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“Oh!” 

Rosemary Granger jumped as the door to her classroom burst open. A giant of a man filled up the doorway, his broad shoulders blocking the hallway behind him. Baseball hat, ripped flannel shirt, faded, mud covered jeans. She didn’t move as his gaze locked on hers.

"You Chelsea's teacher?"

"You startled me.” She swallowed hard then adjusted her reading glasses.  “Yes, I'm Miss Granger. You must be Chelsea’s father.”

He made no effort to approach so Rose stood and crossed the room, her hand outstretched. "Thank you for coming. It’s very nice to meet you."

He took her hand, his grip matching his strong stature. Rose was expecting him, of course, but that was thirty-five minutes ago and she was just about ready to go home. But this...

This was not the sort of man she was expecting. Dark hair grazed his shoulders. At least two days of beard growth covered his jawline. His red flannel shirt was open and underneath he wore a black tight fitting tee shirt. His jeans were snug, ripped at both knees, and his work boots tracked a trail of mud across her classroom floor. 

Her heart tripped.

Not just because he'd scared the wits out of her.  He was not the kind of man Rose would ever be attracted to. She couldn’t handle tough. Tough guys went to monster truck rallies and four-wheeling treks. Her type preferred quaint restaurants or quiet evenings at home with a book. 

This guy was clearly trouble.

But strangely...she felt drawn to him. Was drawn to him. She recalled the stripper her sister Tia had hired for their cousin’s bachelorette party. He was like that. A guy she could never even hope to attract being too short, too curvy, but one definitely easy on the eyes and fun to daydream about. Yeah, he was like that guy. 

Only not being paid to look this hot.

"Thank you for coming in on such short notice. Would you like to sit down?"

He glanced at the desk then back at her. She suddenly realized the foolishness of her question. He was well over six feet, broad like an ox. There was no way he would fit in any of the desks fit for eleventh grade high school. 

"I'll stand."

"Okay, well.” She laced her fingers together. “I’ll just start off by saying Chelsea has huge potential."

"Potential?"

"Yes, she is a wonderful student. Well...she was until."

"Was?"

Rose tried to ignore the lethal glare he was giving her. God, he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen...

She cleared her throat. "Chelsea’s grades have started to slip. I know she's capable of more, and she has proven that for months, but there’s something troubling her."

Chelsea Starkweather was one of Rose's favorites, although one was not supposed to have favorites as a teacher. Chelsea was, or had been, a model student with a sweet personality, always willing to help or pipe up with classroom discussions. She was eager to read the classics, Shakespeare, Dickens, Poe, and she had even discussed at length with Rose her dream of becoming a writer or an English teacher. In fact, Rose couldn't help but see a glimmer of herself in her as she spoke about her future. 

However, something had begun to change. Chelsea was becoming increasingly withdrawn and when Rose had mentioned next month’s Under the Sea themed dance, Chelsea had simply shrugged and slumped down in her chair. Chelsea always volunteered to decorate the gym or offer special event suggestions like the time she made those cute little goody bags for last fall’s parent/teacher conference.  

Something was clearly wrong. Rose had known it for some time now. And yesterday when Chelsea had asked to speak to her after class...Chelsea’s admission had floored her. 

Rose hadn’t been teaching long and this was by far the most difficult challenge she’d faced yet. She could have gone to Principal Monahan. Should have probably, but beating around the bush wasn’t like her. If something needed to be said or done, Rose had always faced the challenge head on. It was just the way she was wired.  

"I wanted to talk to you about what’s bothering your daughter. Her grades are slipping, and it's not just in my class. Mrs. Bellinger is saying she's not turning in her science assignments and the ones she does are not being studied for. Just this morning she said it appeared Chelsea had just randomly checked the multiple-choice answers on a quiz and was done in ten minutes. The test was supposed to take the entire period to complete. It was obvious she didn’t even read the questions. That's not like her."

Ian Starkweather scowled, clearly annoyed. Although Rose sensed his irritation was not about Chelsea’s schoolwork. "Chelsea's fine. Just missing her mom most likely."  

Rose nodded in understanding. She knew Chelsea had lost her mom a couple of years ago. "It’s more than that actually.” 

"I'll talk to her."

“I feel you should know—”

“I said I’ll talk to her.”

The sharpness in his voice caught Rose off guard. She lifted her chin, refusing to be intimidated. Gruff parents didn’t scare her. She’d handled worse. Like the time Macy Ryan had broken Jimmy Sterling’s nose in the hallway, and Jimmy’s father had only cared that his son had lost a fight to a girl. 

“I’d like to arrange a follow-up meeting with you,” she said evenly, “after you’ve had a chance to talk with her.”

His jaw tightened. “She’s my kid. What I say to her is my business.”

“Mr. Starkweather, I have an obligation to every one of my students.”

“I said she’s my kid.” His eyes flicked over her, dismissive and cutting. “I’m sure you’ve got family of your own. Go tend to them.”

His words landed like a slap.

Rose swallowed hard, her throat suddenly tight. She forced a breath, fighting for composure. She’d always felt the quiet judgment that came with her job. People naturally assumed that a woman who taught children but had none of her own was somehow lacking. Rose had wanted a family, a husband, children, the American Dream. But at thirty-five, those dreams felt less like plans and more like things she wasn’t allowed to want anymore.

“Mr. Starkweather.” She met his gaze. “I care about your daughter.”

Something unreadable flickered across his face, then it vanished just as quickly.

“We’re done here.”

He tugged his baseball cap down, already turning away.

“Mr. Starkweather—”

“Have a nice day.”

And then he was gone, leaving the room heavy with everything he hadn’t said and everything she couldn’t afford to feel.

~ * ~
[image: ]


Ian Starkweather walked up his driveway, let himself in, slamming the door behind him. He hadn’t gotten anything done that he set out to do. He had been forced to put off going to the landing site and prepare for log sorting due to that nosey do-gooder of a teacher. 

She had wasted enough of his time. He didn't have a clue what was going on in that head of hers but he didn't need this right now. So far, Starkweather Logging was having a record year with no sign of business slowing. Not that he had anything to complain about. Work was work. It was always there, always reliable and for that he was thankful. It had gotten him through the hardest times, may have even saved his life. 

He walked into the living room to find Chelsea flopped on the sofa, shoes off and texting on her cell phone. 

"Hi, kiddo." 

She didn’t look up. Typical. He was so tired of being ignored. 

He tapped her on the shoulder, making her jump. 

"What?" 

"Got your homework done?" 

She shook her head, her expression clearly annoyed. Ian remembered a time when his daughter was glad to see him. The little girl who had followed him everywhere was gone.  In her place was a sullen teenager who glared at him every time he stepped near her. Her grades likely had everything to do with her mom. She never brought it up, and Ian didn’t know how to talk to her about it. Times like these he wished Chelsea had a woman in her life. It wasn't good for a kid to grow up without a mom. God knew how many people had told him that, like he was somehow at fault for his wife dying. Last he knew, car accidents didn’t discriminate.

He recalled Miss Granger, Chelsea’s English teacher. That woman hadn’t been happy to see him. He supposed he should have been nicer to her, but damn, everything was difficult right now and lately he had a bad streak of messing everything up. 

She was easy on the eyes though. 

The thought surprised him. He hadn’t looked or thought of another woman since Maggie’s death. Everyone said two years was more than enough time considering their marriage had always been rocky, but still...he wasn’t so callous that he would simply forget about her. Maggie had been his first love, his high school sweetheart. Things like that couldn’t just be tossed aside for someone new.

"C’mon. Go do your homework.”

"I'll get to it." 

"Now." 

"C'mon Dad!" 

When she made no effort to get up, he added, "This is not up for discussion." 

Reluctantly, Chelsea stood and with a defiant eyeroll, stormed upstairs to her room and slammed the door. 

Ian sighed. She probably wouldn't do her homework in there either but right now he wasn’t up for an argument. He already knew he wasn’t father of the year, so what harm would making tonight’s tension slide?

He went to the kitchen and searched for inspiration for a quick meal to prepare for the two of them. He found tomato soup, a few slices of cheese and half a loaf of bread. The perfect comfort dinner. Except he wouldn't get any comfort tonight. He had to go back to the site later and check on the fuel lines on the mulcher. Caleb was supposed to replace them two days ago but he every excuse in the book to avoid helping out. 

Ian would never understand his brother. Caleb had a guaranteed steady job for the rest of his life with Starkweather Logging, the company their father had busted his ass building from the ground up, and he had no interest in it. He was always talking about that damn tattoo shop pipe dream of his. That or drawing in a stupid sketchbook instead of doing the tasks asked of him. Ian would work himself in the ground to sustain his father’s legacy. Caleb, on the other hand, was just selfish. 

And Toren, his youngest brother, Ian didn’t even want to think about him right now. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rose drove toward Otter Lake, second guessing herself all the way. She hated how things went with Chelsea's father. He had rattled her. She never let parents get to her. That was her one rule, and she had always been proud of it. That and hoping she played a part in educating the next generation long after she was retired and gone.

She needed to rectify this. Yes, she was people pleasing again. She knew that. Rose hated it when people disliked her. It was a fault that she was actively working on. If she could just make Ian Starkweather not dislike her as much. 

But how? She knew nothing about him, other than he was as mean as he was sexy, and that intimidated her more than she liked to let on. 

Sexy? Yes, Ian Starkweather was sexy. Not that she was looking. She certainly had enough on her plate without getting involved with a man right now. It had not been easy teaching at a new school. To say it had been stressful was an understatement. She’d moved to a new town. She bought a house. Instead of rent, she now had a mortgage.  And she was faced with the task of carving out a life here and making a difference in children's lives. 

Maybe if she could befriend Ian Starkweather, she could be that much closer to telling him the truth about Chelsea.

Rose knew she was overstepping her boundaries. She should go to Principal Monahan, at the very least run this by him before going straight to the parent. But Chelsea would not want that. Chelsea had trusted her with this confession, and it was Rose’s responsibility to look out for her. 

Her father needed to know. It was only a matter of time before he found out anyway. 

In about nine months. 

If Chelsea wasn’t going to tell him, Rose most certainly was. 

Rose had tried talking to Ian Starkweather during their meeting, had everything she was going to say memorized. She wondered if Ian always interrupted people, if he was always this hostile. Maybe she just had that effect on people. She certainly had where Chet was concerned.

She turned onto a narrow, twisted dirt road that led toward Otter Lake. This was her first time coming here. The tiny community was exactly as she had pictured it to be. Camps dotted the lakeside packed in tight as cordwood. Various boats and jet skis scattered both sides of the road. Joggers and dog walkers waved in every direction. It was unusually warm this spring, more like July, and it seemed as though everyone was taking advantage of the great weather. 

She was just about to admit to herself that she was lost when a sign appeared at the bend: 

Starkweather Logging 

Timber Harvesting 

Forest Management

It listed a phone number. The same number that Ian never answered when she tried to follow up about their failed meeting.

Which was why she was driving all the way out here to God knew where.

She accelerated, her little four-cylinder sedan fighting the uphill climb all the way. When Chelsea said she lived in the middle of nowhere she wasn’t kidding. 

About a mile later, the narrow, wooded dirt road opened up to a large paved parking lot. There were three large metal buildings. The smallest one said OFFICE over the door.

The lumber yard was larger than she had expected. Huge machines dotted the parking lot, creating guesswork where she should park. There was no organization to anything, just equipment and trucks scattered everywhere. Two men were knelt down under one of the machines. A ginormous claw hung from the front of the machinery. 

She parked near them, turned off her car, and got out.  One of the men she recognized as Jim Flanders waved. His wife worked in the cafeteria at school. She was an amazing cook, and Rose couldn’t resist her Thursday cornbread and chili. 

Waving, she turned off her car and hopped out. “Hi Jim.”

“Hey Rose. What are you doing way out here?”

“I’m here to see Ian,” she answered. 

They both gave her blank stares.

“He’s inside.” Jim grabbed a wrench that was lying on the blacktop and motioned to the office. “How’s your folks doing?” 

“They’re doing all right.” She crushed her hands in her pockets. Jim and his wife, Carol, always asked about family even though they had never met her parents or sister. It was just the type of people they were. Back home, no one thought to ask about kinship, but they always did here. That was one of the things she loved about this area. Her parents had vacationed here when she was young, and she never forgot the hospitality of mountain life. That was her reasoning for moving here, to this particular location. Family, togetherness, peace. She needed all that. Now more than ever. 

“Look out!”

Rose didn’t know who had shoved her. One minute she was standing. The next, her face was hitting pavement. She heard the crash. Then the sound of metal hitting metal. A large body was pressed on top of her, pinning her to the ground. She tried to move and was yanked up by her arms.

Ian Starkweather was steadying her. Both hands gripped her shoulders. “Are you all right?”

His grip hurt, but she didn’t register it right away. She stared at the claw-hoist thing that the men had just been working under. The other guy must have swung it out over her car. Now it was on top of it. 

Her car was flattened. 

Ian shook her violently. “Are you hurt?”

“N-no. I don’t think so.” She brought her hand up to her face and brushed off a chunk of bloody gravel. “My face...”

He brushed her cheek with a gloved hand. “Ow!”

“Sorry.” He let her go. “It’s a scratch. I’ll get you some peroxide for it.”

Peroxide? She shook her head. She used moisturizer, foundation maybe, not peroxide.

She stared into deep-set blue eyes, rubbed her face again, and inspected her hand. Her face wasn’t actively bleeding. 

"Holy shit!" 

Jim rushed toward them. He grabbed Rose’s arm. “Oh my God, Mike could have killed you.” He let go, doubled over holding his knees, then pointed at the other guy. “Geez, Mike! What the hell’s the matter with you?”

Mike ran to them. “I’m sorry, I—” He ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t see, I was looking at the gear and—”

“You could have killed her!” Ian stepped in his face. “I warned you before on being careless.”

“Please don’t fire me, boss. I got to have this job. You know that.”

“You said this wouldn’t happen again.”

“I know, I—” He looked terrified. 

“I’m not hurt.” Rose stepped between the two men. “Accidents happen. No one got hurt.”

“They could have.”

“But no one did.” 

Rose turned to where the hoist had landed. The large claw sat like a hood ornament, forming a crater sized dent in the hood. The windshield was broken and it looked like the frame along the top of the car was severely bent. 

“No one except for my car.”

"That's probably not paid for, is it?" Jim folded his hands over his chest. 

"It's leased." 

"Why in the world would you lease a vehicle living around here
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