that I’ve lived here all my life and I’m used to the weather. When winter comes, it’s like this. Beautiful in its own way.”

      “You’ve lived in Apple Grove all your life?” Somehow she’d missed that information.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You were born here?”

      “In Apple Grove General.”

      “I don’t want to intrude, but… your parents?”

      “Never knew my dad. My mother turned me over to a foster care service when I was two. I have no idea where she is, either.”

      “Oh, Matt. I didn’t know any of that.”

      “It’s like the weather. It is what it is. I have a good life, so evidently that’s the way things were meant to go.”

      “I think you’re more of a Zen master than I thought.”

      “Don’t go hanging any medals on me. I was a holy terror for years.”

      “You?” She pulled the sketchpad and pencils out of the bag. She had just enough light to get in one quick sketch. “I can’t imagine that.”

      “It’s true. If I’d lived anywhere else, I would have turned into a criminal. I had a chip on my shoulder a mile high.”

      “Huh.” She chose a few pencils and began roughing out a portrait of Matt. She hadn’t sketched him in six years, but the image emerged quickly. “I don’t remember you having an attitude that first summer.”

      “By then I’d been under Henri’s and Charley’s supervision for six months.” He paused. “Is that of me?”

      “Yes. Just keep talking. I’m listening. I want to get this done before I lose the light. What do you mean by under Henri’s and Charley’s supervision? That almost sounds like house arrest.”

      “It was close. I was told if I didn’t make a go of it at the Buckskin, my next stop would be the juvenile detention center in Great Falls.”

      “Matt!” She glanced up from her sketch. “What on Earth did you do?”

      “You name it—spraying graffiti on the gazebo, hot-wiring trucks parked on the square, shop-lifting from the Apple Barrel. I was always caught immediately. I’d perform my public service and go right back to my life of crime.”

      “Wow.” Her heart ached for him, a young kid trying to get attention the only way he knew how.

      “Folks around here were getting sick of it and I can’t blame them. Then Henri and Charley offered to take me in and put me to work. It was my last chance. I owe them everything. They straightened me out.”

      And they loved you. “That’s some story.”

      “With a happy ending. Except for losing Charley four years ago.” His voice softened. “That was rough. Especially for Henri.”

      “I’m sure. I sent her a note.”

      “She told me. She was very touched that you wrote to her.”

      “I didn’t know what to say. Such a great guy. Obviously her soulmate. But when I called to make the reservation last year, she sounded like her old self.”

      “She is her old self. She says Charley would have wanted it that way. He was proud of the ranch and maintaining it makes her feel close to him.”

      “That’s lovely. Is she still riding with the Babes on Buckskins?” She squinted and leaned closer to the paper.

      “She is.” He turned on the dome light. “Is that better?”

      “Much, but won’t the light distract you?”

      “I can manage.”

      “Then, thanks. I’ll be finished soon. I’m glad the Babes are still a thing. I remember them as a fun bunch. One year we came for Fourth of July and I cheered like crazy when their entry came by in the parade. They tossed me so much candy.”

      “They’re a hoot. Henri had them over last night for their monthly sleepover and pig out dinner and breakfast.”

      “That doesn’t sound familiar. Have they always done that?”

      “Nope. They started after Charley died, and four years later, it’s a once-a-month tradition.”

      “That must be a blast. Speaking of food, does Jake still make chuck-wagon stew for you guys on Friday night?”

      “He sure does. Wouldn’t be Friday night without Jake’s stew.”

      “I remember when the wranglers used to eat in the dining hall.”

      “Me, too, but when Henri and Charley built more guest cottages, it got crowded in there. I think they hired Jake partly because he offered to cook for the hands in the bunkhouse.” He slowed down and checked for oncoming traffic before making a left onto an unpaved road.

      She glanced up from her sketchbook as they passed under the weathered sign hanging from a horizontal beam anchored by two upright poles on either side of the road. “The entrance is the same. Is that the original sign?”

      “No. Charley made that one after the original blew off in a windstorm. Never found it.”

      “Do you know why they were both so focused on buckskins?” She put the finishing touch on her sketch, further defining his hair, which would look different after tomorrow’s appointment.

      “They met at an International Buckskin Horse Association event in Texas.”

      “And they decided to start a breeding operation?”

      “Sort of. You can’t breed for color, so sometimes they get one and sometimes not. They seemed to relish the randomness of it.”

      “Last time I was here, I gave her a sketch of them on King and Prince, but I don’t know if she—”

      “She had it framed and it’s hanging in the living room.”

      “Yeah? Cool.” She studied his nose. She’d drawn it straight because it used to be. Altering her sketch slightly, she gave him the nose he had now, the slope interrupted by a slight bump. “Did you break your nose?”

      “I broke it two summers ago when I came off Sassafras. She skidded to a stop and I kept going. My fault. I wasn’t paying attention.” He took another quick look at the sketch. “You did that fast.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice.” She added the small mole on his right cheekbone, not far from the corner of his eye.

      “On portraits?”

      “Right.” Mostly portraits of him. She knew his face almost as well as her own, at least the way it had been at twenty-two, before he’d broken his nose.

      His eyes had tiny crinkle lines at the corners that hadn’t been there before and his cheekbones were more pronounced. His jaw seemed a little firmer, or maybe it was the faint shadow of his beard, which was more noticeable than it had been at twenty-two.

      The years had increased his rugged appeal. She held up the sketch. Had she captured the essence of Matt? Close, very close.

      Comparing the previous sketches to this one would have been interesting, but she’d destroyed them all. She regretted that she hadn’t saved at least one.

      “You’re good at that.”

      “Thanks. I enjoy it. I’d give it to you, but I’m guessing that a sketch of yourself isn’t what you had in mind when you asked for a drawing.”

      He smiled. “Not really. But I’d take one of Thunderbolt. I’d love a sketch of him.”

      “That’s a great idea. You can turn off the dome light, now. Thanks for that.”

      “Happy to. It’s good to see you drawing again.”

      “It feels good.” Ahead of them, the windows of the two-story ranch house glowed in the gathering darkness. Snow frosted the pitched roof and icicles hung from the eaves. Snow and icicles decorated the porch railing, too. “The house looks very cozy.”

      “That’s another thing about winter. The cozy factor. You don’t get that in summertime.”

      “You’re right. Maybe I’ll sketch the cabin we always stayed in and give that one to my folks. Although I don’t know if they need another sketch of mine. Their place is full of them.”

      “But you’ve never done one of their favorite cabin in winter.”

      “No. Or the horses in the snow, or Crooked Creek frozen over.”

      “Sounds like a great project to me.”

      “It does. I need to buy some barn boots so I can go walking.” She looked over at him. “The sketchpad and pencils were a brilliant idea. Thank you.”

      “I’m glad it hit the spot. You’ll be busy.”

      “Yep.”

      “Might not have time for that hair appointment.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t. We’re going to that, no matter what. Hey, is dinner still at six?”

      “Yes, ma’am. You’ll have just enough time to say hello to Henri, get your key and go change. I’ll drive you down to your cabin.”

      “Great. You can’t imagine how much I want to get out of this wedding dress.”

      “I think I can.”

      “I used to love it and now I want to wave a magic wand and poof it’s gone.”

      “Millie could make that happen.”

      “Brilliant idea. I’ll just leave it in the cabin with a note. Has she found the right guy?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I can relate.” She sighed. “It’s not easy.”
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      Matt couldn’t wait to get Lucy inside the warm, cozy house. As usual, smoke drifted from the chimney. Henri built a fire nearly every night in the winter and often in the summer if it was cool enough.

      He would always associate the ever-present glow of the fire and the scent of wood smoke with Buckskin Ranch. This place, tucked into the pines and surrounded by towering mountains, had become a haven from life’s miseries because Henri made it so. Lucy’s instincts had brought her here in the midst of a crisis. She’d chosen well.

      His contribution of the art supplies had helped, and he was happy about that, but Henri would be Lucy’s port in a storm. She’d been that for him and every wrangler at the Buckskin, although not many knew. She could serve the same purpose for Lucy.

      In a way, he was glad Lucy was walking up the porch steps of the ranch house wearing her wedding dress with its dirt-crusted hem. It underlined her dire circumstances.

      Henri met her at the door. Five-ten in her stocking feet, she was six feet tall in boots. Her iron-gray hair was cut short and her green-eyed gaze reflected sixty-two years of hard-won experience.

      Intimidating to her foes, she was a source of endless strength and support to those she loved. And Henri loved plenty of people, including Lucy Patterson. Lucy’s gift of a sketch that captured the bond between Henri and Charley was a treasured keepsake.

      When Lucy stepped through the door cocooned in the fleece blanket from Matt’s truck, Henri opened her arms. Lucy didn’t hesitate. The blanket slid from her shoulders as she moved directly into that protective embrace.

      Over the top of Lucy’s head, Henri met Matt’s gaze. They’d developed a silent communication over the years and he got the message. We’ll fix this. He gave a slight nod of acknowledgment.

      After that tight hug, Henri was all business. “Let’s get you situated. Do you need to borrow some clothes? I have—”

      “I’m good for now.” Lucy picked up the blanket from the floor and folded it over her arm. “Matt was kind enough to run into the sportswear store and pick up sweats and a t-shirt for me.” She glanced back at him with a smile. “And socks.” Lifting her skirts, she showed off the mismatched socks above sequined sneakers.

      Henri beamed at him. “That’s taking the bull by the horns, son.”

      “He also bought me a sketchpad and pencils.”

      Henri’s eyebrows rose. “Nice.”

      “It’s more than nice,” Lucy said. “It’ll be a lifesaver. I can’t wait to get out there and sketch the Buckskin Ranch in winter.”

      “You’ll need a coat,” Henri said. “And barn boots. Mine will be way too big, but Kate might have some that will fit you. Or Millie. What size?”

      “Eight, but I can wait until—”

      “It’ll just be a loan. You’ll want your own, but I’ll check with them so you can start tromping around in the morning.”

      “After I help feed. Can I do that? I used to love feeding the horses.”

      “You can, but it’s dark and cold out there this time of year. We heat the barn, but getting there is a chilly proposition.”

      “I’m up for it.”

      “Alrighty, then. I’ll get you a coat.” She turned and walked over to the hall closet. “You’ll swim in it, but it’ll be easier to deal with than the blanket.” She came back with a shearling-lined denim jacket. “You can roll up the sleeves.”

      “Thank you.” Lucy handed him the blanket and took the coat. Sure enough, the sleeves hung past her fingertips.

      Henri helped her roll them up. “Here’s the key to your cabin.” She pulled it out of her jeans pocket.

      “Don’t I have to register, sign something, show you a credit card?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “And dinner’s still at six, Matt said.”

      “It is.” Henri frowned. “We have a bit of a Valentine’s Day theme going tonight and we have only couples registered this weekend. No families. Hearts and flowers will be scattered around. Will that be a problem?”

      “Oh.” She hesitated. Then she took a quick breath. “I’ll be fine.”

      Matt didn’t like the idea of her toughing it out alone. “Would you like me to go with you?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “That’s sweet of you, Matt. But I’ll be okay.”

      He didn’t press the point. It wasn’t a pity date invite, but it could look that way from her vantage point.

      “I’d invite you to have dinner with me,” Henri said, “but the Babes cleaned me out. I was thinking of going to the dining hall myself.”

      Lucy gazed at her. “You were?”

      “Why not? There will be an extra meal. I called down there when I heard you’d be by yourself, but they were too far along to cancel it. Can I join you?”

      “By all means. I’ll be dressed in sweats, a t-shirt and this sweatshirt. I hope that’s okay since this is a Valentine event.”

      “It’ll do fine. I’ll come to your cabin a little before six and we’ll walk over together.”

      “Great.”

      “See you then. Oh, and when I got the news, I drove over and took down the congratulations banner, but I left the champagne and chocolates. Thought you might want that, after all.”

      “You bet. You could have left the banner, for that matter. Congratulations are in order. I didn’t marry a jerk.”

      “That’s right, you didn’t. Want it back?”

      “That’s okay. I’m good with the champagne and chocolates.” She glanced at Matt. “We’d better get going.”

      “After you.” He escorted Lucy out the door.

      She picked up her skirts as she navigated the porch steps again. “Are we still on for drinks in my cabin after dinner? Now that I have champagne, I feel a celebration coming on.”

      “To celebrate dodging a bullet?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’m in.” He helped her into the truck and waited while she pulled her bulky skirt inside. Once she was tucked in, he shut the door.

      Moments later he opened the driver’s door and climbed in. “You know what? This might call for a bigger venue and more folks. We have a fire pit out behind the bunkhouse. I can ask the guys if they’re up for making a bonfire. You’ve got champagne, we’ve got beer. Millie and Kate could come, maybe even Henri.“

      “What an outstanding suggestion! Yes, please ask them.”
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      After settling Lucy in her cabin and exchanging cell phone numbers, Matt drove over to the bunkhouse and parked in his usual spot next to Jake’s truck. It was almost identical to his except Jake had added a bumper sticker—ADMIT IT. Life would be boring without me.

      Very true. Jake had come onboard seven months after Matt, and once he’d dropped the attitude, his fun-loving side had emerged.

      And wow, was he observant. Nothing got past that cowboy. He’d figured out right away that Matt was sweet on Lucy. He and Seth were the only ones who knew about that fateful afternoon six years ago. Jake would be especially interested in this development.

      The rest of the guys likely would jump at the chance to celebrate with Lucy once they heard the story. Which was good, because a party around the bonfire was way safer than sipping champagne in the privacy of her one-room cabin.

      Opening the front door of the long, low bunkhouse, he stepped into the big room where the guys slept and played cards. A wood stove kept the place cozy if someone tended it. The bathroom was at the far end on the right, and the kitchen was located at the other end.

      Matt hung his coat and hat on hooks screwed into the wall next to his bed. He kept his clothes and his few possessions in two big drawers under his bed. Simple. Neat.

      The sweet aroma of onions, beef and various veggies simmering in the stew pot permeated the building. Matt headed toward the kitchen, where Jake and CJ were yukking it up. CJ, the only fair-haired guy on the ranch, had showed up eight years ago and had immediately appointed himself Jake’s sous chef.

      The man had knife skills. Nobody could slice and dice like CJ. Food came out faster, so the rest of them had taken extra duty in the barn so those two could make dinner every night. They tried some interesting dishes, but nothing was as popular as chuck-wagon stew.

      Jake glanced up, a large spoon in his hand. “How’s the happy couple?”

      “Not so happy.” He gave them a brief rundown.

      “That blows,” CJ said.

      “Sure does.” Jake shook his head. “Poor Lucy.”

      “She seemed nice, too,” CJ said. “I didn’t know her for as long as you two, but I feel bad for her.”

      Jake gazed at Matt, a gleam of fury in his dark eyes. “I wish that dude would follow her here. I’d like a piece of him.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      “So how is she?”

      “Better than when I picked her up. Remember how she always had a sketchpad with her?”

      Jake nodded. “That girl could draw.”

      “When we were in town I bought her a pad and some pencils. On the way here, she drew a picture of me. Took her about fifteen minutes.”

      “Cool.” CJ looked impressed. “Don’t know why she’d want to draw your ugly mug, though.”

      “I was handy.”

      Jake just smiled.

      Matt shot him a warning glance. “Anyway, she wants to celebrate dodging a bullet. What do you say to a bonfire out back?”

      “Great idea,” Jake said. “Leo’s on a date, but I’ll bet Rafe and Nick will want in. It’s not every day you get to toast a gutsy woman ditching her crappy groom.”

      Matt pulled out his phone. “I’ll text her and confirm it.”

      The answer came back immediately. Yay! Can’t wait to see the guys again!

      “She’s excited. Can’t wait to see everybody.”

      Jake nodded. “Good.”

      “I’m glad Lucy finally decided to pay us a visit again,” CJ said. “She’s fun.”

      “Yeah,” Matt avoided looking at Jake. “She’s great.”
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      When the rumble of Henri’s truck sounded outside the cabin door, Lucy put on her borrowed coat and went outside.

      Henri shut off the engine and climbed down. “I forgot to give you a hat.” She held out a knit cap like the one she had on. “You can keep it if you like it. I have plenty.” Her breath clouded the air.

      “I will then.” Lucy tugged it over her ears, relishing the warmth.

      “I also brought gloves.” She pulled a pair out of her pocket. “You can keep them, too. A couple of the Babes are knitting fools. They keep me supplied.”

      “Thanks, Miss Henri.”

      She chuckled. “Ah, that takes me back. But I don’t think it fits anymore, do you?”

      “I should just use Henri?”

      “Sounds right to me.”

      “Okay, then. I make no promises I’ll remember, but I’ll do my best.” Lucy pulled on the wool gloves. “These are amazing. I can imagine making a scarf, maybe even a cap, but gloves? How do you do the fingers?”

      “Don’t ask me. I’ve never had the patience to try it.” She gestured toward the lighted path to the dining hall. “Let’s go get some grub.”

      “Absolutely.” Lucy fell into step beside her. “This is a familiar routine, only we always had our favorite two-bedroom on the other side and it was daylight.” The cabins ringed the dining hall, each with a lighted private path leading there like spokes on a wheel. Ridges of snow bordered each one. “Who shovels the paths?”

      “The guys rotate.” Henri waved to a couple hurrying down a nearby path. “Hi, there, Suzie and Don!”

      “Hey, Henri!” Don called out. “You gonna chow down with us tonight?”

      “I am! Having dinner with an old friend, Lucy Patterson visiting from SoCal. Lucy, this is Don and Suzie Jefferson from Iowa.”

      “Happy to meet you both.” Lucy gave them a wave.

      “Same here, Lucy!” Suzie beamed at her. “Any friend of Henri’s is a friend of ours.”

      “Likewise!” Lucy lowered her voice. “Regulars?”

      “Yep. They’ve been coming here for years, but you wouldn’t have met them because they always book a cabin around Valentine’s Day.”

      “Sounds like they’ve kept the romantic spark alive.”

      “They’re two of the lucky ones.”

      Lucy glanced at her. “Do you think it’s luck?”

      “I do. Luck or Fate that you’re in the right place at the right time and you have the good sense to recognize the person who’s the one.”

      “When did you know Mister Charley, I mean Charley, was the one?”

      “Probably within the first hour. He admitted he did, too, but it took us forever to say so. He’d been married and divorced. I’d been engaged and then had broken it off. We were both super cautious.”

      “What was it about him in that first hour?”

      “His laugh. Nothing fake about it. And the way he looked straight at me as if we’d met before. I got a chill down my spine. I thought he was sexy as hell, of course, but somehow I also felt like I could trust him.”

      “In other words, instinct?”

      “I guess you could call it that. But I had to work up the courage to go with my gut.”

      “That’s not easy.” For weeks, her gut had been telling her something was off about Kurt’s behavior.

      “No, it’s not easy.” Henri stepped forward and ushered her into the rustic dining hall, a room filled with mouth-watering aromas of roast beef and sautéed onions.

      Lucy’s stomach rumbled. She’d fibbed to Matt about that sandwich in the airport. She’d taken one bite and thrown it away. She hadn’t eaten all day.

      The dining hall had been transformed from the venue she was used to. In the summer, warmth and light drifted in the open windows. Now they were closed tight, with drifts of snow on each pane. Lights from the windows of the cabins circling the dining hall made the snow sparkle

      In summer the tables sat end-to-end, creating a long family-style seating arrangement. Tonight they’d been separated and arranged in a cozy restaurant configuration. Place settings and cloth napkins had taken the place of a stack of plates and containers of silverware at the serve-yourself buffet.

      The wagon-wheel chandeliers hanging from the rafters bathed the room in soft light and frosted glass candle holders glowed on each table. Bud vases filled with red chrysanthemums added a touch of color.

      Lucy unbuttoned her borrowed fleece coat and took off her gloves. “Fancy.”

      “About as fancy as we get around here. This is the only night we do this.” Henri waved at several of the people already seated. Then she looked over Lucy’s shoulder.

      “Oh, and there’s Millie. Thank goodness for her. She agreed to waitress when our usual gal from the Choosy Moose came down with the flu and the Moose couldn’t spare anybody else.”

      Lucy turned and smiled as the curvy redhead walked toward them. A lighted novelty necklace of blinking red hearts rested on her ample bosom.

      “Lucy.” Millie held out both hands.

      “It’s good to see you, Millie.”

      “You, too, girlfriend. Henri told me about your—”

      “Heinous bridegroom?”

      “I have much more specific words for him, ones best not repeated in public.” She scowled. “I’m ready to roast his chestnuts on an open fire.”

      “Thanks, Millie. Great necklace, by the way.”

      “I wanted the diners to be able to spot me in case they needed anything. The light’s dim and I—oh, Lucy. I wasn’t thinking.” She reached behind her neck and the lights went out. “You don’t need to see blinking hearts when yours has been broken.” She lifted it over her head and tucked it behind her back.

      “No, no, please don’t ditch it on my account.” Lucy put a hand on her arm. “It’s a brilliant idea. Besides… now that you mention it, I don’t think my heart’s broken. It’s filled with rage, though. Your necklace works for that emotion, too.”

      “You think?” Millie looked unsure.

      “I do. Think of each blink as a kick to his privates.”

      “Ooo, I like that.” Millie shook the kinks from her necklace, put it over her head and switched it on.

      “Also, if I leave my wedding dress on a chair in the cabin in the morning, will you get rid of it for me?”

      “Sure. Is it okay if I donate it to a charity?”

      “Absolutely, but it’ll need to be cleaned. I’ll gladly pay for that.”

      Millie beamed at her. “You’ll make some cash-strapped bride a happy woman.”

      “See? Good’s already coming from this mess. Oh, and the guys want to throw a bonfire party to celebrate my narrow escape. You and Kate are invited.” She turned to Henri. “And you, too. I forgot to mention it.”

      “Sounds fun, but this party may well go long into the night and I can’t afford two of those in a row.”

      “Understood.”

      “Count me in,” Millie said. “And I’m sure Kate will want to come. If you can make it late enough that we’re finished with cleanup, then—”

      “We can.”

      “Excellent. Let me get you seated. Your table’s right over here.” She led them to one by a window. “What can I bring each of you to drink?”

      “Red wine for me, please,” Henri said.

      Lucy nodded. “The same, please.”

      “Oh! That’s right, you’re of age, now. Duh. Two red wines, coming up.” She hustled back to the kitchen, heart necklace blinking.

      Lucy tucked her knit hat in the pocket she wasn’t using for the gloves, slipped out of her coat and let it hang on the back of her chair. “Are you sure you don’t want to come to the bonfire? Maybe we could reschedule for tomorrow.”

      “Nope, nope. The sooner you administer the last rites to this relationship, the better. That chapter of your life is behind you.”

      “Sort of. Kurt works for the same ad agency I do.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “It’s how we met.”

      “Any chance he’ll get the boot for being a cheating jackass?”

      Lucy shook her head. “He’s good at his job. Personable and convincing.” She paused. “Which is probably why he was able to fool me for so long. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “If you think the agency will want to keep him on, then you might have to quit.”

      “I agree.”

      “You’ll get something better. Way better.”

      She smiled. “You’re prejudiced.”

      “You will! You have talent coming out of your ears. Or more accurately, out of your fingertips. Put yourself out there, and offers will flood in.”

      “That would be terrific.” She sighed. “Everyone’s being so nice. I wish I hadn’t stayed away so long.”

      Henri shrugged. “It happens. You were in school and then you were starting a new job.”

      “Yes, but this place is my only…” She paused. Home? That didn’t sound right. “I guess you know my folks downsized.”

      “Yep. Didn’t want the yard to mow and the gutters to clean.”

      “That leaves the Buckskin as the one place in my life that hasn’t changed. It’s…it’s a touchstone for me. I’ll see where I end up jobwise, but I’d love to join my folks for part of their vacation this summer, even if it’s only for a few days.”

      “I hope you can. People come and go, but some of them remain in your heart. You’re one of those. I’ve missed you. We all have.”

      “That means a lot.”

      “I’m not quite old enough to be your grandmother, but I guess you could think of me as your younger great-aunt, the cool one.”

      She grinned. “You definitely qualify as cool. You founded Babes on Buckskins.”

      “I’m proud of that. Especially now that we’re into doing good as well as raising hell.”

      “You’ve taken up causes?”

      “Environmental, mostly. Charley and I were big on taking care of the planet so I’m all over that issue. Last year the Babes planted five hundred trees. This year we’re going for a thousand. We have to wait until the ground unfreezes and then we’re on it.”

      “That’s terrific.”

      “Then there’s the raptor rescue thing. Seth mentioned that last time he was here.”

      “Matt told me he’d relocated to Eagles Nest.”

      “Which is the home base for Raptors Rise, founded by Seth’s cousin Zane McGavin. He’s looking to create a second location and Apple Grove might be perfect.”

      “How exciting!”

      “I think so, too. I have some unused acreage that might work for it. Can you imagine how enthusiastic Charley would have been about a project like that?”

      “He would have been over the moon.” She hesitated. “I sent you a note about him, but let me just say in person that I—”

      “I know, sweetheart. I know.” Henri’s gaze reflected sadness, but acceptance, too. “We all miss him. If this raptor rescue thing materializes, I’m putting Charley’s name on it, somehow. I’ve been looking for a fitting tribute and this could be it.”

      “Your wine, ladies.” Millie arrived and set a goblet in front of each of them. “The meal will be served shortly.”

      Henri glanced around the room. “Are you okay handling all ten tables by yourself?”

      “Ten tables with a fixed menu and no checks to total is nothing. When I was a teenager, I waitressed at a coffee shop with a gazillian choices of food and coffee drinks.”

      Henri blinked. “I had no idea you had prior experience.”

      “I didn’t say so because I wondered if I remembered those skills. I do, and this is a piece of cake. Back soon with your meal.” She whisked off.

      “Millie’s so getting a bonus next paycheck.” Henri picked up her wine glass. She started to take a sip and paused. “We should toast. To new beginnings.”

      “To new beginnings.” Lucy touched the rim of her glass to Henri’s. “Thank you for giving me a soft place to land.”

      “You’re welcome.” She took a long sip of her wine. “Ah. Good stuff. I like beer, but this suits me better.” She put down her glass. “As your newly appointed great-aunt, it’s my duty to ask if you’ve called your parents since you arrived.”

      “As soon as I got to the cabin.”

      “Good. How are they taking this?”

      “Naturally they’re furious with Kurt, but also worried about me. I told them that the Buckskin is just what I needed. They said to thank you for giving me a safe haven.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “You mentioned instinct earlier. I’ll probably spend months analyzing how I could have chosen someone who would betray me.”

      “Or you could focus all that mental energy on sketching.”

      “Yeah, I could. Matt is such a good guy to buy me that sketchpad and pencils.”

      “He’s always been fond of you.”

      Lucy stifled a groan. Fondness wasn’t the emotion she’d longed to generate in Matt. It applied to children and pets, a considerate neighbor, a kind checker at her favorite grocery store.

      But Henri didn’t know the description grated on her nerves. Too bad it was accurate.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hanging out with the guys and eating chuck wagon stew on Friday night had been a highlight of Matt’s week at the Buckskin for years. But tonight he couldn’t relax and enjoy it. Lucy was coming to the bunkhouse for the first time ever. He wanted it to go well.

      After polishing off his stew, he chugged the rest of his beer. “Is everybody coming to Lucy’s celebration?”

      Nick paused, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “I wouldn’t miss it.” Then he shoveled in some stew. The guy could eat. He was on his second bowl.

      “Me, either.” Rafe scooted back his chair to stretch his long legs. At six-eight he was the tallest of the bunch.

      “It’s a big deal for her.” Matt surveyed the men at the table. “She should set the tone. You might feel like cussing out that a-hole she almost married. For sure I do, but we should be—”

      “Hey,” Nick said. “This is the Brotherhood you’re talking about. We know how to behave in a situation like this.”

      CJ put down his beer bottle. “We’ve never had a situation like this.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Maybe not exactly. But we know how to act when a lady’s been disrespected. You don’t make it worse by letting out a string of cuss words. Charley wouldn’t have done that.”

      “Excellent point.” Rafe crossed his arms and gazed at Matt.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I’m just—”

      “Feeling protective?” Jake’s dark eyebrows lifted.

      “Something like that. I didn’t tell her anything about our Brotherhood pact, by the way.”

      CJ gazed at him. “Why? It’s not a secret.”

      “It didn’t come up. I don’t look for ways to insert that into a conversation. That would be weird.”

      “Come to think of it, I don’t talk about it much, either.” Nick finished off his second bowl of stew and pushed it away.

      “Here’s my take on it.” Jake pointed the neck of his beer bottle in Matt’s direction. “This celebration will have more gravitas if we participate as the Brotherhood instead of just a bunch of guys.”

      “And women,” Matt said. “Lucy texted me that Millie and Kate are coming.”

      “The more the merrier.” Jake took a last swig of his beer. “In any case, I’m in favor of explaining the Brotherhood deal to Lucy if she doesn’t already know. Henri might have told her.”

      “Probably not,” Matt said. “Talking about it gets her choked up.”

      CJ nodded. “It does, but I know for a fact that she loves the concept. Is she coming down for the celebration?”

      “Lucy invited her, but she’s pooped from last night’s blowout with the Babes.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Rafe said. “I took a walk around last night. Thought I heard wolves. Turned out it was the Babes singing Amarillo by Morning.”

      CJ cracked up. “Are you planning to tell Henri the Babes sounded like a pack of wolves?”

      “I am not. Those ladies can’t carry a tune in a bucket, but they’re true blue. I’m not about to criticize their singing. Anyway, what’s the timing for this shindig?”

      Matt pushed back his chair. “I’m waiting for a text from Lucy that Millie and Kate are free to leave. Once I get that, we’ll move out.” Chairs scraped as everyone left the table and gathered the dishes.

      “Leo’s gonna be sorry he missed this,” Nick said.

      “I don’t know about that.” CJ took his dishes over to the sink. “He looked pretty damn happy about his Valentine’s night date.”

      “And might I point out,” Jake added, “that he’s the only one of us who had a date tonight.”

      Rafe shuddered. “I’m just as glad, to tell the truth. I’ve taken women out on Valentine’s night and the expectations are sky-high. I’m sure I never lived up to them. Give me a regular date any time.”

      “Speaking of that,” CJ said, “who’s up for heading to the Choosy Moose tomorrow night for some country music and dancin’?”

      “Heck, yeah, I’m in.” Nick glanced at Matt. “How about we ask Lucy to go along? I’ll bet she could use an evening at the Moose to cheer her up.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Rafe said. “Let’s see if Millie and Kate want to go. And Henri, too. Maybe by tomorrow night she’ll feel rested up enough for a little night life.”

      Matt didn’t comment on the suggestion. Lucy might like that. For him, the situation was problematic. He’d never danced with her, never had the opportunity, which had been a blessing.

      But not dancing with her when all the other guys did would look strange, so he’d do it. He’d managed to hide his feelings six years ago and he’d hide them this time, too. Somehow.

      Because nothing had changed. She was on one path and he was on another. But her emotions had to be all over the place right now. She could fancy herself still in love with him and he didn’t want to do anything to encourage that train of thought.

      The kitchen was shipshape and Jake was dealing the first hand of poker when Matt’s phone pinged with a text from Lucy.

      He consulted the screen. “The women will be over in about fifteen.”

      “Tell her to come to the front door and we’ll escort them out the back,” Jake said.

      “Will do.” He typed a short reply.

      She answered quickly. Can’t wait.

      Neither could he, dammit. Her eagerness fueled his. Keeping his emotional distance this week would be a challenge.

      Jake tapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. I’ll help you set up.”

      “Appreciate it.” He grabbed a couple of old copies of the Apple Grove Gazette before bundling up.

      Jake took a battery-operated lantern from a hook by the kitchen door and headed out.

      Cold air slapped Matt in the face as he followed Jake out toward the woodpile. “Better scan the area with the lantern, bro. We have at least one skunk living under that wood.”

      “And a couple of raccoons.”

      Matt laughed. “Yep, I’ve seen ’em, too.” His boots crunched through the snow.

      “We need a better trashcan with a locking lid. I keep meaning to pick one up when I’m in town but I haven’t done it yet.” Jake swung the lantern in a slow arc. No critters.

      “Yesterday, I put a heavy log on the lid.”

      “Saw that.” Jake loaded up with firewood. “How’re you doing, buddy?”

      “Regarding what?”

      “You know what. You were counting on her being married and now she’s not.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Matt sorted through the pile looking for the driest logs. “I’m keeping the hell away from that woman. Her mental state’s gotta be whacked after this marriage fustercluck. She could convince herself I’m her knight in shining armor.”

      “You do realize you have that vibe.” Jake hung the lantern from his arm and started off for the fire pit with a bundle of wood.

      “It’s a bad habit. Especially with her.” Matt followed the bobbing light. “She brings it out in me and I can’t seem to help myself. There’s something about her that’s so—”

      “Soft and cuddly?”

      “Cut it out.”

      “Sorry.” Jake scraped away snow and lowered his bundle to the ground. “I’m glad to see we have kindling out here from last time. If you want to build the fire, I’ll fetch the rest of the lanterns.”

      “Thanks.” He pulled the newspapers from under his coat, balled up several pages and tossed them in the pit before adding kindling. By the time he’d finished arranging the logs, Jake was on his way back, putting down lanterns every few feet to light the way to the bonfire.

      “Looks good.”

      Jake positioned the last lantern, surveyed the results and nodded. “Festive. Now we just need to go get the beer.” He turned to Matt. “By the way, I could tell you weren’t overjoyed with the Choosy Moose plan for tomorrow night.”

      “I’m not. And that’s only one of the activities I’m dreading. While we drove around the square earlier, she talked me into an appointment at Tres Beau. We’ll be in adjoining chairs.”

      Jake grinned. “Okay, cowboy, your man card is officially revoked. I can try to cover for you, say you went temporarily insane, but I’ve never seen a guy step foot in that place in eleven years.”

      “She’s having a tough time, and it seemed to mean so much to her.”

      “Why?”

      “She thinks I have amazing hair.”

      Jake laughed so hard he was gasping for breath. He wiped tears from his eyes. “You’ll have to give me a massive bribe to keep that quiet.”

      “How’s this? You had every intention of asking Millie out tonight, but then she volunteered to waitress for the Valentine dinner. I’ll keep that tidbit to myself if you’ll forget the amazing hair comment.”

      “Okay.” He chuckled. “When’s your—” He started to crack up again and had to clear his throat. “Your… um… hair appointment?”

      “Not telling you. Are you ever going to ask Millie for a date?” He started back toward the bunkhouse.

      “Nope.” Jake fell into step beside him.

      “Why not?”

      “She’s the kind of gal you marry. I’m not a guy any woman should marry.”

      “If you say so.” He headed toward the back door. “Anyway, looks like you get to be with Millie on Valentine’s night.”

      “And you get to be with Lucy. Something’s better than nothing, right?”

      He paused before going in and glanced at Jake. “That’s one way to look at it.”

      Jake shrugged. “Might as well embrace that concept since you’ll be seeing her every day for the next week.”

      “Yeah, and it’s only one week. I can do anything for a week.”

      “Sure you can. And if she starts coming in the summer with her folks like she used to, you can deal with that, too.”

      “Damn. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I’d plan on it if I were you. This visit will remind her of how much she loves this ranch.”

      Matt sighed. “You’re not helping.”

      “I believe in looking at the big picture.”

      “You go ahead and do that, Jake. Me, I’m gonna take this one day at a time.”
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      Her gloved hands shoved in the pockets of her borrowed coat, Lucy race-walked behind Kate along a narrow path through aromatic pines. The evergreens’ clean scent ranked high on a list of her favorite things about Buckskin Ranch, but now it was almost too cold to smell it.

      Millie brought up the rear on the shortcut between the ring of cabins and the bunkhouse. “Hey, Kate!” she called out. “You’re leaving us in the dust, girlfriend!”

      “Sorry!” Kate slowed, but not much. She held up Lucy’s bottle of champagne that she’d volunteered to transport because she had thicker gloves. “I guess I’m excited to celebrate Lucy’s narrow escape.”

      “Me, too,” Lucy said.

      “I should have had a big party when I divorced my ex.” Kate, who looked to be in her thirties, was an energetic woman. She’d whipped through the cleanup routine after dinner, directing her two helpers with brisk efficiency. “It would have boosted my spirits after the icky stuff.”

      “How long ago was that?” Short of breath from the rapid pace, she sucked in frigid air and coughed.

      “It’s been three years.”

      “And that awful louse soured her on men in general,” Millie said.

      “Except for these cowboys,” Kate said. “And that works because we’re just friends, just buddies. Right, Millie?”

      “Absolutely. I mean, we work with these guys. Can you imagine the drama if we dated any of them? No, thanks.”

      “Instead we come down here to hang out, play a little poker, enjoy a bonfire out back. No pressure, no weirdness. Just good times. And here we are!”

      Light from the bunkhouse filtered through the trees. The bunkhouse, stables, corrals and pasture stood in a large meadow. On a nearby hillside, light glowed from the windows of the ranch house tucked into the trees.

      Roughened wooden siding gave the long, low bunkhouse an Old West flavor. “This’ll be interesting.” Lucy’s heart rate picked up. “I’ve never been inside.”

      “That makes sense.” Panting a little, Millie caught up with her. “No reason for guests to come here.”

      “Guess not.” She’d wanted to, though, because Matt lived in this building. As a romantic teen, she’d longed to see where he slept, where he played cards and ate meals with the other wranglers.

      She was over that girlish infatuation, though. Her heart was beating in triple-time because she’d had to keep up with Kate. Yeah, that was it.

      “The poker games are the most fun. I’m good at poker.” Kate stepped onto the cement stoop. A cast-iron bell hung from the eaves and she reached up to grasp the leather strap attached to the clacker. “This is their doorbell.” She rang it vigorously.

      “Okay, okay! We hear you, Kate!” A broad-shouldered cowboy with laughing eyes opened the door and pushed back the screen with one long arm. “Come in, ladies.”

      “Jake!” Lucy hurried in after Kate, happiness rushing through her. She’d missed all the folks at the Buckskin, especially Jake Lassiter, who’d been like a big brother.

      “Hey, Lucy! Why’d you desert us, girl?”

      “Because I’m an idiot.” She glanced around at the smiling cowboys gathered by the door. Six years had changed them some, but not much.

      She recognized each one immediately—irrepressible CJ, Rafe, the gentle giant, Nick, the bottomless pit. And Matt, who still gave her the shivers, darn it. “I’ve missed all of you so much. Wait, where’s Leo? Has he left, too?”

      “No, ma’am,” Nick said. “He had a date tonight.”

      “And just so you know,” CJ said, “that Leo is ugly as ever. Pitiful how bad he looks.”

      She grinned. “Some things never change.” Leo was movie star gorgeous, so naturally the guys teased him unmercifully about it.

      “We brought this.” Kate held up the champagne bottle. “But we’ll need glasses.”

      “We’ll get some,” Jake said. “Millie, you look a bit winded.”

      “You know Kate. She barrels down that path like her hair’s on fire.”

      “Speaking of fire, we’re all set for this event,” CJ said. “We stashed some beer out there in the snow but our phones won’t play tunes when it’s this cold, so I hope you’re good with me on the guitar.”

      “Of course.” Lucy gazed at him. “But won’t your fingers freeze?”

      “I’m gonna try these.” He pulled out texting gloves. “And stand close to the fire. We’ll see how it goes.”

      “Just don’t get frostbite, okay?” Lucy took a quick glance at her surroundings. Four wooden beds with drawers underneath lined the wall across from the door and four more of the same design sat against the facing wall, leaving an aisle between.

      All the beds were made and nothing was out of place. The guys stood there with self-satisfied smiles.

      She glanced at Matt. “Is it always this tidy?”

      “Always.” Mischief glimmered in his green eyes.

      “He means it’s always like this when we have ladies over, especially ones who’ve never seen the place.” CJ picked up his guitar from a corner by the wood stove.

      “Ah.” She smiled. Leave it to CJ to admit the truth. “Well, it looks great.”

      “Then let’s move ’em out.” Rafe clapped on his Stetson and gestured toward the room to Lucy’s left.

      Kate and Millie headed in that direction and Lucy followed. “I just realized I don’t know where you two stay.”

      Kate had taken off her knit cap when they’d entered the bunkhouse, but now she tugged it back over her short blond curls. “Millie and I share a small cottage up by the main house. It’s cozy.” She raised her voice. “Hey, everybody, I’m opening the back door. Have we got everything?”

      Jake help up a canvas tote. “I just loaded this with glasses for anyone who wants champagne.”

      “Then go for it,” Nick called from the end of the line. “I’m overheating back here.”

      “Let the party begin!” Kate walked out on the back stoop and started down a shoveled path lit by electric lanterns.

      “Nice lighting job,” Lucy said. “You must do this a lot.”

      Matt followed her. “Always feels good to gather around a fire pit.”

      “Sometimes we cook over it, too.” Moving fast as usual, Kate arrived at the circle of rocks and turned to face them. “I assume Lucy gets the honor of lighting it?”

      “That was my thought.” Matt pulled a box of matches from his coat pocket.

      “Hang on,” Jake said. “First we need to designate this as an official Brotherhood event.”

      “A what?” Lucy turned to Jake.

      “Did Henri mention the Buckskin Brotherhood?”

      “She did not.”

      Jake gestured toward Matt. “You’re up, bro.”

      “Why me?”

      “Seniority. Seth’s no longer living here, so you’re the big guy.”

      “Okay, then.” He adjusted the fit of his Stetson and cleared his throat. “Henri and Charley were…well, they saved our butts, each of us in a different way, but without them, it’s safe to say we wouldn’t be the men we are.”

      Each of the men nodded in agreement.

      “I think we all fantasized they’d live forever, but then Charley died of a massive heart attack while he was mucking out stalls. Jake and I… found him.”

      Lucy’s hand went to her mouth.

      Matt took a shaky breath and glanced at Jake. “Now I know why you passed this off to me.”

      “You’re doing fine, bro.” Jake’s voice was husky.

      “Anyway, in that moment, everything changed. We lost the man we loved as a father and Henri lost her soulmate. It tore us up, but it also brought us closer.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “We had conversations we’d never had before about what we meant to each other. Jake suggested becoming the Buckskin Brotherhood. Then Rafe came up with the idea of honoring Charley by following his example. Our creed would have made him laugh, but it works—what would Charley do?”

      “Aw.” She smiled. “He would have loved that.”

      “And he would’ve been all in favor of this celebration tonight,” Jake said. “So we’re doing it in the name of the Brotherhood.”

      “That really makes tonight special. Thank you.”

      Matt handed her a box of kitchen matches. “Then light ’er up.”

      “Here goes!” Crouching next to the logs, she slid the box open, took out a match and struck it on the side of the box. It blew out before she could touch it to the crumpled newspaper.

      Another try. Another failure.

      “It’s the breeze.” Matt hunkered down beside her and used his body as a shield. “Now try it.”

      She struck the match and the flame held long enough for her to ignite the newspaper. The paper went up with a whoosh and Matt pulled her back.

      As the kindling caught and the flames leaped higher, engulfing the logs, everybody cheered.

      “Sing along time, folks!” CJ began playing Ring of Fire. Everyone joined in with gusto even when they stumbled over the words. All Lucy could remember was a line about burn, burn, burn, but she belted it out at the top of her lungs.

      Matt grinned at her, his eyes sparkling in the firelight.

      This was fun, like she’d put a match to the ugliness and the blazing fire was burning away the bad stuff. It made her so damn happy. On impulse, she reached up, pulled Matt’s head down and kissed him.

      He went very still. Then he came alive, drew her close, and kissed her back. Joy surged through her body at his enthusiastic response. Then slowly, heartbreakingly, he pulled away.

      “Matt?”

      “Lucy, I can’t.” His voice was hoarse. “I’m sorry. I just can’t.” Giving her shoulder a squeeze, he walked away as the song ended.

      “Here.” Millie shoved a glass of champagne in her hand, understanding in her gaze. “Drink up.”

      “Thanks, Millie.” She took a gulp and fizz exploded on her tongue as CJ launched into Kenny Chesney’s Setting the World on Fire. What had just happened?

      One thing was for sure. Fond wasn’t the right word to describe Matt’s feelings for her. They had to talk about this. And soon.
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      Matt cursed himself for not seeing that kiss coming. Lucy was swept up in the moment and he was right there. Her instinctive response was predictable but he hadn’t anticipated it.

      Now the taste of her was on his lips and the press of her body against his made him ache for something he’d never have. Grabbing a beer out of the snow, he twisted off the cap and chugged it.

      Jake’s firm grip closed over his shoulder. “Saw that.”

      “It was a stupid mistake.”

      “She kissed you first.”

      “I didn’t have to kiss her back.”

      “Getting drunk won’t solve anything.”

      “I won’t get drunk. I just need to put out the fire. Alcohol does that, you know.”

      “That’s true, but you kissed her back and she knows it. You’ll have to deal with that. “

      “All right, if you’re so smart, now what?” He fished another beer out of the snow.

      “You need to level with her. She’s not fooled anymore. You said something to her. What was it?”

      “Observant cuss, aren’t you?”

      “What was it, hotshot?”

      “I told her I couldn’t do this.”

      “That’s a start. Now you need to find a time to explain that you’re from two different worlds and you don’t want to interfere with her goals, yada, yada, yada.”

      “I have this awful suspicion that she wants me to interfere with her goals.”

      “Because you have amazing hair?”

      “Bite me, Lassiter.”

      “Matt, Matt, this is so not like you. Where’s that even-tempered guy who’s such a pleasure to work with?”

      He took a deep breath and glanced at Jake. “Sorry. I’m tied in knots about her. I’m trying to do the right thing, but damn, that’s tough.”

      “Communication is the key, bro. Lay it out for her. Now that she knows you’re not immune, you need to explain why you’ve kept your hands off for so long. She deserves that much.”

      “But think of it from her angle. She’s been slimed by the man she expected to marry. She had a crush on me at nineteen. I’m not bad-looking.”

      “You’re passable.”

      “What stops her from getting hooked into me? And ruining her life?”

      “You do. You explain how you see it.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll sound patronizing.”

      “Then don’t sound patronizing.”

      “I have an idea, Jake. You talk to her.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t. I’m not playing the telephone game. You handle it. The sooner the better. And that’s enough of that. Nick threw more wood on the fire. CJ’s risking his fingers to play a Rascal Flatts tune. I’m gonna go dance with Millie.”

      “Just don’t let her kiss you. And don’t kiss her, either. Once you do that, you’re toast.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Matt sipped his beer and watched the proceedings. Everybody was dancing in the snow, gyrating in sync with whoever happened to be the closest. Jake and Millie kind of stayed facing each other, but the others switched around, pausing every so often to sip their drink of choice.

      Meanwhile he stood on the sidelines brooding and nursing his beer. That wasn’t a good look on him. He’d ditched that attitude after six months with Henri and Charley. No need to recreate it, now.

      Setting his beer aside, he moved into the action, adding to the shifting kaleidoscope of dancers. Inevitably he came face-to-face with Lucy.

      Her flushed cheeks brought out the blue in her eyes… and the confusion. “Howdy, Matt.”

      “Hi, Lucy.”

      She kept dancing. “You and me, we need to have a heart-to-heart.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He continued moving, too.

      “Now’s not the time.”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “I’ll be down to feed in the morning.”

      “You will?”

      “I asked Henri and she’s picking me up. I want to come visit the horses. Will you be there?”

      “Yep. As it happens, I’m on morning duty this weekend.”

      “We’ll talk then.” And she whirled away to dance with Nick.

      Whoa, Nellie. Lucy at twenty-five wasn’t Lucy at nineteen. Any illusion that he was in charge of their interaction had just been shattered.

      The dancing continued a little while longer, but when the fire died down, everyone voted to call it a night and save CJ from potential frostbite.

      Matt tossed some snow on the embers and they sputtered out. Everyone gathered up bottles and lanterns as they filed back to the house.

      A lantern in one hand and beer bottles in the other, Matt headed down the path.

      Lucy fell into step beside him, holding the empty champagne bottle and a couple of glasses. She lowered her voice. “I wasn’t kidding about tomorrow morning. But Henri will be there, which complicates things. Anyone else?”

      “Leo.”

      “Then we might have to wait until we’re finished, since this needs to be a private conversation. I’ll think of some reason I have to stay after.”

      His gut tightened. A similar discussion six years ago had been hell. “We’ll make it happen.”

      “Good. See you then.”
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      The impending discussion with Lucy woke Matt an hour before he had to get up. As he lay in his bunk composing what he planned to say, Leo came in from his date. Matt gave him points for making it back in time.

      Moving quietly, Leo took clean clothes from a drawer under his bed and headed into the community bathroom at the far end of the bunkhouse. His date must have gone well if he’d stayed this late.

      Change was coming. Seth had been the first to leave. Leo might be next.

      Matt was glad Seth had found someone special. And yet… the camaraderie of the bunkhouse had been a source of security, especially after Charley died. The Buckskin Brotherhood represented the kind of connection he’d longed for all his life. Selfishly, he didn’t want that disrupted.

      Leo came back, silent in his sock feet, and sat on his bunk, which was directly across from Matt’s. He started putting on his boots.

      “I’m up,” Matt said in a low voice, and swung his legs over the edge of the bunk.

      “Tried not to wake anybody,” Leo murmured. “Figured I’d go down and get started a little early.”

      “No worries. I wasn’t asleep. Good date?”

      “Um, not exactly.”

      “Then why are you so late?”

      “It took me a while to figure out she was only interested in sex.”

      “Oh.”

      “I mean, sex is fine, but…”

      “You want more. I get it. Me, too.” He paused. “By the way, Lucy’s arrived.”

      “With her husband?”

      “She cancelled the wedding. She’s here by herself.”

      “Damn.”

      His thoughts, exactly. He stood. “I’ll grab a quick shower and shave and head on down with you, if you want to wait.”

      “I’ll wait. I want to hear what happened with Lucy.”

      Ten minutes later, Matt crammed his Stetson on his head, turned up the collar of his shearling coat and walked to the barn with Leo. On the way he gave him a quick rundown on Lucy’s situation.

      ‘That sucks.”

      “I know, but she’s working hard to get past it. She also plans to be here this morning to feed. Henri’s picking her up from her cabin.”

      “I remember she used to love to feed, but that was in the summer. It’s not the same thing.”

      “No, but compared to her wedding disaster, a little cold air shouldn’t bother her.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “She’s stronger than she was at nineteen.”

      “She’s been body building?”

      Matt smiled. “No. At least I don’t think so. I meant she’s stronger emotionally.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I just… can tell.” He needed to get off that subject before he dug himself into a hole. Leo didn’t know the history, didn’t know he was the reason she’d stayed away, at least for the first couple of years.

      “I guess that’s good, then. She’ll recover faster from what this jerk did to her.”

      “Yep.” And he didn’t have to worry that their conversation this morning would affect her the way it had six years ago. She wouldn’t let her feelings for him keep her from her beloved ranch. That was some comfort.
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      “Thanks for picking me up.” Lucy hopped in Henri’s truck. “Tomorrow I can walk. I know the shortcut, now.”

      “I’m more than happy to come over and get you.”

      “But I’ll bet normally you walk from the house.”

      “I do, but to be honest, an excuse to drive in a warm truck is lovely. Don’t think you need to walk over on my account.”

      She laughed. “I see how it is. No wonder you agreed to this program so fast.”

      “Charley said the brisk walk to the barn on a winter morning built character, so I’ve continued out of habit, but this doesn’t suck.”

      “Okay, I’ll accept the ride down there, but I wouldn’t mind walking back to breakfast in the dining hall on my own. By then the sun will be up and a walk would be great.” And she could suggest to Matt that he could walk over with her. Nobody would hear their conversation except the birds and the trees.

      “Did you have a good time last night?”

      “Oh, yeah. It was great to see the guys again and meet Kate. We had so much fun, and I have a wonderful Valentine’s Day memory to paste over the icky one.”

      “It’s a terrific bunch.”

      “Sure is. They told me about the Buckskin Brotherhood.”

      “They did?”

      “They said the celebration fit in with their creed of what would Charley do?”

      “Yes, it does.” Henri said it softly. Then she cleared her throat. “Listen, I don’t need my truck today if you want to drive into town and pick up some more clothes.”

      “That’s so nice of you. I’ll know soon if I need to borrow it or not. Matt and I have appointments at Tres Beau at eleven, so he may be willing to—”

      “Say what?”

      “We both need haircuts, so—”

      “You talked him into getting a cut at the beauty salon?”

      “He balked at first, but he finally agreed to do it.”

      “Oh, my Lord.” Henri chuckled. “Josette’s gonna love this.”

      “Miss Josette? From the Babes on Buckskins?”

      “Yep. She co-owns the salon with her friend Eva.”

      “I wondered when I saw her name. That’s not a common one.”

      “Especially in Apple Grove. Our exotic Parisian, complete with accent.”

      “I should probably drop the Miss part with her, too.”

      “I would. Who’s with her tomorrow, you or Matt?”

      “I am.”

      “Would you mind if I called and asked her to switch it around so she cuts and styles Matt’s hair? She’ll get a charge out of it.”

      “Fine with me, but is this really such a big deal?”

      “It’s epic. Unprecedented.”

      “He did say none of the other guys go there.”

      “It’s more like none of the guys would be caught dead there.”

      “Well, they should try it. I’ve seen them come back from the barbershop with those severe clip jobs and it’s just not attractive.”

      Henri snorted. “You’re right, but it’s how they want it. Charley was the same way. He hated taking the time, considered it a chore, so he’d tell John to get it as short as possible so he wouldn’t have to come back any time soon. The boys followed his example.”

      “Even Leo? I don’t remember seeing him shorn like that.”

      “Oh, especially Leo. You must not have been here when he went in for a cut. He makes a point of saying he doesn’t care about stuff like that. A bad haircut would prove the point.”

      Lucy sighed. “They’d all look way better if they wouldn’t insist on having it so darned short. Are their schedules that tight?”

      “Not really. They’ve turned it into a badge of macho honor. I’m sure things are different in L.A., and probably in Seattle, too.”

      “Very different. I don’t know any guys at the agency who wear it that short. Or who go to a regular barber, for that matter.”

      “Does anybody else know about this trip to Tres Beau?”

      “I have no idea. Do you think he’ll try to keep it a secret?”

      “Couldn’t very well do that.” Henri pulled up beside the barn and cut the engine. “The guys are gonna notice a salon haircut. It’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”

      “Or like a shining beacon to show the way to a more attractive head of hair.”

      “Um, yeah.” Henri grinned. “It’ll be interesting to see how this turns out.” She unbuckled her seatbelt and opened her door. “Let’s go feed some horses.”

      “Can’t wait.” She climbed out of the truck and managed not to gasp as an arctic wind stole her breath.

      Henri beat her to the double barn door and swung it open. “Get inside, California girl. Your lips are blue.”

      She ducked into the warm barn, fragrant with the clean scent of fresh hay. “Where’d that doggone wind come from?”

      “Canada.”

      “It wasn’t blowing this morning when I walked out of the cabin.”

      “It can come up fast.” Henri pulled the heavy door shut and latched it from the inside. “Want to rethink your walk to the dining hall?”

      “Maybe. Let’s see what it’s like when we finish.”

      “Good morning, ladies.” A smiling Matt came toward them wheeling an empty wheelbarrow.

      “Hi, Matt.” She aimed for casual and in control, although one glance at him gave her heart palpitations. She unbuttoned her jacket and resisted the urge to fan herself with the lapels.

      “Hey, there, Lucy!” Leo waved from the back of the barn. “Good to have you back!”

      “Thanks, Leo!”

      Henri glanced at Matt as she took off her jacket. “Did you get my text about grain for the mares?”

      “Got it. Haven’t started on that yet. We’re still delivering hay.”

      Lucy focused on keeping her breathing steady, but standing this close to him made that difficult. Broad shoulders, narrow hips, Stetson at a jaunty angle… yum. Last night, this good-looking cowboy had kissed her back. No matter how he tried to spin it, he was into her.

      Had that been true six years ago? She’d ask him when they were alone. He wasn’t the type to lie.

      “Lucy and I will handle the grain, then.”

      He nodded. “All right.” He glanced at Lucy. “You didn’t bring your sketchpad?”

      “Not this morning.” She had other items on her plate, like achieving some clarity on where they stood vis-à-vis that kiss. “Maybe later.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” Henri said. “Jackets go in the tack room.”

      “Good to know. Jackets weren’t a thing during the summer. See you, Matt.” She flashed him a smile and followed Henri into the tack room.

      Henri hung her jacket on a hook on the wall next to Matt’s and Leo’s. “We can each take a bucket and make the rounds.”

      “Sounds great.” She hung up her jacket. “Since it’s been six years, I’m almost afraid to ask, but is Lucky Ducky still here?”

      “Yes, he certainly is.” Henri popped the lid off two large buckets of grain. “Still hale and hearty at twenty-five. Still carrying riders.”

      “Oh, good.” She heaved a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad he’s here and okay.”

      Henri gave her an indulgent smile. “He’s not scheduled to get grain, but would you like to take him a small handful before we start?”

      “I would love to.” She scooped a little grain in her cupped hand. “Is he in the same stall?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’ll make it quick.”

      “Take however long you want. I’ll come with you. We’re not on a timeclock with the grain delivery.”

      “Excellent.” She left the tack room and walked to the third stall on the left side of the barn aisle. “Hey, Lucky Ducky.” She opened the stall door and slipped inside. “Remember me?”

      The big bay looked up from his hay rack and gave her a once-over, his warm gaze steady, almost as if he was trying to place her. His forelock partially covered the four-leaf clover white patch on his forehead.

      “It’s me, Lucy. We went on so many adventures together. I’m sorry I haven’t been back to see you, but I’ve thought about you.”

      Lucky Ducky nickered softly.

      “Oh, my gosh, I think you do remember!” She held out her hand. “I brought you a treat.”

      Turning from the hay rack, the gelding came toward her, his hooves crunching the straw beneath his feet. His velvet muzzle tickled her palm as he carefully nibbled the grain.

      “You’re looking good.” She stroked his glossy neck. “I’ve missed you. I don’t know if you’re supposed to go out in winter weather, but—”

      “He absolutely can.” Henri leaned against the stall door. “He’s not under any restrictions. He’s sound and sure-footed. When the sun’s out, it can be quite nice on the trail. I’m sure you’ll get a ride or two in while you’re here.”

      “Yay. Did you hear that, Lucky? We can have some more adventures together.”

      He finished off the grain and bumped his nose lightly against her shoulder. “No, that’s all I have for you this time, but I can bring you some carrots, maybe this evening. Would that work?”

      He made a low huh-huh-huh sound and went back to his hay.

      “I’ll take that for a yes. See you later.” Turning, she smiled at Henri. “I do think he remembers me.”

      “Of course he does. All those hours you were down here, grooming him, feeding him carrots, sketching him—that sinks in.” Henri moved away from the stall door so Lucy could come out. “Did you keep any of those drawings?”

      “I did, but they’re in storage.” She stepped into the aisle and latched the door.

      “Well, now you can make new ones.” Henri headed for the tack room.

      “Which is better, because I’ll have something handy to look at when I go home. Way easier than digging boxes out of the storage unit.”

      “I’m glad you asked about Lucky. I don’t think I realized how much you bonded with him.” Henri grabbed two scoops from a shelf in the tack room and stuck one in each grain bucket.

      “I’m not sure I realized it, either, until just now. I haven’t touched a horse, let alone ridden one, in six years. That’s ridiculous, to abandon my love of horses when being with them makes me so happy.”

      “Then you’re about to get super happy, because we’re going to see a couple of mamas who had September babies, one filly and one colt. They’re not foals anymore, but five months is still cute as hell.” She picked up one of the grain buckets.

      “Awesome! For sure I’ll come back with my sketchpad later today. Will they be turned out, do you think? I’ve never tried sketching in sub-zero weather.” She grabbed the handle of the other bucket.

      “Depends on whether this bitter wind keeps up.” Henri started down the aisle. “But even if they go out for a little while, they’ll be in their stalls by sundown.”

      “Then I might show up then, instead. Who’s your favorite of the two?”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t have favorites. They’re both special, but…”

      “Let me guess. Your favorite’s a buckskin.”

      “You know me too well. His name’s Aristotle.”

      “Like the Greek philosopher?”

      “Yes, because he’s the smartest colt I’ve ever known. And full of the devil, too. Any day now I expect him to learn to open a gate by himself.” She stopped in front of the second stall on the right-hand side of the barn. “Isn’t that right, Aristotle?”

      A leggy buckskin colt with a white blaze stuck his nose over the stall door and snorted, which made Henri laugh.

      Lucy did, too. What a cutie. “He’s adorable, Henri.”

      “And he knows it. Works that cuteness for all it’s worth.” She unlatched the door and started in.

      Lucy studied the mare in the stall with Aristotle. “His mama looks familiar. Is that Guinevere?”

      “Sure is. She’s been a wonderful brood mare for us. Leave your bucket out there and come on in with me. These two are used to visitors.”

      “That’s good, because I’ll be visiting them again this evening.” And making sketches of Guinevere and Aristotle for Henri. The prospect excited her more than any creative project she’d tackled in a long time.
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      Matt was rattled. Lucy’s presence in the barn distracted him so much he’d lost track of what he was doing. He’d skipped Thunderbolt entirely.

      “Sorry, buddy.”

      The stallion eyed him accusingly as Matt finally carried in a hay flake and slid it into the slow feeder.

      He patted his horse on the rump. “Won’t happen again.” Shouldn’t have happened in the first place. But he couldn’t block her out. Her voice, her laughter and her brief appearances as she followed Henri from stall to stall brought an instant replay of their kiss.

      What could he possibly say to her when they had this come-to-Jesus talk that loomed ominously on the horizon? By kissing her back, he’d destroyed any pretense that he wasn’t attracted to her. Now that she knew the truth, how in the hell could he—

      “Matt.”

      He glanced at the open stall door.

      Leo stood, hands on his hips, his expression concerned.

      Matt repositioned his hat. “Is something wrong?”

      “You tell me. I asked you twice if you’d checked the weather and you just stared off into space like you were in a trance. I’ve never known you to do that before.”

      “Yeah, well…” He scrambled to deflect Leo’s concern. “I guess this thing with Lucy bothers me more than I thought.”

      “Makes sense. She was like the little sister you never had, right?”

      “Right.” He managed not to choke on the word.

      “Must be frustrating. You probably want to pound on the guy.”

      “I wouldn’t mind.” Or pound his own head on the wall. That would work, too.

      “She seems to be in good spirits, all things considered.”

      “She does, and I’m grateful for that.” He took a breath and pulled out his phone. “So you wanted to know what the weather’s doing?”

      “I can still hear the wind. If it’s gonna keep up, I vote we leave ’em in a while, at least until it warms up a bit.”

      “I’d go along with that. Let’s see what the weather gurus have to say.” He checked his app. “Supposed to slow down mid-morning.”

      “So we could go grab some chow, come back later and turn ’em out. Maybe around ten-thirty or eleven. Means mucking out the stalls later, too, but that’s okay with me.”

      “I, um, have something to do in town at eleven.”

      “No problem. You can switch with Nick or CJ. At least one of them is bound to grab the chance for an evening off.”

      “Sure. I’ll ask.”

      “Might as well head back, then. Jake’s probably got coffee on and bacon frying.”

      “You go ahead. I need to check with Lucy about something.”

      “I can wait.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

      Leo gazed at him. “You’re worried about her, aren’t you?”

      “Guess so.”

      “I understand, but she’s not nineteen anymore, like you said. From what I’ve seen this morning, you’re right about her being stronger. She’s handling this crisis pretty damn well.”

      Matt nodded. “She is. That’s… part of what I want to say to her.”

      “In other words, you’re hoping for a private conversation.”

      “More or less.” Mostly less, but weaseling out of it wasn’t the manly option.

      “That’s cool. I’ll see you at the breakfast table in a little bit, then. I’ll check with Nick and CJ, too, if you want.”

      “Thanks, Leo.”

      Leo smiled. “You’d do the same for me.”

      “Anytime.”

      “I’m outta here.” Leo left Thunderbolt’s stall and stopped briefly to speak with Lucy and Henri.

      “The wind’s coming from that direction,” Henri said. “I’ll follow you down and latch the door behind you.”

      When Leo went outside, the howling wind swept down the aisle, stirring up dust.

      Henri slammed the door after him and the latch clicked into place. “One hell of a wind, guys!” she called out.

      “Thanks for the warning!” Matt returned to the empty wheelbarrow he’d left in the aisle. Eerie how the wind reflected his current mood. After securing Thunderbolt’s stall door, he rolled the wheelbarrow to the back wall and propped it up next to the one Leo had used.

      He was out of things to do, but Henri and Lucy were still in one of the stalls making over Jasmine, a sweet little bay filly who was Aristotle’s playmate. Might as well go tell them he was done. Jumping from the frying pan into the fire, he walked toward them as they came out of the stall. “Hay’s delivered.”

      “We just finished, too,” Henri said with a smile. “Leo said you guys decided to hold off on turnout until the wind lets up.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “It’s a good one. Lucy had counted on walking back to her cabin when we finished, but I’ve told her that’s a lousy idea.”

      “It is a lousy idea.” He relaxed. Lucy must have figured on asking him to walk with her so they could have their discussion, but plowing through forty-mile-per-hour gusts would make conversation difficult.

      “I tried convincing Leo to wait until we were finished so I could give all three of you a ride to your respective abodes, but he was craving coffee.”

      “The guy loves his joe.” Especially after pulling an all-nighter.

      “So I’ll make the same offer to you. Let me drive you to the bunkhouse and then I’ll take Lucy back to her cabin.”

      He glanced at Lucy. “That wind’s nasty. I accept.”

      “Yep, me, too. But first I’d like to see that stallion of yours.”

      “Oh, you should,” Henri said. “He’s a beauty. He’s bound to throw some handsome foals.”

      “Fingers crossed you’re right.” Matt led them down to Thunderbolt’s stall. “Hey, Thunder, you have visitors, big guy.”

      “Whoa, he is big.” Lucy peered into the stall. “How tall is he?”

      “Almost seventeen hands.”

      “And powerful, too. I’ll bet he can run.”

      “Like the wind.”

      “Looks like he’s finished his breakfast. Would you be willing to bring him out into the aisle?”

      “Sure.” Matt grabbed a halter and lead rope hanging next to the stall door and took them inside.

      The stallion’s ears flicked forward as he came closer and nuzzled the pocket where Matt often kept treats.

      “No snacks buddy.” He stroked Thunder’s coal-black muzzle and slipped on the halter. “I’m just gonna walk you around a bit, show you off. I know you like that.” Clicking softly with his tongue, he led the horse out of the stall.

      Lucy’s little gasp of admiration did his heart good. He glanced her way. “Like him?”

      “I love him. He moves like he’s royalty.”

      Henri chuckled. “When he arrived he thought we were his subjects and he could do as he pleased. Matt’s taught him that’s not the case.”

      “He’s coming along.” Matt stroked the horse’s glossy neck. “Getting restless in your stall, though, aren’t you, buddy?”

      The stallion gazed longingly down the aisle toward the closed barn doors.

      “Soon, big guy. Gotta put you back for now, though.” He led him into his stall.

      “Thanks for taking him out,” Lucy said. “He’s impressive. I didn’t see a bit of white on him anywhere.”

      “No, ma’am.” Matt took off Thunder’s halter before stepping out of the stall and latching it. “Pure black, unless he’s standing in the sun. Then you can pick up all the shades that go into what appears to be all one color.” Coiling the lead rope, he hung up the halter and rope.

      “Well, he’s gorgeous.” She glanced at Henri. “Guess we’d better get a move on.”

      “Yep. As Charley used to say, we’re burnin’ daylight.”

      Matt followed Henri and Lucy to the tack room and then to Henri’s truck. Since he wouldn’t have a chance to talk with Lucy this morning, he could count on having that discussion while he drove them to Tres Beau. That suited him better.

      He’d have an excuse not to look at her while they handled this loaded topic. Good thing, because every time he looked at her, he was in danger of kissing her again. With his eyes on the road and his hands on the wheel, he’d be safe from at least one of the hazards Lucy posed.
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      At ten-forty-five, he pulled up in front of her cabin. She must have been listening for him because she came out before he shut off the motor. She hopped in his truck so fast he didn’t have time to get out and help her in.

      “I kept wondering if you’d chicken out.”

      “Can’t. I told you I would, so I will.”

      “I admire that ethic, but you look as if you’re dreading this.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      “The salon appointment or the discussion about our relationship status?”

      “Both. But the relationship discussion is the worst. I made a terrible mistake last night, Lucy. Kissing you like that was irresponsible and I—”

      “Irresponsible? How do you figure that?”

      “Finding your intended with another woman had to be a terrible shock. You’re in a vulnerable spot, and I’m fully aware that years ago you had feelings for me.”

      “Back up the guilt bus, cowboy. I kissed you. I started it.”

      “Why did you?”

      “I was feeling happy.”

      “What if Jake had been standing there? Would you have kissed him?”

      “No! Jake is like a big brother to me. So are the other guys.”

      “But I’m not.”

      “You never have been. But one little kiss doesn’t mean I’m ready to throw myself at your feet.”

      “On the other hand, six years ago, you—”

      “That was six years ago. And that’s enough about me. Here’s the big question. Why did you kiss me back?”

      He turned down the heater because he was sweating. “You took me by surprise.”

      “So if some woman unexpectedly kisses you, that’s your natural response? You pull her in tight and become fully involved?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Will you admit that in that moment, you wanted me?”

      He gripped the wheel. “Yes.”

      “What about six years ago? Did you want me, then?”

      There it was, the question. He took a shaky breath. “Yes, but—”

      “Oh, Matt.”

      He winced. She’d been angry six years ago, and that had been hard to take. Deep disappointment was worse. “Look, you were nineteen, had a full ride, a bright future. I had nothing to offer.”

      “Except the knowledge my feelings were reciprocated. That would have meant the world to me.”

      “And then what? The outcome would have been the same.”

      She went silent.

      Maybe he’d made his point. Or maybe she was too upset to talk. “Lucy? Got anything to say?”

      “Yes. We’re parked in front of Tres Beau. If we don’t go in now, we’ll be late for our appointments.”

      Yikes. He’d driven on autopilot and diagonally parked in front of the salon, but he had no knowledge of doing it. Scary. “Then we’d better go in.”
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      Lucy had her answer. Matt had hidden his feelings to stop her from making what he’d considered a big mistake. She couldn’t argue with his logic. They’d been headed in completely different directions. Still were.

      But what was she supposed to do with this pesky attraction that refused to die, especially now that he’d confessed to being plagued with the same issue? Was he planning to ignore it for the next week? Next chance she had, she’d ask him.

      He handed her out of the truck and whisked her inside the salon in record time. No doubt his speed had something to do with not wanting to be caught dead going into Tres Beau.

      Miss Josette, or rather, Josette, was about Henri’s age. Unlike Henri, she refused to go gray. Last time Lucy had seen her, she’d had shoulder-length blond hair. Today it was burgundy, cut in a chic, choppy style.

      She grasped Lucy’s hand in both of hers. “It’s so good to see you again. And Matt, I’m honored that you’ve decided to join us.” Her brown eyes glinted with mischief.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” He took off his hat. “I only need a basic cut. Nothing fancy.”

      “Understood. Let me take your jackets.” She hung both coats and Matt’s Stetson on a coat tree by the door. “Lucy, you’ll be in the far chair with Eva. She’ll be in any minute if you’d like to have a seat.”

      “Thanks.” Lucy walked over and settled into the chair. How convenient. The mirror that ran along the wall in front of her afforded a perfect view.

      “Matt, you will be here.” Josette patted the chair closest to her.

      He eyed the chair as if it might explode any minute. After glancing out the front window, he eased into it.

      As Josette settled a cape over his shoulders and fastened the snap, she pressed her lips together as if working to keep her amusement in check. “A basic cut. Nothing fancy. I can do that.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “Nice texture.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Clearly you take good care of it.” She threaded her fingers up the back of his head to the crown.

      “Just wash it, is all.”

      Lucy was riveted by the contrast. She’d coaxed him into an extremely feminine setting with pink cupids and hearts plastered over the front window and various colorful styling aids arranged on the counter. In this setting, his masculinity stood out in breathtaking detail.

      “Hi, Lucy. I’m Eva.”

      She tore her attention from the tableau of Matt being fussed over by Josette and shifted her gaze to Eva, a smiling, thirtyish woman who had bright blue hair. “Nice to meet you. I’m so glad you had openings today. I really need a haircut.”

      “I know that feeling.” She shook out a cape and snapped it around Lucy’s neck. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I’m not sure. Something different.”

      “Would you like to add color? I have extra time if you want to consider that.”

      Color. There was an idea. “How about red highlights?”

      Eva fluffed Lucy’s hair. “I like it. You could pull off red, no problem.”

      “Then go for it. I want to look more interesting than I did when I walked in.”

      Eva laughed. “Don’t we all? I have a cherry cola shade that would be amazing with your blue eyes. Want me to bring out the color chart so you can see what it looks like?”

      “You don’t need to. I’ll go with your judgment.”

      “Then I’ll mix it up. Be back in a jiffy.”

      Red highlights would be fun, just the kind of lift she needed, but it would add time to her appointment. Did they have cabs in Apple Grove? She’d never seen one. Maybe a ride-sharing service was available. She looked over at Matt.

      Josette had swiveled his chair and his head rested on the lip of the sink. As Josette massaged shampoo into his hair, his eyes drifted closed. Letting out a slow breath, he unclenched his fingers from the upholstered arm of the chair.

      She smiled. Evidently he’d had no idea that having someone wash his hair could be a pleasant experience. If nothing else, she’d introduced him to that. Instead of disturbing him, she’d ask about transportation options when he was upright.

      “Here we go.” Eva returned with a small bowl and sheets of foil. She set them on a moveable tray and pulled on gloves. “I should have known you’d want color when I saw those sneakers. And your socks. Gotta love a woman who wears a different color on each foot.”

      “Who has time to match socks, anyway?”

      “Exactly.” Eva sectioned off Lucy’s hair, dipped a brush in the bowl and stroked on the creamy concoction that would produce the color. “What brings you to Apple Grove?”

      She could deflect the question with a vague answer, but why? “I booked the Buckskin for my honeymoon. When the groom turned out to be a jerk, I cancelled the wedding and came on the honeymoon by myself.”

      “Good for you!” She glanced at Lucy’s feet. “Are those the shoes you wore with your wedding dress?”

      “They are. I don’t want the dress anymore, but I’m keeping the shoes.”

      “You should, girlfriend. They’re stylin’.”

      “I like ’em, too. They helped me make a quick getaway. Heels would have slowed me down.”

      “You ran out on the ceremony?”

      “I did.”

      “Awesome! Did you hear that Josette?”

      “I sure did. Lucy, you just won yourself a discount on your cut and color. That takes cojones.”

      “And adrenaline,” Lucy said. “I didn’t stop to think about it. I just reacted.”

      “Sounds like you had good reason.” Foil crinkled as Eva folded it over a lock of hair.

      “Oh, yeah. I dodged a bullet, for sure.”

      “I’ll bet you had to leave without makeup.”

      “I did. I forgot to look around when I came in. Do you have—”

      “We carry an excellent line. Be sure and pick up a few things before you leave.”

      “Thanks, I will.” She glanced over at Matt right as Josette wrapped a towel around his head and ratcheted up his chair.

      He grinned at Lucy’s reflection in the mirror. “Interesting look you have going on there.”

      Whoops. When she’d decided to add color, she hadn’t factored in Matt catching her wearing enough foil to receive transmissions from outer space. She’d just have to brave it out. “You’ve never seen anyone get highlights?”

      “In my world, highlights are what you see on ESPN.”

      “These are different.”

      “I can see that.”

      She’d been so proud of coaxing him in here. She’d enjoyed admiring his manly self in contrast to the backdrop of this womanly venue.

      But since she’d be sitting around with foil in her hair for at least thirty minutes, she wanted him finished and out the door. “Getting color in my hair will make my appointment longer than yours. I don’t want to make you wait for me. Is there a ride-sharing service I could use to get home?”

      Josette laughed. “There’s Albert, assuming his cab isn’t in the shop, which it usually is.” She tossed the towel in a laundry bin, picked up a comb and ran it through Matt’s damp hair.

      “And he takes weekends off,” Matt said. “No problem, Lucy. I told Henri we might be gone a while. Don’t you want to pick up some clothes while you’re in town?”

      “Yes, but I hate for you to be sitting around doing nothing.”

      “I won’t be doing nothing.” He seemed to be enjoying himself. “I’ll be watching you get highlights.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that will be fascinating.” Her cheeks warmed. Not long ago he’d been the one ill at ease. The situation had neatly reversed itself.

      “I always wondered how women ended up with streaks of color in their hair.” He met her gaze in the mirror. “I’ll be the only guy in the bunkhouse who knows the secret.” He reached under his cape and pulled out his phone. “I should take a—”

      “Don’t you dare, Matt Ramsey.” He was teasing her. They used to tease and joke all the time. Was this the way to play things?

      He tucked the phone away. “Too bad I’m such a gentleman. It would make awesome blackmail material.” He settled back in the chair as Josette picked up her scissors and began to work.

      Eva used one more piece of foil. “That does it. You just need to process.” She picked up both bowls of color. Want me to bring you a magazine?”

      “Sure. Thanks.” If she held it up, she could shield herself from view. Except then she couldn’t watch Josette cutting Matt’s hair. She took the magazine Eva brought her and pretended to read it while peeking around the edges to check on him.

      This had been a very good idea, apart from her going off the rails and opting for highlights. Josette deftly shaped Matt’s hair so it no longer touched his collar. Instead it curled seductively at his nape. She trimmed around his ears without creating a stark outline of scalp. She allowed him enough length in the front that a sexy lock of hair fell over his forehead.

      He chatted with her in low tones while she wielded her scissors. He smiled at something she said. Matt at ease was a beautiful sight.

      Eva had just returned from the back room when Josette spun Matt’s chair so he was facing them. “Behold, Henri’s number one wrangler. Does he look amazing or what?”

      Lucy’s quick intake of breath had likely been a giveaway, but she quickly schooled her response. “I like it.” But he was the one who had to be happy with the cut. “What do you think, Matt?”

      His smile was sweet, almost shy. “It’ll take some getting used to. I’ve never had it like this.”

      “But do you like it?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I like it fine. I’ll catch hell from the guys, but that’s okay. I’m guessing they’ll be jealous more than anything.” He glanced up at Josette. “This is a fine haircut, ma’am. I’m glad Lucy dragged me in here. I wouldn’t have done it on my own.”

      Warmth coursed through her. He’d never been more appealing. And less like a buddy.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Josette whipped off the cape and brushed any remaining hair from his shoulders.

      “I do. Very much.” He stood and reached in his back pocket for his wallet.

      She couldn’t stop looking at that haircut. He’d been gorgeous before, but now… whew. Ignoring him had been difficult before he’d let Josette work her magic. Now it would be impossible.
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      As Matt finished paying for his haircut, Candace Aronson came through the door.

      She stared at him in shock. “I must be seeing things.”

      “Hi, Candace.” He’d dated her for a couple of weeks but it hadn’t worked out.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Josette cut and styled your hair.”

      “She did.”

      “It looks fabulous.” She gave him a once-over. “Got plans for tonight?”

      “I do, in fact.”

      “Going to the Moose with the guys?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then maybe I’ll see you there.” She turned to Josette. “Ready for me?”

      “Sure am. Have a seat in my chair and I’ll be right with you.”

      Matt glanced at Josette. “Where can I park myself until Lucy’s finished?”

      Candace looked over at the other chair where Lucy was having her hair washed. With her slight build, sequined sneakers and mismatched socks, she could have been a teenager. “You babysitting today?”

      Irritated, he opened his mouth to contradict that notion.

      “Never mind. None of my business.” She flounced over to the chair he’d just vacated, her high-heeled boots tapping out a quick rhythm on the tile.

      He couldn’t say why the sound of her footsteps in those boots irritated him. Josette and Eva wore similar ones that clicked on the tile and he was fine with it. But Candace—okay, he knew the problem. She minced. He preferred a woman capable of running out of a church full of people, skirts gathered up and sequined sneakers pounding the pavement.

      Josette gestured toward a chair. “How about taking that and setting it in the corner at the back of the salon?”

      “Good idea.” He picked up the chair, carried it to the spot she’d indicated and settled in.

      Lucy was just rising from the shampoo bowl, her hair swaddled in a towel. She blinked moisture from her eyes as she looked up at Eva. “You must heat the towels.”

      “We do. At least in the winter months. Our clients love that.”

      Matt chose to alert Lucy to his whereabouts so she wouldn’t be startled when she eventually noticed him. “I sure did.”

      She gave a quick glance in his direction. “There you are. Listen, if you have something else to do in town while I’m—”

      “I’d rather stay here. Unless you mind.”

      “Of course I don’t mind.” She smiled. “I just love your haircut.”

      “Yeah, me, too. Thanks again. I didn’t know what I was missing.”

      “Will you keep coming here?”

      “I just might.” Except it wouldn’t be the same. Lucy wouldn’t be here.

      “That’s good.”

      Eva turned Lucy to face the mirror and combed out her damp hair. Lucy with wet hair was nothing new. Sometimes on his afternoon off, he’d ridden down to the lake with her for a swim. Innocent fun. Or so he’d convinced himself.

      “Would chin length work for you?” Eva asked. “Maybe taper to a little shorter in the back?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      He leaned back in his chair. Lucy-watching had been his favorite pastime years ago. That hadn’t changed, either.

      Eva picked up her scissors and set to work. “How long are you in town?”

      “A week.”

      “Nice. You should cut loose at the Choosy Moose tonight, show off your new look. The band’s hot.”

      “That sounds fun, but I don’t have wheels.”

      “Yes, you do,” Matt said.

      “Look at that.” Eva gestured toward Matt. “You have a ride to the Moose.”

      Eyebrows raised, Lucy met his gaze in the mirror. “You were planning to come to town tonight?”

      “A few of us, most of the guys, Millie and Kate. We were planning to invite you.” Instead of the dread he’d felt previously at the thought of dancing with her, the evening had taken on a new sparkle. He’d never been to the Moose with her.

      “I’d like that very much. But now I absolutely have to pick up some clothes.”

      “No worries. We can grab some lunch at Gertie’s Fountain and then hit the Denim Junction.”

      “Perfect. As I recall, they have some cute stuff at the Junction.”

      It would be cute on her, that was for sure. “Millie and Kate like it.”

      Since this was his first time in a ladies’ hair salon, he’d never watched the transformation that could take place there. He’d watched a woman blow-dry her hair before, but this was a whole other level.

      Eva’s cleverness with scissors changed the shape of Lucy’s hair. The back was almost as short as his. Along each side, the length gradually increased, swinging forward against her cheeks.

      When Eva put down her scissors and picked up the blow dryer, the rich new color she’d added appeared. It grew more luxurious with each sweep of her brush until Lucy’s hair almost seemed to glow.

      He longed to get his hands in it and find out if it felt as good as it looked. But moves like that weren’t in his future. At least after their discussion in the truck, Lucy knew where he was coming from.

      Maybe, just maybe, they could return to the platonic friendship they’d enjoyed in the early days. Except it had never been platonic. He could be kidding himself about navigating this week without getting caught in the rapids. Especially when Eva finished, took off the cape and presented Lucy in all her glory.

      He was dazzled and it probably showed. “Looking good, Luce.”

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks flushed with pleasure. “I appreciate you waiting for me. I’ll pay for this and we can leave.”

      He nodded and followed her to the front of the salon. Gertie’s was only a few doors down, so he left the truck where it was. Carried his Stetson, too, instead of putting it on. After all Josette’s effort, it’d be a shame to end up with hat hair.

      “Why aren’t you wearing your hat?” Lucy’s full lips tilted in a smile.

      “Because this salon appointment has made me vain. I don’t—well, damn.” He crammed his hat on his head.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “That’s Jake’s truck in front of Gertie’s.”

      “So what? I thought you wanted to show off your—”

      “To other people. Not Jake. Not yet, anyway.” He turned up his coat collar and tugged his Stetson’s brim down another notch. “He’s never seen me with a haircut like this.”

      “From what I’ve heard, nobody’s ever seen you with a haircut like this. He’ll have to see it sometime.”

      “I was thinking tonight, after I’m used to it. And we’ve all had some beers.”

      “I’m thinking now, unless you want to forget having lunch at Gertie’s.”

      “I don’t. My mouth’s all set for one of their club sandwiches. Can you see my hair?”

      “Of course I can see your hair.”

      “Probably not that well, though, right? Let’s go in. He probably won’t notice if I keep my hat on.”

      “Do you normally?”

      “Not unless I get something to go. But that would be weird. We’re not leaving the square. Ah, what the heck. He won’t notice.” He held the glass door for her and followed her into Gertie’s. Bypassing the tables, he gave Jake and Rafe a wave as he ushered Lucy to the counter in the back.

      They both nodded and continued their conversation.

      The lunch hour had come and gone, so nobody stood in the ordering line except them.

      “Hey, Matt!” A noticeably pregnant young woman stood behind the counter.

      “Hi, Gertie. How’s little Gertie doing?”

      “Just fine.” She laid a hand on her stomach. “Won’t be long, now.” She glanced at Lucy. “Love your hair.”

      “Thanks, but wait, you’re Gertie? I thought—”

      “It’s my professional name. Like Cher. Except there’s only one of her and there are three of us alive, one about to be born and one who’s passed, my great-grandmother who started the business.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “Only my great-grandma had Gertie on her birth certificate, but my grandma thought it would be good marketing to use Gertie when she started working here. My mom did the same, and now I’m following tradition. All our name tags say Gertie.”

      “It’s gone on so long that I’ve forgotten your real name,” Matt said.

      “Sarah. But in here, please call me Gertie. That’s our unique twist and we’re proud of it.”

      “It’s unusual, all right,” Lucy said. “I’ve been coming to this place since I was a kid, but I never noticed that everyone’s Gertie.”

      “Sometimes it takes people a while to catch on. I—hey, wait a minute. You’re Lucy Patterson, the artist!”

      “I’m Lucy, but I’m afraid I don’t—”

      “I was fifteen the last time you were here. I looked way different and wasn’t wearing the Gertie nametag yet. That’s my mom prepping the condiments. Mom, Lucy Patterson is here.”

      “No kidding?” Her mother glanced up. “Welcome back, Lucy. I framed that picture you drew of my daughter’s kitten. We put it in the baby’s room.”

      “Now I remember. I was in here doing some sketching and you asked if I’d do one of your kitten from a picture on your phone.”

      “Yes, ma’am. You signed it, too. That’s why I remember your name. I love that drawing of Scamp.” She glanced past them as the bell jangled on the front door. “More customers. Guess we’d better tend to business. What can I get you guys?” She quickly took their order and gave them a number.

      Matt followed Lucy to Jake and Rafe’s table and pulled out a chair for her. “Hey, doesn’t Lucy’s hair look terrific?”

      “Sure does.” Jake grinned. “Yours, too, hotshot.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Give it up, cowboy.” Rafe chuckled. “You’ve been made. We drove by Tres Beau. We had to slow way down, so we could see your handsome mug between the hearts and cupids on the window. Sure enough, it was you having your shining locks trimmed by Josette. Jake nearly drove up on the sidewalk trying to get a better look.”

      “I talked him into going there,” Lucy said.

      Jake nodded. “So I heard.” He gestured in Matt’s direction, laughter in his gaze. “Let’s see it. For all we know, you asked Josette to put purple streaks in yours.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake.” He took off his hat. “There you go. Happy, now?”

      “I’m plum disappointed,” Rafe said. “I was hoping for purple streaks, blue streaks, or red ones like Lucy’s. Next to her hairdo, yours is flat-out boring.”

      Matt smiled. “That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”
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      “Guess it’s a good thing I got highlights, huh?” Lucy glanced over at Matt as they left Gertie’s bound for Denim Junction. “Took the heat off you.”

      “Yes, you did, and for that I’m grateful.”

      “I think they liked your haircut. I’ll bet they’ll consider going to Tres Beau next time.”

      “I’ll bet they won’t.”

      “Just wait ’till we go to the Moose tonight and all the women are asking you to dance because of your stylin’ hair.” A buddy would say something like that, and she was his buddy, right?

      His cheeks turned a cute shade of pink. “That won’t happen.”

      “I’ve got five bucks that says it will. That cut ramps up your hotness factor.”

      “Lucy, stop.”

      “Well, it does. I heard a little bit of the conversation with the redhead who came in after you were done. She’ll be lying in wait.”

      “And I’ll be on my guard. I don’t want to attract Candace’s attention.”

      “That’s good, because she’s not your type.”

      “What do you know about my type?”

      “Okay, you have me, there. I might not be able to describe your type, but I can tell she’s not it. The heels on her boots are so high she has to walk funny.”

      “Is that why she moves like a hobbled horse?”

      “It takes practice to overcome that tendency. Some women are great at it. Mostly runway models, is my guess. I tried, and figured out I’d have to spend way too much time practicing before I’d achieve a purposeful stride. That’s a waste of my time.”

      “Yeah.” He chuckled. “I’ve missed you, Luce.”

      “What?”

      “You were always saying interesting stuff, teaching me things I didn’t know. I’ve never talked to a woman the way I talk to you.”

      Her pulse rate picked up. “I guess that’s in the plus column.”

      “Definitely. The hell of it is, you’re a good friend… and that’s all you can be. That’s all I can be to you. Can we handle that for the next week?”

      “I’m glad you brought that up. I’ve been wondering the same thing. Maybe we could handle it better if we mostly avoid each other.”

      “That’s a possibility.”

      “Then one of us would have to stay home tonight.”

      “I would, if that’s what you—”

      “It’s not what I want at all.” She paused by the front door of Denim Junction. “This is my first chance to go to the Moose on a Saturday night and have drinks with a bunch of people I’ve known for years. If you didn’t go, that would take half the fun out of it.”

      He smiled. “Only half?”

      “Ninety-five percent.”

      “Okay, we’ll both go. I still want you to ride in my truck, but we can pile a couple of people in the back, maybe Nick and CJ.”

      “Chaperones?”

      “If you want to call them that.”

      “Well, they are.”

      “Then that’s how we’ll play this. We’ll make sure we have chaperones. That’s easy, now that I think about it. We do most things as a group.”

      “I was hoping to go out for a couple of rides on Lucky Ducky. Since I haven’t been on the trails in six years, and never in the snow, I was hoping you’d go, too.”

      “I will, but we’ll invite someone else along.” He gazed at her. “This is the best plan, Lucy. Not that I can’t control myself, but…”

      A shiver of desire zipped up her spine. “It’s better not to put ourselves in tempting situations.”

      “Yep. It’s a no-win situation if we do.”

      “Guess so.” She took a shaky breath. “Now that we have that settled, ready to help me pick out some clothes?”

      “Um, what’s my role in that?”

      “I’ll take some things into the dressing room. Then I’ll come out and model them for you, to get a second opinion.”

      “I see.” He hesitated. “Okay, sure.” He opened the door for her.

      “Thanks, good buddy.”

      He muttered something she couldn’t hear.

      She wouldn’t ask. Too many potential landmines. She’d be on the lookout for those from now on. She’d successfully avoided them before, keeping up the pretense of casual friendship until that fateful afternoon of her nineteenth year. One more week wouldn’t be so tough.

      Once she’d gathered an armful of jeans and shirts, she parked him in a chair near the dressing rooms and began the fashion show. Turned out their tastes aligned. If his gaze lit up, she bought it. If they didn’t, it went back on the rack.

      After she’d picked out enough jeans and shirts to get her through the week, she found a cozy shearling jacket and a pair of barn boots. Then, because she was going to the Moose for the first time as an adult, she bought some red dancing boots.

      Matt looked doubtful about the choice. He nudged back his hat. “Are you sure about the color?”

      “It goes with my hair.”

      “I know, but those boots could last you ten or fifteen years, maybe more. Will you still have red in your hair in fifteen years?”

      “Who knows? I might. And I love these boots. They give me happy feet.”

      His gaze grew tender. “Then I guess you’d better get them.”

      “I think so, too.” She was within kissing range, and the urge to rise on tiptoe and lay one on him nearly overpowered her. Taking a step back, she regained control. “This is all I need from here.” She led the way to the register and paid for her purchases.

      Matt insisted on carrying both bags back to the truck. “Is that it?”

      “Not quite. I have one more stop that’s somewhat critical.”

      He shrugged. “We still have plenty of time. You were fast. What do you need?”

      “Underwear.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do I detect a brief flash of panic?”

      “No, I just—”

      “You don’t have to watch me model it.”

      He sucked in air. “I knew that.”

      “Maybe, but I think you were picturing sitting by the dressing room while I waltzed out in a lacy bra and panties.”

      “Possibly.”

      “I assure you, that’s not how it’s done.”

      His grin was sheepish. “After the fashion parade in here, I wasn’t sure, and I have my limits.”

      “Have you ever gone clothes shopping with a woman?”

      “You’re the first.”

      “You did a super job. Thank you for your help.”

      “I just sat there.”

      “And you’re very talented at it.”

      He laughed.

      “I mean it. You didn’t have to say a word. The minute I walked out of the dressing room, your expression gave me so much information.”

      “It did? How in the world could you—”

      “I spent five years tuning into the look in your eyes. That’s why, six years ago, I was convinced that you… well, never mind.”

      “You read me right. I just kidded myself that you were too young to see it.” He sighed. “And I hurt you.” Regret flashed in his eyes. “That was the worst part.”

      “You thought it was for the best.”

      “I still do.”

      “I know.”

      “Believe me, if things were different, I’d—”

      “I know that, too.” Staring into his eyes was not a good plan. The heat simmering there ignited little fires in sensitive places. She broke eye contact. “If you want to grab a cup of coffee at Gertie’s, I can just pop across the square to the—”

      “I just realized it’s next-door to Logan’s. I’ll walk with you and you can come find me when you’re done.”

      “It’s a deal.” She headed across the square, Matt by her side, their footsteps crunching through a thin layer of snow, much less than had gathered in other parts of town. “Do they clear off the square on a regular basis?”

      “Have to. Folks get cranky if the snow’s too thick and they can’t cut across.”

      “Logan’s looks the same from the outside.”

      “It’s pretty much the same on the inside, too. Jared runs it instead of his dad, but he hasn’t made any major changes.”

      “I remember the last time we were in Logan’s together. You were eyeing a custom-made saddle.”

      “Bought one last year.”

      “Congratulations! Is it in the barn?”

      “Oh, no, I keep it in the bunkhouse so I can take it to bed with me.”

      She grinned. “When I think of how you used to caress that tooled leather, I almost believe you.”

      “Yeah, I do love a handmade saddle. I decided Thunderbolt warranted one.”

      “I’m sure he would agree with you. I’ve never seen such a regal horse. Did you get a silver-studded one?”

      “It has a bit of silver on it.”

      “That flashes in the sun?”

      “Isn’t that the idea?”

      “Okay, now that I have a vivid picture of you mounted on that stallion and sporting a snazzy hand-tooled saddle, you really have to let me see it for real.”

      “Should be possible. We have a week.”

      “Six days. I leave next Saturday.”

      “Plenty of time for a ride or two.”

      Right. And plenty of time for her to get into even deeper trouble.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chaperones. That was the secret. Matt was counting on Jared to come through for him when Lucy popped into Logan’s after her shopping spree in the Racy Lace Boutique. The name alone made him break out in a sweat.

      He and Jared were the same age but with wildly different backgrounds. While Jared had been busy quarterbacking the football team, Matt had preferred hot-wiring cars on the square. In the past few years, though, they’d bonded over horses and handmade saddles.

      Lucy arrived carrying a pink bag that contained items Matt was giving zero space to in his fevered brain.

      “Welcome back to Apple Grove, Lucy.”

      “Thanks. You’re in charge of Logan’s, now?”

      “That was always the plan, for me to take over so Dad could get into competitive fishing.” He eyed her pink bag. “Looks like you found some things in my new neighbor’s shop.”

      “I did. Beth has some cute stuff. She mentioned being new in town.”

      “She moved her business here about six months ago, all excited about the leather and lace promo possibilities.”

      “How has the cross-promo worked out?”

      “Good for me, especially for couples who come into Beth’s place. Any guy who’s uncomfortable in a lingerie shop can wander next door to hang out and browse. They usually buy a belt or a hatband, sometimes a pair of chaps. Every so often they order a saddle.”

      “Does business flow the other way, too?”

      “Not so much. Couples who come in here are usually after what I sell. Once in a great while, a woman leaves her guy here while she heads next door, but that’s rare.”

      “I get that.” Lucy inhaled. “I’ll take the scent of oiled leather over flowery perfume any day.” She glanced at Matt. “Find anything you can’t live without?”

      “Plenty, but I’ll have to wait a bit. Come spring, Thunderbolt will be bringing in more income. Ready to go?”

      “Yep. Good seeing you again, Jared.”

      “Same here. Your hair looks great, by the way.”

      “Thank you. I just had it done over at Tres Beau.”

      “Nice.”

      Would she announce he’d patronized the place? He pulled his hat a little lower.

      She gave him a wink and made for the door. “Hey, Jared, I’ll be back before I leave town. I’ve always wanted a hand-tooled belt with my name on it.”

      “I can do that for you.”

      Matt opened the door, tipped his hat in Jared’s direction and followed Lucy outside. “Thanks.”

      “It’s not my place to announce you’ve just come from Tres Beau. But I predict after a night at the Choosy Moose you’ll be proud of that haircut.”

      “Either that or I’ll be in the barber’s chair on Monday morning.”

      “Matt! Promise me you won’t!”

      He chuckled. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. I like the haircut. I’m almost used to it.” If only he could get used to hers. The cut combined with the sassy red color was dynamite and he was becoming more combustible by the second.
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      “If you don’t mind my asking,” Rafe said as they tucked the horses in their stalls for the evening feed. “How much did that haircut set you back?”

      “Twice as much as John charges.”

      “Damn. And it’ll last half as long.” Pulling on gloves, he grabbed a wheelbarrow and rolled it toward the stack of hay in the back.

      “Probably.”

      “That’s why Charley advised us to go see John every two months.”

      “Yep.” He loaded up the second wheelbarrow.

      “Charley wouldn’t go for this.”

      “Nope.”

      Rafe paused on his way to the front of the barn. “But here’s the truth of it. After that trip to the beauty parlor, your hair looks great, better than mine ever has.”

      “Meaning?”

      “It might be worth the time and money. Leo could dazzle the ladies no matter what. Even bald-headed he’d be mobbed, but the rest of us could use a little help.”

      Matt grinned. “You’re working up to a visit with Josette, aren’t you?”

      “Could be. Or the other one. She’s got blue hair.”

      “Eva.”

      “That’s it.” He started toward the front of the barn just as Lucy came in. “Hey, Lucy. Matt’s down yonder if you need to talk to him.”

      “Nope. I have sketching on my mind.” She gave Matt a wave. “Thanks for the heads-up!”

      “Anytime!” She’d asked him to text her when the horses would be back in the barn so she could do some sketches of Lucky Ducky. It did his heart good to see her come in with her sketchpad and pencils.

      She used to have a satchel to hold her stuff. He’d seen something today that would work. Where? Oh, yeah. Jared had a soft leather one for sale. The wide shoulder strap would make it easy to carry.

      Rafe paused to chat with her and Matt kept on working. Years ago she’d spent hours in the barn sketching while he worked. No big deal. Well, okay, a big deal. Her presence had energized him. He hadn’t wanted to admit how much.

      She wasn’t for him. If he concentrated on that simple mantra, absorbed it into his heart, he’d be a happier man. And a more efficient man. He’d damn near skipped Thunderbolt again. His horse was going to mutiny.

      He was slow as a geriatric turtle, too, as he paused every few seconds and strained to hear the random comments exchanged by Rafe and Lucy. Her cheerful voice arrowed through him, creating a longing that was not in his best interests. Or hers.

      Not surprisingly, Rafe finished before he did.

      “I’m heading to the bunkhouse,” he announced from the front of the barn. “Jake texted me. He and CJ are starting dinner.”

      “I’ll be along in a little bit.” And there goes the chaperone. He picked up the pace.

      Lucy emerged from Lucky Ducky’s stall. “Would it be okay if I did a quick sketch of Thunderbolt while I’m here?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “I’d like to go into his stall, if that’s possible. I only need about five minutes, ten at the most, to get something roughed out.”

      “He should be fine, but I’ll go in with you since he doesn’t know you, yet.”

      She beamed at him as she closed the distance. “That would be great.”

      “I’ll go in first and leave the door open.” He walked back to Thunder’s stall. “You can follow me in. Wish I’d brought carrots.” He opened the latch and stepped inside.

      The stallion turned, the last of the hay in his mouth. His powerful jaws worked on his dinner as he gazed at Matt.

      Lucy’s voice tickled his nerve endings. “I promise this will be very quick.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Where do you want to be?”

      “Over here in the corner by the door is fine.” She still wore the same outfit she’d had on earlier, except she’d substituted her new barn boots and the shearling jacket she’d bought that afternoon.

      The jacket hung open, revealing that her breathing was unsteady. So what? His wasn’t all that even, either, and it had nothing to do with concern about the horse and everything to do with being alone with her in this big old barn.

      Except for the horses. Thunder finished chewing his last bite and turned his attention to Lucy.

      “Hey, gorgeous.” Her voice was bedroom soft. “I’d like to capture some of your majestic beauty, if that’s all right with you.”

      Thunder gave out a loud snort.

      Lucy smiled. “Sounds like you’re fine with it.” Bracing her back against the wall, she slid down into her typical sketching position, her pad balanced on her bent knees. She slipped a pencil from her jacket pocket and began making rapid strokes on the paper. “I went into the tack room before I started sketching so I could get a peek at your saddle. It’s stunning.”

      “Thanks. Jared gets the credit.”

      “He does good work.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her breathing kept time with her pencil. “Matt?” She didn’t look up.

      “What?”

      “Could you get him to turn so he’s sideways to me?”

      “You bet.” Looping an arm over Thunder’s neck, he used gentle pressure to coax him into the position she wanted. The stallion moved to the left with a swish of his long tail. “How’s that?”

      “Perfect. Just stay there. I’m going as fast as I can.”

      “No worries.” He would gladly stand here forever watching Lucy create. What a privilege. Seeing the image take shape would have been even better, but he had the wrong angle.

      Her pencil moved faster and her breathing picked up speed, too. “Almost done.” Her lips parted and she tucked her tongue in the corner of her mouth, her full concentration face she used to call it.

      His chest warmed as her cheeks flushed pink and happiness radiated from her in waves. She was having the time of her life.

      “Done.” She glanced up, her blue eyes alight. “Thank you.” She closed the sketchpad.

      “Do I get to see it?”

      She rose to her feet. “Of course.” She sounded breathless. “I’ll show you in a minute. Would you mind if I gave him a little pat?”

      “Not at all.”

      She approached slowly, murmuring sweet nothings. Reaching up, she scratched under his mane and stroked his muscled neck. “You landed in a good spot, big boy. Matt’s the best.”

      His chest tightened. “Thanks for that.”

      “But enough with the compliments, right?” She smiled. “I’m keeping you from Jake’s excellent dinner.”

      Jake’s dinner didn’t hold a candle to this—a chance to share Lucy’s passion for her art. Her talent was his joy and his sorrow. Witnessing it in action was breathtaking… and heartbreaking.

      She left the stall and waited in the aisle while he gave Thunder a little more attention. Once he’d closed and latched the door, he turned to her, eyebrows lifted.

      “Here you go.” She turned back the pages to the sketch she’d just finished.

      He gasped. The image was so lifelike it seemed that it would move any second. But Thunder wasn’t the only subject. She’d put him in the picture, too.

      His face was in profile, his head dipped slightly and his hand resting on the stallion’s neck. It looked like him, even down to the way his new haircut peeked out from under his Stetson. But more than that, the image conveyed his respect and love for his horse.

      He glanced at her. “This is an amazing piece.”

      “I’m happy you think so. It’s yours.”

      “Mine? But it should go in a gallery.”

      “It goes where I say it does. But since you don’t have an envelope or folder to put it in, I’ll keep it for now.”

      “Please do. It needs to go straight to a framer. Henri’s found someone who works out of his home. I’m not tacking this one to the bunkhouse wall.”

      “You can if you want. I’m just glad you like it.”

      “I love it.” He studied the drawing a little longer before closing the sketchpad and handing it to her.

      “Good.” She held his gaze. “That’s the reaction I hoped for.”

      “Saying thank you seems so lame.”

      She smiled. “Not to me.”

      His breath caught as he sank deeper into the warm blue depths of her eyes. A step closer. Then another. He nudged back his hat. Cupping her face in both hands, he slid his fingers through her hair and cradled the back of her head. “Thank you.” He slowly lowered his mouth to hers.
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      Lucy had never wanted a kiss so much. When Matt’s lips settled over hers, she responded with a soft hum of delight.

      He paused and took a breath. “I shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “Do it anyway.”

      With a low groan, he returned, touching down with deliberate intent, coaxing her to open to him.

      Yeah, like she’d offer resistance. She welcomed the gentle thrust of his tongue with a sigh of pleasure. The sketchpad kept her from wrapping her arms around him, but she had one hand free. She slid her palm up his broad chest, over his pounding heart and under the open collar of his shirt. Warm, bare skin.

      She caressed his nape and he shuddered. Pulling her closer, he deepened the kiss. Dangerous territory. Arousal pulsed between them, fueled by six years of secret longing. Hot, so hot. She wanted…

      Gasping, he pulled back, stepped away, propped his hands on his hips. His hot gaze set her on fire. “Chaperones.”

      “What?”

      “Gotta have ’em. Without chaperones, this happens.”

      “I liked it.”

      “I know!” His voice was hoarse with frustration. “I did, too!” He paused to clear his throat. “But on Saturday you’re going back to LA. That’ll be a hell of a lot easier on both of us if we don’t… get involved.”

      “We’re already involved.” She sucked in air. “We’ve been involved since we were teenagers.”

      His eyes darkened. “Are you saying you want to go for it?”

      “No! I mean, yes, but no. Doesn’t make sense. Our lives don’t mesh.”

      “Feels like some kind of cosmic joke.” He grabbed his hat by the crown and repositioned it to shadow his eyes. “Here’s a person you’ll connect with physically and emotionally.” He gestured in her direction. “But she doesn’t fit in your world and you don’t fit in hers. Have fun.”

      “I did just now.”

      His expression mellowed. “Me, too. But as the person who started it, I say I made things worse.”

      “You didn’t start it. I could have left with Rafe. I’d finished sketching Lucky Ducky, which was my main project. But I wanted one of you with Thunderbolt. If you hadn’t offered to go into the stall with me, I would have asked you to.”

      “So you wanted a sketch of me and Thunder. So what? You couldn’t have known I’d react by kissing you.”

      “On some level I did, although that wasn’t why I suggested it. Doing that sketch fed my muse like crazy. But you’re a sucker for my art and I—”

      “You were flirting with me?”

      She laughed. “Matt, I’ve flirted with you every summer for five years. Once I discovered you were fascinated with my sketching, it served double duty—creative satisfaction and a way to lure you into my daily plans.”

      “Huh. Well, you figured me out. Watching you sketch turns me on. And when you present me with a fantastic drawing of me with my horse, I can’t think of anything but kissing you.”

      “I can beat that. I think of kissing you whenever we’re together. I’ve been imagining it since I was fourteen.”

      “This is a mess. You know that, right?”

      She held up both hands. “Not my intention. I was scheduled to arrive with a husband in tow. That would have permanently doused the flames.”

      “I’ll admit I was counting on that guy to bail me out.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that why you booked the ranch for your honeymoon? You wanted to put me on notice that you were taken?”

      “Of course not.” She paused and conducted a quick personal lie detector test to root out the truth. “All right, full disclosure, I relished the idea of parading my new husband in front of you. He’s not a cowboy, but he’s a handsome son-of-a-gun.”

      “Then I hope he shows up. It would be a special treat to break his perfect nose.”

      “He won’t come after me. He doesn’t care enough.”

      “Then shame on him, because you’re the catch of the century.”

      Heat sluiced through her. “Matt, we should go.”

      “No kidding. Should’ve done that twenty minutes ago. And the longer we stand here unchaperoned, the more I—”

      “That, too. But we have plans.”

      “We could call in sick.”

      Her pulse leaped. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Can’t help it. I want you.”

      She took a shaky breath. “My turn to be the sensible one. We’re going to follow the plan. We’ll eat dinner, put on our dancing boots and head to the Choosy Moose with the gang.”

      He smiled. “Those red boots deserve an outing.”

      “I’m probably taking a chance on getting blisters. I should break them in first.”

      “Wear ’em and take your sneakers for backup.”

      “Good idea.” She buttoned her coat. “I’m off to the dining hall.”

      “I’ll walk you there.”

      “But then we’ll have more alone time.”

      He laughed. “Not a problem, California girl. It’s below freezing out there. Nobody makes out in that kind of weather. Bad things happen.” He gestured toward the front door. “After you.”

      

      He was right about the make-out conditions. Once she stepped from the warm barn into the icy night, her libido powered down. “Listen, you don’t have to walk me over there. It’s out of your way.”

      “I’m walking you over there.”

      “It’s not like I’ll freeze to death on the way.”

      “That’s not the point. It’s the gentlemanly thing to do. Or more specifically, it’s what Charley would do.”

      “Ah, the code of the Buckskin Brotherhood.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She gave him a quick glance. The collar of his sheepskin jacket partially covered his face, adding a ruggedness that stirred her. “That heroic quality is one of the things I’ve loved about coming here. I didn’t understand that before, but I get it, now. You guys behave like the heroes in the books I used to read. No wonder some of the ladies fall for you. You’re knights in shining armor.”

      He chuckled. “Glad you brought that up. A true knight in shining armor would have been too honorable to kiss you. I’ll keep your comment in mind next time I have that urge.”

      “It’s not your fault. Like I said, flirting with you is my default setting. I need to cut that out and play fair.”

      “So you won’t flirt with me at the Choosy Moose?”

      “I won’t.” She sighed. “Except that means I can’t wear the jeans with bling on the back pockets.”

      “And clearly you bought them to wear dancing.”

      “Yes, but I also bought them because when I came out of the dressing room with them on, your eyes lit up.”

      “That wasn’t the only part of me that lit up.”

      “See? I can’t in good conscience wear those tonight.”

      “Yes, you can. You look great in them. Let me worry about my reaction.”

      “Spoken like a true hero.”

      “Then allow me to be one. Wear the jeans.”
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      Lucy put on the fancy jeans because they were perfect for a country bar on a Saturday night. And because Matt had asked her to. She spent extra time experimenting with her new makeup, so she hadn’t put on her jacket by the time he pulled up outside.

      He rapped on the door before she’d finished buttoning the jacket and she hurried to let him in. “I’m ready. I just—”

      “Did you wear them?”

      “Yep.” She spun around so he could see her back pockets. Then she turned to him. “What do you think?”

      He swallowed. “I’ll be honest. I’m having very impure thoughts.”

      “Should I change?”

      “No, ma’am. My problem. Besides, CJ and Nick are in the truck. I left it running. We need to go.”

      She checked her pocket to make sure she’d put her wallet and key inside. “Then we’re off.” She started toward the door.

      “One sec.” He put a hand on her shoulder and slowly turned her to face him. “Once we’re in the truck, I won’t be able to say this. You’re incredibly beautiful. I don’t trust myself to kiss you, but please know how much I want to. You blow me away.”

      Trembling, she clenched her fists to keep from reaching for him. “Thank you. I’m struggling so I won’t grab you, too.” Her breath hitched. “Because if I did, I might never let go.”

      Sadness flickered in his eyes. He squeezed her shoulder and released his grip. Reaching around her, he opened the door. “The guys are waiting.”

      She nodded and walked into the cold night. She’d treasure his heartfelt words for the rest of her life. But first she had to get through the next six days without jumping his bones. Speeches like that weren’t helping the cause.
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      The Moose on a Saturday night was always a high-energy venue. Ben Malone made sure the country band was top notch so the dance floor would be packed.

      Matt relished the challenge of navigating the crowded floor without curtailing any of his moves. He hadn’t asked if Lucy liked to dance, but the red boots were a promising sign. If he chose wisely, like a fast Texas two-step, they’d only have brief body contact. Doable.

      Except that plan had to be scrapped when Lucy’s prediction came true. He’d never had so many women ask him to dance. Candace was the first, but then it was an endless stream of ladies. Some he’d met and others he hadn’t.

      Lucy was in the same boat. Whenever he searched the crowd for her, she was out on the floor with some attentive cowboy. First she partnered with each member of the Brotherhood. He’d expected that. But then guys he barely knew showed up and claimed a dance.

      Eventually he created a break for himself by pleading desperate thirst. Crossing to the large booth commandeered by the Buckskin contingent, he took a seat on the end. “Is that empty mug for me?”

      “Just for you, twinkle-toes,“ Jake said. “We kept it at the ready on the off chance you’d do us the honor of raising a glass in our company.”

      “Look, I have no idea why—”

      “We’ve all decided it’s the hair.” Jake picked up a pitcher of hard apple cider, filled the mug and passed it down to Matt.

      “Thanks.” He gulped down half of the mug’s contents and sat back with a sigh. “That’s better. And I can’t believe it’s the hair.”

      Kate raised her mug in his direction. “I, for one, think your hair looks fabulous.”

      “It’s the hair,” CJ said. “The same might be true of Lucy, although it’s hard to say because her entire presentation is awesome. You, on the other hand, are the same as always, except for your new do.”

      Matt rolled his eyes. “That’s crazy.” But the mention of Lucy prompted him to seek her out on the dance floor. “Who’s that Lucy’s with?”

      Rafe leaned around him. “I think that’s the new guy at the auto parts store. John. Maybe Jim. Some J name.”

      “Jerry,” Nick said. “It’s Jerry something.”

      “Hm.” Matt sipped his drink. “Do you think she’s having a good time?”

      Rafe took another look. “I can’t tell from here.”

      “I can.” Matt put down his mug. “That’s her bored face. I’m going to cut in.” He stood.

      “If you’re doing that, I’m cutting in on the guy Millie’s dancing with.” Jake slid out of the booth. “This is the second time he’s danced with her and she’s not smiling. She wants to be saved.”

      Matt squared his shoulders. “Then let’s do this. Follow me.”

      “I hope you know your interest is showing.”

      “Don’t care. I don’t like the look of that guy. And you’re one to talk.”

      “I’m not crazy about the way Millie’s dude is holding her so close.”

      “Okay, you go right and I’ll go left.”

      “I’m on it.” Jake split off.

      The song was a slow one, which made the maneuver easier. Matt approached from the side. Yeah, Lucy was bored out of her tree. She caught sight of him two seconds before he tapped the guy on the shoulder. Her relieved expression made him smile.

      Jerry scowled at him. “Really? Guys still do this?”

      “Yes, they do.” Matt locked his gaze with Jerry’s.

      The guy sighed and released Lucy. “This town is so last century.”

      “And that’s how we like it.” Matt drew Lucy into his arms and twirled her away.

      “Thank you for saving me.”

      “You’re welcome. You had on your bored face.”

      “He’s not a bad guy, but this is the second slow dance I’ve suffered through while he talks endlessly about auto parts.”

      “Sorry I didn’t come to your rescue sooner.” He’d automatically pulled her in close. Big mistake.

      “No worries. You’ve been a very busy man tonight.”

      “And you’ve been a very busy lady.” He gazed down at her. “Having fun?”

      “Yes, except for Jerry. That fake moose head over the bar is hysterical. At first I thought it was an actual trophy.”

      “Nope. That’s Merlin. He’s just a goofy fake to make people laugh.”

      “I assume the hearts hanging from Merlin’s antlers are for Valentine’s Day.”

      ““Yes, ma’am. Ben will probably leave them up for the weekend, then haul out the shamrock garlands for St. Paddy’s Day.”

      “Ben?”

      “Ben Malone. He owns the place. Has for as far back as I can remember. He caught me trying to buy a drink at the bar with a fake ID when I was sixteen. Made me wash dishes for a week in exchange for not turning me in.”

      “Nice of him.”

      “For some reason he liked me. I think he might have been the one who convinced Henri and Charley to take me in.” The friction of her body against his would be a problem very soon. “How long do you figure we’ve been dancing?”

      “Not that long.” Her breathing quickened.

      “I might have miscalculated, cutting in on a slow dance.”

      “You could put more distance between us. That might help.”

      “Do you want me to?”

      She shook her head. “That would just create a different kind of frustration.”

      “Agreed. Might not do much good, anyway. Just looking in your eyes gets me hot.”

      “But since you cut in, we should probably stay out here until the song’s over.”

      “Yeah, we should, but if we do…”

      “Maybe I can talk you down.”

      He cracked up. “Sure you can.”

      “No, really. It’s worth a shot.”

      “Then go for it. Should be entertaining, if nothing else.”

      “I’ll take you through a guided imagery.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “I’ll show you. Focus on my earlobe.”

      “Which one?”

      “Pick a side.”

      “I see a mark where you pierced your ears.”

      “I did, once. Then decided I didn’t want to fool with pierced ears. That’s why I have a tiny scar there.”

      “I want to kiss it.”

      “Matt, you’re not helping. If you can’t focus on my earlobe, then try my—”

      “Your earlobe’s better than any other body part. But if I focus on that, I’ll bump into people.”

      “Not if you let me lead.”

      “How?”

      “Same as you lead me, only I’ll put pressure on your shoulder.”

      “I’ve never turned over the reins on the dance floor.”

      “Then it’s about time. Unless you want to end this dance sporting a woody.”

      “Rather not.”

      “Then let’s try this. Concentrate on my earlobe.”

      He did as he was told. “This is weird.”

      “Just block out everything and listen. You’re on a frozen lake. The cold is rising from the surface. You’re wearing thin cotton pants.”

      He responded to pressure on his shoulder and they hadn’t collided with anyone yet. “I don’t own thin cotton pants.”

      “You do now and the cold is cutting straight through them. Your legs are cold. Your package is cold.”

      “Mm. Not a happy situation.”

      “The ice is slick. You lose your balance.”

      “I don’t want to go in the—”

      “You fall forward, but fortunately the ice doesn’t crack.”

      “Good.”

      “Except there’s one weak spot that does begin to give way. Your body heat melts it just enough that a hole opens.”

      “I’ll bet I know where that hole is.”

      “Slowly, inevitably, your pride and joy is covered in ice water.”

      He chuckled. “I knew it.”

      “The song’s over. How’re you doing?”

      “Better.”

      “The band’s taking a break. Let’s go sit.”

      “Excellent idea.” He put an arm around her waist, her deliciously warm waist, and started back toward the table. “Where’d you learn that?”

      “Made it up just now. Necessity is the mother of invention and all that.”

      “Worked like a charm.”

      “Hey, you two.” Jake motioned to them. “Grab a seat.”

      The booth was nearly full. “Lucy, you can take that spot.” Matt gestured to the last bit of real estate in the booth. Then he asked to borrow a chair from an adjoining table, flipped it around and straddled it.

      Jake glanced at Matt. “Kind of curious why you were zombie dancing out there, bro.”

      Matt flashed him a grin. “When you’re older, I’ll explain it to you.”

      “Don’t trouble yourself. I didn’t say I was stumped, just curious. I have some theories. For one thing—” His attention shifted to the front door. “Brotherhood alert, Henri just arrived. And she brought the Babes.”
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      Lucy had interacted with the Babes on Buckskins many times. Six years ago they’d attended a casual barbeque at the ranch. They’d been scattered throughout the crowd, chatting, most of them sitting at picnic tables.

      Tonight, though, they made a grand entrance, six regal women striding through the door of the Choosy Moose. By accident or design, every one of them was tall, made even taller by their boots. Lucy leaned toward Matt. “Is there a height requirement?”

      He smiled. “No, ma’am. It just turned out that way.” He stood. “Be back in a minute.” He started toward the women, who were moving through the room like celebrities on the red carpet, greeting other patrons on their way to a table set for six.

      Jake politely asked if she’d slip out of the booth so he could join Matt. Then Nick, CJ and Rafe excused themselves, leaving Lucy with Millie and Kate.

      What followed resembled a boisterous family reunion, complete with hugs and laughter as the guys and the women came together near the empty table.

      Lucy smiled. “They sure look happy to see each other.”

      “Oh, they are,” Millie said. “Whenever the Babes show up in force, the Brotherhood treats them royally. Those women are the loving parents they missed out on as kids.”

      “I got a hint of that just from my summer visits. Like they were devoted aunties to the guys.”

      “That’s about right,” Millie said. “The routine at the Moose is usually the same—get the Babes seated, fetch them some drinks and snacks. They ask the band to play a few well-loved tunes. Someone alerts Ben Malone that his favorite ladies are in the house so he can greet them personally.”

      “I’d like to go over and say hi, myself. But it’s been six years. I might switch some names around.”

      “Peggy’s the brunette and Pam is the one with dark curly hair.”

      “Right. Miss Peggy and Miss Pam.”

      “And the redhead’s Anastasia,” Kate said.

      “Now that you say her name, I do remember her. And who’s the white-haired lady? I’m thinking it’s Emma or Esther, or—”

      “Edna, eighty-five years young.”

      “It’s all coming back to me, now. Is she the barrel racer?”

      “She is, and she literally runs rings around the other five.”

      “I’d love to watch her run the barrels, but I guess winter’s not the right time.”

      “Anytime is good for Edna. She has an indoor arena.”

      “No kidding? That’s a major expense.”

      “Edna’s earned prize money for nearly seventy years and the inside scoop is she’s a brilliant investor. “

      “Good for her.” Lucy stood. “Since the guys are peeling off, like you predicted, I’ll grab my chance.” She headed over to the table.

      Edna was the first to notice her approach. “Hey, it’s Lucy! I remember you. Always had a sketchpad.”

      “It’s great to see you again, Miss… Edna.”

      “You can call me Ed. I decided on New Year’s Eve to go with that. Sounds kicky. Gender neutral.”

      “Then Ed it is.”

      “That gives me an idea.” Anastasia tucked her hair behind her ears to show off beaded earrings. “Lucy, you can be the first one to use my new name. I’m Red.” She glanced over at Edna. “We’ll be Red and Ed.”

      “As Josette would say, au contraire. We’ll be Ed and Red.” Edna arched an eyebrow. “Age has its privileges, y’know.”

      Henri laughed. “Yeah, like you need privileges. You’re outdoing us all.”

      Edna smiled. “I know.”

      “Hi, Lucy,” the brunette said. “I remember you used to call me Miss Peggy and you always wore a different sock on each foot.”

      “She still does,” Henri said.

      “I can testify to that.” Josette winked at her.

      “Glad to hear it.” Peggy nodded. “And I’m delighted you’re here so I can thank you. I started wearing unmatched socks after seeing you do it. Some of my clients think I’m crazy, but I don’t care. It’s so freeing.”

      Pam made a face. “It sure wouldn’t be for me. That sock thing would tie me in knots. I’d spend fifteen minutes every morning debating which colors to mismatch.”

      “You’re not supposed to worry it to death,” Peggy said. “Just grab and go. If they clash, so what?”

      “That’s in your world. In my world, if they clash, I’m a mess all day. And my paint crew wouldn’t have let it go, either. They’re all big fussy-pants about bad color combos. Worse even than me.”

      Lucy spied Matt leaving the bar with three mugs of hard cider. “Real quick Ed, I heard you run the barrels and you have an indoor arena. Is it just you, or—”

      “Ed’s the pro,” Henri said. “We just mess around with it.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Ed rolled her eyes. “You’ve never seen such shenanigans. They give the phrase horsing around a whole new meaning.”

      “Any chance you’ll be using the arena this week? I’d love to watch.”

      “We might, at that.” Ed glanced around the table. “Depending on everyone’s schedule. We can let you know.”

      “Please do. I’d like to come with my sketchpad.”

      “Drinks incoming.” Matt arrived with Jake right behind him.

      “Matt, you’re such a good boy.” Ed beamed at him as she accepted a mug of hard cider. “I’ll bet you’ve been taking good care of Lucy since she arrived.”

      “I’ve done my best.” Matt flashed a smile at Lucy before delivering mugs to Peggy and Pam while Jake set down drinks in front of Henri, Josette and Anastasia, aka Red.

      “Complimentary onion rings and cheese sticks,” CJ said as he and Nick delivered baskets of each to the table.

      “Oh, Ben shouldn’t be doing that,” Henri said. “We can certainly pay for—”

      “My house, my rules.” A tall, sixty-something man with a luxurious head of white hair approached the table. “If I want to treat my best gals, that’s my prerogative.” His gaze swept the table before coming to rest on Henri. “Anything more you need?”

      “This is more than enough, Ben.” She gave him a smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re so welcome.” He turned and started to walk away. Then he paused next to Matt, said something in a low tone, gave Matt’s shoulder a squeeze, and left.

      Ed swiveled in Matt’s direction. “He’s comping us again, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Because it’s Valentine’s weekend.”

      Henri groaned. “I should have guessed he would.”

      “It’s a better excuse than Rubber Ducky Day was last month,” Pam said.

      “He shouldn’t be looking for excuses to treat us.” Henri sighed. “He’s in business to make money. I’ll talk with him about it.”

      “But not tonight, cheri,” Josette said.

      “No, not tonight.”

      “Tonight, we dance!” Ed pushed back her chair. “They’re playing Nine to Five. Come on, Red.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Chairs scraped as the women left the table.

      Ed glanced back at Matt. “Get Lucy out on the floor, son. This is a great song.” Then she hurried toward the dance floor.

      He held out his hand. “You game? It’s a fast one, so you shouldn’t have to resort to guided imagery.”

      She surveyed the dance floor. In addition to Ed and Red’s dancing duo, Henri had paired up with Josette and Peggy was two-stepping with Pam. Jake had taken Millie out on the floor and CJ had asked Kate. Nick and Rafe had found partners, too. The mood was joyous and she wanted in on that. “I’m game.”
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      His buddies were conspiring against him. Nick and CJ likely thought they were doing him a favor when they claimed exhaustion at the end of the evening and insisted on being dropped off at the bunkhouse rather than riding with him over to Lucy’s cabin.

      They laid it on thick all the way back to the ranch, to the point that Lucy started laughing once they were out of the truck. “They think we want to be alone, don’t they?”

      “Yes, they do.” He put the truck in gear.

      “It was a great evening.”

      “Definitely.” He pulled away from the bunkhouse. Her scent teased him with every breath he took. Get her home fast and then take off, Ramsey.

      “The band was amazing.”

      “Ben’s good about getting top-notch musicians.”

      “I think he has a crush on Henri.”

      “He does, but it’s doomed.” Maybe talking about Henri and Ben would distract him, get his heart rate back to normal.

      “That’s kind of sad. What’s his story?”

      “His wife died around the time I came to work at the Buckskin. The two couples had been friends for years, so Henri and Charley did what they could to help Ben weather the shock of being alone.”

      “Of course they would.”

      “Naturally, but my theory is that’s when Ben started falling for Henri. Then Charley died. Ben was there for Henri, of course, and she’s grateful, but she’s not ready to tie this into a bow and say it was all meant to be.” He parked in front of Lucy’s cabin and left the motor running.

      “I don’t know what that means anymore. I thought Kurt and I were meant to be because we worked together for two years, got along well and had a dream of creating our own advertising agency.”

      Clearly she wanted to talk. He shut off the motor. “Did you love him?”

      “That’s a hard question.”

      “It shouldn’t be.”

      “He cheated on me with my best friend on the day of the wedding. If I ever loved him, that killed it.”

      “Fair enough, but before that—”

      “I thought I loved him.”

      He shouldn’t be happy about that answer, but damn it, he was. Near as he could tell, she’d talked herself into being in love with that idiot because it worked into her plans. Whereas with him… ah, that way lay madness.

      “I’ve been thinking about our situation.”

      “Oh?” His chest grew tight.

      “I don’t think we’re going to make it through the week.”

      Breathe, dude, breathe. “Meaning what?”

      “We should have sex.”

      His entire body jerked. Slowly he turned to her and dragged in air. “How the hell did you come up with that conclusion? That’s like the worst-case scenario. We can’t chance it.”

      “We don’t have a choice. We both want to and we have way too many days and nights to get through. Sooner or later one of us is going to crack and it could be at a very inconvenient time.”

      His heart hammered. “Inconvenient?”

      “Specifically, when we can’t take it anymore and we just go for it, even if we don’t have birth control.”

      His cock throbbed. “I wouldn’t let that happen.”

      “Are you absolutely sure?”

      “Yes. You’re too important to me.”

      Her breath caught.

      Yeah, he’d just given her a big clue about how deep this went, at least on his side. Oh, well. “So you see, we don’t have to worry about getting carried away and taking risks.”

      “I guess not.” Her voice was very soft. “The thing is, I have condoms.”

      “What?”

      “You may not know this, but in addition to shampoo, lotion, and soap, my cabin is stocked with condoms. They’re Valentine themed.”

      “No kidding.”

      “I was surprised, too, but when I opened a bedside table drawer, there they were.”

      “What size?” Maybe they wouldn’t—

      “There’s an assortment.”

      An assortment. Heaven help him. He took a shaky breath. “Are you inviting me to spend the night with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even knowing that would probably make everything worse?”

      “Matt, I can only speak for myself, but I can’t imagine this getting any worse. We’re both powder kegs about to blow. We need to let off steam. At least that’s my take on it. Chime in anytime.”

      “It makes some kind of crazy sense.” He gripped the wheel. “But there’s so much potential for both of us to get hurt. I’m willing to accept the risk, but I’d cut off my right arm before I’d make you suffer.”

      “I’m already suffering.”

      “Oh. Good point. But I don’t see how having sex will help with that.”

      She laughed. “Seriously? Have you had any sex recently?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Sure you have. And I’m willing to bet it relieved whatever tension you were feeling at the time.”

      “Yes, it did. But she and I were just having fun. She left town a few weeks later. I was never in love with her.” Whoops. He might as well have taken out a billboard ad.

      She went quiet. Then she cleared her throat. “I’d cut off my right arm before I’d make you suffer, too. Let’s ditch the idea.”

      He didn’t want to ditch the idea. She’d planted it, and he couldn’t let it go, no matter how hard the consequences might kick him later. “I’m already suffering.” He gave her a quick glance.

      She was looking right at him, her eyes luminous in the light coming from her porch. “We can fix that.”

      His breathing went all to hell. This was happening. “I want it to be perfect.”

      She smiled. “It will be.”

      “Stay here. Let me come around and get you.”

      “Okay.”

      He fumbled with the seat belt. He never fumbled with the seat belt. Eventually he made it out of the truck, slipped on an icy patch and almost went down. Gulping for air, he opened her door and held out his hand.

      She grabbed hold, her grasp firm and warm.

      The magic connection did the trick. His breathing slowed and the trembling stopped. He helped her down with a steady grip and closed the door.

      Six years ago, she’d opened her heart to him and he’d kept his tightly closed. Tonight she’d laid her heart at his feet a second time. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.
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      The click of the door lock resonated with thrilling finality. At last. Lucy set her wallet and keys on the small table by the front window. The curtains closed out the world, leaving her alone with the man who’d been the hero of her dreams for eleven years.

      Holding his gaze, she slipped out of her jacket and hung it over the straight-backed chair pulled up to the table. Matt used the other chair for his and laid his hat next to her wallet and keys.

      “Can I get you anything?” Her voice squeaked a tiny bit. “The mini-fridge has—”

      “No thanks.” He took a step closer. “I’ve played this scene so many times in my head.” He smiled. “It never included refreshments.”

      “You’ve imagined making love to me?”

      “More times than I can count.”

      Her breath quickened. “I’ve imagined it, too.” She moved toward him, her hands at her sides. “How did you picture it going?”

      His eyes sparkled. “Faster than this.”

      That made her laugh. “Want to speed things up?”

      “No.” He cradled her face gently and combed his fingers through her hair. “We spent eleven years getting here. Rushing through it seems wrong.”

      “It does.” She rested her palms on his chest and absorbed the warmth. Then she lifted her head and reveled in the heat simmering in his eyes. “But just so you know, I may look calm, but underneath I’m getting ready to party.”

      “Then let’s get this party started.” Leaning down, he captured her mouth with unhurried confidence.

      The mastery telegraphed by that kiss curled her toes and sent her pulse into overdrive. The last time he’d engaged in this activity, he’d been fighting to maintain control. The fight was over. She was about to get everything Matt Ramsey had to give.

      He took his time deepening the kiss. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he gradually eliminated the space between them until he’d tucked into every valley and hollow, sealing them together.

      His mouth lifted. “God, you feel good.” Then he returned, building tension with the thrust of his tongue and the press of his aroused body.

      With a soft moan, she shifted her hips, seeking to intensify the connection she longed for.

      He got the message. Sliding his hands into the back pockets of her jeans, he lifted her off the floor and nestled her against his package.

      Yes. She wrapped her legs around his hips and her arms around his neck as he carried her to the bed.

      He lowered her to the edge of the mattress and sank to his knees. Pulling back, he dragged in air. “I want you so much.”

      “I want you, too.” She reached for the buttons of her shirt.

      He caught her hands in his. “Let me.”

      “Okay, but hurry.”

      “Uh-uh.” He unfasted the first button. Leaning toward her, he pressed his mouth against her hot skin as he worked the second button loose. He nibbled and licked his way down until he uncovered her black lace bra, one she’d bought while he was in Logan’s.

      Quickly unbuttoning the rest of her shirt, he spread it open and sucked in a breath. “Tell me you thought of me when you bought this. Lie if you have to.”

      “Who else would I be thinking of? Even if I never expected you to see it.”

      His gaze lifted to hers. “You’re such a gift, Lucy.”

      The passion in his eyes lit fires in every part of her body, but the tenderness stole her heart. “I can’t wait for you to unwrap me. In case you didn’t notice, there’s a front catch.”

      “I noticed. But once I open it, all bets are off.” He rested his hand on her thighs. “And you’re still wearing your jeans and boots.”

      “The same could be said of you, cowboy. You’re way more dressed than I am.”

      “I can handle that in under two minutes.”

      “You’ve timed yourself getting naked?”

      “No, but I’ll bet I’m right.” Sitting back on his heels, he tugged off her red dancing boots and socks. “No blisters?”

      “No blisters. I’m touched that you asked.”

      He placed a kiss on each instep. “It matters.”

      She shivered at the velvet brush of his mouth on her foot. He cherished her in a way that no man ever had. No wonder she’d been eager to live a rural life in Montana with him.

      He neatly divested her of her jeans without taking off the black lace panties that matched the bra. When he’d finished, leaving her wearing only her undies, he stepped back, his hot gaze focused on her as he undid the snaps on his yoked Western shirt.

      Trembling with anticipation, she got up and threw back the covers. Then she stretched out on her side. She’d waited years for this. She didn’t want to miss a thing.

      He peeled off his yoked shirt and tossed it in the direction of the chair where he’d left his jacket. A snug white T-shirt showcased his muscled chest. Reaching behind his neck, he grabbed the back of the T-shirt.

      Moisture pooled in her mouth. Six years ago, a shirtless Matt had fueled her fantasies. He yanked the T-shirt over his head and flung it at the chair. She forgot to breathe.

      Dark chest hair enhanced a sculpted torso worthy of a calendar shoot. Bracing his palm against the wall, he pulled off his boots and socks, which worked those lovely pecs and abs. All hers for the night. Oh, baby.

      The narrow line of dark hair disappeared behind an oval belt buckle etched with an image of a rearing horse. Her pulse rate leaped into the red zone as he unhooked the buckle, unfastened the metal button underneath and took hold of the zipper.

      Then he paused. “I’d better—”

      “Don’t you dare chicken out!” She glanced up, heart pounding.

      His eyes glittered. “No way, Luce.”

      She sighed in relief. “Good.”

      “I just need to know where the condoms are.”

      “Right here.” Sitting up, she opened the nightstand drawer. An array of small foil packets in pink, red, silver or gold sparkled in the lamplight. Each color was a different size, from pink for small to gold for extra-large, and each had a message printed on it.

      Chest heaving, Matt surveyed the contents of the drawer. “Wow. Millie got creative.” He picked up three gold packets and laid them on the nightstand.

      She gulped. “Is that a prediction?”

      “An estimate. We might need more.”

      “More?”

      His gaze traveled over her as he reached for his zipper. “You know, making up for lost time.” His tone was casual, but the glow in his eyes was not.

      His intensity stole her breath. What had she gotten herself into? Then he shoved his jeans and briefs down.

      Kicking them aside, he approached the bed, virility rolling off him in waves. A deep, primitive ache settled in her core. No going back, now.
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      Matt dragged in a breath as Lucy scooted over to make room for him in the king-sized bed. This wasn’t real. Any second he’d wake up in the bunkhouse, but until then he’d enjoy the hell out of the best damn dream of his life.

      She welcomed him with open arms, her mouth eager for his kisses, her body flushed and warm. When he undid the clasp of her bra and cupped her pert breasts, she arched into his caress with a whimper that sent heat surging to his groin.

      He pulled one taut nipple into his mouth. As he rolled it over his tongue, she gasped his name, her fingertips pressing urgently against his scalp. She tasted like heaven and he went a little crazy, kissing and licking the sweet breasts he hadn’t been privileged to see and fondle until tonight.

      He lost track of where her hands were until she wrapped them around his aching cock. This dream just got better and better. Except a climax would put an end to it.

      Grasping her wrists, he drew back. “You’ll make me come.”

      “I had to touch you.” Her breathy voice fanned the flames as her grip tightened and her thumb rubbed the sensitive tip. “You’re magnificent.”

      What guy wouldn’t want to hear that? But he was hanging on by a thread. He gulped for air. “Turn me loose, please.”

      “Only if you promise to grab one of those golden packets and make me a happy girl.”

      He loved that she was impatient, but he’d barely begun to explore. “First I need to take off those lacy black panties.” He nibbled on her mouth.

      “I can do that while you—”

      “You bought those panties for me.” He traced her lips with the tip of his tongue. “Let me take them off.”

      Her body surrendered in advance of her murmured okay. She let go of his cock and relaxed in his arms, supple and willing. Trusting. His heart swelled with a tenderness that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with an emotion he couldn’t confront straight on. It had the power to break him.

      Pushing back the covers, he made a slow, worshipful journey from her lips to the hollow of her throat. He touched down on each breast, rosy and moist from his kisses. She quivered with each caress.

      He traced a path to her flat belly and lower. Her breath quickened as he reached the black scrap of lace that passed for underwear. Hooking his thumbs in the elastic band, he drew it over her hips, revealing the blond thatch of curls covering his ultimate destination.

      The rich aroma of arousal greeted him. Her panties were soaked. He pulled them to her knees and nuzzled her damp inner thighs.

      Her sharp intake of breath announced she was onto him. “You’re up to no good, cowboy.”

      “I’m up to all kinds of good.” Sliding her panties free, he returned to the fragrant juncture of her thighs, wedged them apart with his shoulders and took command.

      Her startled oh! soon turned to cries of passion. Sliding his hands under her firm bottom, he lifted her to gain greater access and loved her for all he was worth.

      She came quickly, her climax bathing his tongue with the nectar of her orgasm. He stayed with her until her breathing slowed. Then he eased up her supple body, his sweat mingling with hers, and captured her mouth, sharing with her the taste of joyous release.

      Evidently she liked it, because she moaned and took the kiss deeper, wrapping him in a tight embrace. He settled in. Sure, he was greedy and wanted more, especially with all those golden condom packages lying on the nightstand. His cock certainly would appreciate more.

      But this unexpected chance to love her, to explore her lithe body and give her a climax—if that was all he ever had, it would be enough.

      She wasn’t moving in that direction, though. Grasping his face firmly in both hands, she exerted enough pressure to put a hair’s-breadth distance between her mouth and his. “That was wonderful.”

      “Does that mean you’re a happy woman?”

      “Very happy, but you took out three condoms.”

      “So I did.”

      “And now I have expectations.”

      His cock twitched. “Do you, now?”

      “Huge expectations.”

      “Maybe I should do something about that.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “At your service.” The fire he’d temporarily smothered roared to life as he rolled toward the nightstand and grabbed one of the foil packets.

      He read the message and smiled. Ripping the foil, he pulled out the condom and put it on. Then he began to shake. This was a big deal. He wanted it more than he’d ever wanted anything, but it raised the stakes.

      That wouldn’t stop him. Nothing would short of fire or flood. But no point in kidding himself. Once he sank into the warmth of Lucy’s soft body, nothing would ever be the same.

      “Matt?”

      He turned back to her. “I’m here.” Moving over her, he braced himself on his forearms and he gazed into her eyes. “I’m right here.”

      “Me, too.” She stroked his sweaty back. “Right here. Did you read the message?”

      His heart squeezed. “I did.” Keeping eye contact, he settled between her thighs and probed her slick entrance with the tip of his cock.

      Her rapid breathing made her breasts quiver. “What did it say?”

      “I’m yours.” And he pushed forward, easing into her tight channel, watching her eyes. When they widened, he paused. “Too much?”

      She shook her head. “A lot. But...” She gave him an impish smile. “I like it.”

      “That’s great news.” And bad news. This was going to be very, very good. For him and likely for her. He went deeper, up to the hilt. “Still okay?”

      Excitement created twin flames in her blue eyes. “Incredible. You feel… right.”

      “I’m glad.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Almost like in my dreams.”

      “You’ve dreamed this?”

      “Several times. Have you?”

      “Yes. Maybe we’re dreaming now.”

      “We’re not.”

      “How do you know?” He shifted slightly to get even closer.

      “This is way better. Perfect.”

      “Yeah.” His heart stuttered. “Perfect.” Poised on the edge of the abyss, he took a long, slow breath. Then he hurled himself over the edge.
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      Way better than a dream. Lucy caught Matt’s athletic rhythm and rose to meet each vigorous thrust. Her climax hovered near as delicious friction wound the spring tighter and she began to pant.

      “Come for me, Lucy.” His eyes glowed hot as he picked up the pace.

      “Not ’till you do.” She gulped in air.

      “But—”

      “Waiting for you, cowboy.”

      “Fair enough.” He bore down and his breathing roughened. “Hang on.”

      “Gotcha.” She clutched his tight buns and absorbed the rapid flex of his glutes.

      “You close?”

      “Right there.” She sucked in air as the first tremor hit. “Now.” With a wild cry, she plummeted over the edge, her release spinning her in a glorious dance of pleasure.

      “Lucy… ah, Lucy.” With a groan wrenched from the depths of his chest, Matt drove home one last time and came, gasping for breath, his cock pulsing wildly within her.

      Bowing his head, he trembled in the aftershocks. “Wow.”

      “Uh-huh.” She swallowed. “Still think you’ll use two more?”

      “Ask me again…” He cleared his throat. “In twenty minutes.”

      “That’s all?”

      He lifted his head and smiled. “Considering how great that was, it might be less.”

      “It was pretty darned spectacular.”

      “Best ever.”

      “Ever?”

      “Speaking strictly for myself.”

      She held his gaze. “Same here.”

      His eyes darkened and he opened his mouth as if he was about to say something. Then he closed it again.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “Never mind.” He eased away from her. “Be right back.”

      After he went into the bathroom, she climbed out of bed and took the complimentary terry robe from the closet. She owned one just like it, embroidered with the ranch logo of a lariat circling the initials BR. It was in the suitcase she’d left at the church.

      Tying the sash, she grabbed her sketchpad and pencils and sat in one of the swivel rockers in front of the unlit fireplace. She wanted to get the image onto paper before it faded.

      “If you’re wearing that, I’m putting on my jeans.”

      “I’m chilly, not modest.”

      He picked up his jeans and briefs. “Want me to start a fire?”

      “I think you already did.” She snuck a peek at his chest and glanced at the sketch. Not bad.

      “In the fireplace, smart-aleck.”

      “I think it’s a waste of wood. It’s not like we’ll be sitting here enjoying it.”

      “Unless you want to change the venue and spread a blanket on the floor.”

      “We still wouldn’t be paying attention to the fire.”

      “Good point.” He zipped his jeans and fastened the buckle. “What are you drawing?”

      “You.”

      “Naked?” He sounded horrified.

      She closed the sketchpad. “Would that be a problem?”

      “Damn straight it would be a problem.” He walked toward her. “Let me see it.”

      “It’s not finished.”

      “Oh, yes, it is. If there’s a naked picture of me in that sketchpad, it’s going bye-bye.”

      She smiled. He was adorable. “But I thought you were excited that I’m drawing again.”

      “Let me see it, Luce.” Scowling, he held out his hand.

      “If you insist.” She flipped the pages until she came to her most recent sketch. “Like I said, it’s not finished.” She handed him the sketchpad.

      His scowl faded. “So I’m only half-naked.” He studied the image. “Great job on the detail. The etching on my buckle looks exactly like the real thing.”

      “I was intensely focused on your buckle.”

      He laughed. “Uh-huh. That must be why you left out the obvious detail below the buckle.”

      “You mean the fact you were about to bust out of your jeans?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He glanced up. “Thank you for eliminating that element.”

      “It’s part of my mental picture, but it doesn’t need to be part of this one. And by the way, this sketch is for me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Unless you want it.”

      “Uh, that would be a solid no. The one you did in the barn of me and Thunderbolt, I’ll hang that up with pride. But I’m not displaying a sketch of me looking like I’m posing for a beefcake calendar. Can you imagine how that would play with the guys?”

      “Yes.” She grinned.

      His scowl returned. “Lucy Patterson, you’d better not be thinking of showing this around.”

      “Just teasing you. Like I said, it’s for me.”

      “Something to remember me by?” He made it sound like a joke.

      But she wasn’t fooled. The temporary nature of their situation bothered him. It bothered her, too, but she’d rather have something than nothing. “I don’t need a sketch to remember you.”

      “Ditto.” He held her gaze for a moment. Then he glanced back at the image. “You said it wasn’t finished. It looks finished to me.”

      “I’d like to get more definition on a few things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Your chest hair, mostly. I only had a short time to study you after you took off your T-shirt.”

      “Next time I’ll remember to drag out the process.”

      She hesitated. “Or, if you’d be willing to sit in the other easy chair for five minutes right now, sketching from life is always better than relying on memory…”

      He glanced at the drawing. “Sure, why not?” He handed her the sketchpad.

      “You will?” He was full of surprises. “That’s awesome.”

      “How do you want me?”

      Any way I can get you. “Just sit in the rocker and turn toward me.”

      “Okay.” He lowered himself into the chair and swung around.

      Balancing her sketchpad on her lap, she picked up a pencil. The pose wasn’t quite right, though. “Scoot your butt back and sit up as straight as you can. Throw your chest out a little.”

      “Throw my chest out?”

      “You did it before.”

      “When?”

      “After you took off your T-shirt.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You know, like this.” She took a deep breath and arched her back.

      His eyes gleamed with appreciation. “Very nice. But I don’t do that.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. Maybe it’s an unconscious behavior when you’re aroused.”

      He smiled. “Then I guess you’d better do something to get me aroused.”

      “Like what?”

      “Slip that robe off one shoulder and give me a peek at your breast.”

      “Really?”

      “For the sake of your art.”

      “Can’t you just expand your chest?”

      His gaze sparkled. “Evidently I need the proper motivation.”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake.” She pushed the robe off her left shoulder. “How’s that?”

      “A little more, please. Good. Very sexy.”

      She glanced at him. “Well, your chest is definitely expanding.”

      “See?”

      “Men.” She worked quickly, creating the swirls around his nipples and the pattern covering his pecs, which looked much more like they had when he’d undressed earlier.

      His breathing had changed, too. And he was gripping the arms of the chair as if to hold him in it. “Almost done?” His words sounded strained.

      “Almost.” She darkened the strip of hair that led to his belt buckle. Hm. His chest wasn’t the only thing expanding. She’d experienced the wonder of what was stretching the denim. Maybe this sketch was finished. Yep, all done.

      Closing the sketchpad and tucking the pencil away, she stood and laid everything on the seat of the chair. “Finished.”

      “Thank God.” He pushed himself out of the chair with a groan. “Another five minutes and I’d be singing soprano.”

      “That bad?”

      “Ladies have no clue what guys endure.” He closed the gap between them and slipped his hands under the lapels of her robe.

      “Poor baby. Anything I can do to help?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He quickly divested her of the robe, scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bed.
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      Incredibly, the second time with Lucy topped the first. And the third was better yet. If Matt hadn’t set the alarm on his phone, he would have been happily making love to her a fourth time when he was supposed to be down at the barn.

      As it was, he was pulling away from her cabin as Henri drove up, her truck’s headlights sweeping the area.

      He put on the brakes. Driving off wasn’t mannerly.

      She came alongside, rolled down her window and flashed him a grin.

      He hit the button and lowered his window. His unshaven face said it all. “Hi, Henri.”

      “Hi, Matt.”

      “I’d intended to be gone before you got here.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Word gets around. Did you have a nice evening?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Does she still want to help feed this morning?”

      “Absolutely. She’s waiting for you, probably peeking out the window right this minute.”

      “She’s had a crush on you for years.”

      “I know.”

      “Should be an interesting rest of the week. See you at the barn.” She rolled up the window.

      He drove to the barn because it was quicker and he was already late. When he walked in, CJ was working from the front, his preferred starting point. He ended the tuneless whistle that accompanied every job he tackled and broke into a grin. “Didn’t have time to shave, huh?”

      “Hey, CJ. Sorry I’m late.”

      “I understand completely. I’ll bet you’re glad Nick and I made you drop us off.”

      “Uh, yeah.” He ducked in the tack room to hang up his jacket and fetch some work gloves.

      “It didn’t go well? Man, it seemed like you two—”

      “It went well.” He stepped out of the tack room and had to go back for his phone. Not on his game this morning.

      “And you don’t want to talk about it. That’s cool.”

      He glanced at CJ. The guy was only trying to be nice. “You know how it is.”

      “No, sadly, I don’t know how it is. I’m a lonesome cowboy looking for love.”

      “She’s out there somewhere.” He managed an encouraging smile and made tracks for the other wheelbarrow propped at the back of the barn.

      “Just what I need, a woman with a lousy sense of direction.”

      Matt laughed. Time to lighten up, but that was easier said than done. When he was with Lucy, emotion carried the day…or night. But he wasn’t with her now, and reason had claimed the spotlight.

      He’d loaded hay flakes into the wheelbarrow and started back down the aisle when his phone pinged with a text. He pulled it out. Candace. Then it pinged again. Unidentified number. He quickly scanned the text. Mary Jane, wanting to meet for coffee. Another ping with just a number. Shannon, asking him out for a drink tonight.

      “Is that your phone?”

      “Yep.” The follow-up chimes came in and he silenced the phone.

      “What’s with all the texts? I can’t picture Lucy bombarding you like that.”

      “She isn’t.” He tucked the phone away and picked up the wheelbarrow handles.

      “Then who?”

      “Some of the women I danced with last night.” He opened Thunderbolt’s stall door.

      “Holy crap! The sun’s barely up!”

      “I’m aware.” He delivered hay to his stallion along with a friendly pat.

      “Look, since you’re otherwise occupied, how about giving them my number?”

      “Glad to. Which brings up the question, how did they get mine?” He closed Thunderbolt’s stall door.

      “You didn’t give it to them?”

      “Sure didn’t.”

      “Then I’m stumped, although I’ve heard you can find anybody’s number online if you work at it.”

      Matt glanced back at Thunderbolt and sighed. “That’s it, then. I made a website for my breeding operation. Put my number there.”

      “Yeah, but it’s been up for months.”

      “I know.” He moved on down the line, depositing flakes into empty hay nets.

      “I can’t believe the haircut inspired women to start texting you at the crack of dawn.”

      “Me, either.”

      “But even if that’s not it, I’m gonna cover my bases. I’m booking an appointment at Tres Beau as soon as my old haircut grows out. Too bad I just—” He was interrupted by the barn door opening. “Well, good morning, ladies. Not much wind for a change.”

      “Yep,” Henri said. “I’m happy about that.”

      Lucy was in the house. Matt’s internal temperature shot up. “Henri, were you and Lucy planning to handle the oats again?”

      “We will,” Henri said. “Count on us for the rest of the week. I’ll put it on the schedule.”

      “Sounds good.” He went back to delivering hay, but fatigue was getting the better of him. How was Lucy doing? They’d taken a couple of short cat naps in between making love, but those couldn’t be counted as actual sleep.

      Should he have left earlier? Probably. But her enthusiasm had never waned. She’d initiated the action the third time, teasing him playfully, taking the top position, driving him crazy….

      He blinked, shook his head and glanced around. Almost finished. Then he and CJ could turn out the geldings who weren’t getting oats.

      He’d left in such a rush that he and Lucy had no plan. Would she want to spend any time with him today? Would she want him to spend the night again? Was that understood?

      After delivering the last hay flake, he put away the wheelbarrow. CJ’s was already propped against the back wall. At some point CJ must have come past him, but he’d completely missed that.

      As for CJ, he was leaning against the stall where Henri and Lucy were making over the buckskin colt Aristotle and Henri’s mare Guinevere. Matt walked in that direction.

      CJ looked over as he approached. “Ready to turn out some of the boys?”

      “Thought we might.” He stood beside CJ and gazed into the stall where Lucy and Henri were feeding mom and colt small carrot chunks. Lucy’s enraptured expression made him smile. She’d always been nutty about the young horses.

      She looked up and caught him watching her. “I’m in love.”

      “I can tell.” She was talking about the colt. That didn’t matter to his heart, which pumped faster.

      “Lucy’s given me a beautiful sketch of these two.” Henri glanced his way. “She showed me the one she did of you and Thunderbolt. If you want, I can take them both to Peter for framing.”

      “That would be great. Let me know how much and I’ll—”

      “I have an idea.” Lucy fed the colt the last carrot, wiped her hands on her jeans and turned to Matt. “Before you get that image framed, you might want to consider making a digital version so later you can get some high-quality copies.”

      “I can understand getting a digital copy in case the original gets messed up, but why would I need more?”

      “You could either sell them or use them as giveaways to promo your breeding operation.”

      Henri’s head came up. “That’s brilliant. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that years ago. The one of Aristotle and Guinevere would make a fabulous promo image. But if I’m using it commercially, you should get paid.”

      “Same with my picture,” Matt said, “but I have no idea what a fair price would be.”

      “It’s simple.” Lucy smiled. “The price is zero. Both sketches are gifts and I won’t take money for them. That’s final.”

      Matt shook his head. “But if we’re using them for—”

      “I understand her point, Matt. What she created for us is a labor of love.”

      There was that word again. It kept coming up and socking him in the gut. “But we’re using the picture to make money.”

      “With my blessing,” Lucy said.

      “Okay, I’ll go with that.” Henri pinned her with a sharp glance. “But what if I wanted to commission something specific?”

      “Like what?”

      “An image for a Christmas card, and another one for the thank-you cards I send out to guests after they’ve gone home. I’ve bought whatever Western-themed ones I could find, but this would be better. I can’t remember the term for presenting the same look all the time, but that’s what this would do.”

      “It’s called branding.”

      “That’s it. Your sketches have the right feel for promoting a ranch or a breeding operation. It’s partly the subject matter and partly the medium. The images look rustic, and we specialize in rustic around here, right, Matt?”

      “Never thought about it. I guess that’s true of the Buckskin. Me, I just specialize in sperm.”

      Everybody cracked up.

      He didn’t get why. “I’m not sure how you’d brand that, though.”

      “Subtly.” Lucy had laughed so hard she’d given herself the hiccups. She wiped tears from her eyes. “Very… subtly.”

      CJ punched him lightly on the arm. “Hey, buddy. Let’s turn out some critters.”

      “Okay.” He followed CJ to the back of the barn. Shortly after that they led Thunder and three of the geldings outside.

      CJ eyed him as they walked the horses to the pasture gate. “You must have had some kind of night. I’ve never seen you this loopy.”

      “I’m not loopy.”

      “Oh, no? Mister I specialize in sperm?”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “If you don’t know, I’m not going to explain it. In your current condition, you wouldn’t get it, anyway.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. Not by a long shot. But damn, I would love to be in your shoes, even loopy as you are. You just spent the night with a wonderful woman and you have a dozen more texting you at daybreak.”

      “Not a dozen. Three.” That he knew of. He’d silenced his phone and hadn’t looked at it again.

      “Plus Lucy makes four women currently hot for your body. That’s rock star status, bro.”

      “I only want Lucy.” He led his charges into the pasture, unclipped the lead ropes and smacked them on the rump to send them off.

      “From where I stand, you’ve got her.”

      Matt sighed. “No, I don’t, CJ. And the hell of it is, I never will.”
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      Lucy needed to talk to Matt privately, but that wasn’t in the cards. He and CJ turned out the horses and then they walked together to the bunkhouse for some breakfast. Poor guy probably needed a meal and a nap.

      But God, was he funny when he was exhausted. I specialize in sperm. Well, yeah. He was standing Thunderbolt at stud. And Matt himself was… a stud. No getting around that. Even when he was dead on his feet, he was the sexiest guy she’d ever come across.

      Henri offered her a ride to the dining hall for breakfast and asked to join her. She was glad for the company. She was a little rocky, herself, after virtually no sleep and a marathon of lovemaking.

      Once they had their food and coffee, Henri got right to the point. “I need the 411 on you and Matt. You’re both very dear to me and I don’t want to be blindsided by a crisis.”

      “I don’t want that, either.” Lucy sipped her coffee to buy time. “I’ve been crazy about him since I was fourteen.”

      “I know that. Moving on.”

      “At nineteen, I announced I was in love with him and wanted to live with him in Montana. He turned me down.”

      “Aw. That explains a lot.”

      “Fast forward to last Friday. I built my career, found a guy, and planned to parade my new husband in front of Matt.”

      Henri blinked. “That’s why you booked us for the honeymoon?”

      “Partially. I missed this place like crazy and wanted to come back anyway. The honeymoon gave me an excuse, but subconsciously I think I needed to show Matt I had a handsome man who wanted me.”

      Henri shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can see why you’d do that, but it’s not a good reason to get married.”

      “That’s for sure. I’m not excusing Kurt for what he did, but maybe… if he sensed I didn’t love him with all my heart…”

      “There’s a better way to handle the problem than cheating.”

      Lucy sighed. “Of course. And there’s the matter of my best friend having an affair with my fiancé. But marrying him would have been a huge mistake. They did me a favor.”

      “I’d agree, but that doesn’t absolve them.”

      “No. But I’m not as self-righteous as I was when I ran out of that church.”

      “That’s a good thing. Self-righteousness makes you old before your time.”

      “I totally believe that.”

      “So what about Matt?”

      Lucy ducked her head. “Henri, that’s all my fault. I invited him to spend the night with me.”

      “It’s nobody’s fault. He could have refused.”

      She screwed up her courage and looked Henri in the eye. “But it turns out he’s wanted me all this time. He’s only human.”

      “So are you.”

      Her shoulders dropped. “So human. That man is my kryptonite.”

      “I used to say that about Charley.”

      “But in your case, it was a good thing.”

      “Not at first. I was an Indiana farm girl. Midwestern through and through. My heart belonged to the land and the Wabash River.”

      Lucy smiled. “I assume you got over that.”

      “And caught flak from my entire family. My mom and dad have passed on, but my sisters and brother still give me hell for leaving my Indiana home.”

      “I can’t imagine you anywhere else.”

      “I can’t either… now. But when I made that leap of faith, going against my family’s wishes, I was scared stiff.”

      “Did you leave a good job?”

      “Tell me about it. I was a professor at Purdue.”

      “You were a professor?”

      “I don’t mention it often. It doesn’t matter, really, and I’d rather be thought of as a rancher. That fits better with the rustic image the Buckskin’s promoted through the years.”

      “What were you a professor of?”

      “Animal science. I wanted to raise buckskins, but I didn’t have the money and the family farm was for growing grain. Charley had both money and land. Besides, he turned me on. That’s the critical part of the equation.”

      “I feel like you’re trying to tell me something.”

      “And doing a bad job of it if you haven’t figured out the message yet. Here it is. Don’t build a life with someone who’s a good companion or a congenial business partner. Build it with someone who’s your kryptonite.”
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      Henri’s advice made a catchy sound bite, but Lucy didn’t dare take it literally. Her situation was very different from Henri’s. She wasn’t eager to breed horses for a living. Her degree was in marketing and Apple Grove was too small to support someone with her skills.

      After breakfast, she went back to her cabin and picked up her sketchpad. But drowsiness overcame her and eventually she caved. Hanging the Do Not Disturb sign on her cabin door, she stripped down to her undies and crawled back into the unmade bed that still carried the scent of lovemaking.

      The ping of a text woke her from an erotic dream involving Matt. Picking up her phone from the nightstand, she glanced at the screen. Exactly the name she wanted to see there.

      I have an hour available now if you want to take a short trail ride. We’d have to leave in about ten minutes.

      She texted back. You’re on. I’ll come to the stable.

      I’ll ride over and pony Lucky Ducky. It’ll be good practice for Thunder and save you the trip.

      Great.

      She dressed quickly, pulled on her barn boots and brushed her hair. Fortunately, the new style was an easy keeper. A hat with a brim would be nice, but she hadn’t bought one, so the stretchy knit would have to do.

      Shoving her arms into the sleeves of her shearling jacket, she waited by the window. The first time she’d seen Matt, before she’d known his name, the sound of his voice or the color of his eyes, he’d been in the round pen schooling a troublesome bay.

      Although the horse had tried every trick in the book to gain control, Matt had used patience and a firm hand to win him over. He’d won her over, too. From then on, her heart had beat a little faster whenever Matt mounted up.

      She’d denied herself that thrill for six long years. Anticipation churned in her stomach as she watched for him to come around the bend.

      There. Her breath caught. As the stallion arched his neck and tossed his head, Matt’s gloved hands stayed easy on the reins. Silver decorating the hand-tooled saddle caught the sunlight as Thunderbolt pranced a little. Matt’s thighs flexed as he tightened his grip until the stallion settled.

      She smiled. Odds were good that Matt relished the prospect of this ride as much or more than she did. A cowboy didn’t buy a handsome stallion and a beautiful saddle for solo rides down lonely trails. City guys drove sports cars. Cowboys rode magnificent horses like Thunderbolt.

      Lucky Ducky walked calmly along on the stallion’s left, his chest even with Thunder’s haunches. Tenderness for her old pal made her a little misty-eyed. He looked good for his age.

      After buttoning her coat, she put on her gloves and hat before walking outside. “Spectacular entrance. I’m impressed.”

      Matt grinned as he reined in the stallion. “That was the idea.” Looping the reins around the horn, he dismounted before unhooking Lucky’s lead rope.

      Then he coiled the rope and tied it to his saddle. “I’m damn proud of this animal. I love showing him off.” He walked toward her and rested his gloved hands on her shoulders. “I’ve missed you. Did you sleep?”

      “I did. Had a hot dream about you.”

      “Hm.” He gazed into her eyes and his grip tightened. “When you look at me like that…” His chest heaved. “I forget everything else.”

      “I’m the same.” She moistened her lips. “Do you think... is it because we waited so long?”

      “Maybe.” His attention drifted to her mouth. “It’s like I’ve found the best thing in the world and I can’t get enough.”

      “Me, too.”

      “We can’t leave the horses and go inside, though. Lucky would be okay, but Thunder could wander off. He’s not completely trained.”

      She glanced over his shoulder. “You mean like he’s wandering now? And Lucky Ducky is following him.”

      Matt whirled around. “Damn. Thunder!” He whistled through his teeth. The stallion kept meandering toward the next cabin in the circle. “I don’t want to chase him down on foot. He might just take off.”

      “I can get Lucky to come to me.” She called his name. “Hey, big boy, come back over here.”

      Lucky paused and glanced back at her.

      “Lucky! Over here, big guy. We’re going riding, you and me. It’ll be like old times.”

      “Good, here he comes. I’m better off going after Thunder on him than on foot.” He reached for the gelding’s bridle. “Hey, Lucky, thanks for coming back, buddy.” He glanced back at her. “See you in a minute.”

      Swinging into the saddle, he rode in a wide arc and intercepted the stallion’s progress. A little dodging and weaving ensued, but he finally got a grip on Thunder’s bridle and led him back to where she stood.

      She glanced up with a smile. “Shall we go for our ride, now?”

      “God, yes.” He kept his hold on Thunder’s bridle as he dismounted. “That was way more complicated than it was supposed to be.” He gazed at her. “How long do you think we’ll be like this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I mean, it’s ridiculous. I can’t seem to focus on anything but making love to you.”

      “Would you say I’m your kryptonite?”

      He nodded. “Perfect description.”
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      Matt waited for Lucy to mount up before he climbed back on Thunder. “Which trail do you want to take?”

      “The meadow trail, if it’s passable.”

      “It is. Jake and Rafe took some folks out there yesterday afternoon. They said it was fine.”

      “Good. That was always my favorite because it’s wide enough to ride next to each other. We can talk.”

      “I’ve always liked that trail the best, too.” He clucked to Thunder. “Off we go.”

      “You liked being able to talk to me?”

      “Lucy, I liked everything about you. I still do.”

      “I guess… I’m still processing that.”

      “Even after last night?”

      “When you turned me down, I spent six years convincing myself that I’d misread you, that you were only being nice to a guest and had no romantic thoughts about me. That kind of conditioning doesn’t go away overnight.”

      He sighed. “I suppose not. I hate that I had that effect on you.”

      “You know what? I’m not bringing it up anymore. Let’s look forward instead of back.”

      “Sure.” Except when he looked forward, he saw Lucy walking away. So he’d stick with the present. “I’ll get the gate.” He rode up to the fence line that separated ranch property from state-owned multi-use land.

      “At breakfast this morning Henri told me she left a professorship to marry Charley.”

      “Not many know that.” He unlatched the metal access gate and motioned her through.

      “Now that I do, I’m not surprised. It rounds out my picture of Henri.”

      “She’s amazing, all right.” He followed her and turned back to close the gate. “While I was standing around in a daze, she latched right onto your promo suggestion.”

      “You were in a daze because you’d had no sleep. Which reminds me. Have you slept today?”

      “Yes, ma’am. And later, when we’re not in charge of a couple of horses, we can compare dreams.”

      “Right. No zoning out while we’re aboard twelve-hundred-pound animals. Years ago you impressed that upon me.”

      He winced. “And then I let Thunder wander off. Some role model I am.”

      “You’re probably still sleep-deprived. How many hours did you get?”

      “About four. How about you?” He evaluated the trail ahead. A few slushy parts, but relatively clear.

      “I slept for nearly five.”

      “You skipped lunch?”

      “I needed sleep more.”

      “Good thing I brought you snacks.”

      “Peanut butter and crackers?” Her eyes sparkled.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “How did you have time to make that?”

      “I didn’t. The minute you texted back that you wanted to go, I called on Jake’s good nature. He made ’em while I saddled the horses. Want some?”

      “You bet I do. This takes me right back to those long summer rides we went on. Do you have them handy?”

      He dug in his jacket pocket and handed her a canvas zippered bag.

      “They’re even in the same bag.” She opened it and took out a cracker and peanut butter mini-sandwich.

      “Not the same bag from years ago. We’ve ordered replacements since then, but Jake’s fond of those bags and the company’s still around.”

      “I love that about the Buckskin. Things stay the same.” She bit into the cracker. “Mm.”

      “They don’t stay exactly the same.”

      She chewed and swallowed. “Yeah. Charley’s gone.”

      “And Seth’s moved to Eagles Nest.”

      “And Kate is the cook. I’m sad about Seth’s mom, but Kate seems to be doing a great job. I like her.”

      “Everybody does. Henri has a gift for finding the right people. Oh, and I talked to her about making high resolution copies of the drawing. She has someone who can do that for us, but you need to contact them to authorize it.”

      “I’ll call when we get back. The rights to the image are exclusive to you, though. If someone wants it, they must go through you. That’s the beauty of it.”

      “I can see the value. And I’m grateful.”

      “Hey, it’s fun for me. You know how much I love sketching.” She glanced around. “Inspiration is everywhere. The mountains, the forest, these two horses picking their way through the small drifts.” She glanced at him. “You with your collar turned up. I’ve never seen you bundled up like this.”

      “I’ve never seen you bundled up, either.” Or naked, flushed and glowing from his kisses. He’d never tire of looking at her. He’d make the most of this week.

      “We used to canter over this meadow, but it doesn’t seem like a good idea now.”

      “We’d get soaked and there’s no telling what’s under the snow. Come back this summer and we’ll do it again.”

      She gazed at him. “I was thinking I’d show up earlier, like spring.”

      “Good choice. If it’s late spring, the apple trees will be in bloom.” Such a casual conversation. As if her coming and going was of no real consequence, when it was everything.

      “Will you stay with me again tonight?”

      He sucked in a breath. “If you want that.”

      “You know I do. But it’s only fair to warn you that Henri’s concerned that our relationship might turn into a crisis.”

      “It won’t.”

      “I don’t think so, either, but… I’ll admit I didn’t expect this level of intensity.”

      “Maybe in another night or two we’ll settle down.”

      “You’d sure think so, right? We both need sleep, especially you, the working cowboy. I’m technically on my honeymoon and have no obligations.”

      He choked on a laugh. “Is that what’s going on? We’re having honeymoon sex?”

      “Heck, no. Honeymoon sex with Kurt would never have been this good.”

      “I love that you said that.”

      “It’s true! At the risk of giving you an ego the size of Mount Everest, he couldn’t hold a candle to you.”

      He laughed. “I’ll take it. And I’m going to work in a power nap before I go down to feed. I have my rep to consider.”

      “Do those power naps work?”

      “We’ll see, won’t we? I’ll let you be the judge.”
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      Matt had learned his lesson, so he hadn’t kissed Lucy goodbye at the end of the ride. One kiss from Lucy was the equivalent of four tequila shots in a row. His brain checked out.

      He’d staked his future on that stallion and he couldn’t afford to be careless.

      Before he’d left, he’d given her the phone number of the person who’d digitize the sketches. Then he’d ridden the short distance to the barn where Jake and CJ were lying in wait.

      When he arrived, they were gathering the horses from the pasture and tucking them into their stalls. Technically that didn’t constitute an ambush, but he knew those guys. They could make a covert operation look innocent as hell.

      He met the challenge head-on. “Isn’t this the time you usually fix dinner? I thought Rafe and Nick had this shift.”

      “They did.” Jake smiled. “But CJ and I just figured out we need one night a week off, and this is it.”

      “Who’s making dinner?”

      “Rafe and Nick.”

      “Do they know how to cook?”

      “Not really,” CJ said. “But anybody can warm up canned tomato soup and make toasted cheese sandwiches.”

      “I’m not sure about that, but okay.”

      “We’ve rounded up most of the herd,” Jake said. “When we’re done, we’ll help you with Lucky and Thunder.”

      “Thanks, but I can handle them. I’d rather have you go to the bunkhouse and check on Rafe and Nick. See how they’re coming on the soup and sandwiches.”

      CJ shook his head. “They’re sensitive about being monitored by those who know more than they do.”

      Flimsy excuse. But he understood why they wanted more info on the Lucy situation. The Brotherhood would always exist regardless of where they all ended up, but Seth’s absence left a hole. They were naturally interested in where his romance with Lucy would take him.

      He’d tied both horses to the hitching post in front of the barn and removed their tack by the time Jake and CJ joined him.

      Jake grabbed a brush from the grooming tote. “I’ll take Lucky.”

      “And I’ll assist with Thunder.” CJ picked up a second brush and handed it to Matt. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” He shook his head and started in on the stallion’s withers. “Might as well get this over with. The situation with Lucy is strictly temporary. She’ll go back to L.A. on Saturday and I’ll get on with my life.”

      Jake sighed. “Do you actually believe that?”

      “I do, Jake. Nothing’s changed.”

      “Oh, really?” CJ took the brush and handed him a curry comb. “That’s not how it looks from where I sit.”

      “CJ’s right. Hey, can you hand me a curry comb, bro?”

      “Oh, so now I’m supposed to assist both of you. Like I have nothing else to do.”

      “You have nothing else to do.” Jake held out his hand. “Curry comb.”

      CJ slapped one in his hand. “I’ll have you know I’m serving a very important function. I’m here in the capacity of Matt’s advisor.”

      “That’s my job,” Jake said.

      “Doesn’t hurt to get a second opinion. Here’s mine—tell Lucy you love her, then ask her to move here.” He looked at Jake. “What you got?”

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.”

      Matt combed the last tangle out of Thunder’s mane. “I can’t do that.”

      Jake leaned on Lucky’s broad back and gazed at him. “Why not?”

      “Because her job skills are useless in Apple Grove. She’s said so and I agree with her.” He handed CJ the curry comb.

      He dropped it in the tote. “Henri wants to hire her to create promo stuff for the ranch. Maybe other people would want to do that, too.”

      “Not enough people. It’s a small town. Businesses here don’t have huge marketing budgets.” He glanced at them. “She’d be bored and underpaid.”

      “She’d have you,” Jake said.

      “Yeah, she’d have the guy who convinced her to leave her exciting job in L.A. and come to a place that doesn’t fit her skillset or lifestyle. It’d be like putting Thunder in some family’s backyard as a pet for the kids.”

      Jake rubbed his chin. “But she loves to draw. I gather she doesn’t do that much in L.A., but ever since she got here she—”

      “It’s a sideline, a hobby. I predict she’ll keep doing it now that she knows I…” He looked at Jake. “Did you tell CJ what happened six years ago?”

      “Nope.”

      “She wanted to move here and be with me. I pretended I didn’t feel the same way about her. I’m pretty sure that’s when she stopped sketching.”

      “Whoa.” CJ shoved back his hat. “But you did feel the same way about her?”

      He nodded.

      “Bro, you’re in way deeper than I thought. And this is more complicated than I figured. Now I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “I don’t think we can tell him anything.” Jake picked up the grooming tote. “But here’s a promise, buddy. When this goes south, and it looks like it will, the Brotherhood will take you out and get you roaring drunk.”

      Matt smiled. “Appreciate it.”
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      After Matt rode away, Lucy went inside and called her folks. She’d texted them a couple of times to say she was okay and that she’d call soon. Sunday afternoon was good timing.

      She’d procrastinated because of Matt. She didn’t like keeping things from them, but how could she expect them to understand?

      Her mom answered and activated the video and speaker on her phone so her dad could be part of the conversation. A wave of homesickness washed over her when they both appeared on the screen dressed for a casual evening at home.

      “You changed your hair!” Her mother’s eyes widened. “When?”

      “Yesterday.” Had it been only yesterday? “I went to Tres Beau. Remember it?”

      “I do. Never went in, though. I like your new style.”

      “Me, too, sweetie.” Her dad adjusted his glasses. “I even like the red stuff in there. Looks cute.”

      “Thanks. I needed to do… something.”

      “Sure you did.” Her mom’s eyes filled with sympathy. “What a nasty business. Your dad wanted to punch him out, but I convinced him not to.”

      “Dad? You don’t believe in physical violence. You always—”

      “He deserved it.” Her dad’s eyes glittered with anger. “Lots of us had the same idea, but since he’s a coward as well as a cheater, he left before things got ugly. Or I should say, uglier.”

      “I hope you’re not too upset that I ran out and came here. I just… reacted.”

      Her mom smiled. “And went to your favorite place in the world. I get that. I hope you’re able to put this aside and have some fun while you’re there.”

      “I am, Mom.” Her cheeks were getting warm. She put a little more distance between her face and the phone. “Everybody’s been so nice.” One person in particular.

      “That looks like a new shirt, too. What did you do about clothes?”

      “Bought some stuff when I got here.”

      “We brought your suitcase home,” her dad said. “But we haven’t unpacked it. Do you really want the clothes donated to a charity?”

      “Yes, please. Everything but my Buckskin Ranch bathrobe. You can give away the suitcase, too. I bought it for this trip and I don’t want to think about Kurt every time I use it.”

      “I wish there was something I could do to that louse.” Her dad’s jaw tightened. “He’s lucky he lives in L.A.”

      “That’s for sure,” her mom said. “But what about your job, honey?”

      “I’ve thought about that, Mom. He’ll stay. At first I didn’t want to let him run me out, but why make myself miserable?”

      Her dad leaned closer to the screen. “Unless you can come up with a way to make him miserable. That would be fun.”

      She laughed. “I’ve never seen you this way, Dad. You think I should get revenge?”

      “Damn straight. Make the bastard suffer.”

      “They say that success is the best revenge, so I’ve decided to move to another agency. Maybe I can win a contract he was going for.”

      He nodded. “Now you’re talking. Grind him into the pavement.”

      “I’ll contact a few agencies in the morning. So how are you guys? I mean besides being furious at Kurt.”

      “We’re fine, honey.” Her mom gave her another encouraging smile. “We had a nice weekend with friends and family. We all hated what happened, but seeing each other was still nice.”

      “Everyone’s left?”

      “Yep. Your dad and I are enjoying the quiet, to tell the truth.”

      “That’s good.” She glanced at the time. “I need to leave for the dining hall, but I’ll call again in a couple of days to let you know how the job search is going.”

      “Please do,” her dad said. “Love you, sweetie.”

      “Love you, too, Mom and Dad.” She blew them a kiss and ended the call.

      Not many people were in the dining room. Lucy sat with a chatty couple from Chicago who were going home in the morning. The weekend rush was over.

      As she walked back to her cabin along the lighted path, her phone pinged with a text. Matt would meet her there in about twenty minutes.

      She walked faster, excitement warming her despite the bone-chilling temperature. Last night had just sort of happened. This time their rendezvous was planned. She could fold back the sheets and turn down the lights. Even get naked.

      Except that wasn’t her style. They’d been friends before they’d become lovers. Playing the seductress didn’t fit the tone of their relationship. He was already eager to make love with her.

      As she was to make love to him. Yet she was leaving on Saturday. She’d told her parents she’d start a job hunt in the morning. She’d split her life into two parts, one that included Matt and one that didn’t. Had he done that, too?

      Back in her cabin, she tucked her gloves and hat in the pockets of her jacket and hung it in the closet. She took off her boots and stuck them in there, too. Undressing in advance wasn’t her thing, but boots were a pain during a romantic interlude.

      He’d arrive in ten minutes. She walked over to the table in her sock feet, one purple and one green. Very cool that her mismatched sock routine had inspired Peggy. She hadn’t had the heart to tell her, or Matt, for that matter, that she hardly ever did it anymore.

      Her sketchpad and pencils lay where she’d left them when she’d been too sleepy to draw. Now she was too keyed up, even for a quick sketch. She flipped through the pages until she came to the one she’d done after making love to Matt for the first time.

      She’d captured more than his physique in the sketch. His emotions were on display, too. And hers. She’d drawn him with a loving hand. When she flew back to L.A. with this sketch, would she be taking a piece of kryptonite with her?

      By the time Matt tapped on her door, she’d worked herself into a state. She flung it open. “What are we doing?”

      “Huh?”

      Cold air blew in. “Sorry. Come in.” She stepped away from the door. “I just got to thinking.”

      “That’s dangerous.” He eyed her as she closed the door. “Are you having second thoughts about me staying tonight?” He made no move to take off his hat or coat.

      “Of course I want you to stay.” Dear Lord, he was handsome. And kind. And passionate. “I’ve been looking forward to it all day. But it finally hit me, the thing you tried to warn me about. It’s all fun and games until I leave on Saturday. Then it could end up being hell for both of us.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He met her gaze. “Should I go, then? Cut our losses?”

      Her chest hurt. “Maybe.”

      “You said we needed to blow off steam. We did that last night. Satisfied our curiosity.”

      “Yes.”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      “I guess so.” Her stomach hollowed out.

      “Then let’s call it.” He tugged the brim of his hat lower and stepped toward the door.

      “Wait.”

      He paused but didn’t turn back. “Lucy, I’m hanging by a thread, here. Make up your—”

      “I don’t want you to go!”

      “Thank God.” Turning, he tossed his hat on the table and wrenched open the buttons on his coat.

      “We could be making a horrible mistake!”

      “I don’t give a damn.” He threw his coat over the back of a chair and reached for her. “I’ve made mistakes before.” Pulling her close, he kissed her so thoroughly that she almost climaxed.

      She couldn’t get his clothes off fast enough. He fumbled and swore as he worked on hers. She fell onto the quilt, naked except for her mismatched socks.

      “I love seeing those socks on you.” Throwing his boots aside, he shoved down his jeans and briefs. “Got a gold condom for me?”

      “Yes!” She pulled open the drawer so hard it came loose and clattered to the floor, spilling shiny packages everywhere.

      He grinned. “That works.” Scooping up one of the gold ones, he ripped it open.

      “What does it say?”

      He glanced at the wrapper. “True love.” He dropped it on the floor and rolled on the condom. “I’m good with that.”

      Reckless abandon had her in a firm grip. “Me, too.”

      He joined her on the bed and wasted no time moving between her thighs. Sliding his hands under her bottom, he lifted her into position. “Wrap your legs around my hips, Luce. I want to feel those socks.”

      “You’ve got it, cowboy.”

      He smiled. “Promise me something.”

      “Anything.”

      “That I’ll be the only cowboy you’ll invite into your bed.”

      “That’s easy. You’re the only one I’ve ever…” She gulped for air and prayed for a word that wouldn’t weigh them down. “The only one I’ve ever wanted.”

      “Good.” He sank his cock deep into her aching channel. “Let’s keep it that way.” He sucked in a breath. “Don’t move.”

      Tiny explosions of pleasure greeted his solid presence. “But I want to.”

      “Just give me a moment.” His jaw tightened. “You feel… too good.”

      “So do you. Let’s go crazy.”

      “But then it’ll be over.”

      “For now. But we have all night. And condoms all over the floor.”

      “Point taken.” And he began to thrust.

      Glorious. A celebration was beginning in her core, and when he ramped up the action, it was Times Square on New Year’s Eve.

      Surrendering to a primitive passion that consumed misgivings in a white-hot flame, she urged him on. He responded with a wild energy that brought her quickly to the brink. Calling his name, she tumbled over the edge.

      He followed her with a hoarse cry of triumph. Braced on his forearms, he gasped for air as aftershocks rolled through his body. His gaze met hers. “That was…” He gulped. “Incredible.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m still shaking.”

      “Then come down here.” She tried to coax him into the shelter of her arms. “Relax.”

      “Not yet.” He carefully left the bed and made a quick trip to the bathroom. Then he returned and gathered her close, nestling her head against his chest. “Thank you for not ending this.”

      “Turns out I couldn’t bear to.”

      He stroked her hair. “I could tell you were panicked, though.”

      She snuggled against him. “It was the first time I’d faced the fact I’m leaving.”

      “I know. It won’t be fun. But… I’m willing to make that trade. This for that.”

      “You’re a brave guy.”

      “I’m a realistic one. I never bought that letting off steam concept.”

      She shifted her position so she could see his expression. “No?”

      “No.” He smiled. “I don’t think you did, either.”

      “It sounded good.”

      “Rationalizations usually do.”

      “I shouldn’t have—”

      “Hey, no regrets. I’m not sorry. I’ll never be sorry. I’ve had the privilege of making love to you. Unless you tell me no, I’ll keep doing it until I can’t anymore.”

      “Because we’ll be exhausted?”

      “Because you’ll be in L.A.”

      She took a shaky breath. “Okay, then. Ready to make the most of the time we have left?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Matt gave Lucy credit. Once she’d accepted the parameters, she was all in. No more discussion or doubts.

      If he had moments when he looked at her and his heart stuttered, he didn’t let on. He assumed she did the same. Each night they burned up the sheets. By day they managed to find time to take a trail ride or grab lunch at either Gertie’s or the Moose.

      Lucy continued to help in the barn and often stayed afterward to sketch the horses. Sometimes he’d glimpse her sitting on a camp stool outside, sketchpad balanced on her knees as she drew something of interest to her. She’d acquired a pair of fingerless gloves.

      But she didn’t ask him to pose again. He understood. It was the same reason he stopped himself from taking pictures of her.

      He’d fallen into a routine of heading over to her cabin after dinner, but Thursday night that changed. The Babes were running the barrels in Edna’s indoor arena and they’d invited Lucy to watch, along with the Brotherhood, Millie and Kate.

      Leo helped Henri load her gelding buckskin Prince into the trailer and then rode with her as she led the caravan to Edna’s place. Matt and Jake hauled everyone else. Lucy, CJ and Nick went with Matt and Jake took Millie, Kate and Rafe.

      “Hey, Lucy,” Nick said from his seat right behind her. “Wait’ll you see this place. It’s ginormous.”

      She turned around to look at him. “You mean the arena?”

      “The whole spread. Edna has fifteen-thousand acres. Naturally she isn’t using all of it. I can’t imagine how much she’s won over the years to be able to afford that much land.”

      “Has to be a ton of prize money,” CJ said. “She has an entire room dedicated to her trophies.”

      “Barrel racers earn a lot?” Lucy sounded surprised.

      “Not all of them,” Nick said. “She’s a superstar. I forgot to ask. Are we invited to the house afterward for eats?”

      Matt laughed. “Wish I had a dollar for every time you bring up food.”

      “Hey, yeah,” CJ said. “Me, too. We’d have enough to buy a ranch like Edna’s.”

      “I enjoy good food, is all. And Edna always has those fancy cheese puff things and a bunch of tasty stuff on toothpicks. Lucy, cross your fingers she invites us to the house.”

      “Fingers crossed.” She held up both hands and flashed Matt a grin.

      “I mean it. There’ll be little eclairs, and slices of a flourless chocolate cake that melts in your mouth. Once she had these mini-cupcakes. I ate about ten of those.”

      “More like fifteen,” Matt said. “We had to stage an intervention.”

      “They were great cupcakes! Anyway, we have you to thank for this, Lucy.” Nick reached up and squeezed her shoulder. “Henri said you asked about it on Saturday night.”

      “I sure did. I’ve never seen a live demonstration.”

      Matt glanced at her. “You’ll see the cream of the crop when Edna goes out there. Much as I admire the rest of the Babes’ riding skills, Edna’s in a class all by herself.”

      “Can’t wait.” A leather satchel lay on her lap with her sketchpad and pencils tucked inside.

      Yesterday they’d stopped at Logan’s to pick up the belt she’d ordered and he’d asked what she thought of the leather satchel for carrying her art supplies. After her enthusiastic response, he’d bought it, overruling her objection that it was too pricey. She’d carried it constantly since then. Warmed his heart.

      “The turnoff’s up ahead, Lucy,” CJ said. “See those two rock pillars with lanterns on top?”

      “I do. Looks like her road’s paved.”

      “And plowed,” Matt said.

      “She sounds like a big deal. How come I haven’t seen her profiled in the Gazette?”

      “She’s asked them not to. She’s tired of reading stories that emphasize how remarkable she is for her age.”

      “Yeah,” CJ said. “Don’t ever tell her she’s remarkable for her age. She’ll open a can of whoop-ass and dump it all over you. Wait a sec. Did you just say you read the Gazette?”

      “Yep. I missed Apple Grove and subscribing to the paper keeps me informed.”

      “I suppose it would. Good idea.” CJ then proceeded to bump Matt’s seat with his knee. “Whoops. Sorry, Matt. Long legs.”

      “No worries.” So what if Lucy missed Apple Grove? That didn’t mean she was ready to give up everything to move here. But CJ would be looking for every angle. He was a sentimental guy.

      Matt followed Henri’s truck past the sprawling two-story main house, a combination of log construction and stone accents. The large building housing the arena was down a hill to the right, along with a couple of barns, some outbuildings and a slew of corrals.

      “My goodness.” Lucy looked from side to side, taking it all in. “How many horses does she have?”

      “About ten,” Matt said. “She used to have more, but she’s downsized. She only needs one wrangler, now.”

      “But even with ten, who rides them all?”

      “She rents them out to film crews. Her horses have been in a bunch of movies. She was an extra a couple of times.”

      “That’s fascinating.”

      “She’s quite a character.” Matt pulled up beside Henri and Jake parked next to him. They’d arrived early on purpose so they could help unload horses.

      Since Nick sat behind Lucy, he beat Matt to Lucy’s door. “I’ve got her, buddy.”

      “Thanks, bro.”

      Edna came out of the arena wearing well-worn chaps over her jeans, a battered Stetson and a faded denim jacket. “Welcome, folks. Teague’s in there setting up the barrels. Lucy, you come with me. Since you’ve never been here, I’ll show you around while they unload.” She put an arm around Lucy’s shoulders. “I’m glad to see you brought your sketchpad.”

      CJ edged closer to Matt and lowered his voice. “I’m telling you, she loves it here. You have more going for you than you think.”

      He let out a breath. “She loves it the way anybody loves their favorite vacation spot. It’s a getaway, a change of pace. Living in a place is a different experience.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “CJ, I know you want a different ending, but it’s not in the cards.”

      “You’re giving up too quick.”

      “I’m being realistic.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Josette’s coming in. I’ll handle Pierre.”

      “Peggy’s right behind her,” CJ said. “I’ll help her with Dust Devil.”

      “Okay.” Matt looked for Nick and found him talking to Jake and Rafe. “We’ve got these two,” he called out as he waited for Josette to put on the brakes and turn off the engine. “Pam and Anastasia are yours.” Then he helped Josette out of the truck.

      “Merci.” She gave him a smile. “You’re good for business, mon ami. I have appointments booked for Rafe and Nick for next week.”

      “No kidding? They didn’t tell me. But CJ said he’ll come in as soon as his hair grows out.”

      “Fantastic.” She started toward the back of the trailer. “You’re a walking advertisement, cherie.”

      He laughed. “Guess so.” He unlatched the trailer doors and lowered the ramp. “Hey, Pierre, it’s show time, buddy.”
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      Once the Babes were mounted and into their warm-up routines in the arena, Matt and his brothers took seats on a three-tiered set of green bleachers at the entrance to the arena. A low fence stood between the bleachers and the course.

      Lucy and Millie had claimed a position on the top row. They were deep in conversation when Matt took a spot next to Lucy.

      “Ron’s off on another speaking tour, so Peggy’s on her own for ten days,” Millie said. “And Lee’s rotation at the fire station happened to fall over Valentine’s weekend, so he wasn’t at the Moose Saturday and Pam told me he’s back on duty tonight.”

      “Okay, now it makes sense why I haven’t seen either of them.” Lucy turned to Matt. “Hey, you.” Her sketchpad lay open on her lap, but instead of an image of buckskins, she’d drawn a map of the course with dotted lines showing the potential paths around the three barrels.

      He gestured to it. “Looks like Edna explained the rules of the game.”

      “You mean Ed. She’s determined to get everyone to call her that.”

      “That’s gonna be tough.” Jake took a seat next to Millie. “She’s been Edna for a lot of years.”

      “Well, Henri’s making the effort,” Lucy said, “so I will, too.”

      Matt nodded. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.” Even if Lucy would only be around a couple more days. In fact, the exact number of hours before he’d take her to the airport was… no, damn it. He wasn’t doing this. No countdown. She was here now. Nothing else mattered.

      “I sketched out the pattern to get it into my head. It’s elegant, isn’t it? A series of figure eights around the three barrels in a triangle. It appeals to my love of symmetry.”

      “I never thought about that.” And now her comment would become a permanent fixture whenever he watched barrel racing. Oh, well. She was associated with so many elements of his life, one more didn’t matter. But once she left… and there he was again, anticipating Saturday and the fallout. He had to stop that.

      He pulled out his phone. “They’re getting ready to start. Want to time them?”

      “Sure! What’s considered good?”

      Millie chimed in. “Anything under thirty seconds is good.”

      “And anything under fifteen is Edna. I mean Ed.” Matt put his phone into stopwatch mode. “Pam will start. She hates waiting and would rather be the time to beat.”

      “I love the creamy color of her horse. I get why she calls him Latte.”

      “And Red’s is on the other end of the color spectrum,” Millie said. “Caramel is the perfect name for him, too.”

      Lucy sighed. “They’re all so beautiful. Now I want a buckskin.”

      CJ had taken a seat in front of them next to Kate. He turned toward Lucy. “I happen to know where you can get one. You might even score a discount because you’re almost family.”

      “Yeah, right. I’ll keep him or her in my apartment. Shouldn’t be a problem at all.”

      “Maybe Matt could keep your horse for you.” CJ grinned and turned back toward the arena.

      Matt gave him a swift kick in the butt. “Oops. Sorry. My foot slipped.”

      “Matt, get ready.” Lucy clutched his arm. “Pam’s at the starting line.”

      He glanced up, his finger on the button. When Pam took off, he tapped the screen.

      Lucy’s grip tightened. “Look at her go! She and Latte are almost horizontal to the ground.”

      “That’s how you make time.”

      “Second barrel.” Lucy’s breath quickened. “Third barrel. And racing for home!” She jumped to her feet. “Go, Pam!”

      When Pam crossed the line, Matt tapped his phone again. “Twenty-four seconds. Not bad at all.”

      “What’s my time?” Pam called out.

      Several people called out twenty-four. Pam jumped off Latte and did a victory dance. “Beat that, suckers!”

      Lucy grinned. “Do you think she’ll have the best time?”

      “Not with Ed around, but the rest only compete with each other. Nobody’s ever beat Ed.”

      “What a rush it would be to ride that course. Have you ever tried it?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “I want to.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Can’t figure out how I could, though.” Her attention shifted to the arena. “Red’s on the line.”

      “Anastasia.”

      “Who’s calling herself Red, now. She’s changed her name, too.”

      “Good grief.” He reset the stopwatch app.

      Lucy was equally enthusiastic about Red’s performance, which was slower than Pam’s. While Pam did another victory dance on the sidelines, Peggy approached the line. And blew them both away.

      “No hard feelings!” Pam raced over to Peggy and gave her a big hug after she dismounted.

      Henri came somewhere in between the others, and Josette managed to edge out Peggy’s time on Pierre. All the Babes except Ed dropped to their knees in front of Josette and bowed as they chanted we are not worthy.

      “My goal has changed,” Lucy said, laughing. “I want to learn how to run the barrels and then I want to be a Babe. They have way too much fun.”

      Matt smiled. “Yes, they do. And here comes Ed.” She rode up on Muffin, a sixteen-year-old veteran with honed skills. Muffin didn’t prance around like the other horses. He just got the job done.

      Lucy studied him. “He doesn’t look very imposing.”

      “Just wait.”

      Muffin stood quietly at the line. At the signal, he exploded into action.

      Lucy gasped as Ed and Muffin rounded each barrel in a cloud of dust and raced toward the line as a unit, Ed crouched low in the saddle, Muffin running full out.

      Matt tapped his screen. “Fourteen-two. The latest national record is thirteen something.”

      The Babes formed a line and each of them grabbed a section of an elaborate silk flower garland. Marching toward Edna, who was still seated on Muffin, they looped the garland around the saddle horn, across Edna’s knee, over Muffin’s rump and back up the other side to loop the other end around the horn.

      Everyone on the bleachers rose to their feet and cheered.

      Ed threw her arms in the air. “Let’s party!”

      “I love this.” Lucy gazed at the arena. “I really love this.”

      Matt glanced at her sketchpad lying on the bench. Only the map of the course had been recorded. “Weren’t you going to sketch this?”

      “I will. It’s all in my head. Tomorrow I’ll get it down.”

      Tomorrow. Her last day.
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      Barrel racing didn’t fit into her life at all. Neither did a horse, and she couldn’t just rent a horse if she wanted to take part in this sport. Horse and rider were a unit, as Ed had so clearly demonstrated. But a girl could dream.

      She went down with everyone and got acquainted with the horses while they were unsaddled and turned loose for playtime in the arena. Then everyone headed up to Ed’s lavish home.

      Her cook had laid out an impressive amount of party food, along with several drink selections. Lucy enjoyed Nick’s reaction to the spread almost as much as the food itself, which was delicious. After about an hour of socializing, they all returned to the arena to fetch the horses. With so many wranglers available, the buckskins were loaded quickly.

      Lucy climbed into the passenger seat of Matt’s truck, fastened her seat belt and sat back with a sigh of delight. “I had no idea.”

      Matt glanced at her before he backed out of the parking space. “No idea about what?”

      “That barrel racing was so wonderful. I’d heard of it, seen it a few times on TV, but never in person. It’s totally impractical for me, but if I were a teenager again, I’d find a way to make it my sport.”

      “Never too late,” CJ said. “Henri and Ed started when they were kids, but the rest of them didn’t get into it until later. I think Anastasia—I mean Red—became interested about five years ago. She picked it up fast.”

      “Thanks for the encouragement, CJ, but I can’t imagine how I could ever get into it unless I make so much money that I can buy horse property outside of L.A. I’d need at least a couple of horses. Coming here every summer has taught me that horses hate being alone. They’re herd animals.”

      “Aren’t we all.” CJ chuckled. “I crave community as much as those critters.”

      “Time to get CJ home,” Nick said. “He’s lapsing into nostalgia mode.”

      Lucy turned to him. “I don’t mind, CJ. I get that way sometimes, too.”

      He sat up straighter. “Nostalgic about Apple Grove?”

      “Sure.”

      “Lucy, I know you have a great career going in L.A., but—”

      “CJ.” Matt’s voice was clipped.

      “What? I only—”

      “I mean it, bro.”

      “Yeah, sure, Matt. Sorry.”

      Lucy reached into the back seat to pat CJ on the knee. After Matt dropped CJ and Nick at the bunkhouse, she turned in her seat to face Matt. “Did you have to bark at CJ like that?”

      His jaw tightened. “He’s determined that you and I will be a couple. No matter what I say, he—”

      “That’s very sweet of him.”

      He put the truck in gear and pulled away from the bunkhouse. “It may be sweet, but he’s trying to give me hope. I can’t afford it.”

      “Is the pressure getting to you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You just snapped at CJ, who only wants the best for you.”

      He drove in silence until he reached her cabin and shut off the engine. “I’ll apologize to CJ in the morning.”

      “Matt, you’ve been a rock throughout this week. If continuing to stay with me is too much, I’ll understand if you’d rather—”

      “Go back to the bunkhouse?” He gripped the steering wheel. “Cut out the next two nights of making love to you? What kind of fool would do that?”

      “Not a fool. A man who’s reached his limit.”

      He glanced at her and his voice softened. “I’m sorry, Luce. Unless you think I’m too ornery to deal with, I’d like to come in.”

      “Then by all means.”

      He opened his door. “We can blow off some steam.”

      “That, too.” She pulled her key out of her pocket and picked up her leather satchel. Their nights together had become increasingly mellow. This wasn’t likely to continue that trend.

      Fine with her. She relished every facet of Matt, including the wild, passionate man who threw off his clothes and quickly stripped hers away. If he plunged into her without preliminaries, if his lovemaking tasted of desperation, no wonder. She was desperate, too. Time was growing short. The tension would ease once they’d burned through the frustrations and relaxed enough to savor the joy.

      He brought her quickly to a climax and claimed his own. Gradually his breathing calmed. Cupping her cheek, he leaned down and feathered a kiss over her mouth. “I’m doing my best,” he murmured. “It’s not always enough.”

      Her chest constricted. “Matt, I never meant to put you through—”

      “Shh.” He laid a finger over her lips. “That wasn’t a bid for sympathy.” He lifted his head and gazed at her. “Any guy lucky enough to make love to a woman as amazing as you should thank his lucky stars. I just wanted you to know that I… wish I could be a better man.”

      She gazed up at him. “If you were any better, I’d be totally intimidated. Please don’t try for sainthood. I wouldn’t know what to do with a saint.”

      “Then maybe I can interest you in someone less evolved.”

      “Absolutely.”
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      Technically Lucy could have ridden to the barn with Matt every morning. He would have taken her even if he hadn’t been in the rotation. Instead, she’d kept the schedule with Henri. Matt left her cabin in the predawn hours, either headed to the barn or the bunkhouse. Then Henri picked her up and took her to the barn.

      “I’m going to miss driving you to the barn,” Henri said as they started off Friday morning. “It’s a nice way to start the day.”

      “I’ll miss it, too.”

      “Will you want to feed again tomorrow? Matt’s not on barn duty so you could spend the time with him.”

      “Keeping our routine is better for me, and I think better for him. I’d like to make as little fuss as possible. If he and I leave here around ten-thirty in the morning, I’ll easily make my flight.”

      “If you don’t want any fuss, you might not want to go along with the current plan.”

      “Plan?”

      “Texts have been flying ever since I got up. Tonight is chuck wagon stew at the bunkhouse and—”

      “That’s right. Wow. A week ago I was getting ready to be married. Seems like years ago.”

      “Time is relative, or fluid, or something. Einstein’s mixed in there somewhere.” Henri pulled up in front of the barn and parked next to Matt’s truck. “The point is, everyone wants to party with you at my house tonight, so Jake’s agreed to make the stew in my kitchen.”

      “They want to party with me? A guest?”

      “You’re way more than a guest.”

      “Well, I suppose since Matt is—”

      “Not just that. You’ve been a favorite around here for years. The Brotherhood wants to share a meal with you before you leave. We’d do it at seven instead of six, so Kate can come. But that’s only if you want it to happen.”

      “Of course I do.” Lucy’s heart swelled with happiness. “It’s a wonderful idea. Count me in.”

      “Good. I’ll text the guys now, so everyone’s on the same page. They even contacted Seth to see if he could come up and bring Zoe, but they’re not able to make it. He sends you his best, though.”

      Lucy paused, her hand on the door. “How does it feel to watch these guys building lives of their own?”

      Henri sent off the text and gazed at her. “Bittersweet. But it’s the way it should be. Change makes the world go around. Anybody who tries to keep things the same is in for a bitter and disappointing struggle.”

      “That’s why you’ll flourish, Henri. You get that.”

      “Learned it the hard way.” She tucked her phone away and reached for her door handle. “Let’s go see what that rascal Aristotle is up to this morning.”

      Lucy climbed out of the truck and followed Henri into the warm, fragrant barn. Matt was delivering hay at the far end. The moment she walked in, awareness of him snapped into place, a taut line of psychic communication.

      Nick wheeled a load of hay in their direction. “Good morning, ladies. Was that an awesome spread last night or what?”

      Henri laughed. “I’ll let Ed know you liked it. She made sure to include plenty of your favorites. Turns out she loves your enthusiasm.”

      “She does?” His smile was adorably shy. “That’s good to know. I toned it down last night, and it sure was tough to see a whole platter of those little chocolate cupcakes going to waste.”

      “They won’t. She can freeze them. But she put out extras specifically for you.”

      “Yeah?” His smile turned into a grin. “Hey, Matt, did you hear that? Ed put out extra cupcakes for me. She loves my enthusiasm.”

      Matt groaned. “Heaven help us all.”

      “Now I can’t wait for the next time we go over there. Speaking of food, did you ask Lucy about tonight?”

      “Just did.”

      “And I love the idea,” Lucy said. “I’m honored that you all want to do this.”

      “Shoot, yeah. Gotta give you a proper sendoff. Matt said something about you two going into town today for a caramel apple.”

      “It’s tradition. I always got at least one when I came here. I want to do some sketching in town, too. Everything looks so different in the winter.”

      “It does.”

      “Want me to bring you a caramel apple?”

      His expression lit up. “That would be awesome. Thank you.”

      “Do you ever worry about getting too much sugar in your diet?”

      “No, ma’am.” He patted his flat stomach. “I keep on the go and on top of that I work out at least an hour every day. I plan to do that forever so I can keep eating whatever I want. And I do love those caramel apples.”

      “Then I’ll bring you one. Or two?”

      He laughed. “One’s plenty. Enjoy your day in town.”

      “I’m sure I will.” It was easy to say. Not so easy to do. Tomorrow sat on the horizon, a dark bank of storm clouds moving relentlessly toward her, poised to block out the sun.
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      Matt bounced like a ping-pong ball between heaven and hell. Sitting by the wood stove in the Apple Barrel navigating his way through a caramel apple and teasing Lucy about the mess they were making was heaven. Glancing at the ancient Regulator clock on the wall, its hands reminding him of where she’d be at this hour tomorrow afternoon, was hell.

      He’d suggested coming in around two, after she’d had a chance to make some quick sketches of the square and before they bought their caramel apples. The store was quiet and they’d caught Orville in his favorite chair by the cast-iron stove. Lucy had wisely chosen to sketch Orville in his apple-lecture mode before starting in on her treat.

      The old guy had been tickled by the idea of having his portrait done while he talked. She’d created two and given him the choice of either to keep. He studied both while Matt and Lucy tackled their caramel apples.

      “Can’t rightly decide.” He shifted in his chair and held both up to the light. “Like ’em both for different reasons. This one makes me look more animated, which is good. In the other one, I’m more thoughtful and my hair came out better.”

      Hiram, proprietor of the Apple Barrel, walked over to offer an opinion. Hiram was younger than Orville, but not by much. Orville seemed to get leaner with age while Hiram grew rounder.

      “Take the thoughtful one, Orv,” he said. “It makes you look like a guru who knows something.”

      “When it comes to apples, I know everything.”

      “Then choose that one. We’ll get it framed and put it on the wall. But first, Lucy needs to sign it.”

      “Uh-oh.” Lucy held up her sticky right hand. “I think you’ll have to hose me down, first.”

      “Nah.” Hiram shook his head. “I’ll bring you a warm, wet towel just like they do in the first-class seats.”

      “I could use one of those, too,” Matt said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Sure thing.” He went into the back room.

      “I’m glad he said that about having you sign it.” Orville laid down the sketch he wasn’t keeping and held up the other one. “That’ll make it more valuable.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true, Orville. I’m not famous.”

      “You will be.”

      She smiled. “That’s sweet of you to say, but I’m not pursuing a career in fine art.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s very hard to make a living as an artist and I need to support myself, so I have a job in L.A.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I design marketing campaigns.”

      “You went to school for that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you take any classes in drawing?”

      “A couple when I was in high school. Got some basic skills. Mostly I’m self-taught.”

      “And you love doing it.”

      “Sure. It’s fun.”

      “That shows on your face when you’re sketching. It’s your special talent, the one you were born with.”

      “I guess so.”

      “No guesswork involved. It’s a fact.” He leaned toward her. “Lucy, I was born to grow things. Turned out I was especially attracted to apples. That’s my unique gift to the world. You were born to draw things. That’s your unique gift to the world.”

      Matt couldn’t have said it better. But coming from him, it wouldn’t have had much impact.

      Lucy sat in stunned silence. Clearly Orville’s simple but powerful statement had rendered her speechless.

      “First-class hand towels coming up!” Hiram walked out of the back room with a steaming bowl in one hand and kitchen tongs in the other.

      Lucy blinked and turned to him. “Love the presentation, Hiram. Thank you.” She took the towel, stood and carried the remains of her caramel apple to the trashcan near the front door.

      Matt thanked Hiram, took his towel and followed Lucy over to the trash.

      She turned, her gaze troubled. She lowered her voice. “He’s mistaken.”

      “Not in my opinion.”

      Her lips compressed into a thin line. “You’re prejudiced.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

      She blew out a breath, walked back to her chair by the stove and picked up the thoughtful-faced version of Orville. “This is the one, then? You’re sure?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go with Hiram’s advice. I like the idea of looking like a guru who knows something.”

      Lucy balanced the page on her sketchbook, signed her name in the lower right-hand corner and handed it back to Orville.

      He examined the signature and nodded. “Even you know you’re good at this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You signed this picture with authority. You draw with authority, too. You don’t dilly-dally around.” He peered at her through his bifocals as he turned the sketch to face her. “This is what you’re all about, Lucy Patterson. I’m sure you’re very good at that marketing stuff, too, but it’s not who you are.”

      She met his gaze. “But it pays the bills.”

      “That’s important, but so is feeding your soul.”
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      Lucy didn’t mention the discussion until they were back in the truck headed for the Buckskin. “Orville doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

      Matt wasn’t going to contradict her and start something. Not this close to their last night together. “Oh?”

      “It’s nothing like growing apples in a small town. Millions of artists are producing tons of work and trying to sell it. Hardly any of them make enough to live on.”

      “But some do.”

      “The extremely lucky ones, the rare exceptions. When I was younger I had the same idealistic idea as Orville was suggesting. This was my talent, what I loved, what I should do with my life. Then I looked around and everyone I knew who’d gone down that path was struggling. They couldn’t make rent, lived on Ramen noodles and worked side hustles in the service industry. Not for me.”

      “What if I’d said yes six years ago?”

      “We’d be scraping along, living in the cheapest place we could find and squeezing every penny. I’d be waiting tables at the Moose, sketching in my spare time and trying desperately to sell my work at local craft fairs. You’d be working for Henri, but you wouldn’t be able to save up enough to buy a stud because you’d be paying for housing and utilities instead of living in the bunkhouse. And God help us if I accidentally got pregnant.”

      Her last comment landed a visceral blow. That dream was buried deep. When it shot to the surface, it shook him to the core.

      “Matt?” She laid a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?”

      He took a shaky breath. “Yeah, why?”

      “The sound you made a second ago.”

      “What sound?”

      “A soft little groan. Like you were in distress.”

      “Must have had a piece of apple stuck in my throat.” Lie if you have to, buddy.

      “It wasn’t a something’s-stuck-in-my-throat noise.”

      “Then it must have been a reaction to your depressing scenario.”

      “Realistic, though.”

      “Evidently you’ve thought this through.”

      “I have. I’ve made the right choice. Six years ago, so did you.”

      “I thought so at the time, but… I never dreamed you’d stop drawing.”

      “It wasn’t just you.” She sighed and laid her head back. “That’s wrong. It was you.”

      “I was afraid of that.”

      “I had this naïve idea that we could live the perfect life—me sketching and you working with horses. When you said no, I saw no point in continuing with my art. That’s on me, though. And you fixed it a week ago by buying me a sketchpad and pencils.”

      “Then you’ll keep drawing?”

      “Yes. Thank you for that.” She turned her head to look at him. “Getting back to it has given me so much joy.”

      “I’m glad. Really glad.”

      “I’m in a better place than I was when I arrived. Locked and loaded to take on a job change. I’ve heard back from my top choice. They have an opening and I have an interview Monday.”

      “Hey, that’s great news.” He hesitated. “How do you feel about keeping in touch by phone after you leave?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.”

      “I want to know what happens with your job and how your drawing’s coming along, but—”

      “You’ll miss me more?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m in the same boat. I want to know how everyone’s doing here, and whether Thunder is bringing in the money you hope he will, but on the other hand, talking, or even texting would stir up… everything.”

      “I take it you’ve ditched the idea of coming back in the spring.”

      “I have. I tossed that out as a possibility, but I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what it’ll be like, being back in L.A., not being able to see you every day.”

      “I can tell you where I’ll be. In hell.” He turned down the ranch road. “But we’re not facing that yet. I vote we stop talking about it.”

      “I second it. You have barn duty, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’d like to go with you.”

      “You bet. I’ll be with Rafe this time. Nick’s helping Jake and CJ get ready for tonight’s dinner. They’re pulling out all the stops.”

      “That touches me. I love those guys.”

      “And they love you right back.” He did, too, but he couldn’t lump himself in with his brothers. His love for her was in a whole other category. A hopeless one.
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      Lucy went to the barn with Matt, helped feed and paid extra attention to Lucky Ducky. She’d had to choose between another trail ride and a trip into town for sketches of the square. The chance to capture the square in winter had won out.

      And she had a portrait of Orville, which her folks would love. That sweet old guy meant well. He just didn’t live in the real world.

      After she, Matt and Rafe finished the barn chores, Matt dropped her off at her cabin and he went to the bunkhouse to clean up for dinner. She did the same.

      Kate walked from the dining hall to her cabin at seven and Matt picked them both up. Rafe hopped out of the back and helped Kate in.

      “This is such a treat,” Kate said as she snapped on her seatbelt. “I love it when somebody else cooks.”

      Lucy turned to glance at her. “You must get tired of it after a while.”

      “Not tired, exactly. I love cooking. But it’s nice to take a break from making decisions about what to serve and how to prepare it. Jake has this meal under control and I don’t have to think about making choices.”

      “Choices are hard,” Rafe said. “I read somewhere that having too many options causes stress.”

      Matt drove away from the cabin. “So does having too few. Or none.”

      Maybe he wasn’t referring to their situation, but his clenched jaw said he likely was. If Rafe and Kate hadn’t been sitting in the back seat, Lucy would have reached over and squeezed his arm as a gesture of understanding. But they were, so she didn’t.

      Lights blazed in the first-floor windows of the ranch house. Jake’s truck was parked on the right side of the house and Matt pulled in beside him.

      “Leo’s coming, right?” Rafe asked.

      Matt nodded. “He had an errand in Great Falls. He’ll be here.”

      Lucy glanced at him. “I’m still confused as to why you’re all throwing me a party. I love it, but it’s not like I’m a regular part of the group.”

      Rafe chuckled. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No!”

      Matt looked at her. “You won Henri’s heart a long time ago.”

      “That’s for sure,” Rafe said. “The first summer I worked here, Henri took me aside before you and your parents arrived. She explained that you’d been coming here since you were four, and you were special to her and Charley. She didn’t make that speech about any other guest.”

      “I didn’t know that. Now I feel like a total jerk for staying away for so long. I knew she liked me, but I didn’t….” She sighed. “I should have come back sooner.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Matt said. “You’re here now.”

      But she had no firm plans for coming back.

      “Hate to sound like Nick,” Rafe said, “but I’m starving.” He opened his door and let in a blast of cold air. “Kate, if you’ll stay put, I’ll come around and help you out.”

      “What if I just scooch over to your door?”

      “Works even better. Let’s eat.”

      “We’ll be right behind you,” Matt said.

      Rafe helped Kate down and the two of them started toward the house.

      Lucy looked over at Matt. “I didn’t factor in Henri.”

      “Neither did I. Should have. She’s always loved you, but this visit…”

      “I see that, now. We became family. She even suggested becoming my honorary great-aunt, although she wants to be the younger and cooler one.”

      He smiled. “As you can tell, she loves adopting people she cares about.”

      “And I’m honored she feels that way about me. I want to nurture that bond.”

      “Then do it. We’ll… we’ll figure something out.”

      “Right.”

      “But not tonight.” He opened his door. “I’ll come around.”

      “Okay.” She’d been distracted when she’d left her cabin and hadn’t brought her gloves. Matt took her hand and threaded his gloved fingers through hers. Once she was out of the truck, he tucked both his hand and hers into his jacket pocket.

      The intimate gesture thrilled her. For one more night, she had this wonderful man to love. She’d count her lucky stars.

      Henri, Millie, Jake, CJ and Nick had decorated the dining room. Rainbow crepe-paper streamers looped from the wagon-wheel chandelier over the large round table to the corners of the room. A We’ll Miss You! banner hung on one side of the room and a Come Back Soon! banner draped the facing wall. Candles flickered on the table and one chair tied with many colored ribbons was obviously intended for her.

      Leo arrived and the party kicked into high gear. Everyone but Lucy picked up their food in the kitchen, where Jake ladled steaming chuck wagon stew into large bowls and CJ dished coleslaw into smaller ones. Nick brought out fragrant baskets of garlic toast and set them on the table.

      Lucy wasn’t allowed to lift a finger. Food was delivered to her place and hard cider was poured into her mug. The meal began with several toasts and ended with large slices of apple pie from Gertie’s.

      Surrounded by smiling faces and goodwill, Lucy promised to come back in the spring. Henri’s delighted expression was her reward. Beneath the table, Matt squeezed her hand.

      The evening wound down at last, and countless hugs were exchanged near the front door. Jake and crew stayed behind to clean up but they shooed Matt and Lucy home, along with Rafe and Kate.

      Filled with gratitude, Lucy struggled to find the words to express it. Eventually she settled for more wordless hugs, and they seemed to work just fine.

      Matt dropped Kate at the small cottage she shared with Millie and took Rafe back to the bunkhouse. When he pulled up in front of Lucy’s cabin, he turned to her. “This is it.”

      She gulped. “Sure is.”

      “I want to work out a plan before we go in there. I’d like to behave like a civilized human being for a change.”

      She struggled to get a grip. “You’ve been pretty civilized. You never once dragged me to the bed by my hair.”

      He smiled. “You know what I mean. I want to go slower, pay more attention. I haven’t pulled that off yet and if not now, when?”

      “Guess so.” Our last night. “I think frustration makes us rush. We go in wearing all this stuff—coats, hats, boots. Especially boots. Let’s get rid of those fast. Then we’ll slow down.”

      “You’re right. I wish we’d figured this out days ago.” He sighed. “But then I wish a lot of things.”

      “We still have tonight.”

      “Yes, we do.” He took a shaky breath. “And I have something to say before we go in. I might forget myself and say it while we’re having sex. And I don’t want you to think that’s why.”

      Her chest tightened. “Okay.”

      “I’m in love with you.”

      She began to quiver. “Matt, I—”

      “Let me finish. I’ve been in love with you since I was seventeen. Over the years it’s only gone deeper. After this week, I can’t imagine loving another woman the way I love you.”

      She struggled to breathe. “Oh, Matt. You will find someone who—”

      “I don’t believe that. But I hope you’re right, because I’ve accepted the reality that we’ll never be together. I wasn’t going to tell you how much I love you.” He dragged in another breath. “But that seems wrong. I didn’t say it six years ago. I’m saying it now.”

      She forced the words through her aching throat. “I love you, too. So much it hurts.”

      “I know. That’s what makes this so hellacious. You were supposed to get married a week ago and put an end to the misery. Instead…”

      “This happened.”

      “I refuse to be sorry, or apologize.”

      “Me, too.”

      He turned away and put a hand on the door handle. “Let’s go in.” He paused. “I’m serious about taking it slow. I want to cherish this last night.”

      “We will, Matt. I promise.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Undressing Lucy. Matt would never have this privilege again. When she came back, the rules would change. They had to. Neither of them could keep this up.

      They’d ditched their hats, coats and boots. Taking her hand, he walked with her toward the bed. Her breath came fast, little puffs of air that signaled heat and passion. The sound always ramped him up. Making love to her in a rush kept him in his body, didn’t let him get into his head.

      This time he’d be in his head and his body. He’d give her everything he had.

      She wore one of the blouses she’d modeled for him during their clothes-shopping spree, a blue silky number that matched her eyes. When she’d come out of the changing room, she’d dazzled him with her beauty, but he’d kept his comments bland.

      He undid the pearl buttons at her wrists and worked his way down the row in the front. “When you tried this on, I said you looked nice.” He slipped the last button free and glanced up. “I was holding back.” He slid the blouse over her shoulders and met her gaze. “You took my breath away. I ached. All I could think of was holding you, loving you.”

      Her eyes glowed. “And I desperately wanted to be held.”

      “I don’t want this special blouse to end up on the floor.” He carried it to the straight-backed chair that flanked one side of the table by the window and draped it over his jacket.

      When he turned around, she held out her hand. “My turn.”

      God, she was beautiful. Pain sliced through his chest. Our last night. He closed the distance between them and stood as still as possible considering he was shaking.

      She undid his cuffs. “I love how you look in these shirts.” She lifted her gaze and began unfastening the row of snaps, moving as slowly as he had. “Every time I see a Western shirt, I think of you, how you fill out the shoulders, how it molds to your pecs.” She pushed it off his shoulders. “I don’t want this on the floor, either.”

      When she walked away, he fought the urge to grab her arm and tell her to drop the shirt. Instead he waited until she stood before him again. “My turn.” His voice was hoarse with impatience and he took another breath. “This is tougher than I thought.”

      “Want to forget the plan?”

      “No.” He reached for the metal button of her jeans. “I want to remember every moment. When we rush, it all blurs together.” He pulled down the zipper and crouched in front of her so he could slide the jeans over her hips. “I want to remember that when I take these off, you always catch your breath. And that your scent drives me wild.”

      She stepped out of the jeans. “Don’t worry about these.”

      “Okay.” He rose to his feet, breathing hard, wanting her with a fierce ache that grew stronger by the second.

      She kicked her jeans aside. “My turn.” Tugging his T-shirt from the waistband of his jeans, she shoved it up over his pecs. Then she paused.

      “Lucy?”

      “Just looking at you.” She swallowed. “Matt, you’re… so…” She let go, backed away and ducked her head. “You’ll need to lean over so I can take it off.” Her voice sounded funny.

      “Are you crying?”

      “No.”

      Reaching out, he tilted her face to his. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Oh, Luce.” He pulled her close.

      She lay her wet cheek against his bare chest and sniffed. “It’s just that I love you.”

      He held her and stroked her back. “Maybe it’s time to climb in bed.” When she nodded, her cheek rubbed against his chest hair and his jeans began to pinch. “We made a good effort.”

      “Uh-huh.” She lifted her face and blinked back the tears. “I’ll finish my stuff if you’ll finish yours.”

      “Deal.” He let her go and pulled off his T-shirt while she unfastened her bra. “Just because I’m not doing that doesn’t mean I’m not paying attention.”

      She gave him a watery smile as she tossed away the bra. “Same here.” She slipped out of her panties, threw back the covers and climbed into bed. “Besides, I love watching you strip off your jeans and briefs all at once.”

      “Then here you go.” He unhooked his belt, unfastened his jeans and unzipped. In seconds, he was naked.

      “So dramatic.”

      “Just for you.” He stepped toward the bed.

      “Oh.” She sat up and reached for the handle on the drawer. “You’ll need a—”

      “Let me get it. I want to choose.”

      She settled back onto the pillow.

      Sorting through the packets of gold foil, he found the one he wanted, tore it open and rolled on the condom.

      She made room for him and he slipped in beside her. Moving over her, he leaned down for a long, salty kiss. He poured all the love in his heart into that kiss. And he drank deeply of the love flowing from hers.

      Slowly, gently, he probed her entrance and slid inside. The ultimate connection. Lifting his head, he met her gaze and found all that he’d ever longed for reflected there.

      She wrapped him in a warm embrace. “What did you choose?”

      “Forever Yours.” And he began to move, sealing that pledge with every stroke.

      Her eyes glistened with more tears as she rose to meet him. As her climax neared, she opened to him more fully, more eagerly than ever before.

      He gasped at the wonder of it. “Lucy, you’re—”

      “Giving you all I have. Everything I am.” Her expression grew radiant and her eyes glowed with blue fire. “Forever yours, Matt. Forever…” Moaning softly, she arched against him. “Yours.”

      As her undulations rolled over his throbbing cock, he surged forward, connecting with her as he never had before. His climax enveloped him in a tidal wave of sensation. The boundaries between them disappeared. Lucy.
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      Matt woke early and dressed in the dark. They’d only made love once.

      When he’d come back from the bathroom after their epic experience, Lucy had cupped his face and murmured we’ll never top that. He’d said then let’s not try. After setting his alarm, he’d gathered her close and they’d slept.

      Although he was dressed, he couldn’t go anywhere. She was depending on his alarm to get her up in time to be ready for Henri. He walked over to the chairs by the fireplace. Good place to wait.

      “I’m awake.”

      He returned to the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress. “Good morning.”

      She reached for his hand. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “I’m changing my plan.”

      He sucked in a breath.

      “Oh, Matt, not that plan.” She tightened her grip. “I’ve changed my mind about going to the barn this morning.”

      “But you’re still leaving.”

      “Yes.”

      His gut twisted. “I guess I thought maybe, after…”

      “What happened last night was… I’ve never felt so…”

      “Loved?”

      She nodded. “Loved and loving.”

      “I know.”

      “It makes leaving much harder.” She swallowed. “I’m not sure I can handle going through the normal chores at the barn.”

      “Okay.” That searing blast of hope followed by despair had left its mark. But it was only a preview of what lay ahead. Better to get used to the pain. “Then I’ll pick you up here at ten-thirty.”

      “That’s the other thing. Once I think Henri’s awake, I’ll text her and find out if she can take me, instead.”

      “Instead of me?” This was going to be bad, very bad.

      “You and I don’t need to be riding in a truck together for more than an hour, knowing what waits at the end. Then you’ll drive home alone, on icy roads, in a terrible mood. That’s dangerous.”

      “No, it’s not. I’ll be fine.”

      “Matt, I want Henri to take me. It’ll be easier on—”

      “You? Because don’t assume it’ll be easier on me. I don’t want to give up a single second with you. So what if I have to tell you goodbye at the end of the drive? At least we’d have that time together!” He let go of her hand and stood.

      She sat up. “I guess you’re stronger than I am, because that drive would be pure torture for me.”

      He could barely see her face in the pale light, but that was better. He’d cherish the way she’d looked at him last night and block out this moment when, out of the blue, she’d brought everything to a screeching halt.

      “I certainly don’t want to torture you.” His heart pounded and his ears buzzed. “I guess that’s it, then.” He grabbed his phone, his coat and his hat. “Have a nice life.” Not bothering to put on his coat or hat, he opened the door and welcomed the embrace of the frigid air. Maybe it would freeze him solid. What a relief.
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      Lucy spent Saturday night and all day Sunday in suspended animation. She’d always been told that time could heal even the deepest wounds. She was in agony, but thirty-six hours might not be enough time to get over Matt. Would thirty-six weeks do the trick? Thirty-six months?

      She hoped it wasn’t years. But it had been years last time, and even then, she hadn’t made a full recovery. She might be in for a long, rocky road.

      The first step was getting this new job. Last week she’d emailed her resignation to her previous agency. Her boss had accepted it without questioning her, which likely meant that Kurt had suggested handling it that way. He must be delighted that she’d chosen to quit.

      The cheerful outer office of the agency she hoped to work for brightened her mood. Several large prints of a well-known California artist decorated the walls. The images were pleasant and engaging, seashore-themed, mostly. She’d never been moved to buy any of the guy’s art, but it worked well for office décor.

      The receptionist’s smile was open and friendly. “Please have a seat. Jennifer will be with you in a moment.”

      “Thanks.” Lucy sat in one of the brightly colored, sleek chairs. “Someone must be really fond of this artist’s work.”

      “We sure are. He’s one of our best clients.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We’ve been designing marketing campaigns for him for years. He’s a sweetheart. I’m so happy for him that he’s found this level of success.”

      “For years.” Lucy stared at the images. They were familiar because she’d seen them everywhere—on notecards, picture puzzles, T-shirts, even on the sides of buses. “Then he wasn’t well-known when you started working with him?”

      “Not at all. It wasn’t that he was a terrible artist. Clearly his art has mass appeal, but he didn’t know how to tap into that. Not many creative people do.”

      Lucy got to her feet and turned in a circle, studying every image. “I am such an idiot.”

      “Pardon?”

      She faced the receptionist. “I want to cancel my appointment with Jennifer.”

      “But it’ll only be a few more—”

      “No, seriously, I don’t need to see her. At all. I’ll send her an email to explain, but… I have to go.” She bolted from the office.
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      Matt paced the arrivals area of Great Falls International. If this was the miracle he’d been praying for since Saturday morning, then hallelujah. But he didn’t trust it. This was only Tuesday and Lucy couldn’t possibly have had a change of heart that fast.

      If their last night together hadn’t caused her to rethink her position, then nothing would. And yet she’d texted him with her arrival time and mentioned she had something exciting to tell him.

      If she was anyone else, he’d question her behavior. Unbalanced people had dramatic mood swings and abrupt turnarounds like this. But Lucy wasn’t unbalanced.

      He’d run through several possibilities. She’d won the lottery. She’d inherited a boatload of money from a rich relative. She’d found an antique or painting worth millions in an estate sale.

      How any of those could have taken place since Saturday was a complete mystery, though. Nothing made sense, but she’d come walking toward him any second now. His pulse rate was over the top and his stomach jumpy as hell.

      There she was. When she spotted him, she started to run, her carry-on slapping against one side and her leather satchel swinging from her other shoulder as she dodged around other passengers. He stepped as close to the security line as he was allowed.

      “I love you!” She threw herself into his arms, banging his hip with the carry-on and knocking off his hat.

      He didn’t feel a thing except warm woman and enthusiastic kisses. Heaven couldn’t be any better than this. Gradually he divested her of the carry-on without losing his connection with her sweet mouth.

      At last she came up for air and gazed at him, her eyes shining with happiness. ‘I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Why are you—”

      “Where’s your hat?”

      “Who cares?”

      “I have it, son.” An older gentleman stood nearby holding it. “It’s a fine hat. I decided to stay here and hang onto it until you two young folks stopped kissing. You don’t want to lose a perfectly good hat.”

      Matt kept a tight hold on Lucy with one hand and accepted the hat with the other. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome. Long separation?”

      He nodded. “Very long. Felt like forever.”

      “It sure did.” Lucy smiled at the guy. “But all’s well that ends well. We’ll be getting married.”

      Matt gasped. “We will?”

      “Unless you don’t want to.” She didn’t look worried about it.

      “Of course I want to, but—”

      “We need to talk. I have so much to tell you.”

      “Then I’ll leave you to it.” The older man clapped Matt on the shoulder and gave Lucy a friendly pat. “Congratulations to you both. I don’t know either of you at all, but I have a gut feeling you’ll be very happy. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go fetch my luggage from the carousel.”

      “Thanks, again,” Matt called after him. Then he glanced at Lucy. “Do you have luggage besides this?”

      “Not this trip. It would have taken too long to pack everything up. I’ll go back later and do that. I just had to see you face-to-face to give you the news.”

      “You came into money?”

      “Even better. I know how to make money. With my art.”

      “But you said—”

      “That it was a hopeless grind, and it can be if you don’t know how to market your work. But guess what? I have a degree in marketing.”

      He stared at her. “You could promote yourself?”

      “And who better to do that? You know that dismal scenario I gave you before? That was an accurate assessment then, before I’d taken all those courses on advertising and promotion. Now, with my ninja marketing skills, I can promo the hell out of my work. And make money.”

      “But does it work for something like art?”

      ‘Sure does.” Her smile lit up her entire face. “I saw a stunning example of it when I went for my interview on Monday. And the penny dropped. I should have seen it before now, but for so long I’ve put art in a separate category from other products. It’s not.”

      “Are you absolutely sure about this? Apple Grove is not L.A. The Apple Festival in the fall is the most exciting thing we have going.”

      “I am sure about this. I already have a ton of product to sell and I can’t wait to make more. As for excitement around here, there’s a lot more than the Apple Festival.”

      “What else?”

      “You and me, buster. Living the dream, somewhere close to the Buckskin, raising horses, making art, making money, making love and maybe someday if you want, making babies. Are you in?”

      He put on his hat so he could wrap both arms around her. “I was in at seventeen. Now I’m so far in you’ll never get rid of me.”

      “Then let’s kiss on it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He lowered his head and brushed his mouth gently over hers. “And then let’s go home.”
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        Coming April 2020!

        Wrangler Jake Lassiter’s heart is on the line in BIG-HEARTED COWBOY, book two in the Buckskin Brotherhood series!

      

        

      
        Jake craves the Buckskin Ranch’s spunky housekeeper, Millie Jones, but telling her is out of the question. She’s the kind of gal who deserves a happily-ever-after. He’s not the kind of guy who can give her one.

      

        

      
        Trouble is, his heart doesn’t want to listen to reason, especially after another cowboy sets his sights on Millie.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            But Wait, There’s More!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Reviews mean a lot to me. They increase book visibility and encourage readers to check out my series. If you enjoyed SWEET-TALKING COWBOY, consider leaving an honest review on your favorite retailer site. If you already left a review, thank you!

      

        

      
        Saddle up for all the stories in the Buckskin Brotherhood series!
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        Want more sexy cowboys? Then say hello to the McGavin Brothers of Eagles Nest, Montana!
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        Receive my monthly missives!

        Keep updated on new and upcoming releases, hear what’s happening in my writing world, and gain access to special and exclusive reader content, like the McGavin Brothers prequel A COWBOY’S PROMISE.

        Join my reader list today!
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        Praise for Vicki’s cowboy series

      

      

      
        
        
        “Vicki Lewis Thompson has a reputation for putting enough sizzle between the pages to actually create steam.”

        Fresh Fiction

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “This modern cowboy tale expertly balances sex and emotion with a touch of humor. It’s one of the hottest western romances of the year!”

        RT Book Reviews

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Once again Ms. Thompson’s writing is crisp and straightforward, with an uncanny ability to weave the beautiful western landscape of the Grand Tetons into the storyline. Overall a hot, sexy read.”

        Harlequin Junkie

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Vicki Lewis Thompson

          

        

      

    

    
      The Buckskin Brotherhood

      Sweet-Talking Cowboy

      Big-Hearted Cowboy

      Baby-Daddy Cowboy

      

      The McGavin Brothers

      A Cowboy’s Strength

      A Cowboy’s Honor

      A Cowboy’s Return

      A Cowboy’s Heart

      A Cowboy’s Courage

      A Cowboy’s Christmas

      A Cowboy’s Kiss

      A Cowboy’s Luck

      A Cowboy’s Charm

      A Cowboy’s Challenge

      A Cowboy’s Baby

      A Cowboy’s Holiday

      A Cowboy’s Choice

      A Cowboy’s Worth

      A Cowboy’s Destiny

      A Cowboy’s Secret

      A Cowboy’s Homecoming

      

      Wild About You

      Werewolf in Manhattan

      Werewolf in the North Woods

      Werewolf in Seattle

      Werewolf in Denver

      Werewolf in Alaska

      Werewolf in Las Vegas

      

      The Nerd Series

      Nerd in Shining Armor

      The Nerd Who Loved Me

      Nerd Gone Wild

      Gone with the Nerd

      Talk Nerdy to Me

      Nerds Like It Hot

      My Nerdy Valentine

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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      New York Times bestselling author Vicki Lewis Thompson’s love affair with cowboys started with the Lone Ranger, continued through Maverick, and took a turn south of the border with Zorro. She views cowboys as the Western version of knights in shining armor, rugged men who value honor, honesty and hard work. Fortunately for her, she lives in the Arizona desert, where broad-shouldered, lean-hipped cowboys abound. Blessed with such an abundance of inspiration, she only hopes that she can do them justice.

      
        
        Connect with Vicki online!

        VickiLewisThompson.com

        VLTAuthor@aol.com
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