

[image: Cover for The Cowboy Next Door]



The Cowboy Next Door


Once Upon a Western Romance

Trish Milburn

 

 

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]


The Cowboy Next Door


Copyright © 2019 Trish Milburn

EPUB Edition

The Tule Publishing, Inc.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

First Publication by Tule Publishing 2019

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-949707-67-0


Keep Up with your Favorite Authors and their New Releases

For the latest news from Tule Publishing authors, sign up for our newsletter here or check out our website at TulePublishing.com

Stay social! For new release updates, behind-the-scenes sneak peeks, and reader giveaways:

Like us on

[image: Facebook Button]

Follow us on

[image: Twitter Button]

Follow us on

[image: Instragram Button]

See you online!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]


Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Epilogue

The Once Upon a Western Series

Excerpt from Her Cowboy Prince

About the Author


Chapter One


Most people’s to-do lists were long on Monday mornings. Claire Moon’s was downright scary. As in approaching the length of the U.S. tax code. One thing that wasn’t on it, however, was chasing cows out of her garden, but that’s exactly what she was doing. She probably looked like some sort of lunatic dressed in a ratty T-shirt and shorts she’d had since college, wearing flip-flops she was doing her best not to trip over, and wielding a broom as she yelled at the beasts to stop nibbling and trampling her zucchini and tomato plants. Luckily no one was around to witness her display. Of course that was by design.

She’d moved to rural Montana to get away from people. She hadn’t planned on livestock posing a problem. But then she was pretty sure Montana was home to more cows than humans, so maybe it shouldn’t have come as such a surprise.

She swatted at one of the cows with the broom. “Go on, get out of here! You have plenty to eat on your own side of the fence.”

Even though she couldn’t see a break in the fencing, she had little doubt her bovine interlopers belonged to the McQueen family who owned the huge swath of rangeland adjoining her property. Their spread made her small acreage look like a postage stamp—and not one of the bigger stamps the post office puts out to draw collectors.

She wasn’t able to make out the brand on the cows, but they looked like the ones she’d seen grazing near the fence line on numerous occasions. Alone as she was on her land, she’d even talked to them a few times. That wasn’t crazy, just being neighborly.

But her warm, neighborly feelings ended at the point where the cows made her garden into a yummy salad for themselves.

She swung the broom again, and one of the cows sidestepped but kept on munching. Another just looked at her as if she was nothing more than an annoying fly and swished its tail as if that might shoo her away instead.

After a few more minutes of what felt like trying to sweep a river—getting one cow out of the garden only to turn around to find two more had entered from the other side—she wiped the sweat from her forehead and cursed under her breath. She had no idea how to rid herself of the growing herd. Much longer and her garden was going to be totally ruined. It was on its last leg already.

Despite not wanting to add humans to the mix, she was faced with the real possibility that her only option was to call the McQueens and have them come round up their cattle.

She looked beyond the cattle to see a couple more making their way over the small hill to the west. She stalked that direction, trying to get the new arrivals to turn around. They just moseyed to the side out of her path.

Claire ground her teeth as she neared the top of the hill. Montana’s growing season was already way shorter than what it had been back in Texas. For some items, she likely didn’t have enough time left to replant. She’d have to do some additional research to determine her options or chalk up her first Montana growing season to a colossal bust.

At the crest of the hill, she shaded her eyes and scanned the line of fencing as it ran into the distance toward the towering line of mountains. Judging by the cow stepping onto her land, she was pretty sure she’d found the break that was allowing the McQueens’ herd to make for greener pastures.

Damn. She spun and hurried back toward the house as fast as she could in flip-flops. When she stubbed the front of her right foot on a thick lump of grass, the strap broke free of the sole.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, looking down at the useless shoe hanging from her foot.

With a sound of frustration, she pulled off the flip-flops and watched carefully where she stepped as she resumed her trek toward the house. The last thing she wanted to do was put her foot down in a fresh pile of cow poop.

As she passed by the garden, one of the cows turned its head, not even pausing in chewing the greens in its mouth.

“See if I say a friendly hello to you guys ever again,” Claire said.

As she reached the edge of the porch, a new sound caused her to turn around. Just coming over the hill she’d vacated was a man on a horse. On instinct, she turned away but stopped herself before completely presenting her back.

The guy spurred his horse to a faster pace, and she took a couple more hurried steps toward the porch. But he didn’t approach her, instead circling around the garden and herding the cattle back in the direction from which they’d arrived.

She watched, transfixed, as man and horse seemed to move as one animal. For a fanciful moment, she wondered if the cowboy could telepathically communicate with his mount. Maybe he spoke to the cattle, too, because while they’d just viewed her as a nuisance, at his direction they vacated her garden in mere moments. What they left behind was a trampled mess.

Anger welled up inside her. All the hours she’d put into the garden had been for naught. After only being able to take part in the care and fruits of a community garden back in Houston, she’d been so proud of her solo effort. Not for the first time, she wondered if reincarnation and karma were real and in a past life she’d been a terrible person. Like Jack the Ripper type bad.

She startled when another cowboy appeared over the hill and reined in next to the first one. They spoke for a moment and then cowboy number two spun and took over the herding of the cattle. Cowboy number one headed back toward her. Realizing she was fully facing him, she quickly turned the left half of her face away, letting her hair fall forward like a curtain.

The guy pulled up a few feet away and tipped the front of his tan hat back, revealing that not only was he an expert horseman but also good-looking. As in annoyingly good-looking.

“Ma’am, I’m really sorry about your garden. We’ll fix the fence as quickly as we can, so you shouldn’t have any further problems.”

Damn, even his voice was sexy. She bet he knew it, too.

“It’s okay.” It really wasn’t, but the sooner he left the better. “Things happen.”

He gave her a curious look, and she didn’t have to be a mind reader to know why. Most people in her position would be furious. Not to mention the fact she refused to fully face him. It’s why she limited her in-person interactions with other people. If she faced them they couldn’t hide their reactions to the scarring on her face. If she stood as she was now, in profile, their minds tried to process why.

“We’ll reimburse you for your loss,” he said.

Did that mean he was one of the actual McQueens and not just one of the ranch hands? She resisted the urge to turn so she could see him better. What good would it do to see he was even better looking than she originally thought?

“That’s not necessary.”

“I disagree, but I’m not one to argue.” Even with her partial view, she could see his smile was of the mischievous, way-with-the-ladies variety. “Too bad it’s not under more pleasant circumstances, but at least I get to meet our new neighbor. I’m Wes McQueen. My family owns the ranch next to yours and the errant cattle.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” She said the words because it would be expected, the courteous thing, not because she was thrilled to have her world invaded by a stranger.

A couple of beats passed in which she heard the cattle mooing over the hill and a fly buzzing around her head, probably one that had arrived with the cows. She swatted at the pest and wished she could shoo her human visitor away as easily.

“And you are?” Wes McQueen asked, a note of teasing in his voice.

With no way to not answer while also not being rude, she took a breath before replying.

“Claire Moon.”

“Well, I have to say that’s the prettiest name of any of our neighbors. But then it’s not hard to beat Buford Timmons.”

She snorted, surprising herself. If possible, Wes McQueen’s smile grew even wider. He appeared on the verge of saying something when another guy on horseback appeared at the top of the hill and whistled to get his attention. When Wes shifted his gaze that direction, the other guy motioned for him to follow then turned and disappeared back over the hill.

“Duty calls,” Wes said as he shifted his attention back to her. “I’ll be in touch.”

Before she could assure him that any further interaction truly wasn’t necessary, he tapped the front of his hat and headed back to his ranch. When he disappeared from view, the tension in her body relaxed. With a final look at the destruction left by the cattle, she headed inside. She needed at least two strong cups of coffee before she’d feel up to seeing what she could salvage.

But as she brewed and drank her blessed caffeine, her thoughts wouldn’t stay fixed on cleaning up and rescuing the garden, or even on the various jewelry-making jobs she needed to work on for her customers. Instead, she kept replaying the short conversation with Wes McQueen.

Once upon a time, she would have had enough confidence and sass to meet his mischief halfway. But that seemed like a lifetime ago. She might have the same name and the same job, but in a lot of ways she was a different person now. And the new her didn’t flirt with hunky cowboys and see where it led. The new Claire Moon was such a loner that she ordered her groceries online and had them delivered rather than force herself into a supermarket. She liked to think that could change at some point, but that day wasn’t today.

She strode to the window over her sink and looked out toward the pasture on the other side of the fence. Though she couldn’t see Wes, he was out there somewhere. His orbit had crossed into hers, and the best she could hope for was that he’d send her a check to reimburse her for her lost vegetables. Hopefully, he’d forget about her. A man like that, he probably already had.
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The pounding headache that had led Wes to his solo morning ride got worse as he looked at the evidence of foul play in front of him.

“Someone definitely cut it,” Justin said from where he crouched next to the curled-up barbed wire.

Wes looked beyond his older brother to where their cattle were now all safely back on the correct side of the fence. Lots of ranches in Montana didn’t have fencing, but theirs did to prevent any possible accidents on the road leading tourists down to Yellowstone National Park or with the guests at their family’s hot springs resort.

“So either someone has a weird idea of having fun or one of us has ticked off someone,” Wes said.

“Well, I’m a paragon of virtue, so my money is on you,” Justin said with a grin.

“It could be Roman,” Wes said, knowing that the likelihood that their other brother was the offending party was about as likely as the moon really being made out of cheese.

Justin didn’t even dignify the accusation with a response other than a lifted eyebrow.

“If it makes you feel any better, I can’t think of anyone I’ve annoyed this much lately.”

Justin stood. “All the same, since it’s your best friend who’s a sheriff’s deputy, you get to make the report. We’re lucky the cattle didn’t find their way out onto the highway and get hit by some unsuspecting tourist in one of those quarter-million-dollar RVs.”

“True. We just have a case of gardencide to reimburse.”

“Huh?”

Wes gestured behind him. “The cattle made our new neighbor’s garden into their own personal salad bar.”

“Is he mad?”

“She seemed strangely chill about it.” Though despite her words, he’d seen how she’d been wielding that broom when he’d arrived at the scene.

“We’ll still get her a check before she decides to sue us. Did you get her name?” Justin shook his head. “What am I saying? Of course you got her name.”

“Hey! How do you know she’s not some doddering grandma?”

“Was she?”

“Well, no.”

“That’s what I thought. Not that it would matter. Half the grandmas are in love with you, too.”

“What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

Justin uttered a long-suffering snort.

Wes looked up at the sound of their dad arriving on a four-wheeler with the necessary supplies to fix the fence.

“Good thing Sanders isn’t around anymore,” Tom McQueen said as he swung off the four-wheeler with the ease of a man half his age and pointed toward the adjacent ranch. “We might have had several head of cattle with bullets between the eyes.”

No doubt their former neighbor had been a class A jerk with an anger management problem. They’d almost thrown a party when they found out John Sanders had decided to move near his brother in New Mexico. The property had been unoccupied for almost six months. Wes figured no local would want to put in the effort it would take to fix up the place, which meant Claire Moon was new to the area. Of course, that wouldn’t have been hard to figure out because everyone knew everyone in Logan Springs.

“Wes says we’ve got a new neighbor,” Justin said as he lifted a roll of barbed wire from the back of the four-wheeler.

“Hope he’s friendlier than his predecessor.”

“Was she, Wes?” Justin asked, teasing obvious in his tone.

“Be hard to be less so, don’t you think?”

The truth was Claire Moon had been hard to read. He hadn’t talked to her long enough to tell whether she’d just been annoyed or uncomfortable around him. He might have a knack for charming women, but he was smart enough to know that a woman alone might feel threatened by or at least anxious around some unknown man galloping into her yard unannounced. He wouldn’t have put it past her to use that broom on him. For some reason, that mental image made him smile.

“Don’t tell me,” his dad said. “She’s pretty and you’ve already been sweet-talking her.”

Wes’s headache, which had briefly dulled while he’d talked to Claire, returned. His head throbbed more and more as his dad and brother teased him. When hammering was added on top of that, he would swear his skull was going to crack wide open like a dropped watermelon. He’d definitely partied too hard with his friends the night before.

“So, what’s our new neighbor like?” his dad asked as he pulled off his gloves when they finished the fence repairs.

“If I had to guess, not too happy our cattle ruined her garden. But I told her we’d reimburse her.”

“Did she seem okay with that?”

“She actually said it wasn’t necessary, but I’ll make it right anyway.”

“Good. Like my dad always said, try to stay on the good side of the law and your neighbors.”

After their dad headed back toward the main part of the ranch to stow the remaining wire and box of tools, Wes glanced in the direction of Claire Moon’s house, even though it wasn’t visible from where he and Justin stood.

“Don’t let your libido make a bad situation worse,” Justin said, now sounding every bit the older, responsible brother.

Wes gave Justin a look that was the equivalent of a rude gesture. Justin laughed then swung into the saddle. Wes waited until his brother was out of sight before he sank back and leaned against one of the fence posts. He closed his eyes, hoping that would help the throbbing in his head. He was going to kill Parker for convincing him to stay for one more round the night before. Wes’s mouth curved up into a smile as he pulled out his phone. Time for payback. If luck liked him at all, he was about to wake up his best friend and Parker would be feeling every bit as bad as Wes did.

“The world better be ending,” Parker Varton said in answer after the fourth ring.

Wes took great pleasure in talking even louder than normal. “What’s wrong? Last night not agree with you?”

“You sound way too chipper. We’re no longer friends.”

Wes laughed. “Wake up. I’ve got a crime to report.”

“Is it waking up your best friend way too damn early in the morning?”

“That is not a crime. That’s appropriate punishment for the banging in my head.”

“I didn’t force that last beer down your throat.”

True. And after the dark period his dad had gone through with drinking, Wes realized he should dial it back a notch or two. He’d never needed alcohol to have fun anyway.

“Listen, someone cut our fence last night or early this morning.”

The sounds coming from the other end of the call sounded like Parker crawling out of bed and heading toward his kitchen, probably to make a giant pot of coffee.

“Any other damage? Please don’t tell me the cattle got out onto the road. I hate when that happens.”

“No, but they did eat most of our new neighbor’s garden.”

“New neighbor? Oh, wait, I did hear someone bought the Sanders place. Emmaline was so glad to find a buyer for that property,” Parker said, referring to his sister, a local real estate agent. “Sanders wasn’t what you’d call good at upkeep.”

“No, but the new owner looked like she was trying to spruce up the place. At least she had a nice garden until the cattle destroyed it.”

“So you don’t think the new neighbor is the culprit?”

“Nope.” Not the way she’d been swinging that broom. “And why would she be? None of us had even met her until today.”

“So she’s not someone you’ve loved and left?”

“What is it with everyone dissing my love life today? Can’t say I’ve ever had any complaints.” Despite what some people might believe, he wasn’t callous or selfish in his dating. He tried to make sure everyone he went out with had fun and there were no expectations of commitment. He just wasn’t that kind of guy. Not even the fact that his brothers had found true love had changed his outlook on his own romantic future.

“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

“I should have called someone else.”

“Okay, okay. You’re grumpier than I am this morning.”

“You haven’t been rounding up cows and mending fences with your hangover.”

“Fair point.”

Just keep your ears open.” After hanging up with Parker, Wes continued to sit where he was as his horse grazed nearby. “At least you seem satisfied with the grass on this side of the fence.”

He let his mind wander, trying to latch on to the identity of a likely culprit. There was always the possibility that it was a disgruntled guest at his family’s Peak View Hot Springs Resort, but that didn’t seem likely. The resort had a good reputation, and he’d heard nothing from Justin or their dad about any problems. Maybe someone who didn’t like people with money or who opposed cattle grazing was the guilty party.

Well, he wasn’t going to figure out the answer—or get anything else done—sitting on his butt at the edge of the pasture. He got to his feet and looked across the fence, curious about Claire Moon. Even without getting a good look at her, what he’d seen had been pretty. Long, dark brown hair, loose and covering half her face as if she was shy. Slight build and nice legs. Any curves had been hidden by the bulky T-shirt she’d been wearing. Maybe the next time he saw her, he’d be afforded a better view.

And he had the perfect excuse to see her again—his promise to rectify the harm done to her garden. Shoving away all the thoughts of teasing he’d received about his romantic exploits, he pulled himself up into the saddle and turned toward home. He wasn’t going to just write Claire a check. Instead, he’d show up with enough vegetable plants and seeds that she’d think she’d hit the garden jackpot. And if she wanted to thank him with a smile or an invitation to dinner, who was he to decline the hospitality of a neighbor?


Chapter Two


Claire poured a glass of cold water and held it to her forehead before taking a drink. She’d spent the morning removing her kitchen cabinet doors and stripping the putrid green paint from them in the backyard. It was as if the previous owner had bought paint because it was on clearance with no thought as to why the unfortunate color hadn’t been a big seller.

Since purchasing the small ranch, she’d become the queen of watching DIY home improvement videos online. When she’d first seen the place she now called home, she’d understood why it was priced so much lower than everything else in the Paradise Valley. Most had been so out of her price range it’d been laughable. But Emmaline Varton, her real estate agent, had said that the acreage wasn’t enough to interest ranchers and the state of the house turned off everyone else. Claire had gotten the impression that Emmaline had almost wanted to kiss her or name her firstborn after Claire when she’d signed all the paperwork to buy the place.

Claire had seen the possibility beneath the ugly exterior. And one couldn’t beat the view of the towering mountain ranges paralleling the Paradise Valley. Texas had mountains, but they weren’t these kind of mountains—craggy, forbidding but also beautiful. These were the kind of mountains you knew could kill you if you weren’t careful but were also stunning in their beauty.

The peace and quiet she’d found here even outweighed the views. And whoever had first called Montana Big Sky Country couldn’t have come up with a more apt description. She’d never seen so many stars at night in her life. The valley lived up to its name…if you overlooked the occasional case of wayward cows.

Thoughts of the cattle invasion refocused her on the next task awaiting her. Now that the cabinet doors were all stripped and drying out back, it was time to clean up the mess the McQueens’ cows had left behind. But as she stepped out onto the front porch, she spotted a pickup truck turning into her driveway. She slipped back into the house and locked the door. Hopefully whoever it was would figure she wasn’t home if she didn’t come to the door despite the fact her car was sitting outside.

But when the driver parked and got out, she saw that it was none other than Wes McQueen. And he was headed straight for her front door. She sidestepped out of view, inadvertently bumping into the small table that held her keys. They rattled in the small dish that also held several coins.

She cursed silently, hoping Wes hadn’t been close enough yet to hear the racket. Even though she knew he was there, her heart jumped when he knocked. She closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing. If she stayed quiet, he’d leave and maybe this time he’d stay away. The last thing she needed as she rebuilt her life was to have someone as breathtakingly handsome as Wes seeing her. Even if he was a decent guy, she had not one smidgen of doubt what his reaction would be. Experience was a brutal teacher.

In all honesty, before the fire she would have likely reacted the same way if she’d unexpectedly encountered someone whose face appeared to be partially melted.

She was proud of the fact that she didn’t cry about it anymore, but in that moment she felt the sting of tears. It rocketed her back in time to when she’d felt not only physically raw but emotionally as well. In a matter of minutes, her entire life had been turned upside down, irrevocably changed, and in this moment she hated Wes McQueen for making her relive those feelings.

“Claire?” he said after knocking again. Was it her imagination, or did he sound a bit concerned?

Yes, definitely her imagination. Despite the fact that she had deliberately turned into a loner, at least for the present, she couldn’t deny that she missed interactions with other people, hanging out with friends, going on dates. Prior to the fire, she’d loved meeting new people, learning about them, whether it was at the arts and crafts shows she attended or waiting in line at the DMV. But she’d heard one too many hurtful comments, received one too many shrinking-away looks, in the wake of the fire.

A few more seconds ticked by, but Wes didn’t knock again. Though she was grateful when she heard him descend the front steps, she had to admit there was a part of her that wanted to swing open the door and ask him to stay. Though she kept busy, her full schedule didn’t always keep the loneliness at bay. And their brief interaction earlier had made her wonder if she’d be like this the rest of her life or if she’d gradually find a way to not care what people thought or how they reacted.

She realized that though Wes should have been able to retrace his steps by now, she didn’t hear his truck engine. Careful not to reveal herself, she peeked out the window again and saw him lifting what appeared to be tomato plants from the bed of his truck.

So he’d made good on replacing her damaged and destroyed vegetable plants. She’d have to send him a thank you note and hope it didn’t prompt him to make a reappearance on her front porch. She couldn’t hide in her house every time if he kept showing up. That wouldn’t just look suspicious. It’d look downright weird.

She ducked back out of sight when Wes turned and headed toward the porch again. A thud told her when he’d placed the potted tomato plants down. She listened as he continued traipsing back and forth from his truck. When she lost count how many times he’d made the trip, she began to wonder if he’d bought out the nearest garden center.

So he obviously didn’t understand the meaning of her earlier “That’s not necessary” statement. Or he’d just chosen to ignore it. Did he think she might pursue legal action? She supposed that was a valid concern. People sued for the most asinine things. Sure, sometimes it was necessary, but others it was just a way for people to try to get rich with little or no effort on their part.

Metallic clanking made Claire realize her thoughts had veered off in a different direction. What the devil was Wes doing out there? She ventured another look and saw him pulling a hoe and rake from the bed of the truck. She was still staring when he actually slid a wheelbarrow to the ground. Surely he hadn’t bought those for her, too.

What was she supposed to do now? The last thing she wanted was for the handsome neighbor to see her. As crazy as it might be considering she’d basically told him to stay away, the idea of him doing so only because he caught a full view of her hurt. But she couldn’t deny that another part of her very much wanted to march outside and tell him to get off her property. She’d barely met the guy, so it was highly annoying that he had already managed to get her emotions so tangled up. She couldn’t remember the last guy who’d done that, and this wasn’t even the good kind of tangled emotions.

Wes tossed the gardening tools into the wheelbarrow and headed toward her remnants of a garden as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Careful not to make herself visible, Claire eased across the living room so she could see out the west-facing window.

As she watched, Wes McQueen did the unbelievable. He began cutting away and raking up the ruined plants, filling the wheelbarrow with them, and then rolling it to the edge of her property and tossing the vegetative detritus over the fence. She shook her head slowly, seemingly unable to move in any other way as she watched him.

She should really stop him, but what she was witnessing was just so surreal she halfway thought she must be dreaming. And if this was a dream, she wanted to watch just a little while longer. Once Wes was done with cleaning up the damage, he set to work putting the new plants in the ground. For a man used to cattle ranching, he seemed to know his way around a garden as well.

When he paused and pulled off his cowboy hat to wipe sweat from his brow, her breath caught. Even dirty and sweaty, Wes McQueen was a sight to behold. Handsome face, lean build, and a fantastic set of tanned forearms. She’d always had a thing for men’s arms. Forget fancy suits. Have a man roll up his shirtsleeves to reveal his lower arms and she was a goner.

She licked her lips and forced herself away from the window. After downing another glass of water, she stood at the sink and considered her next move. Despite the fact that it had been his family’s cattle that had ruined her garden, he’d already done more than enough to repay her. Instead of giving in to the temptation to watch him work some more, she took a deep breath and headed out the front door.

As she reached the end of the porch, she allowed her hair to fall forward again to cover the left side of her face. She didn’t even have to think about it anymore. It was as much an involuntary habit as breathing or blinking her eyes. Before she spoke, she allowed herself to watch Wes just a few more moments because soon he’d be gone and she might very well never see him again. She’d go back to being alone. She tried reminding herself that’s what she wanted, but it wasn’t as easy to convince herself as it had been before today.

“What are you doing?”

Wes looked up from where he was turning a row of dirt with the hoe. He tipped back the front of his hat and smiled. Damn, why did he have to have one of those smiles that made women’s skin heat?

“Last I checked, it was called gardening.”

“I recall telling you that replacing the plants wasn’t necessary, and this,” she said, gesturing toward the work he’d done, “is going above and beyond.”

“Just being a good neighbor.”

“Being a good neighbor is giving someone their mail if it’s misdelivered, maybe walking their dog. Not planting an entire garden.”

“Maybe I’m an extra-nice neighbor.”

Claire eyed him, trying to deduce the meaning behind the statement. Was he flirting with her? A thrill went through her at the idea, especially when she’d thought—knew—that her days of catching the eye of a handsome man were behind her. But then she remembered that any possible attraction was based on a lie. Fighting the growing lump in her throat, she lowered her gaze to the potted plants at her feet.

“If you’re afraid I’m going to sue, you can stop worrying. I know you didn’t herd your cattle over here on purpose.”

“No, ma’am, but I wanted to make it right all the same.”

Was this guy for real? Choosing to take him at his word, she lifted her gaze to his and wished she could make out his eye color. But the shade of his hat and the distance between them prevented that.

“Thank you, for everything, but I can handle the rest.”

“No need. I’ll be done before you know it, and I’m sure you have other things to do.”

Was he giving her an out because he could tell she didn’t want to get any closer to him?

Wes nodded toward the backyard. “From the looks of things, you’ve already been tackling some upgrades.”

“Yeah. I can tell a single guy lived here, no offense.” Actually, she didn’t know if Wes was single or not. It was hard to imagine, but then she didn’t think a wife or girlfriend would be fine with his being here helping her without being asked or paid.

“I might not be the neatest guy ever, but I’m no John Sanders either.”

“Who?”

“The guy who used to live here. Don’t be surprised if the town declares a Claire Moon Appreciation Day because you bought this place, ensuring Sanders couldn’t move back in.”

“Don’t tell me I bought a drug dealer’s house.”

Wes propped his hands on the end of the hoe’s handle. “No, he just had the personality of a porcupine crossed with a weasel—on a good day.”

“And the decorating and housekeeping skills of a toddler in a bad mood.”

Wes laughed, and hearing it filled up Claire’s heart with a light she hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Bad, huh?”

“Let’s just say it’s a challenge, but I knew that going in. I won’t be bored for the foreseeable future.”

“Are you one of those house flippers?”

“No. This is actually my first house.” Now why did she volunteer that bit of information?

“You bought a fixer-upper in a place with actual winters. You must be a glutton for punishment.”

How did he know she wasn’t used to “actual winters”?

“Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “Your twang gave you away.”

“I guess you can take the girl out of Texas…”

“So why Logan Springs?”

“Why do you live here?” she asked, deflecting so she didn’t have to go into personal details.

“Our family has been here since before Montana became a state.” He looked at her as if to say your turn.

“Was just ready for a change.” She gestured toward the mountains. “And it’s a better view than the freeway.”

“City girl, huh?”

“Houston.” She kept answering his questions as if he’d injected her with truth serum. “You must be thirsty. Let me get you some water.”

Claire didn’t wait for a response, instead turning and hurrying into the house. She’d probably just added evidence to Wes’s running list of why his new neighbor was crazypants, but if she’d stayed out there much longer she feared she might have divulged her entire life story.

She made her way to the kitchen and pulled a glass out of one of the doorless cabinets. As she filled it with water, she tried to convince herself that it was only having someone invade her space that had her so jittery. Any woman with any sense would feel the same if she were alone with a strange man just outside her house. If Wes McQueen had fallen out of the ugly tree and hit every limb on the way down, she would feel the same.

Yeah, right.

Yes, she’d be uncomfortable around anyone, but not once since the fire had she warred with herself like this—one half wanting to hide while the other wanted to have her old face back so she could get to know Wes better. There was just something about him that pulled at her, and it surprised her how much she had to fight it.

She lifted her hand to the marred half of her face to remind herself that there was no going back. Her new reality was a home of her own in a gorgeous valley, a thriving business that allowed her to work from that home, and gratitude that she’d survived the fire at all. Two of her neighbors in the apartment complex hadn’t been so lucky. But her new reality didn’t include men like Wes McQueen.

Shoving away the attack of self-pity, a feeling she despised, she went back outside.

“I’ll just leave this here for you,” she called to Wes as she placed the glass on the edge of the porch. “I’ve got work to do inside.”

“Thanks.” He didn’t make any move in her direction.

Knowing she should be thankful for that fact, she nonetheless felt disappointed as she retraced her steps.

Despite what she’d told him, she had a hard time concentrating on the necklace she was making for a customer. She kept dropping the beads and having to get down on the floor to retrieve them. She was underneath her work table when someone knocked on the front door, causing her to bang her head on the underside of the table.

Claire cursed.

“I’m done,” Wes said through the door.

“Okay, thank you.”

“I’ve got your glass here.”

“Just leave it by the door.”

He didn’t respond immediately, and she didn’t crawl out from under the table. She was suddenly too tired to make the effort.

“Okay,” he finally said. “You might want to bring those cabinet doors in. It’s going to rain.”

“Got it. Thanks for the warning.”

Another pause, probably as Wes wondered why the crazy lady wouldn’t at least come to the door even if she didn’t open it.

“Well, I’m headed out. Good luck with the home improvement battle.”

Before she could respond, she heard his boots clunk across the porch and down the front steps. Shortly after, the engine of his truck started up and she listened as he drove away, leaving her alone once again. And for someone who claimed that’s what she wanted, her little slice of the world suddenly felt mighty empty.
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Since it was his dad’s poker night with his buddies, Wes ordered a pizza as he drove away from Claire’s house. Though she’d spoken to him, she’d still kept her distance. He hated the idea that she might be scared of him, so he’d kept his as well. He found himself wanting to know if she was just naturally skittish or if there was a reason for her to be afraid. His hands gripped the steering wheel harder at the thought that some man might have hurt her. It didn’t matter if he barely knew her. No woman deserved to be made scared of a man. Maybe now he owed her an apology for frightening her.

When he pulled into the Springs Pizza parking lot a few minutes later, he spotted Emmaline coming out the door with a pizza of her own.

“Hey, stranger,” he said when he got out of his truck and she spotted him. “Hot date tonight?”

“Yes, this pizza and I are going to get cozy.” She placed the pizza in the passenger seat of her car. “Heard you and my brother had twin headaches this morning. Serves you fools right.”

“Like you’ve never had a bit too much fun.”

She gave him an innocent look and batted her lashes like some cartoon character. “Who me? I’m an angel of virtue.”

He snorted. “You forget, I remember the aftermath of Camille Harper’s bachelorette party.”

Emmaline winced. “We don’t talk about that.”

“Why not? I’m sure every woman has thrown up on her brother’s shoes while he was in uniform after he was called to break up—how was it described?—oh yeah, ‘a bunch of crazy drunk women who were in danger of waking every soul in the town cemetery.’”

“At least we didn’t moon tourists traveling down 89.”

“That was one time.”

“So was that party, and your one time was enough for those people. I’m sure they’re still in therapy. That sure wasn’t the type of wildlife they were looking forward to seeing.”

He nodded at her car. “Isn’t your pizza getting cold?”

“Shouldn’t you have showered before you made any public appearances?”

“This won’t be the first time a pizza has been picked up from here by someone who’s done a hard day’s work.”

“If that’s supposed to mean I don’t work hard just because I don’t stink, you—”

Wes held up his hand. “I’m just teasing. I know you work hard or you wouldn’t have been able to sell the Sanders place.”

“Heard you had a less than optimal first meeting with your new neighbor.”

“It turned out all right considering the circumstances.” His curiosity overruled his common sense in asking Emmaline about a woman. He knew what her assumption would be, and he couldn’t say with a hundred percent certainty that she wouldn’t be right. With the exception of Emmaline and his brothers’ significant others he didn’t have much of a track record of simply being friends and only ever friends with eligible women near his age. “What do you know about her?”

Emmaline stopped fiddling with her car keys and looked up at him, her expression serious. “Wes, no.”

“No, what?”

“I know she’s new to the area, but you need to leave her alone.”

“Okay, this is a first. Have you decided I’ve hit my lifetime quota for the number of women I can go out with?”

She shook her head. “I don’t care how many people you date, but she won’t be interested.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Remind me not to come to you for pep talks.”

“It’s not you.” Emmaline averted her gaze, looking uncomfortable.

“What is it? Is she in danger?”

Emmaline looked at him again. “Why would you say that?”

“She seems skittish. I thought maybe it was just because she was out there at her place alone, but now I think there might be more to it. She wouldn’t even look directly at me when we talked.”

Emmaline let out a long breath. “I don’t speak about my clients’ personal business, but you’ll likely find out eventually. The reason she won’t look at you is because half of her face has burn scars. I could tell she was self-conscious about it when we met. When she came to sign all the papers at closing, we did it after hours so no one else was around.”

So it wasn’t because of some guy in her past. Or was it? His stomach turned at the thought that someone could have deliberately burned her. But he shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Maybe she’d been in some sort of accident.

“Do you know what happened?”

Emmaline shook her head. “No, but it had to have been traumatic. She didn’t volunteer any information, and I didn’t ask. We stuck to talking strictly about the property. All I know otherwise is she’s from Texas and she makes jewelry for a living. Really pretty stuff. I looked up her online store. Listen, I’m going to go before my dinner really does get cold.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“And Wes, really, leave her be.”

“I heard you the first time.”

But even after he had his pizza and was driving home, he couldn’t stop wondering about Claire and what had happened to her, how sad it was if she was hiding herself away from the world.

But Emmaline was probably right. All the evidence he’d seen also pointed to the fact that Claire just wanted to be left alone. And he wasn’t one to force attention where it wasn’t wanted.

Still, when he got home and plopped down on the couch, he pulled out his phone and did a search for the website Emmaline had mentioned. He didn’t know a lot about jewelry, but he recognized that some significant effort and talent was involved in what she created. But after skimming the entire site, he didn’t find any photos of Claire. Not one. For all anyone visiting the site knew, Claire Moon could be an old dude sitting around making jewelry in his boxers and undershirt.

He shuddered at that mental image then did a search for just her name. It took some scrolling but he finally found a photo of her at an artists’ fair. The first impression he got was free spirit. The way she was dressed in a flowing top, the dangling earrings she wore, the way she’d decorated her booth all spoke to her being an artsy, creative person. But it was her smile that took his breath away. She looked genuinely happy in the photo as she talked with a customer, completely different from his few interactions with her.

A few more minutes of searching led him to a news story about an apartment fire the year before. Two people had died and several were injured. And there was Claire’s name, listed among the seriously injured. He continued to read and felt his anger flare when he got to the part that revealed that the owner of the apartment building knew there were issues with faulty wiring and had not fixed it, leading to the fire. A fire official on the scene said that while the deaths were tragic, he’d expected the toll to be higher.

Wes tossed the piece of pizza he’d been eating back into the box, his appetite gone, replaced by rage toward a man he didn’t know on behalf of a woman he barely knew. He navigated back to his home screen and tossed the phone onto the couch next to him. Though he’d now gotten answers to his questions, he felt as if he’d pried where he shouldn’t. He felt as if he had yet one more thing for which to apologize to Claire.

But Emmaline’s words echoed in his head. He should just leave Claire alone because that’s evidently what she wanted. For a moment, he imagined his mother sitting next to him, patting his hand, telling him the same thing. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, missing his mom all over again. Though with each day he got more used to her being gone, he didn’t think he, his brothers or his dad would ever stop missing her.

He wondered if Claire had any family. If she did, what did they think about her up and moving to rural Montana?

The front door opened, startling him from his thoughts.

“Any of that left?” his dad asked with a nod toward the pizza box.

“Yeah. Help yourself.”

When his dad opened the box, he looked surprised. “You’ve barely eaten any.”

“Not as hungry as I thought I was.”

“You’re not wound up about the fence being cut, are you?”

Honestly, he’d forgotten about the fence and who might have vandalized it.

“No. Just tired.”

“You get the restitution taken care of?”

“Yeah.”

His dad sank into his favorite chair with a slice of pizza and eyed Wes. “You’re unusually quiet tonight. Also, you’re home. Are you sure you’re my son?”

“Ha-ha. Did I not get the notice that it was National Pick on Wes Day?”

“You dole it out, so you can take it,” his dad said with a teasing grin before taking a big bite of pizza.

“You’re home early tonight, too.” For a moment, he worried that perhaps his dad had lost quick and big at the poker table, but he stopped himself. Those self-destructive months following Wes’s mom’s death were behind them now, thank goodness.

“Power went out at Dan’s house. We waited around for half an hour for it to come back on, but we gave up after that. So how much did you give to our new neighbor?”

Wes considered tossing out the figure he’d paid at the garden center, but some part of him wanted to talk about Claire. “I actually bought the stuff to replant her garden and went over and did it for her.”

“That right?” His dad chuckled, and for the first time in his life Wes was annoyed that someone’s first assumption was that he was making a play for a woman.

“It’s not like that.”

His dad lifted an eyebrow as if he didn’t believe him. “How is it, then?”

“She’s got enough work to do fixing up the mess Sanders left behind. I figured our cattle were the cause of her garden getting trashed, so I should do more than write her a check.”

A grunt of acknowledgment was the only response his dad gave him. Wes wasn’t sure why, but it was the final irritant in a day full of them. His dad was right about one thing, though. Wes normally gave as good as he got with teasing, but for the first time in ages he wasn’t in the mood for it. He kept asking himself why as he left his dad with the pizza and headed toward the bathroom to take a shower.

It wasn’t until the hot water was washing away the dirt and sweat of another day that the answer hit him. Teasing and joking just seemed wrong, even tangentially, when it was related to a woman who could have very well died in the fire that had nonetheless changed her life forever. Despite the loss of his mother and the occasional hiccup in his own life, Wes realized just how lucky he’d been throughout the years—and how much he’d taken it for granted.

Well, that stopped right now. Claire Moon might not want him intruding in her life, but he could still use their brief interaction as inspiration to be a better, more appreciative person. Maybe it was time to stop acting like he was still a rambunctious guy in his teens or early twenties. Maybe it was time to be a bit more like his brothers—responsible, serious…adult.


Chapter Three


By the time Claire finished painting all the cabinet doors and spreading them out on the porch to dry, she felt as if she needed her second shower of the day. But there was no sense showering when she still had work to do. On more than one occasion, she questioned her sanity in buying her new home. But then she’d settle down on the front steps with her first cup of coffee of the day and watch the sun gradually fill the valley with golden light. In those moments she believed all the work would be worth it when she was done—whenever that might be.

Still, she could use a break. After grabbing a glass of lemonade, she sank onto one of the kitchen chairs and woke up the laptop. Might as well check her business email because all these renovations weren’t going to magically pay for themselves. After responding to the first two messages from satisfied customers, her breath caught when she saw the identity of the next sender. Wes McQueen.

It had been a couple of days since he’d left her garden in much better shape than it’d been in even before the cattle invasion. For the most part, she’d been able to forget about him. No good would come from doing otherwise. Still, she hadn’t been one hundred percent successful. There’d been that moment when she’d seen someone riding the fence line and her pulse had jumped until she realized the man’s build was all wrong. And in a weak moment, she’d looked Wes up online and found out he was every bit as good-looking as she’d surmised from a distance.

She shook her head and refocused on clicking open the email from him.

Hey. Heard about your site from your real estate agent. Em mentioned liking your stuff and her birthday is coming up. What would you recommend?

Wes

Claire pictured Wes with pretty, blonde Emmaline Varton. If they were a couple, it made total sense. After all, Logan Springs was microscopic compared to Houston. Of course two of its most attractive residents were likely to pair up. But even though Claire barely knew him and there was zero chance she and Wes would ever be together, her heart weighed heavy. It really wasn’t even about Wes specifically. It was the realization, once again, that something as simple as being attractive to another person would never be simple again.

She placed her hands on the keyboard and responded.

What style does she like?

She didn’t expect him to immediately respond. They weren’t texting, after all, but by the time she finished with the rest of her inbox, another message from Wes was waiting.

I don’t really know. I know she likes nature stuff and her favorite color is pink.

Claire sat back and thought about the items already available in her store, hoping Wes wasn’t buying something from her because he still felt some sort of obligation because of the garden.

She navigated to a listing on her site for a pair of earrings she’d crafted from pale pink rose petals preserved in clear globes. She copied the link and typed another response.

If you are ordering something because you still think you need to make further restitution, you have already done more than enough. But if you are really looking for something nice for Emmaline, perhaps the earrings at the following link would fit her tastes.

After hitting send on the email she stared at the screen, waiting for a reply, but none came. Was that because she’d deduced his real reason for emailing her? Of course, the more logical answer was that he was working. Ranches didn’t run themselves.

Shaking off her foolish impulse to watch the screen, she reminded herself that she had plenty of work to do as well. She had one more home improvement task on her to-do list for the day before she shifted gears and worked on her actual job.

But as she spent the afternoon stripping hideous wallpaper out of the extra bedroom that she intended to turn into a work and supply storage space, she had to resist the urge to go check her email every five minutes. What was wrong with her? She’d moved here to get away from people and the problems that came with human interaction, so why did a few short conversations with her neighbor put her in danger of forgetting that?

Not to mention she’d never been the kind of woman to sit around breathlessly waiting for a man to message her back. She had things to do, a life to live, one that hadn’t depended on a man since she was in elementary school and her father had still been alive.

When she’d finally had enough of her battle with the Nixon-era wallpaper, she headed for the shower. Afterward, she wiped the steam off the mirror and looked at herself. In the days after she’d come home from the hospital, especially after the bandages had been removed, doing so had made her cry so much her heart was as raw as her flesh. But she’d forced herself to keep doing it, and as she’d healed she’d made herself touch the damage the fire had caused, to learn to live with it. Because she had lived when others hadn’t, and thus she owed it to them and whatever force had kept her alive to keep going.

It was only after she’d tried to go back out into the world and live as she had before that she’d retreated to her current position. Anyone with common sense knew people could be cruel, but she’d learned just how cruel when she no longer looked like a normal person walking down the street, when her appearance scared young children so much that they cried and clung to their mothers.

When certain people disappeared from her life altogether.

She hurried to finish in the bathroom in the hope of leaving those memories there with the swirling steam. Before she allowed herself to look at her computer, she fixed a turkey sandwich and arranged her supplies for the project she needed to work on. Only then did she open her email while trying to ignore how her heart was beating extra fast as she did so.

There in her inbox were not one but two emails from Wes. The first simply said he thought the earrings would work and he’d take them. The next, however, gave her heart an extra jolt. In it he gave her his phone number and told her to text him about when he could come pick up the earrings.

Though there was a part of her that would like to see him again, she knew the response she had to make. She grabbed her phone and texted him.

No need to make the trip. I’ll put them in tomorrow’s mail.

He texted back almost immediately.

That’s a waste of postage. If you have them on hand, I’ll drop by now to get them. Besides, Em’s birthday is tomorrow. Yes, I’m a last-minute shopper.

She sat back and considered how to respond, pondered whether Wes McQueen was the type of guy used to getting everything he wanted and thus his penchant for steamrolling ahead with his ideas of how things should go. She looked away from the computer and scanned the interior of her home and how much work it still needed. And realized a sale was a sale.

Sure, that’s fine, she texted back. It was getting dark outside, after all, which meant that it would be easier for her to hide her face. She could just leave the package on the porch, but that would be another mark in the “The new neighbor is strange” column. She wanted to be left alone, not whispered about as being the nutty hermit lady.

After her shower, she’d pulled her hair up in a messy bun. But she loosened it now as she headed to her temporary storage space and retrieved the earrings. As she wrapped the small box in some pretty floral paper, she told herself to stop being so nervous. It wasn’t as if Wes was coming over for dinner. He’d give her the money, she’d hand him the earrings, and then he’d leave. There was no other reason for their interaction to go further than that. And yet when she heard his truck turn into her driveway a few minutes later, she actually placed her hand against her stomach as if it would calm the nervous roiling.

She tried to tell herself she would be the same with anyone. After all, she’d been really nervous about meeting with Emmaline originally, but after the expected initial surprised look on her face at Claire’s appearance Emmaline had acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary. For that Claire had been thankful, even though she hadn’t been able to voice her gratitude. She’d nearly grabbed her copy of all the closing paperwork and bolted.

Hoping to limit how close she had to get to Wes, she stepped out onto the porch before he got out of his truck. Thankfully it wasn’t totally dark so she had an excuse not to turn on the porch light, but it was far enough into dusk that she could hide in some shadow. She placed the package on the seat of one of the rocking chairs that had been her mother’s and then sank into the other one, glad they were situated several feet apart.

“Hey, neighbor,” he said as he walked casually toward her front steps.

Claire leaned her head forward, allowing her hair to fall across the left side of her face even though it wasn’t the side closest to him.

“Hello.” She pointed toward the other chair. “I wrapped the earrings for you. Hope that’s okay.”

“How did you know I’m not good at gift wrapping?”

She grinned a little, and it felt foreign when in someone else’s presence. “Call it a wild guess.”

“More like an educated guess,” he said as he picked up the package. “I don’t know a single guy who can wrap gifts and not have them look like a two-year-old did it. That has to be why the gift bag was invented.”

Her grin widened, and she was surprised by how much it lifted her mood. “You might be onto something there.”

In the next moment, he surprised her by sitting in the other chair as if he planned to stay a while. While keeping the damaged part of her face hidden, she turned her head enough to see him better. Truth was he looked tired. And she didn’t actually mind if he rested there on her porch for a few minutes.

“Long day?”

“They’re all long days.” He leaned his head against the back of the chair then looked her direction. “You?”

“Yes. I think I asked myself about a thousand times today why wallpaper was ever a thing. Paint is so much easier.”

“As bad as the cabinet color?”

“Well, nothing’s that bad, but it’s a close second. And I still have half of that one room to go.”

“Sounds like you need help.”

She shook her head. “Nah. It’ll just take a while. I work on the house during the day and my business at night.”

“Doesn’t sound like you have much free time for fun.”

She barely kept herself from snorting. When was the last time she’d done something purely for fun?

“I squeeze in some reading or TV when I’m too tired to do anything else.”

“Yeah? Any recommendations?”

She lifted a brow. “Somehow I doubt we’d have similar tastes.”

“You never know. I might surprise you.”

“So you’re a big fan of costume dramas? Korean shows with subtitles?”

“Okay, so maybe you’re right.”

She laughed, surprising herself. But instead of enjoying it, that laugh scared her because of the danger of wanting it to continue, wanting the cause of it to continue. Though Wes had already popped into her life more than she would have ever dreamed, she couldn’t expect that to continue. It surprised her that such a big part of her wanted it to. It was in that moment that she realized how lonely she really was, how that fire had taken more from her than her appearance. How she wanted to reclaim some shred of her former life but didn’t know if it was possible.

“So, how long have you and Emmaline been together?”

This time, he was the one to laugh. “Me and Em? Um, that’s a big no. That would be like dating my sister.”

“Oh, sorry. I just assumed since you were getting her jewelry that you two were a couple.”

“She’s my best friend’s sister, so she really is like a little sister to me. I’m pretty sure she’d hurl at the idea of dating me, especially since she is always busting me for my dating habits.”

“Oh?” Claire winced. Why had she sounded like she was curious about his dating habits? “That does sound like a sibling.”

“You have brothers and sisters?”

“No. Only child.”

“Want a brother? I’ve got a couple.” His tone was light and teasing, so she could tell that he actually cared for his brothers, probably had a good relationship with them.

“Is that who helped you with the cattle?”

“One of them was my oldest brother Justin. Roman isn’t on the ranch that much. He’s a doctor up in Livingston.”

A shiver ran down her spine at the memory of all the doctors she’d seen since the fire. They’d all been wonderful, but she’d had her fill of hospitals and doctors’ offices.

“I guess that’s handy, having a doctor in the family.”

The light had faded enough that she almost missed his shrug. “Can also be annoying when he starts pointing out how bad something I’m eating is for me.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t eat things that are bad for you.”

“A life without pizza or ice cream isn’t a life worth living.”

“I’d have to agree with you there.”

They fell into silence, and Claire gripped the handles of her chair while trying to think of something to say.

“So…ranching. That must be interesting.”

He glanced her way again. “Do you really want to hear about vaccinating cows and mending fences?”

“You make it sound boring.”

“It’s not to me, but it would be to a lot of people.”

“But you like it?”

“Yeah. Good thing since I was born into it. What about you? You always liked making jewelry?”

“I sort of fell into it as a way to make a little extra money, but the more I did and learned the more I loved it.”

“Fell into it?”

The pang in her chest heralded a flood of memories. “My mom was sick when I was a teenager. There were a lot of hours sitting next to her bed at the hospital, so I needed something to pass the time.” To keep her from going crazy. “I saw a lady in the waiting room one day making a necklace, and the next thing I knew she was teaching me. A lot of online instructional videos later and I had launched my business.”

“As a teenager, that’s impressive,” he said, surprising her.

She shrugged. “My mom was a good example to follow. She was a textile artist.”

“She’s gone now?”

Claire shifted in her chair. “Yeah, when I was nineteen.”

“It’s hard, losing your mom.” The underlying lightness and teasing she’d heard in Wes’s voice since meeting him was absent now, and she knew what that meant.

“You lost your mom, too?”

“Yeah, couple of years ago.”

Compared to hers, his loss was still fresh. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. I’m sorry about your mom, too. Not something a teenager should have to go through.”

A few moments ticked by. She’d say it was in silence, but that wasn’t true. Somewhere nearby she heard the call of a bird she couldn’t identify. Farther away, out on the highway, the sound of a passing vehicle accompanied a set of headlights. And closer than both, she could hear the steady sound of Wes’s breathing. There was something unsettlingly intimate about hearing a man’s breathing in the increasing darkness. She wondered why he was sitting here with her, someone he barely knew, and didn’t seem inclined to leave. In all honesty, he appeared oddly relaxed.

It hit her then that if he and Emmaline had talked about her, he might very well know about her disfigurement. The thought that he was spending time talking to her because he, or more likely Emmaline, felt sorry for her rankled. She’d always been a just tear the bandage off kind of person, so she turned slightly toward him, confident it was dark enough to hide her face.

“You know, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

She was surprised he didn’t deny it but didn’t elaborate either. His response knocked her off-kilter, and she struggled to figure out how to respond.

“You don’t have to pity me.”

“I don’t.”

“You don’t?” One surprise after another kept tumbling out of his mouth.

“I can have empathy for a person and not pity them.” He glanced toward her. “I can’t really see your expression well, but I have a feeling you’re wondering how I even know a word like ‘empathy.’”

It had sounded out of place, but that was her own fault for making assumptions about him simply because he was a rancher. She should know better.

“I’m sorry.”

Despite the darkness, she could see his smile. She felt as if he’d just read her like an elementary level book.

“I’m sorry, too, for what happened to you. Curiosity got the better of me and I looked it up.”

She resisted the instinct to retreat, to hide herself inside the house until he went away. Granted, there were no photos of her online after the fire, but he had to be wondering about the level of grotesqueness of her injury. But even though she didn’t move, she also was at a complete loss as to how to respond.

“Why are you here?” Though he had said otherwise, part of her still believed he was spending time with her out of pity or guilt or some combination of the two.

“To buy these earrings for Em.”

“Which you didn’t have to sit down and shoot the breeze to do.”

“No, that was just a bonus. When I saw you chasing cattle with a broom, I thought, now there’s a person it would be fun to get to know.”

She just stared at Wes, trying to figure him out. “I have this overwhelming feeling you’re full of it.”

He laughed. “You wouldn’t have to go far to find someone to agree with you, but this time I’m telling the truth.”

How did he keep managing to stun her into silence?

After a few moments with neither of them speaking, he stood, picked up the package that held the earrings, and placed some cash in its place.

“I better get going and let you have your evening back. Have a good night.”

She had to swallow before she could respond, “You, too.”

Claire watched as he strode through the early evening darkness toward his truck. Even though she couldn’t see him clearly, the way he moved stirred everything that was female about her. It was several minutes, well beyond when she could no longer see or even hear his truck, before she was able to marshal enough energy to stand and pick up the money he’d left. Though it was a crazy thought, she imagined she could still feel the heat from where he’d touched it.

Or maybe it was just the tenuous connection it gave her to the outside world. To another human being who didn’t just live on the other end of an online transaction. Wes McQueen was very much a living, breathing human made of flesh and bone and a laugh that warmed her all over.

He was the most dangerous thing she’d encountered since the fire.


Chapter Four


“Happy birthday, kiddo,” Wes said as he placed the wrapped package on the table in front of Emmaline.

She gave him a long-suffering look of annoyance as she looked up from her huge slice of coconut cake. She’d always hated being called that by him and Parker. That’s what made it so much fun to toss it out once in a while even though they were all adults now.

Parker pointed at the package. “That is not a gift bag.”

“Gift bag?” Em said as she pulled the package close and untied the fabric ribbon. “He usually just hands me something in the store bag. Or picks up my lunch tab.”

“Be careful or I’ll take it back.”

“Try it and I’ll stab your hand with my fork. And I’d hate to do that because I haven’t finished my cake.”

Parker eyed Wes. “You’re not making a play for my sister now, are you?”

Wes rolled his eyes. “What is with everyone thinking I’m with or want to be with Em? No offense, but no thanks.”

“Ditto,” Em said. “But who thinks we’re dating? I need to set that person straight like yesterday.”

“Claire assumed we were when I bought your gift.”

Em paused just as she’d ripped away the paper to reveal the box beneath. “Claire Moon?”

“Yeah. You mentioned you liked her stuff.”

“How did you get it so fast?”

“I picked it up.”

“You went to her house?”

“Um, yes. Where else would I get it?”

“What am I missing?” Parker asked.

“Nothing,” Em said.

“Oh, no you don’t,” her brother tossed back. “Something’s going on.”

“Your sister’s just surprised because Claire isn’t all that social, but she’s a businesswoman and I had business to conduct. Now open your present, Miss Spanish Inquisition.”

Wes had a hard time hiding a smile at the thought that Claire would probably be surprised he knew what the Spanish Inquisition was, too.

After Em opened the package and declared the earrings beautiful, conversation drifted in other directions. But Wes’s thoughts kept returning to Claire. He did his best to shove them away because he had the feeling Em could read his mind. He couldn’t even explain what it was about Claire that had so captured his attention.

When Parker headed off to work, Wes stood to head back to the ranch.

Em stopped him when she placed her hand on his arm. “You remember what I told you, right?”

“About?”

“Claire. If you only leave one woman alone, let it be her.”

“I just bought some earrings from her, that’s all.”

“You forget I know you almost as well as I know my own brother. I saw that little grin you tried to hide. I don’t know what caused it exactly, but I can venture a guess.”

“You’ve got quite the imagination. You know very well I like to keep things casual. I don’t do complicated, and from what you said Claire Moon would be all kinds of complicated.” He hesitated before saying more, not liking how his next words would make him sound. “Besides, I don’t even know what she looks like.”

He made it sound as if physical appearance mattered most to him, and he wondered if most people might think that was how he determined who to date. It wasn’t just how that made him sound that he didn’t like. He didn’t much care for how it made him feel either.

Honestly, he’d never given it a lot of thought. Sure, he went out with women to whom he was attracted, but then so did everyone else. And he never intentionally did anything to hurt anyone he dated.

Em stared at him a moment longer before nodding. “Fine. But I’ll tell you the same thing I tell Parker. Maybe it’s time you left the partying bachelor thing behind.”

He lifted his brows. “Just because my brothers have paired up doesn’t mean I’m ready to.”

While he had fun going out, he’d not met a single woman who’d made him pause and wonder what it might be like to do more than go out with her a couple of times. That wasn’t their fault. There’d just been no magical click, no moment of knowing that this person was the one the way he’d heard Justin talk about Melody or Roman about Anna. He was pretty sure not everyone got one of those types of relationships. Sure, his parents had, and now his brothers were living theirs, so what were the odds true-love lightning would strike the McQueen family again? He wasn’t sure he was the type of person who could even recognize or handle it if it did.

“Besides,” he said, “I don’t see you walking down the aisle.”

“I’m not opposed to the idea, but that usually requires a groom. The pool of potential husbands is pretty thin around here.”

“What do you mean? I’m sure Jason Phillips would be willing.”

The face she made caused him to laugh out loud, which in turn prompted her to smack his arm.

“Get out of my sight.”

He couldn’t blame her for her reaction. Jason was overconfident about his appeal with the ladies when even Wes, as a guy, could tell Jason didn’t have any.

As he drove back toward the ranch, his thoughts drifted again to Claire. He’d expected her to be angry or embarrassed at his admission that he’d researched what happened to her, but she hadn’t kicked him off her porch. Instead, they’d simply sat in the gathering darkness and talked. She’d been surprisingly easy to talk to despite the anxiety he’d initially sensed coming off of her in waves.

Even so, he couldn’t explain why he wished he had another excuse to talk to her. He’d pretty much exhausted viable reasons to go see someone who wanted to not be seen. She’d think him weird if he just kept showing up every night to sit on her front porch.

Movement on the road in front of him had him hitting the brakes so hard he slid a bit before coming to a stop.

“What the—?”

He quickly checked his rearview mirror before turning on his hazard flashers and getting out of the truck. Easing around the front of the truck, he saw that the puppy had run over to the grass on the side of the road, no doubt scared by the squealing of Wes’s tires. As he approached, the wriggling little guy looked up at him and cried. And he wasn’t alone. Two of his siblings fell over their own little legs trying to get away from Wes.

Hoping no one came along and scared the puppies further, he lowered himself to a crouch and slowly extended his hand. After a few hesitant starts and stops, the first puppy crept forward and sniffed Wes’s fingers. Wes smiled when the puppy licked him.

“Hey there, little guy.” Anger welled up inside him at the knowledge that these puppies hadn’t gotten there by accident. Someone had dumped them to fend for themselves, but they were too young.

Hearing an approaching vehicle, he scooped up the puppies before they could get away and carried them back to the truck. He left them to sniff around on the seat next to him, hoping they didn’t decide to pee or worse, as he put the truck in gear and headed down the road with the intention of driving to Tansy Black’s veterinary office. But chances were at least even Tansy wasn’t there, instead out on someone’s ranch tending to cattle, horses or a variety of barnyard animals. Maybe he’d just take them home for now and give Tansy a call later.

But it wasn’t the Peak View Ranch’s driveway he pulled into a few minutes later but rather Claire’s. He’d been searching for a reason to visit again, right? What was better than seeing if she’d like a puppy or three to keep her company?

As he approached the house, however, his heart leapt. Claire was teetering on the top of a ladder at the corner of her front porch. What the devil was she doing, trying to kill herself out here where no one would even know she needed help? He lifted his foot off the gas pedal, hoping his arrival didn’t startle her so much that she fell.

She looked his direction. When she started to descend the ladder, he let out the breath he’d evidently been holding.

One of the puppies whined, and he glanced over to look into the little guy’s big eyes. It was almost as if the pup could tell Wes had been worried. He reached over and scratched the pup’s head.

“Let’s go see if Claire has any milk for you all, okay?”

The pup just whimpered and licked his hand, causing Wes to smile. How did baby animals do that—make you fall in love with them with a single look or nuzzle?

Wes drove the rest of the way up to the house only to find Claire had retreated to the shade of the porch. He noticed that just like every other time he’d been near her, she’d made sure her long hair was hiding the left side of her face. After parking, he got out and went to stand at the front of his truck, leaning his hip against it.

“Don’t tell me you need to buy more jewelry,” she said.

“No. I just had this sixth sense that my new neighbor was doing something dangerous, so it was my duty to make sure she hadn’t broken her neck.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re not psychic.”

“Maybe not, but didn’t anyone ever tell you not to stand on the top of a ladder? I’m certain it actually says that on most ladders.”

“How else do you suggest I clean out the gutters?”

“Have you thought about hiring someone?”

“You might not know this, but having a home-based jewelry business doesn’t exactly make one awash in funds—especially when you’ve just taken on a mortgage. Thus the do-it-myselfing.”

He crossed his arms and stared at her, wishing he could see her better. Not because he wanted to invade her privacy or make her uncomfortable but because he hated how she felt she needed to hide as if her face would turn him to stone or something.

“Guess you’re lucky you have a neighbor who’s handy, huh?”

“No.”

Her response surprised him, not because of what she’d said but how she’d said it—abrupt and with finality.

“Why not?”

“I can do this myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but I’m willing to help.”

“I didn’t ask for help.”

“I’m aware. And before you ask me again if this is some pity thing, it’s not.”

“So you go around helping all your neighbors with home repairs?”

“I’ve been known to pitch in on occasion.”

He thought he heard a sigh of frustration as she turned and walked to the end of the porch and stared off toward the Gallatin Mountains.

“Why are you here really?”

“Because I thought you might actually be able to help me with something.”

That seemed to surprise her. “I can’t imagine what.”

He walked to the passenger side of the truck and opened the door. The sounds of puppy cries greeted him.

“Do you…do you have puppies in there?”

He lifted up the little tan pup that he’d first seen and turned back toward Claire. “Yeah. Three of them. Somebody abandoned them on the side of the road.”

“They what?” She sounded as horrified as he’d been angry.

“Happens a lot in rural areas.”

Claire moved to the top of the steps then stopped. “Why did you bring them here? They need to be checked by a vet.”

“I’ll call Dr. Black later. I thought maybe you might want first dibs on them.”

Claire tilted her head a bit. “You thought I wanted a dog?”

“Not a dog.” He lifted the wiggling pup and pointed his little face toward Claire. “An adorable little puppy. I mean, look at this little guy. How can you say no to him?”

“You have got to be the weirdest person I’ve ever met.”

Wes turned the puppy’s face toward his own. “Did you hear how she just insulted me? That’s what I get for being the kind of guy who saves puppies from the side of the road.”

He couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought she rolled her eyes at him. A smile settled on his lips. “You want to hold one, don’t you? I mean, how could you resist?”

Though there was a good bit of ground between him and Claire, he’d swear he could feel the battle going on within her. But something told him that she needed to take this step, physically and mentally. Why he was the one urging her to do so, he had no idea. All he knew was it felt right.

“It’s okay,” he said, hoping she understood.

When she started down the steps, surprise hit him right in his middle. He hadn’t been at all sure she would come closer. He noticed her hesitate a couple of times, so he just smiled and held out the puppy as if he hadn’t noticed.

As she came within reach, she kept her head down and the left side of her face turned away. This was enough for now. He wasn’t really one to think overmuch about his feelings most of the time, but something inside him seemed to expand as she accepted the pup and laughed when the little guy licked her chin. Wes got the feeling she hadn’t had much to laugh about recently. It was almost enough for him to be thankful someone had dumped the puppies. After all, they were safe and they were no longer with someone who wouldn’t have cared for them.

Claire hugged the pup close and stepped forward so she could pet the other two where they sat wiggling their little tails in the truck seat.

“How could someone just throw them away like trash?”

He’d swear he could hear a lump in her throat, a pain that made her feel a kinship with the puppies. Had someone thrown her away after her injury? His hands curled into fists at the thought.

“Some people are just heartless.”

She continued to stroke the heads of the pups in turn, quieting them. “And some people aren’t.”

Did she mean him? She didn’t look at him, he didn’t expect her to, but the simple words caused a warmth to fill him that had nothing to do with the temperature outside.

“You should take them to the vet. Or at least somewhere to feed them. I don’t like milk, so I don’t have any here.” Even though she was asking him to take the puppies, he noticed she hadn’t relinquished her hold on the one snuggling against her chest.

“How about I leave them here with you and I’ll go get some supplies?” Before she could object—and he had no doubt she was about to—he continued, “They seem to like you, and I think this little guy is about to fall asleep with you as his pillow.” Wes reached out slowly and scratched the puppy she was holding between the ears. “I won’t be gone long.”

A moment passed before she nodded. “Okay.”

Before she changed her mind, he helped her carry the pups to the porch.

“Watch them for a moment,” she said, then disappeared inside the house.

He nodded without looking up, trying to respect her desire to keep her injury out of his view. After a few moments, she returned with an empty laundry basket to corral the curious pups.

“I’ll be back in a little while,” he said and hurried to his truck. He considered going to the store, but that came with a very real possibility of delaying his return. Instead, he drove for home, hoping his dad was still at the resort meeting with some old friends who were having lunch at The Pinnacle.

He’d never hidden the identity of women he dated, but this was different. He and Claire weren’t dating. He wasn’t even sure he could call her a friend yet, but he realized that’s what he wanted. Not that he could explain why he kept being pulled toward her. He sure didn’t want to have to explain it to someone else, least of all someone related to him.

But luck wasn’t with him. When he arrived at the house, his sister-in-law Melody was there, hands on hips, staring at the flat tire on her car.

“Did you stare a hole in it?” he asked as he stepped out of his truck.

“No, I must have run over something because I wasn’t in the house long and I came out to this.” She pointed at the flat tire as if it had deliberately deflated for the sole purpose of annoying her.

“Need help?”

“Yes, please. I’m an independent woman, but the idea of changing a tire sort of freaks me out.”

He smiled even knowing this would delay him getting back to Claire’s, the exact thing he’d been trying to avoid. Why was he so worried about it? She wasn’t going to disappear, after all. Or would she? What if he returned to find she’d retreated back into the house and left the pups on the porch with a note telling him to take them and not come back?

He shook his head at the thought.

“What’s wrong?”

Wes looked over to find Melody’s too-shrewd gaze on him. “Nothing. I’ll have you fixed up here in no time. Where’s Justin, anyway?”

“He had to go to Livingston.”

Wes retrieved her jack, tire iron and spare from the rear of her car and set to work.

“So, how have you been? I heard you had some recent excitement,” Melody said.

He stiffened then forced himself to relax so Melody wouldn’t notice before lifting his gaze to hers. “Excitement?”

“The cattle getting into your neighbor’s garden? Not your typical first impression with the ladies.”

Wes smiled. “True. I don’t usually make that kind of dramatic entrance.”

There was nothing out of the ordinary about his reaction, and yet it felt forced where normally it would be easy and natural. What the hell was happening to him? It was a bit too early to be reexamining his life choices.

“I’m sorry,” Melody said.

“About what?”

“I don’t know exactly, but the look on your face just now… I feel like I offended you.”

He waved off her concern. “Don’t be silly.”

But after she left and he was heading back to Claire’s with milk and some old towels, Melody’s words came back to him. She truly hadn’t offended him, but there had still been something unsettling about her teasing. In fact, it was as if something inside him had shifted since meeting Claire and he could see himself how others saw him and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

[image: *]*

Maybe he wasn’t coming back. Though why would he bring her three puppies and then decide to heed her obvious desire to be left alone?

But is that what you really want?

The little voice inside her head had become a nuisance over the past couple of days. It kept insisting that she wasn’t so committed to a life of solitude as she claimed. She’d actually engaged in mental battles with the voice, reminding it of how rotten it felt when someone looked at her as if she wasn’t quite human.

Even though Wes knew about her injury, he hadn’t seen it. Knowing about something and seeing it were two different things.

The puppy in her lap put his front paws up on her stomach and whined at her.

“I know you’re hungry, little guy. I’ll have something for you soon.”

But if Wes didn’t return, she was going to be forced to go out in public. Her normal online grocery order that she’d been having delivered wouldn’t come for a few more days. Frustration twisted inside her that Wes had put her in this position. Why would he do that?

The sound of an approaching vehicle caused her to lift her gaze. She sighed in relief at the sight of Wes’s truck pulling into her driveway. Had he had trouble finding milk? She’d not been to the local store, didn’t know how well stocked it was, but surely they had milk. Even convenience stores stocked milk.

“Sorry I didn’t get back sooner,” he said as soon as he got out of his truck.

“It’s okay. We’ve just been getting to know each other, haven’t we?” She smiled as she gave each of the pups a playful rub.

“They seem to like you. I knew I did the right thing bringing them here.”

Why did he think that? Did he think her solo existence was so sad that she at least needed animal companionship? She bit her bottom lip and turned the damaged side of her face farther away from him. Though he’d claimed he didn’t, she still feared he pitied her.

“Do you have a couple of bowls? I didn’t think to grab those.”

She took the opportunity he’d given and hurried inside, her heart beating hard. Once in the kitchen, she paused a few moments to take some slow, deep breaths. She tried to remember how easy it had once been to talk and laugh with other people, not giving any thought to how they perceived her. Sometimes she dreamed about her life before, but those dreams were often overshadowed by ones about the fire—waking up choking on smoke, the intensity of the heat, the horrible screams, the blinding pain when she’d been hit by the falling debris that was aflame.

A little puppy bark made its way through her memories, bringing her back to the present. She grabbed two plastic storage bowls and retraced her path to the porch. As she stepped outside, she noticed that Wes didn’t direct his attention toward her. He hadn’t when she’d left either, and now she wondered if that was because he didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable. She took a moment to watch him rubbing the belly of the smallest puppy.

“You’re a pretty little girl, aren’t you?” he said. “Yes, you are.”

Something flipped in Claire’s chest. There was more to Wes McQueen than first met the eye.

A jolt went through her. She couldn’t think like that. He was just being friendly, that’s all. And that was enough, more than she had expected when she’d made the move to where she didn’t know a soul.

She crouched down and prepared the bowls of milk and placed them inside the laundry basket. The pups attacked the milk with such vigor she laughed.

“Guess they’re hungry,” Wes said.

They sat in an oddly pleasant silence and watched the puppies make quick work of their meal.

“Thanks for saving them,” she said almost before she registered the thought.

“Anyone would have done the same.”

“Obviously not or they wouldn’t have been there in the first place. You could have dropped them at an animal shelter or even left them for someone else to save, but you didn’t.”

Wes McQueen might tease and joke, but he had a good heart. It was a nice reminder that those still existed, and it made her own heart fill with warmth. She turned her head slightly to watch him as he played with the puppies by sticking his finger through one of the holes in the side of the laundry basket. There was no doubt his smile had broken a lot of hearts. She would have to be careful that hers didn’t become one of them.


Chapter Five


If Wes wasn’t careful, he was going to be the one falling off the ladder. He needed to keep his attention on the task at hand—reattaching a gutter that had been left hanging away from the roof of Claire’s house for who knew how long—and not the sound of her laughter as she played with the puppies while also working in her garden.

It was good to hear her laugh. Some instinct he’d never really noticed before told him that laughter had been a rare thing in her life since the fire. That she sounded happy now, even after he’d barged into her life and insisted on helping a near stranger, had him smiling.

She’d finally relented to allowing him to do the gutter work so he wouldn’t worry about her falling off the ladder. Even though she was careful not to turn her left side toward him, she couldn’t completely hide her face. She was every bit as beautiful as the picture he’d seen online, which made it difficult not to stare. Of course, staring was the absolute worst thing he could do.

When she turned back toward the house, the puppies waddling along after her, he jerked his gaze away so she wouldn’t notice him watching her. She went inside and he forced his thoughts to focus on the job at hand. The sun was disappearing over the mountains when he finally finished with the gutters. He made mental note of a few places where the wood was rotten so he could pick up some lumber and fix those for her.

Since he’d be making a trip to the hardware store anyway, he took a few minutes to walk around the exterior of the house to see if anything else obvious needed repairing. When he returned to the front, Claire was standing there in the lengthening shadows.

“All done?” she asked.

“For today. There are a few rotten boards I’m going to replace.”

He braced himself for her to argue with him. Instead, she thanked him.

“I made some roast beef sandwiches. Would you like one?”

His stomach grumbled quite audibly before he could answer.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Sounds good, but I’m not exactly clean.”

“And my house isn’t exactly Buckingham Palace.”

He smiled at that. Every time bits of what he felt must be her natural humor came out, he liked it. Maybe it had gotten lost somewhere along the way, but he thought that before the fire she might very well have had a sense of humor that was a good match for his own.

He followed her into the house, noticing that even in closer quarters she was adept at always keeping her right side toward him. Even when they sat at the table after washing their hands, she seated herself at an angle at the opposite end. She appeared to do it instinctually.

When he took the first bite of the sandwich, he was convinced it was the best thing he’d ever eaten.

“This is really good,” he said once he’d swallowed.

“That’s me, queen of the sandwiches.”

He chuckled at her joke. “Can’t beat a good sandwich.”

She eyed him. “Figured you for a steak with a side of steak kind of guy, what with all the cattle.”

“There’s room for both in my life.”

The smile that tugged at the edge of her mouth made him want to keep saying things to amuse her. He didn’t divert his gaze quickly enough and she noticed him watching her. He’d swear he saw an invisible wall go up as the smile fell away.

“What?”

Think fast, dude.

“You have a nice laugh,” he said.

Claire was visibly startled by his compliment but recovered enough to say thank you. But he could tell his looking at her too closely had ruined the easy, companionable moment between them. If he could only go back and do it over, but he couldn’t say he was completely sorry he’d taken the opportunity to watch her. No matter what her other side looked like, she was a beautiful woman. But he couldn’t say that. They hadn’t known each other that long. She would think it was pity instead of the truth. And she might question his motives for being here, for helping her.

Before she could bolt, he said, “Lot nicer-sounding than my dad’s.”

“Huh?”

“Now that my brothers are all paired up and moved out, it’s just me and Dad rambling around the house.”

“Ah.” There was still some suspicion in her voice.

Searching for something to distract her, he glanced around her house. “Looks like you’ve done a fair amount in here already. Can’t imagine what it looked like at the beginning.”

“Let’s just say a lot of hot water, soap and sweat were involved since then.”

“And perhaps a bit of cursing as well?”

“Maybe you are psychic after all.”

This time, he was the one to laugh. Her smile was smaller, but it was still there.

They fell into silence as they ate. When he’d finished half his sandwich, he said, “How about you show me the hideous wallpaper you’re fighting a war with?”

“Why?”

“Call me curious.”

She lifted the eyebrow he could see. “I can’t figure you out.”

“What’s to figure?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.” She watched him for a long moment before pointing with her thumb over her shoulder. “First door on the right.”

She didn’t want to go farther into the center of her house with him. He supposed he couldn’t blame her. He finished his sandwich before heading down the hallway and into the room she’d indicated.

“You weren’t lying,” he called to her. “Looks like you could use a couple extra hands.”

“That’s not necessary,” she said from outside the doorway.

“Aw, come on. I need a good challenge.”

“Wes.”

It was the first time she’d said his name, and it had the oddest effect on him. He couldn’t possibly remember how many women had said his name during his life, but none of them made something seize up in his chest. Something he couldn’t name, didn’t even understand.

It startled him enough that he found himself giving in to her unspoken request that he leave the work to her, at least for now. He’d probably pushed her about as far as she was comfortable, and he wasn’t the type of guy to go beyond that point.

“I should head home. I’ve invaded your space enough for one day.”

She started to open her mouth to say something, but she stopped herself. Instead, she nodded and headed back toward the living room. As always, she stood with her left side hidden as he headed for the door.

“Thanks again for the sandwich.”

“Thanks for your help.”

He eyed the puppies where they were curled up in their laundry basket.

“I’ll keep them tonight,” Claire said.

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I don’t want to wake them.”

Something about how deliberately polite they were being annoyed him, but he didn’t allow himself to show it. Instead, he drove toward home, for some reason unable to shed the annoyance even though there was no valid reason for it.

“You’re home early again,” his dad said as soon as Wes walked through the front door of the house he’d lived in his entire life.

“I’m not out late every night,” he said.

His dad gave him the same look he’d given him when Wes was a kid, the look that preceded being told to watch his tone.

“Something bothering you?”

“I’m fine.”

His dad made a grunt of obvious disbelief. “This got anything to do with our new neighbor?”

“I told you I took care of that.”

“And yet you’re spending a lot of time over there.”

Wes supposed he shouldn’t be surprised his dad had heard about his whereabouts. That’s just how things were in a town the size of Logan Springs. And he shouldn’t care because he wasn’t doing anything wrong. Did his dad think he was after Claire before anyone else could ask her out?

“Sanders left the place with a lot of work to be done. Just helping out a bit.”

“She pretty?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

His dad shrugged.

His annoyance level rising even more, Wes headed for the shower. When he got to his bedroom a few minutes later, he noticed he had a text. Expecting it to be from Parker or one of his brothers, he was instead surprised to see Claire was the sender.

I’m sorry I was rude earlier, her message said.

You weren’t, he replied.

He watched the screen but her end of the conversation went silent. Was she sitting in her house staring at her phone the same as him? With a shake of his head he started to put the phone back on his nightstand but then it buzzed with a new text.

I was, but thanks for saying I wasn’t.

Another pause in which he stared at his phone before another text appeared.

I’m not good at human interaction anymore. I’m suspicious of it.

He suspected he knew why, and it caused him to grip his phone tighter.

Just because some people are cruel doesn’t mean we all are.

Again, he thought she might not respond before a reply appeared.

I know.

For some reason, he felt those two words carried a lot of weight, an admission it had been hard for her to make. Before he could scare her off, he started typing.

You and the pups have a good night. See you tomorrow.

He silenced the phone and stretched out on his bed. As he closed his eyes and drifted toward sleep, it was with the image of Claire holding a puppy close and the sound of her laughter playing in his memory.
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See you tomorrow.

They were such simple words, but to Claire they felt like some sort of deeply meaningful promise. She knew she was being ridiculous, most likely setting herself up for disappointment, and yet she couldn’t seem to stop. Even though every interaction with Wes made her so nervous she didn’t even recognize herself, she couldn’t deny that she looked forward to them. If there was only some way to hide the scarred half of her face from him forever.

She thought of the half-face mask worn by the main character in one of her favorite Korean historical dramas to hide a vicious scar that made him an outcast, but real people didn’t go around the real world wearing masks outside of Halloween, cosplay and bank robberies.

One of the pups whined and looked up at her from the basket. So he didn’t wake his brother and sister, she picked him up and snuggled him for a bit before settling him in her lap so she could work. Between home renovations and the distraction caused by one Wes McQueen, she was behind and needed to make some progress. She was still in the process of building her business back up after the months away following the fire.

As she worked on a set of necklaces and earrings for a bridal party in Nevada, she wondered what it would be like to be getting married to someone you loved so much you would be willing to forsake all others for the rest of your life. Even before the fire, she hadn’t known what that felt like. She’d dated, had a semi-serious boyfriend or two. She’d thought maybe Clay, the guy she’d been dating at the time of the fire, might turn into something more, but he and any interest he had in her had disappeared once he got a look at her after the fire.

Maybe she’d always been too much of a free spirit to get tied down by marriage and family. But now that those things were way less likely to be a part of her life, she found herself even more curious about them. Wondering if one could have a family without giving up one’s sense of freedom.

Well, it wasn’t as if she had much of a sense of freedom anymore. Buying this property in wide-open country where she could roam without having to worry about running into other people had admittedly been her latching on to something that felt like freedom.

But she was discovering that freedom could be lonely. How much she was now looking forward to Wes’s visits proved that.

She just had to keep her head about her and not get overly invested. She needed to try to forget her attraction to him and simply see him as a friend. It was safer that way.

The pup in her lap started to snore in the most adorable way. She smiled and rubbed him gently along his back. She didn’t know what the future held for the furry little trio, but she had to admit she really liked having them here with her now. The house felt less empty. Puppies possessed some sort of happy magic.

As she worked, she realized she hadn’t felt so at peace in a long time. If nothing else, she had Wes to thank for that.

After working well into the wee hours, the crying of the pups early the next morning made them slightly less adorable. At least until she forced her heavy eyelids open and spotted their big eyes and wagging tails in the basket next to her bed.

“Early risers, are you?” she said as she reached over and scratched between the little girl pup’s ears. “I suppose I’ll have to forgive you since you’re so darn cute.”

The pup responded with a little bark that was so aspirational Claire had to laugh despite feeling as if she’d only gone to sleep three minutes ago.

“Okay, I guess it’s piddle time and then some breakfast.”

Though the pups were full of boundless energy when she took them outside, she felt as if she might need some duct tape to keep her eyes open. Despite having lots to do, once she fed the pups and returned them to their cleaned basket she slipped back into bed. She was falling asleep to an image of Wes astride his horse almost before her head sank into her soft pillow.

Claire had no idea how long she’d been asleep when some noise jerked her awake. Disoriented, she tried to blink the sleep away and identify the cause of her rude awakening. A glance at the clock showed that half the morning had elapsed. The pups, their bellies full of milk, lay curled together asleep.

She tossed back her light summer quilt and wandered through the house. She nearly screamed when someone walked by the kitchen window. Thankfully she realized it was Wes before she made a fool of herself. Even though he was outside, she instinctively let her hair fall forward to cover her damaged face. Then she realized the more pressing issue was she was standing here within view in her pajama shorts and a tee that was so thin from wear that it left little to the imagination.

With a bit of an embarrassing squeak, she turned and fled to her bedroom. Though the thought of getting naked with Wes just outside made her skin tingle, she grabbed clean clothes and headed for the world’s fastest shower. By the time she returned to the kitchen, this time fully dressed, Wes was sawing lumber at the edge of the front porch. He certainly seemed at ease here, coming and going as he pleased. She hoped that didn’t change anytime soon despite the fact that if he kept hanging around it was going to be harder and harder to hide her scars from him. But she couldn’t face revealing them and seeing his reaction. Was it wrong to want to keep just this little slice of light in her life, at least for as long as it lasted?

After brewing a pot of coffee, she filled two cups and headed outside. Wes glanced her way from where he was setting up the ladder again.

“Did I wake you? I should have asked what time I should come by.”

“Yes, but that’s okay. I stayed up too late last night.”

“Staring at puppies?” He grinned and it did a funny, fluttery thing to her heart.

“There was admittedly some of that, but I was mainly working.” She took a deep breath and stepped closer to him, extending a cup. “Coffee?”

“Sure, thanks.” When he reached to take the cup, his fingers brushed hers.

Claire would swear on her life that sparks raced along her skin. It was as if she’d stepped into one of those moments in a romantic movie when a simple touch causes the heroine to fall in love. She barely kept herself from meeting Wes’s gaze, afraid he’d be able to read her crazy thoughts.

The moment she was sure he had a firm grip on the cup, she backed away. “Well, duty calls.”

“Hey,” he said as she tried to retreat.

“Yeah?”

“I made an appointment to take the pups by the vet this afternoon.”

“Oh, that’s good. Hopefully they can find good homes.” She had to say the last part past a sudden ache in her heart.

“I thought they already had.”

She glanced at Wes and saw the barest hint of a smile at the edges of those way-too-attractive lips. He’d known she’d fall hard for those pups and not be able to give them up.

“I’ll bring them back after the appointment,” he said before heading up the ladder.

She didn’t argue with him, realizing that her initial resistance of taking on the responsibilities for three puppies that would grow into three full-size dogs had totally evaporated. The idea of giving them up, of not having them to snuggle, tugged painfully on her heart. They were companionship, and she didn’t have to hide anything from them. She could be completely herself as she no longer allowed herself to be around other people.

Claire raised her gaze to where Wes stood on the ladder and for a moment allowed herself to wish she had the courage to let him see the real her, allowed herself to imagine that he could see beyond her ugly side. That he wouldn’t see it at all.


Chapter Six


“Puppy delivery!”

Claire jumped at the sound of Wes’s voice calling out from her living room. She hadn’t heard him return. Had he knocked? Surely he had, but she’d been too busy calling the evil wallpaper every horrible name she could think of to notice. She stepped into the hallway in time to see Wes set the basket full of puppies down on the floor before looking her way.

When he burst out laughing, her heart seized in her chest. Her hand flew to the left side of her face. She’d sworn it was covered by her hair.

“Claire, no,” Wes said as he started down the hallway toward her.

She didn’t care how much of a coward it made her look like, she darted back into the room where she’d been working and did her level best not to cry. Why had she let herself even begin to let someone in? Why had being near Wes made her forget how Clay had wanted nothing to do with her after her injuries? How even people she’d known for years had had difficulty meeting her eyes in the aftermath? The disgusted look on the face of the waitress who’d come to her table the one and only time she’d tried to go out to eat after she’d come home from the hospital?

Wes entered the room behind her. In the next moment, he was so close she could literally feel the heat of the sun he’d soaked up outside coming off of him. “I was laughing at the obvious fact you’ve been going a few rounds with this wallpaper.”

He reached up next to her head and pulled a piece of sticky wallpaper out of her hair.

She couldn’t find the words to respond. How could she after she’d just made such a fool of herself?

Wes came more fully into the room, passing by her and scanning the walls. “What an unholy mess.”

If he was ignoring her intense reaction, her assumption, could she? It was definitely better than the alternative.

“Yeah. I’ve heard of getting into one’s work, but this is ridiculous,” she said as she picked more gross wallpaper bits from her clothes.

Wes bent over, presenting her with a very distracting view of his jeans-clad behind, and grabbed the water bottle and scraper she’d been using.

“You can probably use a break from this.”

“Wes—”

“Nope, you’re not gonna stop me.”

She sighed. “I bet your parents had their hands full with you.”

He glanced back at her wearing a mischievous grin. “I kept things interesting.”

She had a feeling Wes McQueen could keep things interesting in a lot of ways. Very interesting.

Not needing to think about that or how he looked in those jeans, she retrieved another scraper and stepped up to the adjacent wall.

“I guess four hands are better than two.”

“That’s what I always say.”

And now she had the image of their four hands all tangled together, gripping clothing, sliding over skin. Was old wallpaper highly combustible? Because her imagination might be about to set her house on fire. The mental image sent a chill down her spine.

She attacked the wallpaper as if it had insulted her, scraping away every tiny speck in an attempt to forget the images of Wes that had invaded her mind, the fact that he was only a few feet away breathing the same air. In her darkest moments, she’d considered that she’d never have anyone in her home again. She’d told herself that maybe she could eventually build up to social interaction again, but each day she pushed that step a little further into the future. Yet here she was not only occupying the same room as another person but one who made her pulse race and want desperately to be the Claire she used to be, not this skittish, self-protective version.

“You might want to leave the wall beneath,” Wes said, with what she’d come to realize was his normal teasing tone in full evidence.

Feeling discombobulated and not knowing how to respond, she found herself sticking her tongue out at him before thinking better of it.

His hearty laugh helped ease the tension knotting her muscles.

“Race ya,” he said as he set about scraping a long stretch of awful wallpaper away from the wall.

“You’re on.”

What had been a job she dreaded turned into an afternoon full of laughter and good-natured taunts. She ended up wearing about half the wallpaper she freed from the wall and she desperately wanted to pull her hair up away from her neck, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much.

“Done!” Wes threw his arms up in the air in triumph.

“I call foul,” she said. “You’re taller than me and didn’t have to take time to move the chair around the room to stand on in order to get to the higher points.

“Why, Miss Moon, I didn’t take you for a sore loser.”

“A sore—” She didn’t know what came over her, but she lifted the spray bottle she held that was still half full of water and sprayed it at him.

He yelped in surprise, then gave her a look of promised retribution before he returned the favor. This time, she was the one who squealed while trying to block the water with her hand. In the next moment, they were in a full-on spray bottle battle. She dodged and ducked and finally made her escape through the open doorway and raced to the bathroom and locked herself inside.

“Does this mean you yield?” Wes called through the door.

“Never!”

“You’ll get hungry at some point.”

“You have to go home at some point.”

“Who says? Maybe I’ll just be your new roommate. You have three adorable pups after all. Why would I want to leave that to go home to cows?”

Her heart skipped a noticeable beat at the thought of Wes living under this roof with her.

“I thought you liked cattle ranching.”

“I do. But I don’t pet the cows.”

“I have.”

“What?”

“Sometimes they meander over to the fence and I pet them.”

“Lord, woman, they’re going to end up as steaks.”

“Shh, I don’t want to hear that. I know it, but I don’t want to think about it.”

She thought she heard him chuckle, and then she definitely heard him dropping to the floor outside the door. He hadn’t been lying. She was stuck in this bathroom unless she wanted to step outside in her rather disheveled state and admit defeat.

“What are you doing?”

“Resting,” he said, as if that was obvious. “I’m tired. My new neighbor worked me to the bone today.”

“I’d say that’s a gross overstatement.”

“Is it? I did carpentry, went to the vet, stripped wallpaper. And all this without a bite to eat.”

It only hit her then that she hadn’t eaten lunch either, and her stomach did feel rather empty.

She leaned against the wall next to the door. “You didn’t have to do any of this, you know.”

He didn’t answer right away, but after a few moments said, “I know, but I wanted to.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

She hadn’t expected that answer. Rather, she’d been prepared for one of his teasing responses. But this sounded perhaps more honest than anything he’d ever said to her, and for some reason that scared her and excited her at the same time. Claire hadn’t the first clue how to respond. Finally, she said the only thing she could, two words that held more meaning than he could possibly know.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Silence settled again, and Claire realized that despite the fact a wall stood between them this was the closest she’d been to Wes yet. She placed her hand flat against the wall, imagining things were different and the wall was what was no doubt the taut flesh of Wes’s chest. How she missed human contact. She wanted to be angry that Wes had reminded her of that, but she couldn’t muster the emotion. Not that one anyway.

“Sounds like the pups are hungry,” he said. “I’ll go give them some milk.”

Would he leave after that? A strange desperation to keep that from happening swamped Claire.

“I’ll take a quick shower then fix us something to eat.”

“Okay.”

She’d half expected him to say there was no need, that he’d eat at home. She didn’t examine too closely why he’d agreed to stay, because his reasoning likely didn’t even resemble what formed in her imagination.

If she’d thought it unsettling to shower that morning with Wes outside, doing so with him in the house almost fried her nerves. She considered that she might have actually lost her mind in the past few days. Perhaps it had been trampled along with her garden.

She made quick work of the shower, or at least as quick as she could considering all the bits of glue and wallpaper that seemed determined to be permanent fixtures of her body. She would normally let her hair air-dry, but she needed it to be fuller to cover her face. After she finished drying her hair, she realized she didn’t have any clean clothes in the bathroom. Wrapping herself in her robe, she peeked out the door and found the hallway empty. She raced to her bedroom and locked the door behind her. It wasn’t as if she thought Wes would walk in uninvited, but she needed that little extra barrier.

When she was finally dressed, she stepped out of her bedroom and realized that she smelled food. Had Wes cooked? As she stepped into the kitchen, she found him standing at the stove flipping what looked like a grilled cheese sandwich. And, heaven help her, he looked even sexier than before.

“Hope you don’t mind,” he said.

“You keep doing things you don’t have to.”

He pointed at the sandwich in the pan with the spatula. “Don’t get too excited. This is self-preservation.”

She shook her head and retrieved a couple of sodas from the fridge before sinking onto a chair at the table. When Wes placed a plate of delicious-looking grilled cheese triangles in front of her, she experienced a pang that this wasn’t real. This wasn’t some sweet and romantic domestic scene. They were just friends. Yeah, she could say that now. At least he was the closest thing she had to a friend here in her new home. She still kept in touch with a few friends back in Texas, but physical distance had created a bit of emotional distance as well. And that was totally her fault.

Feeling awkward, she bit into her sandwich. With the first bite, she realized just how hungry she was and quickly took another.

“This is good,” she finally said between bites.

“You are enjoying one of the few things I can actually make. Thankfully even Logan Springs has restaurants.”

“Your dad not much of a cook either?”

He shrugged. “He’s good at grilling mainly, but that’s a pain sometimes with just two of us. We eat takeout from either the restaurant at the resort or my cousin’s café in town most of the time.”

She started to say that must get expensive, but then she remembered that the McQueens likely weren’t hurting for money if they owned a huge ranch and hot springs resort.

“So, what do you plan to do with that room?” he asked, nodding his head in the direction of the room now thankfully devoid of wallpaper.

“Paint it some bright color and install some storage bins for my jewelry supplies, a work table, stuff like that so my work doesn’t spill out all over the house like it did at my apartment.”

“I suppose you lost everything in the fire,” he said.

She swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. “Yeah, but things can be replaced.”

At least most of them. She’d lost some family heirlooms and photos. Thankfully, she’d had the foresight to have the photos scanned and stored online a couple of years before the fire. Otherwise, it would have been like losing her parents all over again, especially when she didn’t have siblings who might have provided her with copies of the photos.

But some things were lost forever. She leaned forward enough that her hair more fully covered the left side of her face.

“You don’t have to do that with me,” Wes said.

She glanced up, meeting his gaze. “It’s best if you don’t see it.”

“Why?”

“Honestly? I can’t stand the thought of the horrified look on your face.”

“You think that’s how I’d react?”

“It’s how everyone reacts. They can’t help it. In all fairness, I would probably do the same if I suddenly saw someone who looked like a beast.” Maybe that’s the part that hurt the most.

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s true.”

He tossed his half-eaten sandwich back onto his plate. “I’m sorry that human instinct is to startle at the sight of anything different. But I’m sure they don’t think you’re a beast.”

“Some of the comments say otherwise.” A quick repeat of some of them flashed through her memory.

“No one better say anything like that where I can hear them.” He sounded angry, looked angry. All that unexpected anger on her behalf touched something inside her that she hadn’t realized still existed, and she was left once again at a loss for words.

She was afraid he’d continue to press her to reveal her marred skin, but instead he lowered his gaze and took another bite of his grilled cheese.

“So when’s the last time you took a day off?” he asked.

“Probably when I was still in recovery.”

“Really? You know what they say about all work and no play, right?”

“Well, play doesn’t pay the bills.”

“But it’s good for the soul.”

“Says the guy who doesn’t have to worry about paying the bills.” That came out a bit more bitter than she’d intended. “I’m sorry. That was rude.”

“No, you’re right. I know I have a lot of privileges many people don’t.”

“Still, no matter which end of the spectrum, people can’t help what family they’re born into.”

“True.”

She took another bite of her sandwich.

“But back to the day of play,” he said.

“You’re persistent.”

“I think it’s one of my better qualities.” The mischief was back in full force.

“Modest, too.”

“What do you say to going for a horseback ride tomorrow?”

If she hadn’t just swallowed, Claire was pretty sure she would have choked. “I’d say that falling off a horse and breaking my neck isn’t my idea of a good time.”

“Not good with horses?”

“If by that you mean I’ve never been on one, yeah.”

“How can you be from Texas and never have been on a horse?”

She cocked her head a bit to the side. “You do realize that not everyone in Texas lives on a ranch, right? I lived in the fourth biggest city in the country. We had way more ethnic eateries than horses.”

“Well, I’ll just have to make sure you don’t fall.”

“I won’t fall if I don’t get on a horse. See? Easy answer.”

“Ah, come on. Think of it as repayment for all the work I’ve done around here.”

Her mouth actually dropped open at that. “You’re kidding me, right? How could my going on a ride with you possibly be repayment?”

“I like hanging out with you. Plus, riding’s more fun than home renovations.”

“Which you have had no obligation to do.”

He waved off her comment. “Come on. I bet you’ll like it.”

That was the problem. She’d probably like it too much. And how long could she keep up with hiding her face before she accidentally revealed it and Wes looked at her differently, no matter how much he might claim he wouldn’t.

“Come on, you know you want to,” Wes said, wearing a grin that had probably charmed half the women in Montana.

“Will you keep bugging me if I say no?”

“Yep.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re one weird dude.”

“Better than being boring.”

There was absolutely no danger of that.

“Fine. But if I fall and break my neck, I’m going to haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Yeah, she’d definitely lost her mind.
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Wes couldn’t believe Claire had actually agreed to go riding with him. Even now, as he saddled his horse in anticipation of their morning ride, he kept expecting a text from her backing out.

“So, what is going on with you?”

He looked up to see Justin standing a few feet away, his arm resting atop the edge of one of the barn’s stalls.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’ve been spending all your free time over at Claire’s, and now she’s coming over for a ride. From what I’ve heard, I don’t think she’s someone you should be playing with.”

An irrational fury rushed through Wes. “I’m not playing with her. What the hell type of person do you think I am?”

“Then of all the women you could date, why her?”

“We’re not dating, not that it’s any of your business. We’re just friends.”

“Bull. You have a goofy look on your face whenever you mention her.”

“I do not.”

“How would you know? You can’t see your own face.”

“Well, I know how I feel. And I don’t feel goofy-faced.”

“Are you sure about that? I’ve never seen you spend this much time with one woman.”

“See there, proof that we’re not dating.”

“You know, there are times when your joking around isn’t appropriate,” Justin said.

“Why are you being so damn serious?”

“Because I don’t want you to hurt someone.”

Wes froze. Is that what people thought of him, even his own brother? That he just used women and left them in the dust?

“I’ve never deliberately hurt anyone.”

“How about not deliberately?”

“Where is this coming from?”

Justin crossed his arms. “I just saw the sheriff in town. Turns out our fence vandal was someone named Sophia Markham. She says you went out a couple of times and then never called her again, ignored her calls.”

So it had been his fault after all. “It wasn’t anything serious.”

“Maybe not to you.”

“No, really. We had dinner once and then met up with some other people for a movie. I always make it clear that I only date casually.”

“Well, you must have said or done something that made her think otherwise because she decided you needed to be punished.”

Wes thought back over what he could remember of his interactions with Sophia. He hadn’t gotten a possessive vibe from her, but maybe some people hid it well. Or had there been something he sensed but didn’t acknowledge? Were there other women out there who had wanted more from him than he could give? Is that why he liked hanging out with Claire? Because she didn’t seem to want anything from him—not his name, not his wealth, not even his help.

Is that why he never let himself get close to any woman? Had he been fooling himself all along that it was simply because he liked keeping things casual?

“I’m sorry.”

By the shift in Justin’s expression, Wes must have surprised his big brother.

“What’s done is done, but be careful with Claire. You might not think there’s anything between you, but she might think otherwise.”

Justin’s words were still echoing in Wes’s mind when Claire arrived at the barn a few minutes later. His heart lurched when he saw how her gaze took in all of her surroundings as if she was afraid someone might jump out at her and sweep aside her hair to reveal what lay beneath.

Could Justin be right? Was his insistence in helping her and spending time with her giving Claire the wrong idea?

Or was it wrong? He liked her a lot, and no matter what her injury looked like she was still a beautiful woman. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her when she’d already suffered too much. But was he being conceited in thinking that she liked him as anything more than a weird, slightly annoying neighbor?

But if he pulled away now, would the damage already be done no matter in what light she saw him?

“You okay?”

He looked up to find Claire had come closer. “Oh, hey. Yeah, fine.”

If by fine he meant totally out of sorts—an unusual feeling for him.

“If now’s not a good time to go riding, that’s okay,” she said.

What was that he heard in her voice? Hope? Regret? Why wasn’t he better at reading the meaning behind people’s words? Had he been totally misjudging others’ feelings all the time?

“No, got this fella ready to go,” he said as he patted the saddle.

“So…only one horse?”

Did she now sound nervous?

“You said you hadn’t ridden before. Figured it was safer to ride double.” If he was being honest, that wasn’t the only reason, but now he was second-guessing that decision.

“Oh.”

“I won’t let you fall.”

For a moment, he thought she might actually bolt. But after a few seconds, she eased forward and lifted her hand to the horse’s nose. She was rewarded with some sniffs and a nibble, which caused a smile to brighten her face. Claire really did have a nice smile—what she allowed him to see of it anyway.

“You have to behave,” she said to the horse. “No funny business.”

Though she wasn’t talking to him, Wes felt as if she could be.

“You ready?”

She scratched the horse’s forehead. “As ready as I’m going to be.”

Feeling the need to go back to the safety of familiar teasing, he slapped his hand to his chest. “I’m hurt you’re not more excited about this excursion.”

She snorted at that. “Weird, I tell ya.”

He smiled and stood ready to assist her as she pulled herself into the saddle.

“I thought you’ve never ridden before,” he said as he looked up at her.

“I haven’t, but I’ve seen enough movies to be familiar with how this part is done.”

He swung himself up behind her and felt her immediately stiffen.

“Did those movies also tell you that you need to relax? The horse can sense if you’re tense.”

He felt the movement of her body as she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Claire wasn’t the only one who was going to have to fight to relax on this ride.


Chapter Seven


Relax? Yeah, right. Still, Claire did her best because she didn’t want Wes to know just how much she liked the feeling of his body pressed so close to hers. It was all she could do not to lean back into the solid warmth of his chest despite no need for extra heat. As they rode along the bank of the Yellowstone River, she closed her eyes to the stunning beauty around her. She imagined Wes’s arms wrapping around her for a reason other than maintaining a hold on the reins, imagined what it would feel like to have his lips nuzzle her ear then drift to her neck.

Involuntarily, her legs tightened against the horse’s sides.

“You okay?” Wes asked, too close to her ear for comfort.

If there was ever a person who was truly a ball of nerves, it was her in this moment.

Unable to speak, she nodded and made an affirmative sound. If she made it through this ride without making a fool of herself or melting into a puddle of goo, it was going to be a miracle.

Deciding that letting her imagination wander was making things worse, she opened her eyes and retrieved her phone to take some photos of their surroundings.

“It really is beautiful here,” she said. “Like a postcard in every direction.”

“Yeah. I feel lucky this is where I was born. Most people only see it on vacation.”

After snapping shots of the mountains and the river, she took a couple of fun photos aimed between the horse’s ears.

“What, no selfies?”

“These are for my social media. I…I don’t take photos of myself.”

“So don’t show it to anyone else. You’ve got to document your first horseback ride.”

It’d been so long since she’d taken a selfie that she fumbled through switching the camera view, and then her hand shook as she held up the phone. She almost dropped it when Wes’s hand brushed hers as he took the phone from her and lifted it higher.

“I’ve got longer arms.”

Yes, he did. And their tanned, firm lengths were threatening to make her drool or fall off the horse.

“Smile,” he said.

She did her best to paste on a smile.

“Oh, come on, you’re not having that terrible of a time, are you?”

“No, why?”

“You look like you’ve been taken hostage.”

Before thinking, she spun halfway around. “I do not.”

As the words came out of her mouth, she realized that her hair had swung away from the left side of her face. She gasped and turned back around, horrified that he might have seen her burns even for a moment.

“You did,” he said, as if he hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary. Was it possible she’d turned back around in time? “Now, smile like you mean it.”

Pretending she wasn’t quaking inside, she made sure her hair was where it should be before lifting her gaze to the phone. She stared at the screen, saw Wes’s big smile behind her. Her heart flipped, and she was certain that when he clicked the photo she was grinning like an idiot.

“Not too bad, if I do say so myself,” Wes said after checking out the photo.

She grabbed her phone away from him. “How about you pay attention to guiding this horse so we don’t end up in the river?”

He laughed, the rumble of it vibrating through her back. “My horse has more sense than that.”

She was beginning to think the horse probably had more sense than she did.

They rode in silence for a bit, which was actually more nerve-racking than talking. But she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She was too busy wondering if he’d seen her face. He hadn’t acted like he had, but because he already knew about her scarring did he prepare himself not to react even though he might be having horrified thoughts?

Oh, why had she agreed to this horseback ride?

You know why.

Yeah, despite all her efforts to the contrary, she really liked him. He made it damned near impossible not to, and not just because he was so good-looking it stole her breath every time she saw him. Even in her life pre-fire, she wasn’t sure she’d have had a chance with him.

“I need to apologize to you,” Wes said suddenly.

“What for?”

He sighed. “Turns out the fence was my fault.”

“How so?”

“Someone I went out with evidently thought there was more between us than I did, and she decided to get back at me.”

“She cut your fence?” That seemed drastic.

“Yeah.”

“Did…?”

“Did I deserve it? I honestly don’t know. I didn’t think so, but I’m beginning to question what I’ve always thought.”

What did he mean? Was he a player? He had the looks for it, the flirty personality, but he was also kind. Could all those things coexist in one person?

“But you didn’t deserve what happened because of it this time,” he said as he reined to a stop facing the river.

“I think you’ve already apologized enough for that.”

She felt him take a deep breath and let it out. It was the type of breath that had a heavy weight to it.

“What’s wrong?” Claire asked.

“Nothing.”

“No, it’s something.”

“You don’t want to hear this.”

“If I didn’t want to know I wouldn’t have asked.” If they talked about something else, anything else, she might be able to stop obsessing about whether he’d seen her face.

“It’s going to make me sound like a jerk.”

“How about you let me be the judge of that?”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re stubborn?”

She smiled, though he wouldn’t be able to see it. “On occasion.”

His sudden movement startled her as he dismounted, then held up his hands as if to help her follow suit. Not trusting that she wouldn’t melt against him if she allowed him to place his hands on her, she managed to dismount by herself.

“You sure you haven’t ridden before? You’re a natural.”

“Complete newbie.” She held on to the saddle for a moment until she felt more steady. It wasn’t being on the ground again that had her feeling wobbly but rather how close Wes stood.

As if he sensed her uneasiness, he stepped away and went to sit on the riverbank. After a moment in which she took a deep breath to try to slow her racing heart, she joined him.

“So, what is it that you think makes you sound like a jerk?”

“Justin wasn’t very surprised when he told me that the fence had been cut by someone I went out with. Lately, it seems that people saying things about how I only date casually have been rubbing me the wrong way.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “It’s like they don’t expect anything better from me. I’ve never thought of it as a bad thing. I mean, why stick with dating one person when you don’t have plans to get serious?”

“A fair point.”

He looked over at her. “Theirs or mine?”

“Yours.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, as long as you don’t string a person along, making them believe things will get serious, dating should just be about having fun.”

“Exactly.” He shifted his gaze back toward the river. “But I guess most people don’t think that way.”

“That’s their problem, not yours. As long as they don’t hurt others, I think people ought to be able to live their lives the way they want without everyone around them telling them how to live it.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you,” he said, back to the mischievous tone that had become so familiar to her in such a short amount of time.

“And here I thought it was because I indulged your deeply held desire to strip ancient wallpaper.”

“There’s that, too.”

They sat quietly after that, and now that he wasn’t pressed up against her back she was able to more fully appreciate the peace and beauty of the land surrounding her. She closed her eyes and listened to the flow of the water. To Wes’s credit, he didn’t interrupt. When she opened her eyes and glanced his way, it was to find he’d lain back in the grass with his gorgeous face pointed toward the sun. He looked so relaxed that she found herself lying back as well. The sun beat down with summer heat, but she didn’t care. It felt as if it were burning away more of the anger and sadness that she hadn’t totally been able to flee. Of course, Wes might very well be more responsible for that than the sun.

Suddenly, she had to know the answer to the question that was eating her up inside. She braced herself, closing her eyes again as she asked it.

“Earlier, when I spun around, did you see my face?”

“Yes.”

Her heart thudded so hard against her chest that it stole her breath for a minute. How was she supposed to respond to that? She didn’t want to sound desperate for a compliment that would likely be a lie.

“Now you can stop trying so hard to hide it from me,” he said.

“But…you didn’t react at all.”

“Should I have? I already knew you had the scars.”

“I…”

Wes rolled onto his side, propping himself on his elbow and his head against his hand. “I’m going to tell you the truth. I’m sorry that it happened to you, sorry that people have said and done things so that you feel you have to hide it from everyone. But it doesn’t change the fact that you’re a beautiful woman.”

Claire bit her lip and pressed her eyes closed so she wouldn’t cry. She wanted to believe him, she really did, but she’d seen herself in the mirror too many times.

“I can literally see the argument forming in your head,” Wes said.

“I appreciate your kindness.”

“But you don’t believe me?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yeah, you did. Just not with words.”

She didn’t know where she found the bravery to do so, but she sat up suddenly and faced him without covering up her scars. He didn’t look away, didn’t even flinch or look uncomfortable. It was so unlike everyone else’s reactions that she didn’t know quite how to handle it.

Slowly, she pointed toward the damage done by the fire. “You can’t tell me this isn’t hideous.”

“Sure, I can.”

“You’d be lying.”

“Nope.” When she started to object, he held up a hand to stop her. “Does it look like the other side? No. Does that matter or change the fact you’re beautiful? No.”

“I don’t know how you can say that and mean it.”

“Because physical perfection isn’t what makes a person beautiful.”

Said the physically perfect guy. She actually snorted in response.

“What?”

“You know who says that? Attractive people.”

Damned if he didn’t smile. “You think I’m attractive?”

She gave him a “Really?” look. “You know you are if you’re a serial dater.”

“Hey, that’s not conclusive evidence. There are plenty of guys who aren’t exactly calendar material who date a lot.”

She started to argue but then remembered J.D. Collins, one of her neighbors in Houston. To her eye, he wasn’t attractive at all and he had still gone out more in a month than she had in a year.

“You know, you’re right. You’re not that attractive after all.”

“Hey, no take backs.”

His pretending to take offense made her laugh, what felt like a miracle considering she was sitting here facing him with her scars uncovered. With every passing second, she had to fight the urge to drape her hair back over the left half of her face in case he changed his mind and was suddenly sickened by the sight of her.

“What exactly happened?” he asked after a few moments.

“Huh?”

He motioned toward her scarring.

“Oh.” She lowered her gaze to the ground and proceeded to tell him how she’d awoken to thick smoke choking her, how disorienting it’d been, how fast the fire had moved, as if it were a living thing. “When I finally managed to get almost all the way to the stairs, part of the ceiling collapsed above me. I fell. I got free finally, but not before something burned my face. I still don’t know exactly what it was, but the doctors said it appeared to be something metal. I know I never want to feel pain like that again.”

A shudder went through her body at the memory. She still sometimes woke up in a panic after dreaming of those minutes when she’d thought she might be about to die.

“I read it was the landlord’s fault,” Wes said as he sat up, crossing his legs.

“Yeah. The settlement I got was the only way I was able to buy my place. I mean, I’ll still be paying on it until I’m gray haired, but it’s manageable.”

She lost track of time as they talked, amazed at how easy she found it to tell Wes about the aftermath of the fire—learning she’d lost everything she owned except for her car—and about the excruciating recovery as well.

“There were times I thought it might have been easier if I’d died.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.”

She looked up, realizing that she’d kept her gaze lowered as she’d spilled the story of her life post-fire.

“I’m glad I met you.”

“Yeah?” That mischievous grin was back at the edges of his lips.

“Don’t let it go to your head. I just mean that it’s nice to…not have to hide with you.”

“You never had to hide with me.”

“Be honest, if you’d seen my face that first day we met, it would have at least startled you.”

“Probably. But that’s true of anything that’s unexpected.”

Well, she’d asked him to be honest. She found she was glad that he didn’t hem and haw. And the way he said it, she knew he was right. Hadn’t she admitted to herself that she would react the same way to something so out of the norm?

“But that’s different than people saying hurtful things on purpose,” he said. “There’s no excuse for that.”

“I suppose it’s happened since the beginning of time.”

“Doesn’t make it right.”

The fact that he sounded so angry on her behalf filled her with a warm feeling of gratitude.

“No, it doesn’t.”

“What about your friends? A boyfriend? Surely they were there for you.”

“The guy I’d been dating didn’t stick around after he saw how I looked, but I did have a few good friends. At least they did their best. I was…very angry afterward and admittedly pushed people away. I just wanted to hide in a hole. But I somehow made it through and finally got back out in the world.” She swallowed past a lump that had a bad habit of forming in her throat. “It was way too easy to retreat when I encountered the less kind side of humanity. People judge others based on their looks, and I fell into the scary category.”

“You’re not scary.”

Claire looked up and met Wes’s gaze. It held the intensity she’d just heard in his words, an intensity she felt all the way down to the center of her heart.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saying that.”

“It’s the truth.”

In that moment, she actually believed he meant what he said. The way he looked at her without averting his gaze, as if absolutely nothing was out of the ordinary about her—she could get used to that. That’s why she needed to guard herself more carefully around him.

“We should head back. I need to get to work. I had more orders come in last night.”

It was only two bracelets and they’d be easy to complete, but he didn’t need to know that. As much as she enjoyed sitting here with him, having someone like him look at her real face and be okay with it, she couldn’t let down her guard too much. She couldn’t get too used to this feeling. At some point, he was likely to go back to his life as it was before they met. He’d admitted that he dated a lot, so chances were that despite his claim that he didn’t want to get serious with anyone he’d eventually meet someone who made him feel the way she felt when she met his eyes. Then he’d spend all his free time with that person, and Claire would be back to the solitary existence she’d moved to Montana to find.

Only that didn’t sound so much like what she wanted anymore.
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“You planning on working today or are you just going to stand there staring at the road as if it’ll make that girl come back?”

Wes glanced over to see his dad standing a few feet away with a way-too-observant look on his face. Just how long had he been standing there?

His dad laughed. “Yep, you’ve got it bad.”

“We’re just friends.”

“Yeah, and I’m People’s next sexiest man alive.”

“Congratulations.”

“Why can’t you just admit you like her?”

Because he didn’t want to hurt her, and evidently he could do that without even trying.

“Just because I date a lot doesn’t mean I can’t have friends who are women. I’m friends with Emmaline, after all.”

“You were practically raised with Emmaline. She might as well be your sister.”

Hadn’t he told Claire much the same?

“I’ve got work to do.” Wes swung back up in the saddle and took off before his dad could make any more comments that were way too close to the truth.

But as he moved through the motions of ranch work the rest of the day, his thoughts kept drifting back to Claire. He was glad he’d known about the scars before she’d revealed them. While every single thing he’d told her was true, he hated the idea that he might have reacted initially in a way that would have hurt her. She’d been hurt enough, both physically and emotionally, and he would not add to it.

When his phone chimed with a text, he grabbed it. Even though he’d just seen her that morning, he found himself hoping it was Claire. He wanted to make sure she was okay and had nearly texted her half a dozen times. But he figured she might need some time to get used to the idea that she’d revealed her face to him.

But the text was from Parker, telling him that their group of friends were meeting at AJ Miller’s house that evening for beer and some rounds of pool. AJ used to work at a bar in Livingston that closed, and he’d gotten the pool table cheap.

Wes oddly didn’t feel much like socializing, but then he remembered his pledge not to hurt Claire. If he kept hanging out with her all the time, he might give her the wrong idea. He hoped he hadn’t already. Men and women being friends was a tricky thing that more often than not didn’t work out. His dad was right. The only reason he and Emmaline had stayed friends was because they’d basically been raised as siblings.

He texted back a reply that he’d be there. But as the time grew closer to leave, he just wasn’t feeling in the mood. Still, to remind himself that he’d been acting abnormally the past few days he went anyway.

“Man, where are you tonight?” Parker asked after Wes missed another easy shot at the pool table. “You’d normally make that with your eyes closed.”

Wes held up his beer. “Guess I’m off at the moment.”

“That’s your first beer.”

“Yeah, something’s definitely off about you,” AJ said.

“My next paycheck says it has something to do with your new neighbor,” Parker said as he lined up his pool cue.

Wes gripped his cue so hard he was afraid it might be crushed to dust, not because he was annoyed by Parker’s teasing but because his friend was right. What was going on? This wasn’t him at all.

But then, Claire wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met before either.

“I think you hit the nail on the head,” AJ said, obviously amused. “Already used your charm on the new chick before any of the rest of us have had a chance to meet her. That’s not fair.”

“She’s not a prize to be won,” Wes said, hating how AJ had called Claire a chick and wondering how many times he might have talked about a woman in a similar way. He didn’t like how that made him feel.

“Chill,” AJ said, holding up his hands in surrender.

Wes made it through one more game before he begged off and headed home. Parker caught up to him right as he reached his truck parked in AJ’s driveway.

“Hey, man, you okay?”

“Yeah, just tired.”

“I don’t think that’s it. The way you looked earlier, I thought you might actually rip AJ’s head off his shoulders.”

“AJ needs to grow up.”

Even though it was dark outside, Wes saw Parker’s eyes widen.

“You really like her, don’t you?”

“She’s nice.”

“You’ve gone out with lots of girls who are nice. You’re acting really different, more like one of your brothers.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

Parker seemed surprised by the question. “Nothing. You’ve just always been different than them.”

Wes didn’t press his friend to detail how he was different from Justin and Roman. He had a pretty good idea all on his own. It had never bothered him before. In fact, he’d been proud of it. But now? Now he felt as if he was in the process of shedding the skin he’d always worn and he didn’t know what he’d be when the process was done.

Didn’t know what he wanted to be.


Chapter Eight


Wes’s mood didn’t improve over the next couple of days. If anything, it got worse. And evidently he wasn’t able to hide it.

“You need to go see Claire,” Justin said as they loaded up a few head of cattle they were selling.

“What makes you say that?”

“Because you’ve been sticking to the ranch the past couple of days and you’re about as pleasant to be around as a ticked-off porcupine.”

“I thought I was supposed to hang around the ranch since it’s my job.”

Justin pointed at Wes. “See? That. You usually joke, but now you’re just being a snappy smart-ass.”

Wes spun toward his older brother. “Make up your mind. First you tell me to be careful around Claire, like you’re warning me off her or something. Now you’re telling me the opposite. What the hell, man?”

Damn if Justin didn’t smile. “Dad was right. You’ve got it bad.”

“What? A case of annoying family?”

“I warned you off because I know your usual dating M.O. But it’s different this time. You really like her.”

“Of course I like her!” He started to repeat what he’d said to Parker, that Claire was nice, but he stopped himself. It was more than just admiring her or thinking she was a nice person. Something else was going on, something with which he was severely lacking in experience.

“Then stop moping around here and go tell her.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“You said it yourself. I’m not serious when it comes to dating.”

“Maybe you haven’t been before because you hadn’t met the right woman yet.”

“I barely know her.” That didn’t feel true even as the words left his mouth. If he looked at the situation honestly, he could see that he’d felt drawn to her from the beginning. It had been different than just physical attraction, which honestly was what always drew him first. He supposed he wasn’t different than most people in that regard, but something beyond her looks had pulled at him, making him want to get to know her better. It was almost as if he’d crossed some cosmic magnetic line that refused to free him. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to be freed.

“You don’t have to know someone a long time to like them.”

“I can’t figure you out. One day I’m sure you think I’m not responsible enough to date seriously, and the next it feels like you’re convinced I’ve found my one true love.”

“I don’t know if Claire is your one true love, but it’s interesting that that thought even crossed your mind.”

“Melody has rubbed off on you too much.”

“I can think of worse things.” Justin shut the gate on the back of the cattle trailer. “All I’m saying is that I’ve never seen you this way before. You seemed to have a good time with her, and then all of sudden you just stopped.”

“I don’t want to hurt her.” Wes wondered if that was the most honest, most vulnerable thing he’d ever said to his brother.

“Then don’t. The fact that you’re worried about that tells me a lot.”

“What?”

“That Claire isn’t someone like you usually go out with just to have fun. She means more.”

“How is that possible? We haven’t even known each other that long.”

Justin shrugged. “Just because I’m happily married doesn’t mean I have all the answers. It’s something you’ve got to figure out on your own.”

“Well, you’re no help at all.”

Justin laughed and clapped Wes on the shoulder. He didn’t remove his hand, gripping until Wes met his gaze.

“Be careful with her, but be honest with yourself.”

Those words of big brotherly wisdom echoed in his head for the rest of the day as he tried to decide his next move. Did he want to see if there could be more between Claire and him? Would she even believe him? He supposed there was only one way to find out, but he was going to have to approach the possibility much more carefully than he was used to. If he came on too strong, he had no doubt she’d bolt and he’d lose his opportunity to see if all these new feelings inside him were real or a passing thing.
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Claire finished packaging up the last of the outstanding orders for jewelry that she’d completed over the past couple of days. It seemed the absence of one Wes McQueen from her life had prevented sleep, but the insomnia had done wonders for her productivity. Since she’d returned from her horseback ride with Wes, she hadn’t seen him, only received one text, but she’d gotten caught up on work and managed to paint the room that they’d stripped of wallpaper.

She carried the packages to the front porch for the postal pickup she’d ordered. Fatigue hit her out of the blue and she sank into one of the rocking chairs and closed her eyes. It didn’t take long for her to start drifting. Lack of sleep did that to a person. But she’d done it to herself by allowing thoughts of Wes—fantasies about him, to be honest—to occupy way too many of her thoughts.

After she’d returned from the ride, it had been as if all her feelings had been thrown in a blender and set on the highest speed. She tried to keep her hopes in check, but she kept hearing his kind words and reliving the moment she’d revealed her face to him and he hadn’t flinched.

How he’d called her a beautiful woman.

But those feelings of happiness had faded as the hours during which she didn’t hear from him turned into days. Of course, he’d not said anything about liking her in a romantic way. A person could recognize the attractiveness of another without wanting to be involved with them, and that was evidently the case here. She’d cursed herself more than once for letting a simple compliment get blown out of proportion in her head and heart.

She honestly didn’t know whether she wished she’d never met Wes and thus avoided the surge of irrational hope or if she was glad to have the good memories.

As she drifted toward sleep, she told herself she should get up and actually go lie down in her bed or at least on the couch. But she didn’t have the energy, and it was late enough in the day that the heat wasn’t scorching. In fact, a breeze seemed to be blowing out of the mountains to the west.

The memory of sitting in the field facing Wes formed once again. She tried imagining what it would have been like if they’d been sitting closer to each other. Likely nothing would have happened, though that didn’t prevent her from letting her imagination take her to unlikely places—ones in which Wes lifted his hand and caressed her damaged skin, in which he leaned forward and kissed her as if she were the most beautiful woman in the world.

She jerked awake at the sound of an approaching vehicle, then immediately wondered if she was still asleep and dreaming. But as Wes continued up her driveway, she literally pinched herself and found she was one hundred percent awake. And she, of course, looked dreadful. Not that it mattered. She reminded herself that despite her fantasies, she and Wes were friends at most.

So she resisted the urge to hide her face once again, to at least go inside and wash it. Friends saw you at your worst and didn’t care and you let them.

As he got out of his truck, she noticed he was carrying a pizza box and a plastic grocery bag.

“I come bearing gifts,” he said, his smile making her heart jump even though that wasn’t wise. “I seem to remember you saying something about liking pizza and ice cream.”

“Is it a holiday I don’t remember?”

“Yes, it’s Wes Finally Got Away from the Ranch Day.”

So he’d been tied up with work and not deliberately avoiding her?

“Been busy, huh?”

“Yeah, I actually have to work to get paid. Can you believe that?”

“The nerve.”

“I know, right?”

Where she’d been down only minutes before, Wes’s infectious attitude lightened her mood so much she felt like a different person. That was a lot of power for someone to have over someone else, but she admitted she liked this feeling much better.

She heaved herself out of the chair and led the way inside. Wes went straight to her refrigerator and deposited the tubs of ice cream in the freezer.

“I didn’t know what kind of ice cream or pizza you liked, so I rolled the dice.”

“I like lots of different kinds, so anything was a safe bet.”

He playfully pumped his fist. “Yes!”

She laughed and shook her head. “Definitely weird.”

Before sitting down to her own dinner, she poured some milk for the pups.

“I swear they’ve grown since I saw them,” Wes said.

“I sometimes think I can see them growing if I sit and watch them.” It was amazing how much of her heart the little trio now occupied. She couldn’t imagine life without their sweet little faces.

“It looked like you’ve been busy, too, based on the packages on the porch,” Wes said when they’d both retrieved pizza from the box and sat at the kitchen table.

“Yeah.” She wasn’t about to tell him her burst of productivity had been prompted by worrying that she’d scared him off despite what he’d said.

“Sorry I sort of disappeared after we went riding.”

“No need to apologize. You’ve got a life to live.” Sure, she’d wondered if part of that life had included him going out on a date or two since she’d last seen him, but that was none of her business. He could date whomever he wanted, however much he wanted.

“Still, I don’t want you to think that what happened that day caused me to go MIA.”

She choked on the pizza she’d just swallowed. Her eyes watered as she coughed. Wes jumped up from his seat and looked as if he was about to perform the Heimlich on her. She held up her hand to indicate she was okay, then took a drink of her soda.

“I’m fine,” she said in between coughing.

When she finally stopped and got her breath, it was to find Wes kneeling beside her with his palm against her shoulder. And just like that she lost the ability to breathe again. He was so close, close enough to see her face much better than he had before.

“You sure you’re okay?”

She nodded because her capacity for speech had evidently left the building, too.

Wes eyed her scars for what felt like the longest moment in human history, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to run from him or lean forward and kiss him. Neither option was probably a good one.

Claire was pretty sure she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown when Wes finally stood and returned to his seat. He took a bite of pizza as if what he’d said that had precipitated her coughing fit hadn’t been said at all. But she couldn’t erase it from her memory. He’d been aware enough to be concerned that she’d thought his seeing her face had sent him fleeing.

“I figured you were busy, the same as I was.” Why had she lied like that? Why couldn’t she have just stayed quiet and left well enough alone?

Thankfully, Wes just nodded that he’d heard what she said and kept eating. The silence that settled between them made her anxious, so she said the first thing that came to mind.

“I painted the room.”

“All of it?”

“Yeah. I figured once I was splattered in paint, I might as well keep going. I finished about three this morning.”

“What else do you have to do in there?”

“I want to figure out some sort of storage and shelving for all my supplies.”

“Show me what all you want to store and I can build something. Dad’s pretty good with carpentry, and I picked up some over the years.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

He looked up from his plate. “Are we having this same conversation again? I’d think by now you’d have figured out you won’t dissuade me. I guess I’m stubborn, too.”

His smile threatened to melt her from the inside out.

“I guess you are.”

[image: *]*

Wes glanced over at Claire as she examined the shelving unit he’d just installed in her craft room. She almost didn’t look like the same woman he’d seen wielding a broom in her garden that day, not because her physical looks had changed but because she was smiling more. Those smiles didn’t just light up her face but rather her entire being. It made him happy to see that not only was she smiling more, she was evidently comfortable enough with him that she no longer hid her face. Like now, she had her hair up in a ponytail.

It’d been a week since their pizza and ice cream night, and when he wasn’t working on the ranch he was at her house building shelves and storage bins, with breaks to play with the puppies or sit on the porch with Claire and drink ice-cold lemonade she made from scratch.

“I love it,” Claire said. “It’s all perfect.”

Wes couldn’t describe accurately the feeling of happiness that welled up inside him at not only Claire’s praise but also the look on her face that said she meant every word.

“I’m glad you like it.”

She shifted her gaze to him. “Thank you. It’s like you took what was in my head and made it real.”

Feeling oddly awkward, he made an exaggerated bow. “I’m here to serve, madam.”

“I think this deserves me treating you to pizza this time. And believe it or not, there’s still ice cream left.”

“I have a better idea. My family’s getting together for dinner tonight. You should join us.”

The smile on Claire’s face fell away. “I don’t want to intrude on your family time.”

“It’s not intruding if I invite you.”

She shook her head. “You go enjoy your dinner. I’m tired anyway. I’ll just—”

Before he thought about what he was doing, he’d closed the distance between them and taken her hands in his. “My family are good people. It won’t matter to them either.”

To his surprise, she squeezed his hands. “Wes, you’re a good friend, better than I ever expected to have again, but I’ve monopolized enough of your time. You don’t need to feel like you have to spend so much time with me.”

“I don’t. I’ve told you before, I like spending time with you.” He rubbed his thumb across the back of one of her hands without thinking. “Please.”

She looked up into his eyes, and it was all he could do not to kiss her. But he’d told himself to take it slow, to be sure that what he was feeling toward her didn’t go away like some temporary infatuation. If it stuck around, he didn’t want to scare her away.

“Okay.”

He smiled and released her.

Before he left, he made Claire promise not to back out. When she promised she wouldn’t despite looking as if she might faint at the very idea of being around other people, he drove home with a big grin on his face. After showering and putting on clean clothes, he headed to the kitchen to find that everyone was already there. Everyone but Claire, anyway, but his family members had shown up early to help with the meal prep and to catch up on each other’s lives.

“Wes, can you get the plates?” Melody asked as she pulled glasses from another cabinet.

He retrieved eight and started setting the table.

“You got one too many,” she said as she followed behind him with the glasses.

“I invited Claire.”

Melody froze along with everyone else in the room. It would have been comical if it didn’t annoy him more.

“What? I can’t invite someone?”

“It’s not that,” Roman said. “You’ve just never done it before.”

“Sure I have.”

“No, you haven’t. Not once have you brought someone you’re dating to the house.”

Was that true? He thought back and realized his brother might be right. But that didn’t apply to this situation anyway.

“Still haven’t. Claire and I are friends.”

Wes caught the looks of disbelief that passed between the members of his family, but he chose to ignore them. “She’s nervous about coming tonight, so don’t anyone make her feel uncomfortable.”

“You sure are bossy about someone you’re just friends with,” Justin said.

Wes gave his brother a hard stare and was about to tell him to cut the teasing when the doorbell rang. He hadn’t even heard Claire pull up outside. As he headed for the door, he heard murmuring behind him and hoped it hadn’t been a mistake to invite Claire into the midst of a group this soon.

When he opened the door, he noticed that Claire had her hair down again. She wasn’t being so obvious about having it cover the scars, but she evidently wasn’t comfortable enough to have it pulled back either.

“Hey,” he said. “Come on in.”

Her smile looked anxious, and he couldn’t believe how nervous he was as well as she entered the house and faced all the assembled McQueens.

Anna, Roman’s wife, was the first to step forward and greet Claire. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“You, too.”

Wes shot Anna a look of gratitude, and his kind-hearted sister-in-law just smiled back and made way for the rest of the clan to greet their guest. Each time someone new stepped up and didn’t react to Claire’s scars, Wes breathed a little easier. He still didn’t move from her side, feeling as if he needed to be there to protect her even if the only other people around were his family.

“I hope you’re hungry,” his dad said. “Because we McQueens don’t mess around when it comes to meals.”

“It smells good. Thanks for inviting me.”

“We’re happy to have you. How are you liking the area?”

As the evening progressed, Wes realized he shouldn’t have worried so much. The tenseness he’d felt coming off of Claire when she’d arrived gradually lessened as first one person and then another engaged her in conversation. No one asked about her injury or what caused it, but that didn’t surprise him. He sat back and listened as she told Anna and Melody about how she’d once sold a necklace and earrings to an actress she’d met while the woman had been filming a movie in Houston.

“You’re kidding,” Melody said. “I love her.”

“And she got to kiss Dean Weston,” Anna said, a dreamy tone to her voice.

“Hey,” Roman said, mock offended by the love of his life having a fangirl crush.

Anna squeezed Roman’s hand. “Don’t worry, dear. I’d take you over a dozen Dean Westons any day.”

Wes had to smile. It was nice to see how much Anna had come out of her shell since Roman had professed his love for her. And he’d never seen his brother so happy before. Maybe being with only one woman for the rest of your life wasn’t being tied down at all. Maybe it was the very best kind of freedom, being with the person you knew loved you more than anyone else in the world.

He glanced at Claire at the same moment she shifted her eyes toward him. Their gazes held for a moment before she lowered hers, looking embarrassed.

Between the main meal and dessert, Claire excused herself to go to the bathroom. While she was out of the room, Wes helped carry dirty dishes to the kitchen. Anna stepped up next to him.

“I really like Claire,” she said where only he could hear her.

“Yeah, she’s nice.”

Anna placed her hand atop his on the edge of the sink. “It’s okay if it’s more than that. You deserve to be happy, too.”

He met Anna’s gaze and was about to ask what she meant by that when Claire returned to the room and his gaze was drawn immediately to her. In that moment, he didn’t need any explanation from Anna or anyone else. It became crystal clear that he was falling for Claire. And in a surprise twist, that realization didn’t freak him out.

Feeling eyes on him, he glanced over at Anna. She gave him a knowing smile, and she was so inherently sweet and good that it didn’t annoy him. She wasn’t meddling or teasing but rather truly wanted the best for him. And to her eyes, that meant Claire.

He smiled back at Anna before the kitchen became a hub of activity as carrot cake and lemon pie were cut and handed out.

“Which would you like?” Wes asked Claire when she came to stand at the end of the island next to him.

“It’s hard to choose. I love them both.”

“I have an easy answer for that.” He sliced pieces of both desserts and placed them on a plate side by side for her.

“I shouldn’t be greedy, but my mouth is watering at the sight of this.”

He did not need to think about mouthwatering and Claire at the same time. The last thing he needed was to telegraph his feelings to everyone in the room. He’d never hear the end of it, and someone might say something to ruin things between him and Claire before they’d even started.

As they stood at the island and ate, various conversations going on around them, Wes had a hard time not staring at Claire. She seemed to be lost in thought one moment then intently watching what was going on around her in the next. And each time her eyes met his, she quickly glanced away as if embarrassed to be caught looking at him.

After dessert was finished and people began to wander over to the living area, Claire looked up at him.

“I should be going. Need to go take care of the pups.”

“Do you need me to take some of them off your hands?”

“Oh, no you don’t. I’ve already fallen in love with them. They’re mine.”

He smiled at that and tried not to focus on how she said “fallen in love” or how he’d never in his life been so sappy.

Claire glanced toward the various members of his family, and he’d swear he saw an expression of longing and something else he couldn’t identify.

“Thanks again for inviting me. I had a nice time.” She sounded surprised, perhaps even shocked by that fact. He watched as she seemed to pull herself together.

“I’ll walk you out,” he said.

After a round of goodbyes from his family, he opened the door for Claire and followed her out, deliberately not looking back at all the pairs of eyes watching them and no doubt speculating.

As they neared Claire’s car, she stopped suddenly and looked up at the sky.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

She didn’t respond at first, but then she shook her head as she lowered her gaze from the stars and looked out through the surrounding darkness.

“They were all so nice.” Her voice was thick, as if she was pushing the words out past a sizeable lump in her throat.

“Yeah, I suppose I lucked out in the family department.”

Her sniffle caught him totally off guard. “Claire?”

She turned her face away from him. Had this been too much for her?

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said, then swiped at her cheek.

The thought that she was wiping away tears tore through him. He reached out and gently turned her toward him.

“Then why are you crying?”

“I’m not.”

He smiled a little at that and reached up to wipe a very real tear away from her unmarred cheek. “Then what’s this? Did someone say something?” He didn’t believe that had happened, especially after she’d said everyone was nice, but there had to be a reason behind the tears.

She immediately shook her head. “Not like you’re thinking. It’s just…they all treated me so normally that it felt like a dream or something from my life before the fire. I’m afraid I’m going to wake up to find none of this has been real.”

He lifted his other hand and gently pushed her hair away from the damaged side of her face, tucking it behind her ear. He framed her face with his hands, caressing both sides with his thumbs.

“It’s not a dream.”

Or if it was, he didn’t want to wake up. Either way, he was going to kiss this woman.


Chapter Nine


Claire had never been a fainter. Even during the fire and the excruciating pain, she’d not lost consciousness. But the moment Wes ran his thumb across her scarred cheek as if it was as soft and smooth as the other side, dizziness threatened. With that one small action, she felt the mental walls she’d built to protect herself start to crumble. No one other than medical professionals had touched her face since the fire.

But not only was a man touching her now, that man was kind, funny and so handsome it was hard to believe he would have looked her way even before her injuries. Not that she’d had huge self-esteem problems back then, but facts were facts and Wes McQueen was movie-star handsome.

Wes’s gaze shifted, and her entire body tingled with the realization that he was staring at her lips a moment before his started to descend. She gasped just as Wes’s mouth met hers.

He was gentle but she got the oddest sensation he was holding himself in check. But then she pretty much stopped thinking, giving herself up to pure feeling. And what a glorious, joyful, yearning feeling it was. Wes’s hands slid from her face into her hair to cup the back of her head. She tilted her mouth to better accommodate him.

He tasted like carrot cake, coffee and desire, and she latched on to his waist to keep from falling. To keep from thinking that this couldn’t possibly be happening, that him desiring her was a fiction made up by all the lonely parts of her.

But when he lifted his mouth from hers some indeterminate amount of time later, he didn’t seem like a man who was giving out pity kisses. In fact, the look in his eyes, the way his lips were slightly parted, and his heavier-than-normal breathing said he was a man who’d enjoyed that kiss every bit as much as she had.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his breath touching her wet lips.

All she could do was nod.

“I was afraid I’d scare you away.”

“Then why did you do it?”

He let his fingers drift along her eyebrow, down her temple, along the edge of the ruined side of her face. “Because I wanted to.”

There was not one ounce of pity in his words. They felt like absolute truth, and she didn’t think there could ever be a bigger miracle.

“I’m glad you did.” She hoped she wasn’t opening herself up for more pain, but she felt safe with Wes. If she allowed herself to let him in, to even let his family in, how much better could her life be? She could still protect herself but not be so lonely and isolated. Could she even find love? Had she already?

Don’t get ahead of yourself. Desire does not equal love.

But desire was way more than she’d had.

“I should get going,” she said, not really wanting to go but also not wanting to stay too long and potentially ruin this perfect moment.

For a couple of heartbeats, Wes looked as if he might object before giving a slight nod. “I suppose pups don’t feed themselves.”

Oh, yeah, the pups. She’d completely forgotten about them and pretty much everything else but the feel of Wes McQueen holding her.

Even though she’d said she needed to leave and he’d acknowledged he understood, they didn’t immediately make any effort to move away from each other. She wasn’t sure who shifted first or if they did at the same time, but she eventually turned and opened her car door.

Wes took her hand in his and squeezed it gently. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Again all she could manage was a nod and a smile before she sank into the driver’s seat, thankful her legs didn’t have to hold her up anymore.

Even after arriving home, she remained unsteady, half believing she was walking through a dream from which she didn’t want to wake up. She fed the pups and gave them lots of belly rubs and head scratches before she headed to bed. As she curled up on her side, she couldn’t stop the memory of the kiss that was playing on repeat in her head. She didn’t want to because it was the best thing that had happened to her in a very long time.

As she closed her eyes, she thought that tonight her dreams might be the kind that she didn’t mind at all.

Her phone dinged with a text, and she was already smiling as she picked it up from her nightstand before she confirmed it was from Wes.

Good night. Sweet dreams.

Her smile grew wider. He’d pretty much guaranteed they would be.
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Wes couldn’t recall ever anticipating something so much in his life, but as he went through the motions of ranch work the next day he was mentally counting down the minutes until he could break free and go see Claire. He honestly didn’t recognize himself, but he wasn’t going to examine it too closely. The fact that Claire had been receptive the night before had given him a shot of adrenaline that could have rocketed him to the moon.

But when he arrived at her place, he grew more cautious. What if she’d had time to think about the kiss too much and decided that it hadn’t been a good idea?

He shook his head, not recognizing this new version of himself who was chasing after Claire like one of the pups.

When she greeted him at her front door with a tentative smile, he wondered if she’d been just as worried about him having changed his mind. Well, no chance of that. That kiss had kept him awake for a good long while the night before.

“Hey.” She almost sounded shy, something he’d not heard from her before even when she’d been doing her best to hide from him.

“Hey, yourself.” Wanting to get the awkwardness over with, he leaned down and planted another kiss on her very kissable mouth. It didn’t go on as long as the one from the night before, but when he pulled away he was happy to see the dazed look on her face.

“You greet all your neighbors like that?” she asked.

“No, this is a first.”

“Right answer.”

What a change a few days could make. Where once there was a woman who insisted she could do everything on her own, who tried her best to push him away, now she not only put him to work but also smiled at him without trying to hide it.

After he finished painting the bathroom, he caught her going down the hallway and spun her into his arms. “Where’s my reward for this awesome paint job?”

“Isn’t a job well done its own reward?”

“You’re not getting off that easy.” Then he pulled her closer and kissed her again, deeper and longer this time. Tempted to take it further but realizing it was much too soon, especially when he’d told himself to take things slow with Claire, he ended the kiss. “That was more of what I had in mind.”

He smiled at the sight of her looking a bit addled.

“Don’t look so full of yourself,” she said, then headed up the hallway to the kitchen.

Over the course of the next week, he felt as if he had more life in him than he could ever remember even though he had never been a downer type of person. But being around Claire, whether they were working or stealing kisses or telling each other about the details of their jobs, filled him up with happiness. And it wasn’t just because she looked happy to spend time with him. She, as a person, completed some part of him that he hadn’t known even existed.

And Claire seemed almost like a different person than when he’d first met her. All the things he’d liked about her from the beginning were still there, but he believed that he was seeing more of the real Claire Moon. The Claire who’d been in that photo, the one who’d lived her life to the fullest before nearly losing that life and then becoming a victim of cruelty.

As he walked back up her driveway after installing a new mailbox for her that didn’t look as if it was one stiff breeze from blowing away, she met him at the edge of the porch with a cold glass of her fresh lemonade. He stepped up onto the first step, bringing him even with her, and accepted the glass. He drank about half of it in one go then licked the tart taste from his lips.

“A guy could get used to this,” he said.

“It’s just lemonade.”

“The best lemonade I’ve ever had, and delivered by a beautiful woman. Can’t beat that.”

She lowered her head, and he got the feeling she still didn’t believe him when he said she was beautiful. He placed his forefinger under her chin and lifted her gaze to his.

“Don’t doubt it when I say that.”

“I love it when you say it, but I also can’t quite believe it.”

“Your scars don’t make it less so.”

“That’s not true, and you know it.”

“I don’t know it. They don’t matter to me. They don’t make you any less beautiful in my eyes.”

She sighed. “How can you say that? I see myself in the mirror every morning. I know what I look like. Maybe half of me is okay, but only half…”

“Well, I’m looking at you now, in broad daylight, and you’re wrong.” He reached up and placed his hand against the evidence of her burns. “This is only a small part of you. Don’t let it define you.”

As they continued to work to transform her place into a home that was all Claire and less and less of the previous occupant, he did his best to make her believe what he saw when he looked at her.

“We should go out on a proper date,” he said one evening as they sat on the porch steps watching the puppies play in the yard.

“What, you don’t see enough of me?” A teasing grin tugged at the edge of her mouth.

“Working and hanging around here isn’t a date. I want to take you out.” He felt her stiffen next to him. “Founder’s Day is this weekend. All kinds of activities in town, including a dance. I’d like to take you.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Showing myself to you or even your family is one thing. Going out in public among strangers is something entirely different. I don’t know if I’m ready for something like that.”

At least she hadn’t said she’d never be ready, which he would have expected not so long ago. He took that as a good sign.

“You can’t hide here forever,” he said, trying to keep his tone gentle.

“Why not? That was my plan before I met you.” Was a part of her considering changing that plan because of their new relationship? He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It was a lot of weight to put on something that was so new, and yet if it helped her walk back into the fullness of the world it was a good thing. Maybe all she needed was a little more nudging.

“Because you’ve got a lot of life left. You survived that fire, so you deserve to live life to the fullest. To enjoy yourself.”

“I don’t enjoy stares and whispers,” she said, the hurt she’d suffered evident.

“I’ll be right there beside you. No one will dare say or do anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

“If they do—”

“You will do nothing. I don’t want to make any big scenes. They just make a bad situation worse. It’s why I like to avoid them altogether.” She paused. “If something happens, I’ll handle it myself.”

He didn’t press her further because a part of him knew trying to convince her that hiding for the rest of her life wasn’t healthy, wasn’t the way to true happiness, wasn’t the way to go. She had to come to that decision herself, and he could only encourage her so much.

A voice in his head kept asking if he was willing to give his heart to someone who might ultimately decide to be a hermit for the rest of her life. In all honesty, as much as he liked Claire he didn’t know the answer.
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Wes didn’t pressure Claire anymore about going to the Founder’s Day festivities, but she could tell he wanted her to change her mind. And a big part of her wanted to. Was she ready to take that kind of step? Could she truly handle the stares and comments she’d retreated to Montana to escape?

The idea of walking hand in hand with this handsome, wonderful, funny man sent a thrill through her that was hard to describe. Thinking about dancing in his arms only added to the buzzy, otherworldly sensation. But then she envisioned the stares, the whispers, the people who might not even try to hide their comments from her. Sure, Wes and his family had been wonderful, but what were the chances all the residents of Logan Springs would be the same? Even the reactions of the nicest people could hurt. She didn’t even want to think about the people who weren’t so nice, and every town had them no matter the size or location.

Still, her mind—or maybe it was her heart, the substantial part Wes now occupied—kept asking her the same question. What if? What if she set aside her worries and enjoyed a night out with Wes like a normal woman? What if all or at least most of her fears were unfounded? What if staying away from everyone else just made her fear of interaction even worse? Weren’t you supposed to face your fears to get over them? Could she do it? With Wes at her side, would it be easier even if she did run into the types of reactions she so wanted to avoid?

Unable to sleep after he left one night but too tired to work, she lay in bed staring at the ceiling. She let her thoughts drift back to how much she’d liked interacting with people before the fire. She missed that—the bright, sunny feeling that came from meeting new people, learning about them, finding out what things they shared in common. She’d convinced herself she didn’t need that anymore, that the potential downside wasn’t worth it.

But now she questioned whether that was true. Wes was right. She had a lot of life left to live, and in that moment she remembered her neighbors who could no longer say that. Didn’t she owe it to them, to herself, to whatever power that had kept her alive to actually live her life instead of merely existing?

Though she felt as if she might throw up, she made the decision to try again. Before she could change her mind, she picked up her phone and texted Wes.

I’ll go to Founder’s Day.

She figured he was asleep already and she wouldn’t hear from him until the next day, but almost immediately her phone rang.

“Are you sure?” he asked when she answered.

“As sure as I’m likely to be.”

“What made you change your mind?”

Needing to not be too serious and give the whole situation too much importance, she considered how to respond.

“I figure I might get something good like a funnel cake out of the deal.”

Wes laughed. “Sweetheart, I’ll buy you every funnel cake there.”

After they hung up and she rolled onto her side, it wasn’t the nervousness about going out in public that kept spinning around in her mind. It was the sound of Wes calling her sweetheart. She hugged a pillow close, feeling like a giddy, lovestruck teenage girl. It made her feel alive again.


Chapter Ten


The night before her Founder’s Day date with Wes, Claire was completely useless. She bounced between being excited and nauseated at the idea of going beyond the end of her driveway. Completely unable to focus on work of any type, she instead threw open her closet and considered what to wear. Something that made her more invisible perhaps?

No. If she was going to actually go out and on the arm of someone as attractive as Wes, she wanted to look her best. Or at least the best she could. This might very well be a huge step in truly reclaiming her life.

Still, as she considered one outfit after another, a voice in her head kept telling her that she didn’t want to look like she was trying too hard because nothing she wore was going to detract from the more obvious thing about her appearance.

She stood in front of the open closet and put her hands on her hips. If she pretended that nothing was wrong with her face, what would she wear?

As if that was the magic question, her gaze landed on a blue-and-white shift dress that not only was cute but really comfortable as well. It rode the line between dressy and casual. She pulled it out of the closet and walked over to the full-length mirror leaning in one corner of her bedroom. She held the dress up in front of her and did her best not to focus on the part of herself she hated the most. Maybe all eyes would be on Wes anyway and she was worrying for no reason. She knew if given the choice, she’d stare at Wes McQueen all day long.

She stared into the mirror and still couldn’t believe that someone like Wes, who could no doubt have any woman he wanted and by his own admission had dated a lot, would be attracted to her. She lifted her hand and covered the left side of her face as if with a mask. With the scars out of view, she could almost believe she was normal again.

Shaking off all the useless introspection and what-ifs, she put away the clothes she’d decided against and sank down onto her bed. She picked up her phone and scrolled to the photo Wes had taken of them on the trail ride. The man’s smile really was infectious. She, on the other hand, looked somewhat startled to even find herself in such close proximity to him.

The patter of little puppy feet heralded the arrival of the trio she’d dubbed Frodo, Bilbo and Rosie. She swore they were growing by the hour. And their appetites seemed insatiable.

She slid onto the floor. “Hey, guys. What’s up in puppy land?”

Frodo, the little tan pup she’d first seen in Wes’s hands that day he’d rescued them, let out a little bark that warmed her heart. She picked him up and held him close to her chest. Though she hadn’t thought about getting any pets, now she couldn’t imagine life without them. She had Wes to thank for that as well.

“I can do this.”

She settled the pups in their laundry basket and crawled into bed. Tomorrow was a big day, and she wanted to be well rested to face it.

Well, that worked out about as well as she expected. She saw the first hints of daylight after sleeping what felt like about half an hour. A glance at the clock told her it had actually been more than that, but the nervousness coursing through her all night had prevented any rest that actually felt restful.

Oh, well. Might as well get up and have a decent breakfast if her queasy stomach would cooperate. Eggs and dry toast would likely be her limit.

By the time Wes arrived, she felt as if she was about to head out to prom with the most popular boy in school, go for an interview at her dream job, and walk a tightrope in high heels all at the same time.

When she opened the front door and Wes saw her, he stopped in his tracks. The look on his face made her glad she’d decided to give going out in public another try. It was the kind of look every woman wanted to see on the face of the man she was falling for.

Who was she kidding? She wasn’t falling for Wes. She’d already completely fallen for him, fast and hard.

“I’m not sure I should take you out looking like that,” he said.

Her heart lurched, but then Wes took three of the most deliberate, sexy steps a man had likely ever taken in the history of mankind. And then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her like they were fated lovers and he hadn’t seen her in years, as if he was starving for her.

She gripped his upper arms because she felt as if she was a boat that had broken free of its mooring, drifting and bobbing on the waves of the kiss to end all kisses. If they didn’t stop soon, there was no way they were making it to the Founder’s Day festivities. But she wasn’t sure she’d mind one bit.

Claire wondered if the same thought crossed Wes’s mind because he ended the kiss and took a step back, his breathing coming harder than when he’d pulled her to him. He looked into her eyes for a long moment before letting his hand trail down to clasp hers and turning to lead her to his truck.

He opened the passenger door for her and helped her get seated. “You look beautiful.”

Her heart flipped. He said the words with such intensity that for the first time she believed him.

Even so, her nervousness increased as he drove them closer to town. As if he could sense it, he reached across the cab of the truck and took her hand in his, twining his fingers with hers.

“Remember, I’ll be right beside you.”

She placed her other hand atop his, then lifted it to her lips and planted a kiss on his knuckles. It still felt weird to have that kind of intimacy with him, as if she was merely an understudy playing the part temporarily for the main actress.

Even with all his reassurances, once he parked in town and came to open her door she wasn’t sure she could put her feet on the ground. But then Wes extended his hand like some sort of gallant gentleman from one of the countless costume dramas she’s watched and she felt a bit like a princess about to enter the ball. If the ball smelled like hamburgers and funnel cake and the carriages depositing attendees looked remarkably like a fleet of pickup trucks.

She placed her hand in his and allowed him to help her out of the truck. Even as he shut the door, he didn’t let go of her. Her heart beat so hard as they headed toward the small downtown area that she heard it against her eardrums. She didn’t know if it was because she was nervous or because Wes had that effect on her, or possibly both.

“What do you want to do first?”

“I have no idea. You’re the expert here.”

As he guided her toward the crowd ahead, she let her hair fall forward to partially camouflage her scars. Wes must have noticed because she felt a momentary tightening of his hand before his grip went back to normal. She thought he might say something, encourage her to not cover her face, but he kept quiet. He was letting her expose herself only to the extent she was comfortable. She wondered if he truly realized what a miracle it was that she’d agreed to even find herself where she was in this moment, surrounded by strangers who had the ability to wound her feelings.

But what if she fought hard to not let them? If she saw the familiar looks and heard the piercing words, did she have it in her to shrug them off? She pulled herself up straighter and told herself she would try her best.

“How about some shish kebabs?” he asked as he pointed toward a tent where she saw several men at grills.

“Oh, food on a stick. Very popular in Texas.”

“It’s a sign then.”

The meat and veggies were cooked to perfection and her mouth was still watering when she finished off her shish kebab. She washed it down with a large lemonade.

Wes held up his lemonade. “Good but not as good as yours.”

She smiled at the compliment, partly because she actually agreed. She’d learned how to make excellent lemonade from her mother and drinking it made Claire remember her with love instead of sadness.

As they made their way through a succession of craft booths, played a few carnival games and he introduced her to a few locals, the tension knotting her body gradually began to ease. She was pretty sure some stares were being directed at her, but she chose to pretend not to notice. She smiled inwardly at her unexpected progress. So far no children had run away in fear, and she’d not heard any insensitive remarks. Had she worried for no reason, or was Wes an effective buffer protecting her from the worst? Or maybe people were kinder here because it was a small town. She had no experience with living in anything other than a major city.

She relaxed more when they met up with Wes’s family. Though it likely wasn’t intentional, she felt as if they formed a protective wall between her and those curious glances she’d been doing her best to ignore.

“Are you having a good time?” Anna asked when she returned from the funnel cake booth with three helpings for everyone to share.

“Yes. And it’s about to get better,” Claire said as she pulled off a piece of powdered sugar-covered fried dough.

Anna laughed. “I agree one hundred percent.”

For such a small town, Logan Springs knew how to put on a festival. Though she could have easily walked all the streets on a normal day within half an hour, those streets were now filled with so much to do that day began to fade into evening before she realized how much time had elapsed.

The moment she heard the first notes of music coming from a tent with a dance floor, Wes’s hand was there at the small of her back causing her to forget how to breathe. He leaned close to her ear.

“I’ve been waiting for this part all day,” he said, sending delicious shivers down her spine.

“You like to dance, huh?”

“What I want is a socially acceptable reason to pull you close in front of all these people.”

She looked up at him and had to fight the urge to pull his mouth down to hers. Did he have any idea what it did to her when he said things like that? It made her want to believe in happily ever after despite the fact she knew Wes had never been the type to commit to one woman. But he certainly hadn’t been acting like a guy with plans to date and run. Still, it was best to guard her heart as much as she could.

But when he pulled her onto the dance floor and looked down at her as if she was the most beautiful woman in the world, she realized how impossible that was going to be. She was hopelessly in love with Wes, and there was no going back.


Chapter Eleven


Claire fanned her warm face as she and Wes made their way off the dance floor to get something to drink. After he’d pulled her into his arms for that first dance, he hadn’t let go. She’d lost count of how many songs they’d danced to before she’d begged off, telling him she needed a break. As much fun as she was having, her feet were not used to so much dancing and she felt as if she could drink a five-gallon bucket of water. Even with needing a rest, she missed the feeling of Wes so close. As if he didn’t want to break contact either, he kept his hand wrapped around hers as they ordered drinks.

“I didn’t think you two were ever going to leave the dance floor,” Melody said as she joined them.

“Yeah, who knew my little brother was such a dancing machine?” Justin said with a smile that spoke of a lifetime of sibling teasing.

“Sorry I got all the dancing genes in the family,” Wes said as he ran this thumb over the back of Claire’s hand.

When she excused herself a few minutes later to go to the restroom, a shot of nervousness raced through her. The absence of Wes next to her felt as if she’d stripped off a coat and gloves and walked out into a wintry night.

But she could do this. Her day out had been great so far and she’d been given no indication that would change. Her warm feelings toward Wes and his family were beginning to extend to the townspeople at large. She’d made the right decision to move here.

In fact, as she made her way through the crowd to the public restrooms beyond the tent, she thought that the smile she couldn’t shed might possibly be more noticeable than her burn scars. Even sitting in the stall, she couldn’t stop smiling. Pieces of conversations floated to her ears.

This band is great.

I got the best deal on scented candles at Angel’s booth.

How’s your daughter doing after her surgery?

Normal conversations from normal people. Such simple things that she hadn’t heard in months because she’d avoided other human beings as much as possible. It felt good to be back among the living, so to speak.

She was just about to leave the stall when she heard someone mention Wes. She froze, her hand on the sliding lock.

“It surprised me, too,” one woman said. “You think he suddenly feels guilty for being such a player?”

Claire pressed her lips together and blinked against sudden tears. She’d been a fool to think she hadn’t been noticed or that people didn’t care. Still, she could get through this.

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s just being a good guy. I mean it’s got to be hard for her to date, don’t you think? Most guys aren’t going to be jumping at the chance to go out with a woman who looks like that.”

A huge lump formed in Claire’s throat, eroding her determination to not let the conversation get to her.

“It won’t be so good when he moves on to someone else because you know he will. That’s just how he is. Fun, flirty, lifetime bachelor Wes McQueen.”

Claire closed her eyes as their belief that she was on a pity date sliced through her like a razor-sharp blade. Could these women, who’d no doubt known Wes longer than she had, see the obvious she’d overlooked in her falling-in-love haze?

The entire conversation lasted less than a minute before the women exited the restroom, and yet Claire felt as if she’d been punched in the chest then dragged back to those awful days when she’d first faced the world after her recovery.

Unable to stop them, she let the tears stream down her cheeks. Why had she allowed herself to believe that the magic she’d felt with Wes would transfer beyond the confines of her home?

“Claire?”

She sucked in a breath at the sound of Melody’s voice and swiped at her tears. The last thing she needed was to have red, puffy eyes and a snotty nose in addition to her pitiable face.

“Yeah, be out in a minute.”

She knew as soon as she stepped out of the stall that it was obvious she’d been crying. The look on Melody’s face told her that in one glance.

“What’s wrong?” Melody glanced behind her. “Did someone say something?”

Claire tried to wave off Melody’s concern as she made for the sink. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s obviously something. Tell me.”

While Melody was kind and friendly, she was also used to being a top executive at the company her father had founded. She was a problem solver, but this was a problem for which there was no solution. There was a chance Claire might gradually learn to ignore the types of remarks she’d just heard, but her face wasn’t going to look any better, no matter what she did.

“Really, I’d rather not.”

Melody slipped her hands into the pockets of her shorts. “Whatever it was, try to ignore it. I’ve never been in your position, so I know that is likely much more easily said than done. But people who feel they need to make ugly comments aren’t worth the energy we expend thinking about them.”

Though Melody was lovely in every respect, her words had the ring of experience to them. Claire now knew the basic story of what Melody had been through in the aftermath of her father’s murder and her own time in hiding, so maybe she was wiser on the subject of hurtful comments from others than most people.

“Thank you.”

As Claire turned on the cold water and did her best to erase the evidence of her tears, she noticed that Melody stood in such a way to shield her from anyone who entered the restroom—which just made Claire want to cry again because she was a grown woman who shouldn’t need anyone to act as a protective barrier for her.

“Would you like me to get Wes?” Melody asked.

Claire shook her head. “No. I don’t want to ruin his evening.”

“He’s going to know something is wrong. He might be a lovable goofball most of the time, but he’s also observant and has a big heart. And from the way he’s been looking at you out on that dance floor, he’s crazy about you.”

What the unknown woman had said about Wes eventually moving on to someone else replayed in Claire’s head. She should start preparing herself for that eventuality now.

“We’re having a nice time, but it’s just casual.”

Melody’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “I’m not so sure about that.”

“He said so himself.” Sure, he hadn’t been talking about her at the time. They hadn’t even made any moves toward each other at that point. The fact remained that he’d said that he didn’t get serious with anyone. But he’d managed to make her forget that since the moment he’d first kissed her.

But even if he was content for now, it wouldn’t be right to tie him down. He was freedom incarnate, and she’d just gotten the latest dose of why she doubted she ever would be again. If she let this thing between them continue she feared it might be like caging a wild bird. Her heart broke at the thought of letting him go. Her heart broke at the thought of trapping him. For her, this was a no win situation.

“I think you’ve changed him.”

Claire turned and stared straight at Melody. “I shouldn’t.”

And then she walked out of the restroom, keeping her eyes lowered so she didn’t meet the gazes of anyone until she reached Wes.

“You okay?” he asked, making her wonder if Melody had been right about him being observant.

“Yeah, just tired. I’m not used to quite so much socializing. I’d actually like to go home.”

At the concerned look on his face, she smiled as if nothing was the matter. He nodded but before he could take her hand, she turned to make her way out of the tent. She managed to avoid touching him until they reached his truck. Away from the eyes of the crowd and standing in half shadow, Wes placed his hand on her shoulder and turned her so that she faced him.

“What’s wrong? Did someone say something to you?”

She shook her head. “No. I just didn’t sleep well last night, and it’s catching up to me.”

She could tell by the look in his eyes that he didn’t believe she was telling the whole truth, but she pretended she didn’t notice. He opened his mouth as if he would press for what she wasn’t telling him, but then he pressed his lips together and opened the passenger door of his truck for her.

After she was seated, she watched as he walked around the front of the truck. Even in the half darkness, she could see the reined tension in his body. The expression he wore was one she’d never seen on him before. It was enough to almost make her want to spill everything. Almost.

He was abnormally quiet as he drove out of Logan Springs, though he did reach over and take her hand and she allowed him to. She didn’t want to be stuck in this truck with him when the full extent of what she planned was revealed to him. There would be too many questions, probably him trying to convince her to not pull away. But after some time, he’d forget about her and move on. She doubted Wes ever lacked for female companionship for long, and he deserved someone fun and vibrant. Someone he could take anywhere and who would be a partner for him, who would be more believable to those who saw him.

She stared out the window and swallowed hard, hating the idea of Wes holding someone else close, kissing some other woman’s lips, making her heart race with anticipation.

She told herself she wasn’t being some sort of martyr. She was just trying to do the right thing for everyone involved.

“You know you can tell me the truth,” he said when they’d left the lights of Logan Springs behind.

“About?”

“You know what about. I can tell something upset you. I know the signs of when a woman has been crying.”

“You make a lot of women cry?” She tried for a teasing tone, but unfortunately she failed. Instead, it sounded half desperate and half accusatory.

“Not if I can help it, no.”

“Sorry. I know you wouldn’t.”

He readjusted his hand on the steering wheel, appearing to grip it harder. She wanted so much to do something, say something to bring back the fun, teasing Wes, but anything she said or did in that effort would make pushing him away even harder.

“I won’t push,” he said. “Though I’ll admit I want to. I know something happened to upset you, and I want to make it better.”

The problem was that he couldn’t. He couldn’t turn back time so that the fire had never happened. Even if he could, then she and he would have never met because she’d most likely still be in Houston living the same life she’d crafted for herself after her mother’s death.

When they reached her house, she knew she should get out of the truck and hurry inside before her resolve caved. But knowing these likely would be the last moments she spent with Wes cemented her to where she sat. She wanted just a little more time with him and the brief fairy tale she’d lived with him.

He was the first one to move, stepping out and walking around to her door. But when he opened it and she turned to exit, he stepped close and placed his hands against the sides of her face and dropped his mouth to hers. She fell into the kiss, body and soul. How could she give this up? The feel of him touching her was electric. There was no other apt description.

When Wes lifted his mouth from hers, he didn’t move far away. Mere inches so that she could feel his breath upon the wetness of her lips.

“I’m here whenever you want to tell me,” he said. “Don’t forget that.”

She made a small sound that indicated she’d heard him while in her mind she knew she’d never share what she’d overheard. She would just take the necessary actions and hope that he didn’t hate her for them.

He walked her to the front door, and there was a large part of her that wanted to invite him in and see where the night led. If this was to be their last time together, shouldn’t she make the most of it?

No. If she allowed things to go that far, she wouldn’t have the willpower to let him go. And she couldn’t trap such a beautiful man in the beast’s proverbial castle.

Even though she’d made her decision, felt it was the right thing to do, as she listened to Wes drive away a few minutes later she was pretty sure her heart was never going to be whole again. Why did loving someone have to hurt so much?

She slid down the wall next to the front door. The sobs were already pouring out before she reached the floor.
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Something in Wes’s gut told him that it was a mistake to drive away from Claire’s house. The feeling didn’t fade as he drove toward home. In fact, it got stronger, so strong that he turned around and made his way back to her place. But by the time he reached her driveway, all the lights in the house were out. Maybe she had been telling the truth that she was tired.

But that wasn’t the entire truth. Something had happened. Someone had said something to upset her, and his jaws clenched that she might have been deliberately hurt after he’d convinced her to go out in public with him. Guilt settled in his middle.

He’d thought getting her to face the world again with him by her side had been the right move. Living apart from other people wasn’t healthy. But maybe he should have let her get to that point in her own time. From now on, he’d let her set the pace.

When he got home, he didn’t feel like going inside even though no one else was there. He sank onto the front porch steps and stared out toward the pasture, not focusing on anything in particular. He texted a good-night message to Claire. The sinking feeling worsened when he received no response. What was going on in her head?

Hoping to find some answers, he texted Melody and asked if she knew what had happened with Claire. His sister-in-law responded a few seconds later.

You should ask her.

I did, but she says nothing happened. I don’t believe that.

It took longer for Melody to respond this time, and he wondered if that was because she was debating how much to tell him.

All I know is she was upset when I found her in the ladies’ room. She’d been crying, though she tried to hide it. I asked what happened, but she wouldn’t say.

So it wasn’t just him Claire was closing off from, and more alarm bells clanged in his head. But there was nothing he could do about it tonight.

Another text from Melody hit his phone.

Don’t let her pull away. You two looked really happy together.

That’s because he was happy. He almost always had fun on dates, but today had been different. Yes, he’d had fun, but something much deeper was going on, something he’d never felt before, something he didn’t want to lose. So he was damn well going to fight to keep that from happening.


Chapter Twelve


Claire slept in the next morning out of pure physical and emotional exhaustion. She’d cried more tears than she had since she’d seen the extent of her injuries after the fire, so many that she’d nearly made herself throw up. She had no idea when she’d finally fallen asleep, but it had been late enough that she now felt as if she had a hangover.

She reached over to grab her phone. She’d silenced it the night before, not willing to see any potential messages from Wes. Sure enough there was one wishing her a good night. What had he thought when she’d not responded?

She tossed the phone back on the nightstand. If she was going to get over him, she had to stop wondering things like that. Filling her days with work as she had before she met him was the only way.

Only the knowledge that she had new jewelry orders waiting for her got her out of bed. After a shower, she felt marginally better. A knock at the door made her heart jump. She’d anticipated Wes showing up unannounced because he did it all the time, but she’d not come up with a good way to handle it. Ignoring him wasn’t an option as it had been that day when he’d arrived with garden plants and tools.

When she arrived at the door, however, it wasn’t Wes but rather a woman holding a bouquet of flowers. A huge bouquet. The pang in Claire’s heart brought tears to her eyes again.

No, she couldn’t restart the waterworks or she might not stop this time.

She let her hair fall over the left side of her face, and it felt as if she were sliding backward down a slippery hill. She hadn’t realized how much she’d gotten used to not hiding her face around Wes.

“Claire Moon?” the woman asked when Claire opened the door.

“Yes.”

“Then you’re the lucky recipient of these flowers.” The women extended the bouquet. “I have to admit this was so pretty I hated to part with it.”

For a moment Claire considered letting the woman keep the flowers, but she wasn’t that strong. Though having the gorgeous bouquet in the house wasn’t going to help with getting over Wes, she found she wanted it more than her next breath.

“Thank you.”

She carried the vase of stunning flowers in seemingly every color imaginable into her living room and placed it in the middle of her coffee table. Her hand felt shaky as she grabbed the little envelope and pulled out the card.

Hope you rested well and feel better today.

Damn him. He wasn’t going to make this break easy for her. Why did he have to be kind in addition to funny and sexy as sin in cowboy boots? One of those things would be enough to make her want him, but all three were almost too much to handle. Too much to give up.

But then she remembered the conversation she’d overheard the night before. If he stayed with her, would he tease less often? Laugh less often? Would she infect him in such a way that he lost the person he really was in the same way she had?

She was halfway through making her breakfast—French toast because she felt sorry for herself—when her phone dinged. Somehow her heart knew it was Wes before she even looked at the screen. She considered pretending she hadn’t heard it, but if she didn’t answer he might show up on her doorstep and that would be even harder to handle.

Good morning. And then a smiley face. She caught herself smiling in response. Yeah, this was going to be really, really hard.

After taking a deep breath, she started typing.

Good morning. Thank you for the flowers.

She wanted to tell him how beautiful they were, but she had to maintain her distance. She hoped he’d get the message without her having to come right out and say they shouldn’t see each other anymore. Yes, that made her a coward, but she knew her limits.

I hope you like them.

She closed her eyes and searched for strength.

They’re beautiful.

Before she could see any further messages from him, she placed her phone facedown and opened her laptop to check for new orders while she finished her breakfast.

No matter what she did throughout the day, no matter how hard she worked or how she tried to distract herself by playing with the puppies, Wes was always there at the front of her mind. Finally unable to stand being cooped up in her house with memories of the man she’d fallen for so quickly, she grabbed her purse and headed for her car. Maybe a peaceful drive would clear her head.

She made her way south toward Yellowstone National Park. She’d not had time to explore much beyond her own property, so maybe some time in the crown jewel of the National Park Service was just what she needed.

But as she walked secluded trails through stands of pine and past thermal pools, careful to keep her scars hidden from anyone she passed, she realized just how hard it was going to be to get Wes McQueen off her mind and out of her heart. When even stunning natural beauty didn’t make a dent in her heartache, she wondered how she was going to survive it.

The same way she had the aftermath of the fire—one minute, one hour, one day at a time.

In all honesty, she wasn’t surprised to see Wes’s truck in front of her house when she returned home. The fact that she’d turned off her phone and missed any messages he might have sent could have led to his appearance. Maybe he would have come over anyway. She wondered if he was hoping the flowers would lead to more kisses. Her lips tingled in anticipation until she remembered there would be no more kissing between them. Her stomach knotted with the realization that he wasn’t just going to quietly fade out of her life. She was going to have to push him out. The thought of it made her want to turn around and flee all over again.

But this time she couldn’t just pick up and move to a place where no one knew her. She had to make this work, no matter how painful the foreseeable future might be.

“Hey,” he said when she got out of her car. “I was worried about you.”

“Decided to go for a drive in the park.”

Something passed over his face that she thought might have been hurt that she hadn’t called him to go along.

“I needed thinking time away from everything.”

“This about last night?” He leaned his hip against the bed of his truck, and it should be illegal for a man to look so damn hot just doing something so mundane.

“Partly.” Because she should have known this was coming well before she’d heard those two women talking about her.

“You want to talk about it?”

“Not specifically, but it made me realize that I allowed myself to be talked into doing something I wasn’t comfortable doing.”

Wes visibly stiffened and stared at her as if he didn’t know how to respond.

“I knew it was a risk to go out among people I don’t know, and I did it anyway,” she said. She’d been proud of herself for doing so, but now she was angry that this slice of the world was no different than the one she’d left behind.

“I thought you were having fun until whatever happened while you were gone to the restroom.”

“I was, but that wasn’t real life. Not my real life.”

“It could be.”

“No, it can’t, don’t you see?” Why was he so damn stubborn?

“What are you saying? You never want to go out again?”

“Not for the foreseeable future. Maybe it’ll all matter less with time, I don’t know. But I do know that for now, my life is right here.”

Wes looked down at his feet for a moment. “Fine. If that’s what you want. There’s plenty for us to do here and at my family’s ranch.”

Claire swallowed and braced herself. “You misunderstand. I mean I’ll be here by myself.”

Wes’s gaze shot to hers. “Where’s that coming from? Are you mad at me because of what happened?”

“No.” It might be easier to get rid of him if she lied and said she was, but she couldn’t do that. He didn’t deserve that as repayment for his kindness. “But this is not the type of life a person like you needs.”

“A person like me?”

“A social butterfly.”

“I have never in my life been called that.”

“Maybe not in those words, but you like going out with your friends.” She swallowed, hating how difficult it was. “Being with women you can go to dinner with, a movie, dancing.”

“I’d do any of those things with you.”

“But I don’t want to do them.” That was only partly true, but there was enough truth that she had to press forward. “You will eventually grow to resent me, and you’d be right to. You deserve to be able to do whatever you want without having to shield who you’re with.”

“Don’t you think I should make the decision of who I want to be with?”

A sad smile tugged at the edges of her mouth. “No. You’re not the only one involved here.”

The expression on Wes’s face transformed to one of disbelief, and it was all Claire could do to not take back her words. But then the tight edges softened.

“I’m sorry.” She didn’t know if he was referring to one thing in particular or if it was just an overall apology. It didn’t matter because it settled in her heart nonetheless.

“You don’t have to apologize. I knew my limits and I ignored them.” She felt cruel and a heavy wrongness weighed down on her. “None of this is your fault. You’ve been a good friend. Thank you for that.”

“Friend? I don’t kiss my friends that way.”

“Please.” She couldn’t say the rest, couldn’t plead with him to not make this any harder than it already was because that would give him leverage to talk her out of her decision.

“Please what?” He took a step toward her, but she matched it by taking one backward. There was no mistaking the look of hurt in his eyes this time.

“It’s best if we go our separate ways.”

“Don’t push me away.”

She bit her lip and looked down at the ground, trying to marshal strength out of thin air. It wasn’t so much pushing him away as setting him free, but she couldn’t say that. She couldn’t get past how it sounded incredibly martyrish.

“I’m sorry that I can’t be different, that I’m not stronger.”

“Claire—”

“If you care about me at all, you’ll give me space.” Those weren’t the right words. They left room for the interpretation that this was a temporary parting, but at the moment she feared it might be the only way to get him to leave. She’d figure out the rest later. Maybe once he was out of her sight, she could collect herself enough to ignore his calls, his texts, all attempts to walk back into her life again.

She could tell he wanted to keep trying to change her mind. Instead, after what felt like the longest few seconds in the history of time, he shoved his hands into his jean pockets.

“Fine. You know my number when you’re ready.”

She flinched at the sharp edge to his words, though they would ultimately be for the best. She hated the idea of him being angry with her, but if that’s what it took to keep him away…

Even though it was what she knew needed to happen, she had to fight yet more tears as he stalked to his truck, got in and drove perhaps a bit too fast down her driveway. She kept standing in the same spot until she could no longer hear his truck, and then she took the first step toward her life after him.
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Wes sat back in his chair at Logan Springs’s only bar and took a long drink of his beer. Across from him, Parker was saying something to him but it wasn’t making its way through Wes’s layer of anger. It was even more frustrating because he didn’t know who to be angry with—himself for pushing Claire to do something she’d obviously not been ready for, whomever had said something to upset her, or Claire herself for letting that person win, trapping her in a lonely, limited existence and pushing him out of her life.

“Have you heard a word I’ve said?” Parker asked.

For some reason that was what finally registered with Wes. “No.”

Parker leaned his forearms on the table. “What’s with you tonight?”

Wes didn’t feel like emoting all over the place.

“This have to do with Claire?”

“I came here to drink, not talk.”

“Well, you’re a real treat to be around.” Parker took a drink from his own bottle.

“You can always go home.”

Wes should have just picked up a six-pack and stayed home himself. Driven out to the outer edge of the ranch, just him, his beer and the stars above. As it was, every time someone came into the bar, he wondered if it was the person who’d said something to Claire, or laughed at her, or whatever the hell had happened in those few minutes she’d been away from him at the dance.

Emmaline showed up and slid onto the chair next to her brother. “Well, you two look about as cheerful as a funeral home on a busy day.”

Parker used the top of his beer bottle to point at Wes. “He’s in a sour mood. I think it’s lady troubles.”

Fed up with humanity as a whole, Wes pulled out his wallet and tossed some bills on the table.

“Where are you going?” Parker asked.

“Not here.” He stood and stalked out of the bar.

Once outside, he caught a whiff of smoke. The wind must have shifted and was bringing smoke over the mountains into the valley from the wildfires farther west. Wouldn’t be a Montana summer without wildfires. Maybe they’d get lucky and some rain would move into the area soon. They’d have to keep an eye on things in case they needed to move their animals, but so far things were contained several miles away.

He headed down the sidewalk toward his truck, glad he hadn’t been at the bar long enough to drink too much to drive.

“Hey, wait up.”

He ignored the sound of Emmaline calling out behind him. He really wasn’t in the mood to talk, but he could never be as rude and abrupt with her as he could with Parker. She must have almost run to catch up to him by the time he reached his truck.

“Don’t you dare open that door,” she said and placed her palm firmly against it.

He turned his gaze toward her. “What?”

She lifted an eyebrow at his cool tone. “Was Parker right? Did something happen with Claire? You two looked like you were having a great time last night.”

He really needed people to stop reminding him of that. Because he had been having a good time, the best he could ever remember having. That was the problem.

“Well, looks can be deceiving.”

“Bull crap.” Emmaline crossed her arms. “Spill.”

Great. This woman wanted to talk it out while the one he wanted to open up had decided the opposite was preferable. How did his life get turned totally upside down in so little time?

“I’m pretty sure Claire doesn’t want to see me anymore.” She’d claimed she needed some time and space, but only her mouth had said that. Her eyes and how she’d averted them told a different story, one that had punched him right in the gut. It had said that what other people thought about her was more important than what he did. More important than him.

“That doesn’t seem right. That girl is head over heels for you.”

He snorted. “She has an odd way of showing it.”

He knew she’d been hurt, but he wasn’t feeling so awesome at the moment either. It wasn’t the same, he knew that, too, but he felt what he felt.

“I don’t understand. How can someone’s obvious feelings change that quickly?”

A sigh escaped him, and he leaned back against the side of the truck. “I honestly don’t know if they really did.”

“I’m getting more confused by the minute.”

“Someone said something to her or about her burn scars, and it really upset her. It’s the thing she worried most about when I asked her to come out with me yesterday, and it happened. But instead of talking to me about it, she decided that she’s going back to being a hermit and that there’s no place for me in that picture.”

“She’s probably just hurt right now. Maybe she hates you seeing her like that.”

“It’s more like she doesn’t want to tie me down because I’m some sort of social butterfly or something.”

“Well, you are.”

He gave Emmaline a hard stare. “You’re not helping.”

“Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m right.”

“People change.”

“You’re going to stand there and tell me that you’ll be satisfied living your life not going anywhere or doing anything with friends?”

Would he be? He wasn’t one to sit around the house. He was always going and doing. Was Claire right in ending things before they went any further? If so, why did he feel so rotten?

He was afraid he knew the answer, and there was no easy fix for the situation.

“Give her some time alone,” Emmaline said. “I know what I saw, and I don’t think she’ll be happy with her decision.”

“Doesn’t mean she won’t stick with it.” She was stubborn, after all.

“Doesn’t mean she will.”

As he got out of his truck at home a few minutes later, he still didn’t feel like going inside. Instead, he walked out into the darkness until he reached the river. He sank down beside it and looked up at the blanket of stars stretching across the sky. He’d never felt so twisted up inside in his life. Even after his mother’s death, the emotions had made sense—grief, anger, sadness. He suddenly realized that all those emotions were there again inside him, just in a different configuration and changing position at a much faster pace. How had he let someone mean so much to him? How had it happened so fast?

He seemed to have only questions, and unfortunately even the massiveness of the night sky didn’t have any answers.


Chapter Thirteen


Claire’s plan to go back to the way her life had been before the cattle had made a mess of her garden was a complete failure. As in epic. She was sleeping like crap, and when she did sleep it was accompanied by a variety of nightmares. Her appetite had left the premises. What she managed to consume was junk—chips, ice cream, an occasional sandwich.

She couldn’t even escape into work because her new work space reminded her of Wes. Every time she opened a drawer or spread out her supplies on the work table, she imagined how his hands had fashioned the wood. She tried working at the kitchen table, but sitting there reminded her of the meals they’d shared together. Even retreating to the porch didn’t help because her mind focused on why she was working there instead of in her brand-new work space.

If she’d known just how hard it was going to be to wake up each day knowing that she wouldn’t see Wes, wouldn’t hear his laughter, see his smiles, feel his touch, she knew she would have never pushed him away, no matter how selfish that made her. Only when he wasn’t there did she realize just how much she’d come to love him. And yet she hadn’t been able to pick up the phone to call him, to tell him that she’d made a horrible mistake, because nothing had changed. She imagined him going through life either with a hermit for a partner or her braving the wider world and people wondering what he saw in her. Even if with time she found the strength to live her life without caring what others thought, without letting their words hurt her, she didn’t know how long it would take her to get to that point. Would it be fair to make Wes wait until then?

Though she couldn’t purge her thoughts of Wes, she forced herself to work. If there was one good thing in her life over the past week, it was a nice influx of orders. She went through the motions of making the necklaces, earrings and bracelets, thankful she’d done it enough to not have to concentrate too hard on what she was doing.

Still, her lack of sleep caught up to her about the time the light faded from the sky, making it hard to see the colors of the beads she’d brought out to the porch. She set her supplies aside, leaned her head against the back of the rocking chair and closed her eyes. Her bed would be a lot more comfortable, but she just didn’t have the energy to walk even that far.

When she jerked awake some time later, panic was coursing through her body like a river that had just breached a dam. Darkness surrounded her, and she could still feel the heat of the flames licking at her skin, smell the smoke threatening to choke her.

Claire placed her hand against her chest and concentrated on slowing her heart rate. She’d had a lot of practice since she’d woken in the hospital bandaged, broken and forever changed.

For some reason, this time it took longer for her heart to slow. She’d swear she could still smell the smoke. A sudden gust of hot wind that was very much from the present drew her attention toward the mountains, and the panic spiked again. A line of orange flames snaked along the mountain range. She hadn’t just dreamed about smoke. It invaded her nose now and she leapt to her feet. Based on the direction of the wind, that fire was headed straight for her.

Dear God, not again.

Even as she watched, she’d swear she could see the flames moving closer. In the next moment she raced toward her front door, knocking over and spilling beads all over the front porch. They didn’t matter, but getting as far away from that fire as possible did.

She grabbed her case that now contained all her important papers, something she’d started after the apartment fire, and a change of clothes and ran with them to her car. She tossed them into the back seat, sparing a quick glance at the line of flames, and ran back into the house. She made three trips so fast that she tripped over her own feet and almost fell down the front steps twice. She saved the pups for last, but as she headed back to the house for them she noticed riders on ATVs in the McQueens’ pasture. Was Wes one of them? A fresh wave of panic that he also was in the path of the fire nearly felled her.

And then her heart almost stopped. There weren’t just people on the other side of the fence. She spotted the dark silhouettes of several people on her side, between her and the fire. She stood frozen as she realized one of them was Wes. She didn’t know how she was so certain considering how dark it was, but she knew it in the deepest part of her. What was he doing?

Then she remembered the small pond between where she and he stood. Were he and the others using the water to try to wet down the grass and at least slow the fire’s advance until help could arrive?

Oh, God, she hadn’t even thought to call 911. Praying that Wes and the others would be okay, that they’d have enough sense to get out of the way before they were in too much danger, she grabbed her phone and called for help. When she was told help was already on the way, she tossed her phone back into the car and then stood in indecision. Get the pups into the car so she could flee, or go help Wes?

The thought of deliberately moving closer to the fire made her sick to her stomach, but the idea of Wes being harmed or worse? She wouldn’t survive that.

She raced back into the house and put the puppies in their laundry basket and grabbed a bucket from under the sink. After depositing the pups in the car, she faced west and her absolute worst fear. She jerked her hair up into a ponytail to keep it out of her face, and with her heart threatening to beat out of her chest she ran straight toward the fire.
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“Where the hell is the fire department?” Wes yelled at Justin as they, their dad and every ranch hand who wasn’t taking care of the cattle dug a trench and watered down the grass between the fire and Claire’s house. He hadn’t even had time to check on her. Surely she had left by now, but he was going to do everything he could to save her home even if it had become obvious over the past week that she hadn’t changed her mind about them. No matter what had happened between them, she didn’t deserve to have her life ruined by fire twice.

He turned back toward the pond, wondering if their efforts were no more effective than if they had spit onto the approaching flames. He wished her land was equipped with sprinklers like the acreage that held his family’s home and resort. Movement at the edge of the pond caught his attention and his knees nearly buckled. Claire, with her hair pulled back away from her face, was dipping a bucket into the water. In the next moment he was running toward her.

“What are you doing here?” he asked when he grabbed her by the shoulders. “You need to leave.”

“Not while you’re out here. I’m not leaving unless you do.”

Despite the situation they were in, his heart expanded. She wouldn’t say that, wouldn’t be out here facing her biggest fear if she didn’t care about him. Deep down, he had held out hope and even a belief that she did still care. That’s why she had pushed him away. When they made it through this, he was going to tell her exactly how he felt and that he wasn’t going anywhere either.

As they worked until they were drenched in sweat, streaked with dirt and no doubt smelled like the bottom of a charcoal grill, other volunteers started showing up. Then came the fire department, and right as he thought they might lose the battle a group of hotshots arrived on the scene.

Wes’s throat felt as if it hadn’t known moisture in years, and Claire looked like she was about to drop. Still, she kept at it, and if possible he loved her even more. Yeah, he was hopelessly in love, and he was going to fight for that with everything he had.

After what seemed like a year had passed, he heard the sound of an approaching aircraft. The hotshots motioned for everyone to retreat, and a few moments later a load of retardant fell out of the night sky along the edge of the flames.

He felt on the verge of collapse himself when the fire was deemed under control and the professionals went into mop-up mode and all the volunteers dropped where they stood, finally letting exhaustion claim them. Wes turned to find Claire and found her on her hands and knees coughing. He hurried to her side and knelt beside her, his hands on her shoulders.

“Are you hurt?” He scanned her body for obvious injuries.

She shook her head but pointed toward her throat. “Just dry. And I don’t think I’ll ever get the smell of smoke out of my nose. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but you scared me half to death.”

She met his gaze. “Same.”

“Let’s get you back to the house.” He moved to put her arm around his shoulders to help her stand, and that’s when he felt just how spent she was. “On second thought…” He didn’t know where he got the strength because he was dog tired as well, but he swung her up into his arms and started walking across the field toward her house, not caring who saw or what they thought.

“Put me down,” she said. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

“Oh, please, you’re not heavy.”

“Wes.”

“You’re wasting your breath.”

She gave up her protest and in the next moment laid her head against his shoulder. This was the most right he’d felt in days.

As he reached her porch steps, she lifted her head and pressed against his chest.

“Wait. The pups are in my car.”

“I’ll get them in a minute.” He climbed the steps, then opened the front door without lowering her to the ground. Once inside, he stalked straight to the bathroom before he finally placed her on her feet. “Take a shower. You’ll feel better if you’re clean.”

As he started to leave the bathroom, she gripped his arm as if she thought he might disappear. He framed her face with his dirty hands.

“I’m not going far, and I’ll be right back. Take your time.”

He heard the water turn on right as he stepped out the front door. After retrieving the pups as well as Claire’s purse and keys from her car, he met up with one of the local firefighters and found out the danger was past. He could relax, but he was afraid if he did he’d collapse and he’d be no good to Claire then. And despite how she’d bravely joined the fight to save her home, he had no doubt there would be emotional fallout from what had happened tonight.

He was at the kitchen sink washing off the worst of the smoke and grime when Claire came up behind him and placed her palm against the middle of his back.

“Your turn.”

He looked over his shoulder. “I don’t have any clean clothes.”

“I’ll figure something out.”

He seriously doubted that she had any men’s clothes lying around, but a shower sounded too good to pass up—especially considering he didn’t plan to leave her alone anytime soon.

Wes didn’t think he had ever appreciated running water so much, and that was saying a lot considering how dirty ranch work could be. When he turned off the water and reached for a towel, the bathroom door opened and Claire reached in to snatch away his clothes.

“Um, I’m going to need those.”

“There are plenty of towels. I’m going to wash these.”

Trying to ignore the towel comment, he said, “That’s not necessary. I can wash them at home.”

“Too late.” And then she was gone.

He just stared at the closed door, wondering who had taken over Claire’s body. Because he couldn’t imagine the Claire he knew inviting him to walk around her house in nothing but a towel. Deciding he couldn’t very well stand naked in her bathroom for the next hour or two, he dried off and wrapped a towel around his waist. Locating another one in the linen closet, he draped it over his shoulders before opening the bathroom door.

When he found Claire in the kitchen pulling ice cream out of the freezer, he became even more aware of the fact that he was wearing nothing under his towel.

“I thought ice cream sounded like the perfect after-firefighting food.”

She was putting on a brave face, but he heard the note of barely holding it together underneath. He strode across the kitchen and pulled her into his arms.

“You’re safe now. We both are.”

She leaned her forehead against his bare chest and wrapped her arms around him tightly. “I was so scared, but not just for myself. I know what it’s like to feel a fire burn your skin and not know if you’re going to live. The idea of you going through that broke something inside of me. And then, in the next moment, I was like, ‘Oh, hell no. This fire is not going to win. It’s not going to take anything or anyone from me.’”

He placed his finger under her chin and gently lifted so her eyes met his. “I’m fine.”

“I was such a fool. I shouldn’t have pushed you away. When I saw you out there, facing a fire to protect my home, I swore I never would again.”

He hadn’t truly realized how much he’d ached to have her invite him back into her life. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” She splayed her hands on his chest and desire raced south.

He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her like a starving man. Her hands slid around him and then her fingers dug into his back, pretty much putting him in more danger of going up in flames than the wildfire had.

“We better stop,” he said against her lips, “or this towel is going to give me away.”

“We could always get rid of it,” she whispered back.

He pulled away enough that he could look into her eyes. “This is post-trauma talking.”

“Only in that I realized how close I came tonight to losing the best thing in my life, and right now I want to feel you to make sure you’re real.” She paused but kept looking up at him. “All of you.”

As much as he wanted to take her at her word, he worried that this was just a reaction to the fire and she would regret anything they might do when morning came.

“Stop,” she said, as if she could read his mind. “I know what I want, maybe more than I have in a long time.”

“This just doesn’t seem like you.”

“This is the me I used to be, before I let circumstances out of my control rob me of that person. I want her back.”

A guy could only resist temptation so long. “I like this Claire.”

She smiled. “I do, too.”

Her hands slipped beneath the top of the towel, and in the next moment it fell to the floor. For the second time that night, he picked her up into his arms and made short work of carrying her down the hallway, this time to her bedroom. Soon after, she was as naked as he was and he ran his hand over her curves as if he’d never felt a woman’s skin before.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said.

She pressed closer and placed a kiss on his chest. “So are you. That first day we met, you nearly took my breath away.”

“Only nearly?”

She smiled at his teasing. “Maybe you should try to up your game.”

He needed no further invitation. As they explored each other’s bodies and made love, he knew he’d never get enough of this woman. Whatever it took, he wanted her to be his and he’d be hers in return.
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Claire curled close to Wes’s side and even in his sleep he pulled her close, his arm wrapping around her back and his hand coming to rest on her hip. Had she ever been this happy, even before the apartment fire? It felt like a miracle had landed in her house because she would have never imagined being happier now than when she’d looked like a normal person.

No, she was a normal person, just one who’d sustained a terrible injury because of someone else’s greed. She was done with letting others tell her how to feel, how she should live her life. And she wanted that life to be with this man stretched out beside her. She had no idea if his feelings ran as deeply as hers, but if not maybe they would build over time.

“I can almost hear you thinking,” he said, his voice impossibly sexy with sleep and male satisfaction. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“Honestly?”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Yeah, unless you tell me I was no good at what we did.”

She smiled. “There’s no chance of me saying that.”

The naughty grin on his face made her want to forget talking and start acting.

“I was thinking that I’ve never been happier than I am right now.”

The teasing expression on his face gave way to one that was more serious. He placed one of his hands against the scarred side of her face and rubbed his thumb across her cheek.

“I’m glad to hear that because I feel the same. I should have told you that sooner, but it was such a new feeling for me. I wasn’t even sure of what I was feeling.”

She’d swear a choir started singing in her heart. And then he kissed her and they lost themselves in each other all over again.

[image: *]*

When Claire woke again, early morning sunlight was peeking through her bedroom blinds. She stretched and rolled onto her side, wanting to start her day by watching Wes sleep. But he was already awake and watching her, something deep and intense in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I was just thinking about how much I love you.”

Her breath caught. Was she still asleep and dreaming? But when Wes intertwined his fingers with hers, he felt much too real to be a dream.

“It’s okay if you don’t feel the same way yet, but I’m willing to wait. I’ll give you—”

“I love you, too.”

The stunned looked that settled on Wes’s face made her warm all over because it said that he’d feared she somehow didn’t love him back. Silly man. How could she not? But then she remembered how she had pushed him away, so she had to admit he did indeed have a valid reason to question her feelings despite what they’d shared since fighting the fire.

“It doesn’t seem too fast?” he asked.

“No. Maybe to others it will, but I don’t care what others think anymore.”

“Is that really true?”

“Yes, amazingly. It’s as if the person I used to be had been on an extended vacation, but then she snapped back into place.” She paused, considered her words to make sure they really were true and found that they were. “There are things that are a lot more important than what people I don’t know think about my face. What’s more important is what I think about it, and I figure it’s the face I’ve got so I might as well like it. I should have realized that sooner.”

Wes rolled her onto her back and kissed her scars with a gentleness that would have won her heart if he didn’t already have it.

“You’re right. What you think about yourself is most important, but for the record every single inch of you is beautiful to me.”

They made love again, and Claire thought she might die from an overdose of happiness.

Afterward, Wes held her close to his side and kissed the top of her head.

“I have a question for you,” he said.

“Okay.”

“You said you didn’t find it strange that we fell in love so quickly.” He paused as he trailed his fingertips up and down her bare arm. “What would you say if I asked you to marry me right now?”

Claire froze for a moment before pushing up to her elbow and looking Wes in the eye. And then she pinched him.

“Hey! You can just say no.”

“I was checking to see if I was awake.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Pretty sure you’re supposed to pinch yourself to check that.”

“Everyone would do that in their dreams. It wouldn’t prove anything.”

“But pinching me will?” He shook his head on the pillow. “You’re a strange woman, Claire Moon.”

She smiled. “Yeah, but you must like strange if you just proposed to me.”

His grin was so full of mischief she almost pinched him again.

“That I did. And I still haven’t gotten an answer.”

“Yes, I’ll marry you.”

“Right answer,” he said as he pulled her in for a kiss to seal the deal.

Yes, it was.


Epilogue


The first hint of fall was in the air as Claire stood in front of the mirror in her bedroom, marveling at how good she looked. Of course, being insanely happy could do that for a gal. For the first time since she’d awakened in the hospital after the fire, her burns were not the first thing she saw when she looked in the mirror in the morning. Rather, it was her smile, the one that seemed to have become a permanent fixture since Wes proposed.

Sometimes she still feared she’d wake up to find everything had been a very elaborate dream, but common sense told her that her life was very real.

“You’re such a beautiful bride,” Anna said from behind Claire. Anna and Melody were about to accompany her outside to where Wes, his brothers and father, and a small gathering of friends waited.

Claire still couldn’t quite believe that in a matter of minutes, she was going to be a married woman. Not all that long ago, she wouldn’t have thought that would ever happen. Just like their courtship and how long it had taken for them to fall in love, the wedding probably seemed fast to those who didn’t know them well. But for her and Wes, the timing was perfect. She honestly would have married him the day he proposed, but he’d said that Anna, Melody and Emmaline would never forgive him if he didn’t allow them to put together at least a small wedding.

“Thanks,” she said, smiling at Anna in the mirror.

These women who would soon be her sisters-in-law were like everyone else in Wes’s family and circle of friends. None of them had blinked an eye at the speed of their engagement and wedding. Melody had told her that she knew almost from the beginning that Wes’s days of casual dating were over once he met Claire. It all seemed so surreal, but it also felt incredibly right. Her new philosophy on life was, why wait to be happy because you never knew how much time you had on this earth?

A knock on the door preceded Emmaline poking her head in. “It’s showtime, ladies.” She glanced at Claire. “We’ll be lucky if Wes doesn’t faint on the spot.”

Claire was sure that was an exaggeration, but she admitted to a few nerves about what he would think when he saw her. Not because of her scars but because, well, she suspected every bride must feel the same way.

Melody and Anna made for the door.

“I’ll be out in just a moment.”

The other two women nodded in understanding and exited the bedroom. Once they were gone, Claire looked in the mirror and lifted her hand to her scars. She was done having them rule her life. From now on, they would be no more important than her nose or her fingertips. As proof, she’d chosen to wear an updo, no longer hiding behind a curtain of hair.

Though she couldn’t say she was glad to have the scars or to have gone through the experience of the fire and the painful aftermath, everything had led her to this moment. To the man she loved. Life truly did progress in mysterious ways.

She took a slow, deep breath to help settle her nerves and picked up her bouquet. Melody and Anna smiled at her when she reached the living room where they were waiting.

“Let’s go get you married,” Melody said.

Claire nodded. “Sounds like a good idea to me.”

As soon as she descended her front steps and turned toward the assembled guests, it was as if the world around her slowed. Even across the distance between them, her eyes met Wes’s where he stood beneath the arch covered in a variety of white flowers. As she began walking that way, she couldn’t have averted her eyes if she wanted to. Wes was always sexy, whether he was wearing typical cowboy attire or nothing at all. But she wasn’t prepared for the sight of him in a tux. If there was a more perfect specimen of the male form on the planet, she’d never seen it. She doubted one existed.

And what made him even more attractive was the way he was smiling at her as she drew near, as if he was having similar thoughts about her.

When she reached him and handed her bouquet to Anna, Wes took both Claire’s hands in his.

“This time you’re the one taking my breath away,” he said softly.

“Same.”

They didn’t look away from each other, not once, during the entire reciting of the vows. Only when they reached for their respective rings did they break eye contact, and even that felt like too long.

“You may kiss the bride,” the pastor said.

And boy did Wes kiss her. It seemed to go on forever, so long that when he finally ended it she heard laughter from their friends and family.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the pastor said, humor in his voice. “But I think you already figured that out.”

“Yes, sir,” Wes said, though he was looking at her.

There was a promise of things to come in his gaze, a promise that hovered very near the surface as the reception catered by his cousins Lena and Dinah took them into the evening hours. He couldn’t seem to stop touching her in some way, and finally he’d evidently had enough of waiting.

“Well, everyone needs to go. Time for the honeymoon to start.”

“Wes!” she said, heat suffusing her face. She swatted his arm, trying not to think about the firmness underneath his white tuxedo shirt or the way his undone tie dangled from the open collar, exposing his neck and a hint of his chest.

Wes ignored her embarrassment and the laughter of everyone else and scooped her up into his arms. As he started toward the house, she buried her face in his shoulder. If she wasn’t looking forward to what awaited her on the other side of her front door every bit as much as he was, she’d scold him for embarrassing her.

He carried her across the threshold and kicked the door closed behind them. He didn’t put her down until they were in her bedroom. Their bedroom.

“Well, Mrs. McQueen, I guess you’re stuck with me now.”

“I suppose I am.”

“Any regrets?”

“Not a one.”

He grinned in that devilish way he had sometimes that sent delicious shivers racing across her skin. As the sound of engines signaled the departure of the last of their guests, they undressed each other slowly.

“Thank you for making me the happiest man in the world. I don’t think I really knew what that meant before I met you.”

She reached up and caressed his cheek. “It’s as if we have the same thoughts.”

“Must mean we’re a good match.”

“Good thing since we just got married.”

He leaned down next to her ear and whispered, “What do you say we consummate this marriage?”

She placed her mouth next to his ear to respond. “I say yes.”

So as night descended fully on the Paradise Valley, Claire and Wes found their own version of paradise.

The End


Don’t miss more by Trish Milburn


The Once Upon a Western Series

Book 1: Her Cowboy Prince

Buy now!

Book 2: A Cowboy’s Kiss

Buy now!

Book 3: The Cowboy Next Door

View the series here!


Enjoy an exclusive excerpt


Her Cowboy Prince

Trish Milburn

Book 1 in the Once Upon a Western series

Keep reading below or buy now!

Honestly, the things she found in garbage cans. Melody Shaw shook her head at what looked like a deflated blow-up doll wearing a red bikini, then emptied the trash can into the larger bag on her housekeeping cart. It would be one thing to find the doll in a guest room, though still odd, but the fact that someone had stuffed it into the trash can in the vending area left her with so many questions. After all, the Peak View Hot Springs Resort wasn’t exactly a pay-by-the-hour establishment. The guests ran more toward vacationing families of considerable means and couples celebrating special occasions by splurging.

Once upon a time, this was the type of place she might have stayed while on vacation. But that was a lifetime ago.

A lifetime a part of her still held out hope she might possibly be able to reclaim.

But not today. Her immediate future held tasks decidedly less life-altering.

With a sigh, she pushed her cart toward the wing of the building that housed the offices for the resort as well as the Peak View Ranch, which surrounded the resort for miles in each direction. She covered her mouth as she yawned. Normally she just worked in the evenings, but she’d agreed to fill in for a daytime housekeeper who had called in sick that morning. Though she’d tried to take a nap in between her shifts, it was hard to sleep when her next-door neighbor was playing one of those first-person-shooter video games hard core. Thin walls in her apartment building meant she heard every rat-a-tat-tat of his virtual weapon as well as each sound of frustration when his character had gotten killed.

“Don’t do that, girl. You’ll get me started.”

Melody smiled at Ken, the night security guard. “Sorry. Long day.”

“Tell me about it. I had to be up at the crack of dawn this morning to drop off my daughter at the school for a band trip to Billings.”

“Then we are in the same tired boat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As Ken continued on down the hall in the opposite direction, his last two words rang in her ears. There was nothing unusual about them. Heck, any time she went to the grocery store or the bank, she was every bit as likely to hear the same. But something about the way he’d said the phrase reminded her of how she used to hear it from almost everyone around her on a daily basis.

Why in the world was the past accompanying her like her shadow tonight? Granted, there wasn’t a day that went by during which she didn’t think about it, ponder the possibility of reclaiming what she’d lost, but a heavier feeling settled in her chest now. The same sense of loss she’d felt when she’d stepped away from the life she’d always known and began another six months ago.

For the umpteenth time, she reminded herself that it did her no good to dwell on the past. Unless something drastic happened to change her current situation, she needed to keep her thoughts and focus directed firmly in front of her—which now meant the cleaning of the office wing. As she turned the corner to where the five offices stood in a row down one side of the hall, she drank in the quiet and solitude.

After cleaning the bathrooms, she started on the offices. Thankfully, she never found anything startling or puzzling in the trash there. Though it was dark outside now, during the day these offices had a gorgeous, expansive view of the Absaroka Mountains to the east. It honestly was like looking at a panoramic postcard come to life. The first four offices went quickly, so she headed for the closed door to Justin McQueen’s office. If it was locked, she could go home and face-plant in her bed for the rest of the night. She was so tired that she didn’t think even Marty’s gaming would keep her awake.

But when she tried the knob to the door, it turned. Okay, she could do this. Justin McQueen, eldest son and head honcho, hadn’t wrecked his office during the entire time she’d worked here, so she hoped he hadn’t chosen today to start. She’d still be home within the hour, hugging her pillow as if it was the love of her life.

And maybe he’d been in the room recently enough that she could still enjoy a whiff of his spicy cologne. The scent didn’t overpower like those worn by men who didn’t understand that a little went a long way, but the first time she’d smelled it everything female in her had stood up and taken notice. It was rare for cologne to affect her that way, but whatever Justin McQueen wore was a definite winner in her book. It didn’t hurt that he was extremely easy on the eyes either. She might not be able to get involved with anyone, but she could still look.

She flipped on the light as she entered the office. When someone moved in her peripheral vision, she yelped. Her free hand went to her chest, where her heart was doing its level best to beat its way to freedom, while her other hand gripped the doorknob so hard she might very well crush it.

Justin McQueen looked nearly as startled as she was, plus a bit confused to boot. She watched as a piece of paper fell back onto the desk from where it’d been stuck to his face. His ridiculously handsome face.

“I’m sorry,” she finally managed to say. “I didn’t know you were in here. I’ll come back later.”

“No, no,” he said, then rubbed a hand over his face as if he could wipe away the foggy aftereffects of sleep. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I startled you. I obviously need to go home if I’m conking out at my desk, probably drooling on myself.”

Melody didn’t move, unsure whether she should wait for him to leave.

He decided for her, motioning her in. “I don’t want to hold you up. Actually, you can just skip in here if you want.”

By the time he said that last bit, she was already in the room. So she dumped the trash as he stared at the array of papers on his desk. After she replaced his trash can, their eyes met.

Oh my, his eyes are pretty.

They were the kind of dark brown that brought to mind the word decadence. Combined with his dark, wavy hair and the five-o’clock shadow he had going on, she wondered if he might be the sexiest man in all of Montana. She certainly wouldn’t bet against it. Why couldn’t he have at least one obvious flaw?

“Can I ask you a question?”

It took way too long for his words to sink into her addled brain, and when they finally did, all she managed to say was, “Huh?”

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice her sudden attack of dim-wittedness.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to pick your brain for a moment.”

“About what?” Despite the fact that she did her best to keep a low profile, to not be noticed, her curiosity got the better of her. And, quite possibly, the sudden desire to soak up the pure handsomeness of him a few moments longer.

“If you were to offer something new to guests, what would it be?”

Why in the world was he asking her, of all people, such a question?

“I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask.” She hated playing the “I’m just a maid” card when, in truth, ideas started firing in her mind as soon as the words left his mouth. It was how she was wired and she missed using that part of herself. Not much call for marketing and business savvy while mopping and vacuuming.

“You might be surprised,” he said. “I’m too close to the question, and you are more likely to hear what guests are saying. Plus, I need a fresh perspective.”

“Maybe one of your brothers or your dad could help you.”

“Not likely. Roman is too busy saving lives, and Wesley…well, let’s just say this isn’t his thing.”

She noticed he didn’t mention his dad. Was that because the man was still in mourning? She’d heard from her co-worker Lynn that the elder Mr. McQueen’s wife had died the previous year and he’d taken it very hard, that he hadn’t been the same since. Was that why she saw the recognizable signs of stress and fatigue in Justin even though he likely tried to hide them? How many times had she looked in the mirror and seen the same thing during her father’s illness and the horror her life had become after his passing?

Feeling empathy and a sudden hint of kinship with Justin, she let down her guard enough to give him an actual answer.

“What about some sort of old-fashioned Christmas package targeted at single people who might not have family to visit?”

People like her.

His gaze locked with hers, and it was all she could do to not gasp. When was the last time someone had really looked at her? And to have it be someone as handsome as Justin McQueen threatened to knock her off her feet, as completely silly as that might sound, especially considering it wasn’t the first time she’d attracted the attention of a good-looking man. She’d been a different person then, however. And the man had never looked as if he had strolled out of a movie about ruggedly handsome cowboys.

“I really like that idea,” Justin said. “You might have saved me.”

That seemed like an odd overstatement, but she allowed herself to enjoy the warmth that filled her at hearing his compliment.

“Glad to help.”

She itched to offer to expand on her idea, but she’d already drawn too much attention to herself. Her new life required she keep a lower profile than she was used to, so much so that she had to remind herself every single day that she was no longer Melody Redmond, heir to Redmond Pharmaceuticals. That Melody had ceased to exist when someone had taken a literal shot at her, nearly erasing her for good. When she’d discovered that her stepmother’s and stepsister’s ties to a Ukrainian crime family led officials to believe she’d continue to be a target, she’d been faced with the toughest decision of her life.

The old Melody disappeared as soon as she agreed to enter the Witness Security Program and walked out the other side a completely different person. The only thing she’d brought from her old life was her first name because she’d been afraid she’d give herself away by not answering to a completely different one. Luckily, the practice was pretty common, even if someone like her—someone who hadn’t committed a crime—entering witness protection wasn’t.

“Well, I better leave you to it,” she said.

“Before you go, do you happen to like chocolate?”

Was this the night of unexpected questions or what?

“Um, yes.”

Justin opened a desk drawer and pulled out a box of high-end chocolates. Her mouth watered at the mere thought of how they would taste on her tongue.

“Vendors send thank-you gifts sometimes, but I’m allergic to chocolate.” He extended the box toward her.

“Wouldn’t you rather give them to some of the other staff?” She gestured in the direction of the offices down the hall.

When he smiled, he somehow got even more drop-dead gorgeous. “You’re a member of the staff, Melody.”

Even though this wasn’t the first time she’d seen Justin or even spoken to him, it was still a bit startling that he actually knew her name. Granted, she was wearing a nametag, but he hadn’t looked at it.

She smiled, hoping it didn’t look as awkward as it felt. “Well, in that case…” She extended her hand and accepted the box. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Glad to know they’re going to someone who will enjoy them.”

Oh, she would at that. She doubted she’d make it home before biting down into the scrumptiousness she could no longer afford. She couldn’t exactly access her money from before since the government had floated the story that she’d died. And the initial funds they’d given her for living expenses had ceased when she got a job.

She could have tried to find a higher-paying, professional position, but those types of careers came with more attention—exactly what she was trying to avoid. If her stepsister, Angelica, had hired someone to take her out for her part in sending Angelica’s mother Jane to prison, Melody doubted she’d let something as minor as a couple of time zones stop her from finishing the job if she found her.

Chocolates in hand, she gave Justin another quick, shaky smile. “Well, good night.”

“Good night. And thanks again for the idea.”

Feeling more unsteady than she could blame on her lack of sleep, Melody forced herself to exit the office at a normal pace. It wasn’t until she had stored her cart, clocked out for the evening and was sitting in her little hatchback that she felt as if she could breathe normally again.

She leaned her head back against the headrest and closed her eyes. One more day of a life she hadn’t chosen completed. But today had come with a couple of bright spots she hadn’t expected—a smile from a handsome man and a box of delicious chocolates. The former was over in a matter of moments and the latter wouldn’t make it the rest of the week, even if she managed not to scarf them all down without coming up for air.

Melody glanced at the box lying on the passenger seat and decided to try to make the chocolates last, one per day so she’d have something to look forward to after her shifts. She opened the box and took a moment to inhale the scent of rich chocolate. Not able to resist any longer, she chose one and bit down.

Flavor exploded across her tongue, making her taste buds stand up and start singing. Tears suddenly pooled in her eyes at the thought of how she’d once taken such rich, silky pleasure for granted. Never again.
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Despite the fact that he’d fallen asleep at his desk and nearly scared a member of the housekeeping staff half to death, Justin found himself staring at where he’d written the words “Old-Fashioned Christmas for Singles” on a notepad and circled it several times. He knew the idea had loads of possibilities but he was too tired to brainstorm them at the moment. Maybe if he slept on it, he’d wake up with all kinds of great ways to make Melody’s idea a profitable reality.

The tone for a new text had him grabbing his phone and noting the message was from Wes.

Have you seen Dad today?

Justin sank back in his chair, trying not to assume the worst. He had typed the first few characters of a reply that, no, he hadn’t seen their dad since breakfast that morning, when another text from Wes hit his inbox.

Never mind. He just walked in the door.

Justin resisted the urge to ask if their dad had been drinking. Asking wouldn’t change the outcome, and he already had enough on his mind.

The Peak View Ranch and Hot Springs Resort was one of the most successful businesses in this part of Montana, and it was his job to keep it that way. The Peak View’s location in the Paradise Valley a few miles north of Yellowstone National Park drew people from all over the world. The land had been in the McQueen family since shortly after Montana became a state. The resort had been attracting visitors since before Justin and his brothers were born.

But his mother’s death the previous year hadn’t just shaken their family. It had also set his dad on a path that had the potential to endanger what Tom and Annette McQueen spent decades building. A path that was leading to a lot of late nights and perpetual stress for Justin. Even taking a horseback ride across the ranch didn’t totally clear his head anymore. Sure, he had brothers who could help share the burden, but he’d chosen not to tell them that their dad was evidently taking some heavy losses at the poker table. Justin was the oldest, and Peak View’s finances fell into his wheelhouse.

Sure, they all knew their dad had not been himself since their mother’s death, but none of them had. Roman had tacked volunteer work at a free medical clinic in Livingston onto his work at his office and the hospital. Wes spent his nonworking hours partying with friends. And Justin fell asleep at his desk trying to keep everything from falling apart.

The gambling and drinking was a more recent addition for his dad. It was as if during the first several months after his wife’s death, Tom McQueen had been numb. And now he was looking for anything that would help him stay that way.

But something had made Justin reach out to Melody, someone he’d only ever spoken to in passing. The question had been out of his mouth before he’d even thought about it, how it might look. She’d appeared surprised but not so much that he worried she’d somehow deduce the truth.

Heck, his own brothers hadn’t figured it out. And at least for now, he planned to keep it that way. He still hoped that his dad would find his way out of this new stage of grief and back to the man he’d been before. The irony was that Justin’s mom would know just what to say. Justin’s talents, however, ran more to ranching and business than psychology. And Lord knew his dad would flee the country before he consented to grief counseling. Honestly, they all probably would.

With one last look at the notepad, he stood and left the office. After saying good night to Ken and Callie at the front desk, he headed outside. He stopped to take a deep breath of fresh air. As he looked up at the sky, he couldn’t make out many of the stars because of the lights illuminating the parking lot and glowing from inside the building, but he knew a short distance down the road he’d be able to see countless specks of light blanketing the sky, illustrating just how small he and the rest of humanity were in the universe. How small their problems were even though they might loom large on a personal level.

He shook away his sudden bout of philosophy and headed for his truck. Movement in a small gray car caught his attention, causing him to stop. It took a moment for him to recognize Melody, then another to realize what she was doing—taking a bite of one of the chocolates he’d given her. He wasn’t close enough to see her expression, but he got the distinct impression that she was enjoying herself.

Justin smiled, glad he’d been able to make someone’s day. Before she noticed him and thought he was a creepy stalker, he continued on to his truck.

But as he drove toward home, he found his thoughts drifting back to Melody. In spite of the housekeeping uniform, there was no denying she was pretty with dark hair and blue eyes that, if he had to identify a shade, looked like Montana’s big sky in the spring.

It hit him just how little he knew about her, about several of his employees. Maybe he could make the effort to engage more with everyone who worked for his family. He hoped he hadn’t ever come across as the type of boss people hated. He’d never gotten that vibe, but then it had taken a while for him to see the truth about his dad and he lived with the man.

Despite being dog-tired, he pulled over at the spot he liked for stargazing, halfway between the resort and the highway. He turned off his headlights and cut the engine before stepping out. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted and the heavens spread out as far as he could see. There were so many stars they’d be impossible to count. He remembered how he and his mom had tried doing just that when he was young. He liked imagining his mom up there smiling down at him, giving him strength to tackle each new day. He just wished she could send him some much-needed wisdom about how to help his dad.

The sound of an approaching vehicle drew his attention just as headlights popped over the small hill behind him. He should get in his truck and head on home, try to get some fraction of a full night’s sleep, but he wasn’t quite done examining the stars yet. He liked being outside after being cooped up in his office for hours. It reminded him of his childhood, when he’d spent almost all his time outdoors. Only school and his mom forcing him and his brothers inside at night had kept him under a roof. Once the car passed, he’d indulge for a little longer before driving the final few miles to the house.

A small car drove past. He didn’t recognize it until the brake lights came on. For a few moments, he thought Melody might drive on, but then she put her car in park and stepped out.

“Is something wrong with your truck?” she called out.

“No. Just stopped to admire the stars.”

“Oh.” She looked up at the sky. “It is pretty.”

“You’re welcome to share this prime stargazing spot.” He had never thought about offering to share this slice of earth with anyone, but the words had slipped out and weren’t followed by any regret.

He expected her to decline, but after a brief hesitation she cut the engine and the lights on her car. She stood next to her driver’s side door, not moving any closer to him. Was she concerned about being out here alone with him? Or was she simply waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness?

“It really is beautiful,” she said after several long moments of silence. “It’s easy to forget just how many stars are up there until you are standing someplace like this. There’s something oddly peaceful about realizing how small you and your problems are in the massiveness of the universe.”

How many times had he had a similar thought? Too many to count.

“My mom used to say something similar,” he said. “Whenever I was upset about something, she’d take me somewhere out on the ranch. We’d lie on a blanket and look up at the sky, and she’d point out constellations and teach me their names. She’d tell me how her father had taught her. He’d started learning about the stars when he was serving overseas in World War II. He said that despite being so far away from home, he liked thinking about how my grandmother and his parents could look up and see the same stars. Then she’d end up saying something like, ‘Imagine how small we look to some little boy living out there on some other planet.’”

Their conversations beneath the stars had never seemed like life lessons, but somehow her messages had always sunk in. What he wouldn’t give to be able to talk about the stars with his mom again. But he’d stopped doing that well before her passing. He’d gotten older, interested in other things, too busy with girls and working alongside his dad on the ranch to spend time staring at stars and wondering if there was anyone out there looking back.

“She sounds like she was a wonderful woman,” Melody said, closer than she’d been before.

Justin glanced over to find that during his musings on the past, Melody had moved to the front of his truck.

“She was.” He took a breath as he shifted his gaze from Melody back to the sky. “What about your parents? Did they take you stargazing?”

He sensed more than saw her tense. How he could detect such a thing without her being right next to him and fully visible, he didn’t know. It was as if something changed in the air between them.

“A couple of times, maybe, but nothing like what you described. But then, I’d say this is probably one of the best places in the world to contemplate the stars.”

He glanced at her to see her face lifted toward the sky. She seemed as if she’d drifted away to someplace farther away than even those tiny pinpricks of light.

When he realized he wanted to know more about her, he wondered why. Was this just one of those rare moments of lowered guard that sneaked up on him sometimes? Or was there something about Melody that drew him, something he’d not noticed before in their more limited interactions?

“I can’t disagree with you there.” Though at the moment, the stars were not what held his attention.

Melody must have sensed his gaze on her because she shifted hers toward him and took what appeared in the dim light to be an involuntary step farther away.

He almost apologized, but he didn’t want to admit he’d been staring at her profile.

“Maybe we can have some stargazing opportunities with the Old-Fashioned Christmas,” he said, hoping the shift back to the topic of work would calm any worries she might have suddenly developed about him.

“I bet people would like that.” She took another step toward her car. “Well, I better get home. Thanks for sharing your stargazing spot.”

“You’re welcome. Feel free to use it anytime.” He added a hint of a laugh at the end to hopefully put her at ease.

He caught her quick smile illuminated only by starlight before she offered a final good night and returned to her little car. He hoped he hadn’t spooked her or made her regret stopping.

Justin watched until her red taillights disappeared before he lifted his gaze back to the sky as if the stars would suddenly spell out the answers to all his problems.
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