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In a town where cows dominated conversation, Sunday afternoons meant apple pie, and high school sweethearts married after graduation, Madelaine Carnegie was like pickle relish on ice cream.

To say she didn’t fit in was an understatement. Not only did her name conjure images of heiresses, she couldn’t bake to save her life, nor did she know the difference between an Angus and a Hereford. Sundays were for sleeping in, not sleeping in a pew. And she liked being single, as opposed to married with three kids like the rest of Cedar Cove, Missouri’s, just under thirty female population.

Single meant she could pack up her fifth-grade classroom at the end of the day and meet her old friends in the city for the night. Single allowed her to throw her laundry on the floor... and leave it until she felt like picking it up. Single meant she didn’t have to check-in with anyone, didn’t have to share the bed with anyone but her dog, didn’t have to become a cookie-making fool.

Best of all, single meant she could have fun when she wanted, with whom she wanted. Even if she hadn’t exercised that particular freedom in a long while—despite the fact half the small, persnickety town considered her some sort of pariah not to be trusted near husbands. Or brothers. Or even grandfathers. Blech.

Such was the fate of a woman who hadn’t saddled herself with a husband and children by the age of twenty-eight.

No, such was the fate of an outsider. A suburbanite teacher who’d dared to think she could make a difference in an underprivileged district. A broken woman who would forever be different.

That fate, however, made it damned hard to make progress with struggling kids, like the Montgomery twins, whose world had been turned upside down with the sudden death of their mother. When their absentee father subsequently returned, school had fallen to the bottom of their priorities. Their grades tanked, and the poor boys, who had once been at the top of their class, were now in serious jeopardy of being held back.

She leaned back in her chair, pushed her planner aside, and glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes late. Luke Montgomery wouldn’t be the only parent to dismiss her concerns, but most of the others at least showed up for requested conferences. Apathy wasn’t usually the problem. Sure, there were a few instances, like with the known addict families. But the vast majority of issues stemmed from unavoidable life circumstances. Or, frankly, uneducated parents who didn’t know any better.

In Luke’s case, apathy had been the status quo. Annie, the boys’ mother, had conveyed that more than once before her death. He hadn’t even visited his boys in years. And now that he had custody, the poor twins were suffering. He should have just let them stay with their grandmother. Annie’s mom might not see eye-to-eye with Lanie’s non-traditional teaching methods, but she certainly wouldn’t have blown the conference off.

Damn, Lanie couldn’t wait for the year to come to an end and escape into private school—where parents cared about success—next fall. There, she’d fit in. She wouldn’t have to use creative teaching methods that made her different. Seeing kids struggle like Ty and Taylor killed her.

On the bright side of being blown off, in ten minutes, she could head out for the weekend. The small circle of friends she had cultivated in Cedar Cove were having a bonfire tonight. Beer, music, burgers, and good conversation. Maybe a little dancing. Justin would bring his guitar—he could make it sing like a pro. Asher and Susan’s daughters would make everyone laugh, and Delilah’s chocolate cake would top everything off. A good, downhome evening, full of comfort and relaxation. One of the better things Cedar Cove had to offer.

A soft knock on the door behind her startled her out of her thoughts. She turned in her chair to find a tall, broad-shouldered man standing in the doorway. He hastily swept a ball cap from his head and tucked it in the back pocket of worn coveralls. A hesitant smile turned up one corner of his mouth.

“Ma’am.” He bobbed a head of thick, dark hair that identically matched Taylor and Tyler Montgomery’s.

“Mr. Montgomery?” She took him in with a quick, sweeping glance. Worn work boots poked out from the bottom of his coveralls, one distinctly colored in dried mud. The blue shirt beneath it all stood out in stark contrast to the earthy farm attire—a collared button-down that would have perfectly matched a suit and tie. The only remnant of the Chicago, corporate exec life he’d unexplainably left behind.

He took a step inside her tidy classroom. “Loose cow. My apologies.”

Loose cow. That was the entire problem with the twins. Their farm and Luke’s devotion to it, as opposed to being a father.

Lanie rose from her chair with a forced smile. She beckoned at the chair across from her. “Please have a seat.”

He lowered himself into the chair and shifted his weight. Leaning forward, he braced an elbow on a knee. “You wanted to talk about Taylor and Ty?”

“Yes.” She settled herself in, tugging her record book to the center of the desk. Tread carefully. “I understand they—you all—have been through a lot lately. Annie was a good woman...”

He bristled immediately, a frown settling into his brow. Dark chocolate eyes that had held curiosity turned hard and cold. “She loved the boys,” he answered robotically.

No love lost between the divorcees. But then, she’d known that. Before her untimely death, Annie’d had nothing remotely nice to say about her ex-husband. The teachers who’d come to know the twins—teachers Lanie respected—backed up Annie’s disparaging remarks as well.

Lanie quickly cut to the point of her requested meeting. “The last month, the boys have really fallen behind. They’re late to school frequently, they come in disheveled and disorganized, and their grades have taken a severe hit. I’m very concerned. They’re bright boys.”

Luke’s frown deepened. But instead of the grave concern she’d hoped for, the light in his dark eyes remained hard. “They are smart boys. They’ll pull through. We’re just going through changes right now, that’s all. Once they settle into the routine—”

“Mr. Montgomery, let me be blunt. We have twenty-eight days of school left this year. If something doesn’t change radically, they will repeat fifth grade.”

That took him by surprise. He leaned back, brows raised, the hard light in his eyes disappearing. “It’s that bad?”

“Yes.” She softened her blow with an apologetic smile and opened her record book. “You can see the progression. End of last quarter, I had no concerns. At the start of this quarter, we began to slip in math. Then reading as the quarter went on. Late assignments, missing assignments, failed tests. Are they reading at home?”

He gave a little shrug. “Here and there.”

More likely there, than here, Madelaine surmised. Why can’t he care? It tore at her heart to know their father didn’t want better for them.

She closed her record book, folded her hands atop it, and looked him in the eye. “I have faith we can turn this around. I’d like to work out a plan... together.”

He ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “We’ve been... busy. They like the farm, and it’s good for them, so while I’ve been re-learning all the things I knew growing up, I’ve let them learn with me. I didn’t realize they were behind.”

She couldn’t come out and say it—the farm was terrible for those boys. They’d grown up in the small town, played in the local park, and the moment their dad returned he’d moved them to the run-down family farm. Her record book showed the result of that poor decision. Surely, he could see that.

She rolled through all the ideas she’d banked and chose the most likely. “It sounds like a schedule would be a good thing. Children depend on consistency.”

“I agree. That’s why I came here, instead of bringing them to me.”

“So what’s your schedule like now? Let’s start there.” Maybe, with the right push, he’d make the ideal adjustments.

His brow furrowed again, and a thoughtful look settled behind his eyes. He chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, then gave a slight nod, as if agreeing with some internal thought.

“They get off the bus and have a snack. Then we do chores. The boys feed the hogs and chickens while I get a hay bale ready to take to the field. Then we all go out.” He shifted a bit in his chair. “It’s calving time, and Dad couldn’t do much these last years with the fences. So Ty and Taylor look for new calves and take records while I work on the nearby fence. Then we tag and band together. By then, it’s going on dark. So we load up, come home, and eat.”

Lanie’s brow furrowed. What happened to homework after school, before play? Sure, farm life was demanding, but plenty of other parents at least tried to put school first. It was like he didn’t even consider it.

“Then after dinner?” she asked, guardedly.

His lopsided grin settled into place, momentarily making her breath catch. Good lord, talk about distracting. It set off a dimple in his left cheek that was simply irresistible.

“I try to spend as much time with them as I can. So we do games, wrestle around, watch a movie—hang out.”

She pulled her attention off his deep dimple and the self-satisfied amusement dancing in his rich brown eyes by clearing her throat. “Homework?”

Luke shrugged. “I ask. If they have some, I sit and help.”

“Yet... they aren’t turning it in. Or, they aren’t telling you about it.”

He nodded. “Probably the latter. They don’t mention homework often.”

And you didn’t think that was odd? She took a deep breath and forced another smile, reminding herself that, above all other things, parenting was new to him. “I’d like to propose a few changes, if I could.”

“Throw them at me.” He grinned again, not quite reaching full heartbreaking, crookedness.

“After school—snack and homework—”

He cocked an eyebrow that didn’t make it far on convincing her he’d agree.

She rushed to add, “I’ll send you an email before we let out for the day about homework, and I’ll try to make sure the boys take the right books home in their backpacks. They can help you with chores, and after dinner, instead of games, they should be reading at least thirty minutes a day. Games after reading.”

He remained silent a moment, watching her. Then, a soft chuckle rumbled free, and he shook his head. “Pardon me, Miss Montgomery, but you’re a city girl, aren’t you?”

She blinked. “I grew up in Columbia, yes. My parents were professors at MU.” The progressive college town in Missouri wasn’t anything as bustle and rush like Kansas City or St. Louis, but it was a far cry from rural or country.

His chuckle deepened. “Pretty obvious there’s not a drop of farm blood in you.”

Again, Lanie blinked. What the devil? Her first priority, her only priority was the success of the children in her class. Whether she came from a life of farming or not was irrelevant. If he wouldn’t advocate for his boys, someone had to.

She clenched her teeth and choked back a stirring of annoyance. “I fail to see—”

“Daylight, Miss Montgomery. You can’t tag cows in the dark. Maybe you can feed, maybe there’s a whole slew of other things you can do, but farming depends on daylight.”

His condescending tone sparked her temper. She hadn’t stepped off the bus yesterday, and she knew an excuse when she heard it. Unable to resist, she jabbed at his over-inflated ego. “And you’re unwilling to adjust your schedule while they’re in school and you have daylight?”

Unfazed, he shook his head. “Not unwilling. Unable. I’ve got crops and fields to manage.” He leaned forward and placed his hands on her desk. “You send me your email. I’ll fit homework in. But your schedule doesn’t work for us. So long as my boys have an interest in the farm, I aim to encourage it.”

Her temper clicked a degree higher. “That’s what you envision for them in the future? Farming?” To her chagrin, she couldn’t keep a biting edge out of her voice. She winced inwardly—insults wouldn’t help the situation.

He shrugged, and in one fluid motion, pushed to his feet. “I want whatever they want. Be that farming... or college professor.” With a short dip of his chin, a smile spread over his face. “Now, since we’ve agreed on a solution, I have boys waiting for me.”

Her mouth dropped open. Agreed? She clamped it shut, but he didn’t give her time to spit out a rebuttal. He turned for the door, his stride confident and full of purpose. Before she could pull herself together, he exited.

Lanie stared after him, stunned. Without even seeing it coming, he’d gained control over the conversation, resolved it to his own satisfaction, and concluded the meeting. All with one smooth smile and a handful of simple words.

Had he just given her a glimpse of the man who’d run a Chicago corporation? A perfect, insensitive ass, accustomed to getting his way?

Not this time, buddy. He might have steamrolled her momentarily, but it wouldn’t happen again. She refused to give up until that man’s children meant as much to him as they did to her. She might not be their mother, but damn it, she’d fight for them.
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Who did that woman think she was with her superior attitude?

Luke Montgomery’s temper sizzled as he eased down the long, winding, gravel road to the farmhouse he’d inherited two years ago. It loomed on a hill, shaded by ancient, skyward-reaching Hackberry trees, its white paint now lackluster and fringed with grey. Like everything else his father had left him, it needed work. A lot of work.

Much like his relationship with his boys.

He muttered an oath and pulled up alongside what had once been a garage and was now little more than a falling-down shack.

Damn her. This place, his new-old family, was priceless, despite her condescending opinion. What he was building here—he was doing his best. How dare she treat him like he didn’t give a damn and open old wounds that had barely scabbed over. He was here. Doing what was best for the boys. Giving up everything he’d ever truly wanted professionally and struggling every moment of every day to rebuild all he’d lost with his sons.

God knew he’d never wanted to leave them. Yet nothing he could do could convince Annie to leave Cedar Cove. They’d agreed back in high school they both wanted out of here. But at graduation, she’d wanted one last summer. Then one last Christmas. Then the excuses piled on, they had the boys... Eventually, the desire to escape that had brought them together drove them apart. Luke had to go or lose himself. And then, hell broke loose, and he’d paid the devastating price for divorcing her.

Now, he could enumerate every flaw in Miss Madelaine Carnegie’s insinuation farming was beneath all esteem.

He eased open his dad’s old truck door, relishing the squeak of the hinges, and slid out. His gaze fell on his compact foreign car parked a few feet away. A thick coating of yellow pollen shading the silver paint indicated its disuse. He’d been so proud; his first brand new car. Now, he hated that thing. It was maximized for efficiency and confining. The perfect symbol of the corporate world that had upended his life and damn near destroyed him.

He resisted the urge to run his keys down the paint as he passed. His gaze focused on the second-story window to his sons’ room. A laugh drifted out of the screen, and his heart twisted. God, he’d missed so much. Leaving them had been the biggest mistake of his life. If he could just make them laugh that way around him.

He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and opened the back screen door. Memories of childhood swept over him momentarily. Mom sitting at the table reading while she minded dinner. Dad pulling up in the tractor, ready to wash up for supper—which was never, ever late.

When he entered the empty kitchen, his heart sank a little. The oven sat untouched, and the only aroma that would fill this room would waft from the microwave. He couldn’t cook to save his life. Except pies. They’d been his mother’s specialty, and much to his younger self’s chagrin, she’d forced him to help every Saturday afternoon when she fired up the oven and made four for church.

If she were here, his boys wouldn’t be struggling in school.

Luke blew out a hard sigh and shook off the past. His mother wasn’t here any more than Annie. It was just him and the boys. And they were muddling through. They’d overcome this.

“Ty? Taylor?” he called.

“Yeah?” one answered; Luke thought it was Ty.

“It’s time for chores.”

A groan preceded the shuffling of feet overhead. Slowly, they trudged down the stairs, through the dining room, and into the wide kitchen. He caught a shared eye roll before they made their way to the boot rack.

“Sit down a minute, boys,” he said, gesturing at the kitchen table.

They froze, exchanged a look that could only be called guilty, and sank into the wicker-backed chairs.

Luke folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the counter. “I just had a meeting with your teacher. Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”

Ty shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He wouldn’t spill unless his brother did. He wasn’t the ringleader of the pair.

Taylor shrugged. “About what?”

Luke cocked an eyebrow. “How about your grades? That’s usually what teachers want to talk about, don’t you think?”

“Oh,” Taylor answered.

Ty sank a little further under the table, obviously content to let his twin do the talking.

“Oh’s right. Where is this homework you’ve not been telling me about?”

“School,” Taylor answered.

“You think that’s where it should be?”

In a moment of extraordinary silence, Taylor stared at the tabletop.

“No,” Ty said, abruptly. He sat up and scowled at his brother. “Told you we’d get caught.”

“It was your idea, dummy,” Taylor argued.

“Was not, you said—”

Luke whistled before they could break into full scale argument. The trouble-making duo fell into silence.

“I don’t think that’s important, boys. You’ve gotten yourself in a mess, and she’s talking about you failing fifth grade. Now, what homework do you have tonight?”

Taylor shook his head. “Don’t have any tonight.”

Before Luke could get a word in, Ty kicked his brother under the table. “Don’t lie to him. He’s already onto us. We’ve got spelling, Dad.”

Taylor shot Ty a glare that Luke didn’t understand. What was the big deal? They’d been caught. Something more was going on with these two. Damn it, if he could read them better. If he’d come home for a Christmas instead of sending gifts. If he hadn’t listened to Annie... He gritted his teeth and pushed regret back. He couldn’t change the past. They had to move forward.

He dragged a chair away from the table and sat between his sons. “Look, boys, I like having you out there with me when it comes to chores. I like things the way they are when we’re done. But failing fifth grade isn’t an option, and something has to change.” He clasped his hands on the table, glanced at each boy in turn, and furrowed his brow. “Do you know how to do the assignments?”

Both boys nodded guiltily.

“Then let’s stop with the games and get homework done. I don’t want to have to scold you more than this. Deal?”

Both nodded. Ty dragged in a deep breath. Taylor, however, frowned even more. Luke searched his firstborn’s face, trying to read the shadows in his eyes. But it was useless. He barely knew them, let alone didn’t have the time under his belt to read all their mannerisms. He could catch a few, but he doubted it was much more than any random person could. No doubt Annie would have known what was up with Taylor in a heartbeat.

No doubt their teacher would have, too.

Luke pinched the bridge of his nose as frustration threatened to swallow him. He knew one sure way to get rid of the scowl though, and he pushed aside the meeting with hoity-toity Madelaine Carnegie entirely.

“Bet we have new calves.”

Excitement spread across both boys’ faces, and they shoved their chairs away from the table. “Think 41-A has had hers yet? Can I have it, if she did?” Taylor asked of a red heifer he’d taken a fancy to.

“Won’t know ’till we get there.” Luke grinned and stood. “Race you to the Gator!”

With a yell, the boys took off, boots forgotten. Luke glanced at the barely touched muck boots. Disheveled and disorganized. Going to school in mud-covered tennis shoes probably didn’t help his case much. He grabbed both pairs of boots, jogged out the door and down the drive to the tall, red, barn.

The twins were already sitting in the Gator waiting; one in the passenger’s seat, the other in the yellow dump bed. He tossed the boots at them as he slid behind the wheel. “Change your shoes.”

Before they could answer, he started the motor and backed the four-wheeler out of the barn.
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Luke leaned back against the heavy metal gate panel and hooked the heel of his work boot on the bottom slat. A-36 wasn’t showing interest in her calf, and he’d sent the boys off to play while he tried to convince it onto a bottle. Now, he listened to the little bull rustle around in a bed of deep straw and watched his sons romp around the pond. A chuckle escaped. He’d been like that, too, at their age—unable to stay away from the tadpoles, fish, and frogs. He’d turned out okay. Yet Miss Carnegie seemed convinced they wouldn’t.

“Boys!” he hollered. “C’mon in and get cleaned up. Your grandma will be here soon!”

Annie’s mom had called this afternoon, asking to keep them overnight. Luke couldn’t stand the woman—never had. She hadn’t hesitated to make her feelings known about him, either, and after his divorce, she’d only gotten worse. But he recognized his boys needed the relationship even if their mother wasn’t living, so he’d reluctantly agreed. No doubt if she saw them now, with mud from chin to toes, she’d flip her lid.

Taylor shoved his hand into the pond and came out with a heaping handful of scum. He promptly threw it in Ty’s face, then beat it for the house. Ty screamed bloody murder and gave chase. But Taylor was too fast for his brother. He bolted inside and slammed the door before Ty ever reached the porch steps.

Luke sighed and shook his head. One minute, they were the best of friends. The next, they were at each other’s throats.

“Dad, Taylor threw mud on me!” Ty turned around with a scowl.

“Yeah, well, you know how to fix that, don’t you?” He pushed off the gate and crossed the gravel drive.

“How?”

With a shrug, Luke answered, “Throw a bigger mud ball on him.” It’s what he would have done as a kid.

He gave his son a wink and added, “We’ll set him up together, when you get back.”

Ty broke into giggles, his upset completely forgotten. “Can I feed the calf tomorrow?”

“Sure thing.” Braving mud and god only knew what else, Luke tousled his son’s hair. “Run on up to the shower in my room and clean up.”

“I don’t wanna go to Gramma’s,” Ty complained as they entered the kitchen. “It’s no fun there. She won’t let us go to the park unless she goes, and she never wants to go. Mom used to let us play there whenever we wanted.” He let out an exaggerated groan. “Can’t I stay here?”

It was tempting to cave into Ty’s plea. In Luke’s opinion, Annie’s mom was overprotective, rigid, and had little patience for kids. But letting Ty stay home would only make Taylor want to stay, and he really didn’t want to give Lucinda more reasons to complain. So, instead, he did his best to provoke excitement about the overnight.

“She said something about going to the city for steak dinner and a movie.” She hadn’t, but he’d hand her some money and make it happen. She’d be more than happy to accept a night out on his dime. After all, she’d made it clear she felt money was the only significant thing he had to offer to the boys.

Maybe one of these days she’d realize he hadn’t wanted to walk out on his sons. Maybe she’d listen when he tried to explain Annie had refused to let them visit Chicago. Maybe she’d try to understand that he’d felt it was better to not drift in and out of their lives—a decision he regretted soul-deep. Doubtful. But maybe.

“Ooh, all right!” Ty took off running for the stairs. “Taylor, guess what! Gramma’s taking us for steaks!”

Luke waited for the sound of the shower in his bedroom then went to the sink to wash up. This would be the first time in weeks he had the place to himself. It would be strange not having the boys around.

On the other hand, he had a shit-ton of chores to keep himself busy with. The whole east side of the pasture needed new fence, and freed from the role of dad, he could work from sunup to sundown. Assuming the tractor that desperately needed hydraulic work cooperated with that plan.

The crunch of gravel outside the open window caught his attention. He craned his neck to see down the drive.

A spotless red pickup rolled to a stop beside his pollen-covered car. Luke would recognize it anywhere—for that matter, the whole town would recognize the brand-new Chevy. Justin Maxwell. His dad’s farm backed into Luke’s. They’d spent eighteen years jumping fences back and forth.

Grinning, Luke went out to the porch as Justin climbed out of the pickup. “Hey, man, what’s up?”

Justin gave him a hearty, brotherly handshake. “Just got off work, thought I’d swing by and see what you were up to.”

Luke inclined his head toward the house. “Getting the boys cleaned up. Lucinda’s coming to get them for the night.”

“Oh, impressive. Grown-up time.”

“I guess. If I can remember how that works.”

“It’s easy, man.” Justin smirked. “You ship them off, jump in the truck, and head over to Asher and Susan’s. We’re barbequing. Burgers should be ready in about an hour.”

“I haven’t had the chance to catch up with Asher much since I got back in town. Been too busy.” He thought about it for a minute, then remembered the fence. And Miss Carnegie’s conversation. If he didn’t finish the fence tomorrow, he’d have to work on it through the week, and that wouldn’t help things with the boys’ schoolwork. “I better not.”

Justin cocked an eyebrow. “Since when does a guy with time on his hands pass up beer and burgers?”

As screaming and squealing broke out from the boys’ bedroom, Luke headed back inside. He called over his shoulder, “Since refereeing sucks me dry.”

“Thought that was a woman’s job?” Snickering, Justin followed him inside.

Luke rolled his eyes at the childish remark and bounded up the stairs. He pushed the boys’ door open to find them leaping from bed to bed, naked. “Hey!”

They froze in place, eyes wide as saucers, cherubic faces guilty as sin.

“Hi, Dad,” Taylor said.

Narrowing his eyes, Luke leaned against the doorframe. He folded his arms across his chest. “Would your mom let you do that?”

Ty pulled his lower lip between his teeth and slowly shook his head.

Taylor shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“Right.” Luke snorted. He chewed on the inside of his cheek to harness his temper and gestured at the pile of clothes in the middle of the room—the laundry he’d told them to put away last night. “Get dressed. Pick out something for tomorrow and get downstairs, pronto. When you get home tomorrow, I want that put away.”

“Okay,” they said in unison.

Luke raked a hand through his hair. He waited in the doorway to ensure they actually climbed off the beds, then headed back downstairs. Disheveled and disorganized—Madelaine Carnegie’s words echoed in his head. If she only knew...

No, that was the entire problem. She thought she knew more than she did. She didn’t have the first clue how difficult it was to be a stranger to his own children. How each day was a battle of knowing what he ought to do and not being able to execute it for fear his kids would revolt. He couldn’t just walk in as lord and dictator when he had no bonds with them to begin with.

He reached the kitchen and scrubbed his hands over his face, feeling exhaustion set into his bones. A weekend alone would definitely help him recharge. He marched to the waiting dishes in the sink and spun the faucet on.

“You need to get out more.” Justin braced a hip against the counter. “I get being a full-time parent, but you gotta remember you, too.”

“I am,” Luke answered tightly. If everyone would stop telling him what he needed to do, he’d get it figured out a lot more quickly. “I’ve got fence to build tomorrow. I’m going to sleep tonight. Uninterrupted. Naked, damn it.”

“How long’s it been since you dated?”

Luke shot him a look that warned it wasn’t Justin’s business, then vigorously scrubbed at a bowl.

Justin forged on, ignoring the warning. “You’ve been here two months, and I don’t think you’ve left this farm. It’s Friday night, your kids are leaving, and you’re content to do... dishes. I’ve never seen a guy more desperately in need of getting laid.”

At the thought, Luke barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that. There’s so many single women in Cedar Cove.”

With a wince, Justin said, “Point.”

“I’ll date when I’m ready. When the boys are ready.”

Justin let out a frustrated sigh. “At least get out tonight. Take a break, Luke. It’s a barbeque. Relax a while.”

Luke pulled the drain plug and watched the sudsy water swirl around the drain. Sure, he had the farm work, but for two months he’d been pretty much a stay-at-home dad. Every minute of every day he focused on the boys. He worked until he dropped over with exhaustion, often passing out on the couch and not even bothering with his bed. Justin stopped by now and again to say hello. Occasionally, they shared a quick beer. But Luke had forgotten what it felt like to kick back and unwind. To not have to worry if he had one too many, to not fear the boys might burn down his house if he slept in.

He needed normal. Even just for one night.

“Okay. I’ll go. What time?”

Justin grinned and pulled out a chair. “You can ride with me. Then you can’t back out.”

Before Luke could argue, a horn blared in the driveway. He turned his head to the ceiling and yelled, “Boys, your grandmother’s here!”

Thundering footsteps answered. They charged down the stairs and skidded into the hall, clothes stuffed under their arms. He looked them over briefly, amazed they’d managed to look presentable, even if Ty’s shirt was on backward.

“Turn your shirt around, Ty.”

When he complied, Luke held open the porch door and let them out. They bounded to their grandmother’s car. He fished his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a handful of bills, then leaned in Lucinda’s window.

“Why don’t you take them out for steaks and a movie?”

She eyed the money for all of three seconds before snatching it out of his hand. Her pursed lips relaxed a fraction. “I think we can manage that.”

Of course. Like he’d thought, it wouldn’t be a problem.

Luke bit back annoyance and swept both boys into a bear hug. “Be good for your grandmother. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

They wriggled out of his hold and scrambled into the car. “Bye, Dad!” Taylor called through the window.

As he waved, Justin strolled out of the house. He beckoned Luke to the truck. Luke glanced back at the house, then consciously, deliberately, shoved the list of waiting responsibilities to the back of his mind. Tonight he wasn’t going to think about the falling-down farm, the household chores, or their snotty teacher. Just one damned night, he would have normal.
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Lanie jammed the ball of her hand into a bowl of ground beef. Luke Montgomery had another think coming if he thought she’d sit back and accept his implied insults about her family. So what if she’d grown up in the city? So what if her parents were college professors? She’d had a more than stable upbringing—unlike his boys—and he could kiss her city-girl ass. She cared about his boys’ success. A hell of a lot more than he did, apparently.

Your schedule doesn’t work for us.

She pounded the hamburger again. It didn’t work, because he didn’t want it to work.

“Uh. Lanie?” Susan Ayers looked up from the potatoes on her cutting board. “What are you taking out on that poor meat?”

Lanie gritted her teeth. “I’m just pissed off still. My suggestions were perfectly reasonable, well within normal parenting approaches. You guys have a similar schedule for the girls. And he blew me off like I was out of touch with the world. Then he had the gall”—she drove her hand in again—“to insult me.”

Susan pulled the aluminum bowl out of Lanie’s reach and calmly extracted a handful. Rolling it into a ball between her hands, she chuckled. “Well, all you’re going to accomplish at this rate is two pissed off men whose burgers aren’t ready on time.” She set the oversized meatball in front of Lanie. “Try not to turn it into a pancake.”

Sighing, Lanie let go of her annoyance enough to press the ball into a fat patty. “He could at least give me the benefit of being around his boys longer than he’s been. I’ve got five years of knowing them to his two months. I might have a clue, or something.”

“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe he resents that. He never was one to let go of his pride easily.” Susan passed Lanie the bowl again. “Think you can handle this now?”

“Yeah.” With another heavy sigh, Lanie resumed the job of prepping hamburgers for the grill. “So he’s an egomaniac?”

“Not at all. Back in school he was always the first person to help someone else out. When his dad didn’t have him working their farm, he helped the rest of us.” Susan returned to her seat at the table. The rhythmic slicing of her knife filled a beat of silence. “He just didn’t handle the same in return. Never asked for help. Never wanted to admit he needed it when he did.”

Lanie chewed on the peek into Luke’s past. Maybe his past had a bigger part to play in his boys’ education than she’d realized. “Did he blow off school?” If he hadn’t found school useful until college, she could understand his attitude a little more.

“Not at all.” Susan laughed. “He used to ride Asher about homework just so we could all graduate together.”

So much for that idea.

Lanie curled her fingers into her fist before she took out her frustration on the meat again. After slowly counting to ten, she pulled out another handful. “I don’t get it then. Asher would come unhinged if the girls’ teacher said they might fail fifth grade.”

“Asher already knows how to be a dad. Luke’s just learning,” Susan countered.

Lanie didn’t have to look at her to know she was giving that look. She felt Susan’s heavy, pointed, stare pierce her shoulder blades. She might have a valid point, but somehow, it felt like an excuse.

“Let it go, Lanie. It’s not like you haven’t dealt with stubborn parents before. You’ll figure out something brilliant, you always do.” Susan scraped her potatoes into a long baking dish then stuffed them in the oven. “Grab a wine cooler from the fridge, take those burgers out to Asher, and let’s have some fun tonight.”

Resignation bowed Lanie’s shoulders. She couldn’t argue. Dwelling on Luke Montgomery wouldn’t solve anything tonight. She’d come here to the one place she fit in to relax and have a good time and forget all the headaches of education. And that’s just what she intended to do.

“Oh, look, Justin’s here already,” Susan called from the back door.

Lanie swiped the tray of hamburger patties off the counter and followed Susan outside just as Justin’s cherry-red pickup pulled into the drive. Balancing the tray on one hand, she waved. A second figure in the passenger’s seat, however, gave her pause, but she couldn’t make out details through the windshield.

“Did he bring a date?” she asked, starting down the stairs to the lawn.

“No,” Susan answered slowly. “He brought Luke.”

“What?” Lanie whirled around, nearly sending the burgers sliding off the tray. She stared as none other than Luke Montgomery strolled across the lawn. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered.

Great, just great. The last person in the world she wanted to see had just invaded her comfort space. So much for forgetting the headaches of teaching.
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“What the fuck?” Luke stopped in his tracks, halfway across Archer’s lawn. “You didn’t tell me she was going to be here.” Twenty minutes sitting across from her, and he’d know that long strawberry-blond hair anywhere.

Justin’s expression twisted with confusion. “Who?”

“Madelaine Carnegie, Ty and Taylor’s teacher.”

“Lanie?” His confusion deepened, and he glanced in the direction Madelaine had gone. “What’s your beef with her? She’s great. Sweet as hell. Janice and Janie love her to death.”

They clearly didn’t know the same woman. Luke shook his head. “Just take me home. I’ll catch up another night.” He could unwind in his own house, far away from the condescending, self-righteous teacher.

Justin’s puzzled expression faded into a look that said Luke was being absurd. “Get over it, whatever it is.” He strode off for the garage, where Asher stood over a grill. “Beer’s waiting.”

Shit. This was the last place he wanted to be tonight.

Faced with no alternative, however, Luke pulled in a deep breath, held it for a ten-count, then let it out long and slow. He headed for the garage, determined to be civil.

Luck was apparently in his court. As he reached the tractor parked in the drive, Madelaine crossed behind it, heading back to the house. Susan walked with her, and something Susan said prompted Madelaine into laughter. Luke blinked at the light sound. It seemed totally out of place for the woman he’d met earlier in the day.

Shrugging it off, he joined the guys in the garage.

“Luke!” Asher pulled him into a hearty man hug. “Good to see you, man. Been hoping you’d stop by.”

Luke thumped him on the shoulder and stepped back. He accepted the cold can of beer Justin offered, popped the top, and swigged. The hoppy malt went down like a slice of heaven. “Sorry it’s taken so long. It’s been crazy.”

“So I hear.” Asher gestured at the lawn chairs. “Pull up a seat. I’d have come by, but Susan picked up the night shift at the hospital at the start of the year. I’m running as ragged as you are. Though I don’t know how I’d do it without Susan.”

As Luke sank into the plastic lawn chair, Asher looked around. “Where are the boys?”

“Annie’s mom wanted them tonight.”

“So I dragged him out to play.” Justin smirked.

They exchanged a look that Luke knew all too well. They were plotting something, and he couldn’t shake the suspicion it involved him.

Asher slid him a sideways look. His voice was a little too casual as he asked, “You met Lanie yet?”

“Oh, hell,” Luke muttered. He leaned his head on the back of the lawn chair and closed his eyes. He should have known when Justin was so adamant about his coming over that they’d been plotting. “Don’t tell me you two were going to set me up.”

“Not exactly,” Asher answered.

Justin added, “Didn’t figure it would hurt for you to meet though.”

This ended here. Now.

Luke sat up and looked them square in the eye. “I had a meeting with Miss Carnegie at school today. It didn’t go so well. She doesn’t like me much, and I’m not too keen on her. Stay out of it.”

Justin chortled.

Asher blinked. “Lanie? Not like you? She must have been having a bad day.”

Luke took another swig of his beer and scoffed. “She doesn’t have the first clue about life on a farm, and I get the feeling she’s not interested in learning.”

Again, Asher threw him a dumbfounded look. “She helps out plenty here. By the way, it’s Lanie.”

Great. So it was just him. Luke had all the proof he needed. He resigned himself to the misery of the night.

Thankfully, Justin changed the subject. “So, Asher, what do you make of this? I was working on this Nissan today—”

“That’s your first mistake.” Luke smirked.

Justin took a seat on an upturned bucket. “Says he with the foreign car in his driveway.”

Chuckling, Luke nodded. “Why do you think it’s parked?”

“Anyway, I got into the block—”

A high-pitched squeal of little-girl laughter drowned out Justin’s words. Luke’s attention pulled to the side yard. What he found, stunned him to the core. Madelaine—Lanie—pointed the hose on Janie. Janice snuck up behind Lanie, toting a bucket of water. Lanie spun around just in time to douse the older girl from head to toe and avoid a soaking herself. Both girls laughed hysterically before attempting to charge her in tandem.

Luke stared, unable to process what he was seeing. That woman was nothing like the cool as ice teacher who’d lectured him on his habits at home. He’d have pictured the teacher more like Lucinda—uptight, rule-abiding, not a playful bone in her body. But this... this reminded him of home and the way he wrestled with his boys.

Fascinated, he watched, tuning out Asher and Justin’s conversation—he’d never been into cars the way they were, anyway. In a way, the woman playing with the girls reminded him of Annie. The early years they’d had, when they’d both dropped what they were doing just to have a few minutes of fun with the boys.

No wonder Asher’s girls—how had Justin put it? Loved her to death.

Several minutes later, Susan called the girls inside, and Lanie put away the hose. Sprinkles of water dotted her red T-shirt along with a healthy portion of splattered mud. A pretty flush colored her cheeks, and to his surprise, she headed in his direction, grinning brightly. How had he failed to notice that beauty—he was sure she’d smiled when she greeted him at school. Hadn’t she?

Her gaze caught his. Something heavy rolled around in his gut like a ball of lead. Heat warmed his neck at having been caught staring. But he dipped his chin in acknowledgement and returned her smile. She passed him by without a word.

Probably best. He really didn’t know what to say to her.

Intrigued by this new side of her, he watched her go to the drink fridge from the corner of his eye. She pulled out a cold soda and chugged a good portion of it in the open doorway. Then, she grabbed another and shut the fridge.

“Fifteen minutes, Lanie.” Asher gestured at the grill with the spatula.

“Good. I’m starved.” She pinched Justin in the small of the back as she passed behind him. “You promised you’d bring your guitar.”

He held up both hands in mock surrender. “Down, girl. I didn’t forget it.”

With another fascinating, musical laugh, Lanie shook her head and stepped outside. She stopped in front of Luke. “Where are the boys?”

He braved the certain condescension in her eyes and lifted his gaze to hers. Defensiveness set in naturally. “I didn’t leave them at home unattended.”

She took a step back, and a frown darkened her face. In an instant, Luke regretted his snotty remark. He forced a chuckle in hopes she’d believe he was teasing her. “With Annie’s mom.”

“I see.” She gave a little shrug and headed back toward the house.

Luke kicked himself mentally. He’d had a chance to set things right between them, or at least prove he was a decent guy, and he’d just blown it. Tonight couldn’t end fast enough.

He tossed his empty beer can into the nearby trash and called to his friends, “Be right back. Gonna wash up for dinner.”

~~~
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Lanie entered the kitchen, still frowning. She’d tried to be nice, if for no other reason than Luke was friends with her friends. But he seemed committed to being an ass. For God’s sake, she wasn’t judging him. On the rare occasion Asher and Susan went out, she looked after Janice and Janie—she understood sometimes parents just needed to get away. And given the fact she couldn’t have children of her own, she leapt at the opportunity. But Luke didn’t have to bite her head off for asking about Ty and Taylor.

She passed Susan the unopened soda. “Asher says we have fifteen minutes. I’m going to jump in the shower and get this mud off. Can I borrow something to wear?”

With one eyebrow lifted, Susan eyed Lanie from head to toe. “Your whole body will fit in one leg hole on my jeans.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not that much smaller than you.” Susan had a few extra pounds, but by no means was she overweight.

“I’ve got a sundress I outgrew. Want to try it? It might be chilly tonight
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