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“YOU DID WHAT? BRAXTON Chalmers could feel the heat travel up his face. 

If he thought his cousin Melanie was pushy before, he now saw her with a whole new perspective. 

He sat opposite her, his hands on his knees as he leaned forward, waiting impatiently for her explanation. 

All the while his foot tapped nervously. 

“Honestly Brax,” she said. “It’s not that big a deal.” 

Yeah right. She’d volunteered his time for the local Youth Center’s annual fundraiser. He wouldn’t have to do much, she said. He’d be standing around a lot, she’d added. 

His eyes squinted suspiciously. 

She was up to something, but Braxton had absolutely no idea what it was. 

Melanie was always up to something and every single time she dragged him into it. He should just break ties with her. But how could he? They’d grown up together. He loved her as cousins loved each other. 

She’d introduced him to his first girlfriend, although it didn’t last long, and she’d dated his best mate. 

That too hadn’t lasted. 

She was always concocting something, and he knew, was absolutely convinced, she was up to her neck in it right now.

“It’s one night, Brax,” she said impatiently. “What’s the issue? I know you volunteer there all the time.” 

“The issue,” he said, trying to control his temper. “Is that you didn’t ask – you just went ahead and put my name down.” 

She had the audacity to grin.  

Without warning, she jumped out of her chair and headed to the refrigerator where she pulled out a beer and passed it to him. 

As if that would pacify him. He was near boiling point and Mel wants to fix things with a beer? 

He silently counted to ten, wondering if fifty would be better.

This was nothing new. His dear cousin pulled these types of stunts all the time. 

There was the time he thought he was attending a family dinner, but it turned out to be a blind date organized by Mel. 

Another time she organized the blind date then told him. The ‘date’ spent the entire night on her cell. 

And then there was the time she..... Nuh, not going there. 

He braced his shoulders and glared at her. “What exactly am I doing at this fundraiser?” 

He didn’t trust her one little bit. She’d come up with so many crazy schemes over the years, and right now his scheme radar was off the charts. 

She shifted in her seat uncomfortably. 

He watched closely as the color drained from her face. 

Mel shuffled about for nearly a minute, licked her lips, then spoke quietly. “You know, the usual stuff – take tickets at the door, help move tables, that sort of thing.” 

He sat back in his seat and relaxed. He felt more comfortable now. 

And suddenly everything changed. 

He studied her as she tried to force back a grin. Her hand suddenly went up to her mouth and she pretended to cough. 

Something was definitely up. 

He frowned and stared at her. If he did it long enough, she might renege and tell him the whole story? 

Without warning she stood. “Sorry cuz,” she said quickly, glancing at her watch. 

Was she going to own up to her lies after all? He hoped so. 

“I’ve got an appointment in ten. Gotta run.” 

And that was that. She snatched the near empty beer bottle from his hand and shoved him toward the door, snatching up his cowboy hat as she did so. 

“Mel...” 

“Sorry, no time. Talk soon.” She slammed his hat into his hands, then gave him an almighty shove and banged the door behind him. 

He swallowed hard. What the hell was she up to? 

* * *
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“HEY BRAX.” IT WAS MEL. What did she want now? “I just realized I didn’t give you the date of the fundraiser.” 

He heard her swallow – hard. “May 20. 8:30pm. But I’ll need you there an hour early.” She said it quickly as though she needed to get it out in a hurry. 

“Uh huh.” If he kept her talking, he might finally get the truth. 

She suddenly changed track. “By the way, Sierra West is in town.” 

That stopped him in his tracks. He’d dated Sierra when they were teenagers. She was seventeen and he was almost twenty. It felt like a life-time ago. 

He recalled how they were practically inseparable; spent almost every waking moment together. He’d even thought about asking her to marry him, despite their young ages. 

Then suddenly she left town – for a job in the city. She’d given him no warning whatsoever, and he was shocked when she’d told him the night before she was to leave. 

He recalled his agonizing pain at losing her. He’d walked around in a fog for weeks, not understanding what had happened.  

He was inconsolable and his heart felt as though it has been shattered into tiny pieces. 

Despite all that, he would never forget holding her in his arms, and how it made him feel. 

Even after all this time, his traitorous mind still brought those memories to the forefront. 

“Her grandmother died,” Mel said, bringing him out of his thoughts. “She’s back for the funeral.” 

“Oh.” He loved Evelyn dearly, and recalled some of their time spent together. She was such a nice old bird. He’d spent quite a bit of time at her place. He had visited there often while he dated Sierra, even having a number of meals there. “I’m sorry,” he said genuinely. “I really liked her.” 

“You’ll get the chance to tell her yourself,” Mel said. “I’ve invited her to dinner. Of course, you’ll be coming too.” 

He reveled in the opportunity to see Sierra again but was annoyed at his cousin for again manipulating him. 

“Six o’clock sharp,” she said. 

Before he could protest, she disconnected the call. 

Typical Mel. 

As much as he was annoyed with Mel, it would be good to see Sierra again. She would have moved on by now, probably had a husband and 2.5 kids this far down the track. 

He did the mental arithmetic. It was a little over ten years since they’d seen each other. She’d visited before, of course, but he’d gone out of his way not to see her. 

She was out of reach, and he wasn’t going to leave himself open to having his heart crushed again. 

He’d thought of following her to the city, of course, but he loved this little town. There was no way he could have left at that time. Nor did he want to leave. 

He still didn’t. 

His heart was here and always would be. Apart from the fact he now had his own business here. 

He leaned back in his chair. and wondered what she looked like now, ten years on. Would she have changed much? He thought she probably would have, especially living in the big city, with all the pollution that could be found there. 

Had he changed at all? 

He strolled over to the hallway mirror and stared at his reflection. He didn’t think he’d changed much at all. 

Braxton pulled out his cell phone and pulled up a photograph from ten years ago. The photograph. The much-loved selfie showed the two of them staring into each other’s eyes. Two young people very much in love. 

He looked back at his reflection; he hadn’t changed much. 

A bit older than he was in the photo, his black hair seemed even blacker, if that was possible. The biggest change was probably his stubble. 

It was so dark, it was hard to conceal, even after freshly shaving. 

He ran his hand across his chin, the way Sierra used to like doing. 

He shook himself. 

Back in his comfortable lounge chair, he stared at the photograph for a long time. He had regretted their parting from the moment she’d left. 

Why hadn’t he stopped her? Or at least tried to stop her? He hadn’t made any attempt to keep her there, and that had played on his mind for some years. Even to this day he regretted not trying to convince her to stay. 

But that was all in the past. Things had changed. He’d moved on and assumed Sierra had too. 

A quiet knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. 

“Brax. Braxton.” A familiar voice called out to him at the same time she was knocking. 

He braced himself; he’d know that voice anywhere. Sierra stood outside his front door. 

He took a deep breath and slowly let it out, then walked toward the door. He put his hand to the door handle but didn’t open it for the longest time. 

He wasn’t sure what his reaction was going to be like, seeing her after such a long passage of time. 

By the time he opened the door, she was already walking away. Her back was to him, so she didn’t see him standing there. 

“Sierra,” he called quietly. 

She turned toward him, and he watched as her lips quivered, then her eyes filled with tears. He was certain the tears weren’t because of him, but for the loss of her dear grandmother, Evelyn. 

He opened his arms, as he’d done so many times all those years ago, and she ran to him. He wrapped his arms around her, and they stood there for what seemed forever. 

Her tears flowed, and she sobbed her heart out. Through all of that, it felt as though they’d never been apart. 

Memories came flooding back as he held her, good memories, from better days. Thoughts of holding her, kissing her, and simply being together. 

He held her tight, stroking her silky soft hair as she cried, gently rubbing her back to chase the demons away. 

His heart rate accelerated – he’d never forgotten the feel of her in his arms. His heart that had been shattered into a million pieces when she’d left, suddenly felt whole again.

Braxton knew, without a doubt, he had to protect himself, protect his heart. Because once the funeral was over, Sierra would leave him again, as she had done all those years before. 

* * *
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“I’M SORRY,” SIERRA said, once she’d composed herself again. 

He led her to one of the big comfortable chairs in his lounge room. “Don’t apologize. It’s hard losing someone you love.” 

She glanced around the room, trying to distract herself. It was obvious to Braxton she felt embarrassed about her outburst. 

She stared in the direction of his hat stand. “You’ve still got that old hat?” She laughed, and he recalled how much he’d loved to hear that tinkling sound when they’d dated. 

Braxton studied her. She was still as pretty as she was all those years ago. Little had changed, and to his disgust, he felt as much for her now as he did back then. 

He ignored her question. “How long are you here for?”

“I’m staying for the funeral, of course,” she said quietly. “But I got extended leave. I’ve been feeling a bit burned out.” 

She glanced down into her lap and stared at her entwined hands. 

It was then he realized he didn’t really know what she did for a living. In fact, he wasn’t sure she still worked until now. It would make sense, if she had kids, that she might be a stay at home mom. 

He shifted in his seat at the thought of her being a mom. 

She looked up and stared at him. “Something wrong?”

He shook his head. “I... I thought you might not work.” He took a deep breath, almost anticipating what she would say next. 

Instead she frowned. “Why would I not work? I mean, that doesn’t even make sense.” 

He shifted again. “To look after your kids?”

He watched as her expression went from confused to amusement. “Kids? I don’t have kids.” She leaned forward and stared into his face. “I don’t even have a husband,” she said quietly. 

“You don’t? I thought by now...” 

“Too busy working,” she said. “More’s the pity.” 

Once again, he wished he’d followed her to the big city. Perhaps he might have convinced her to come back home to Oakdale. 

But he knew that wasn’t true. He wouldn’t have done that. Not ever. She had to make her own decisions, and he wouldn’t have wanted to have her life choices, or lack thereof, on his conscious. 

“I...” She licked her lips, and he remembered the way she used to do that when he was about to kiss her, the way she pouted her lips in readiness. 

Her lips were still as enticing and as luscious as they always were. Only now they were painted a pretty soft pink. 

“I’m still available,” she said quickly and suddenly.

He sat forward. “Really?” He was incredulous. He was convinced this beautiful young woman he once courted would have been snatched up by now. 

His heart beat loudly. So loud he could hear it racing in his head. She’d said he had a chance. He opened his mouth to speak, then suddenly came to his senses. 

He shook that ridiculous thought out of his head and frowned at her. 

“What about you?” she said out of the blue.

His head hurt. Braxton hadn’t contemplated this scenario, but now it had presented himself, it gave him pause. 

He leaned back in his chair and thought. 

Thought about the good times. The places they’d visited together. The quiet times they’d spent just hanging out. The days they’d gone riding up to the hills, just the two of them.

The bad times suddenly reared their ugly head. The way he felt when she said she was leaving. Giving him no warning whatsoever. She was leaving the next day on the train, and she didn’t want him to see her off. 

He was heartbroken. In many ways he still was. He’d thought about her often for some years, then decided he needed to block her out of his memories. Forever. 

“What are you saying,” he asked softly. 

She waved her hands about in front of her face, then shook her head. “Forget it,” she said. “I had this weird idea that things could be how they used to be when we were kids.” 

He grimaced. He couldn’t help it. “I’m single,” he suddenly blurted out, then immediately regretted it. 

Building a relationship on something that happened over ten years ago couldn’t possibly work. Besides, she all but admitted she was only here for the funeral and then some extended leave. 

After that she would be gone again. Totally out of his life. 

Just like before. 
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​Chapter Two
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SIERRA ARRIVED EARLY for dinner as planned. 

Mel said she wanted to have a ‘private chat’ before Braxton arrived. 

That piqued her interest more than a little. 

Melanie glanced over the top of her coffee mug and studied her best friend from their teenage years. 

“You’re going to help, right?” she said. “Tell me you’re going to help.” She’d already had four people pull out, which left her short-handed. 

It wasn’t that Melanie was hard to get along with, it was just that people hadn’t realized how much organization was involved in a charity event such as this. 

Sierra sighed. “I guess.” 

Melanie stared at her. “You don’t sound very convincing. Please,” she begged. “You’ve got to help. I can’t do this alone.” 

Her friend stared at her. “You won’t be alone. Mrs Jones is helping, Mrs Squires, and, ah...” She counted off on her fingers. “Oh, that’s right, Mary Jessop offered as well?” 

Melanie nodded. “That’s right, but that makes just four of us. I really, really need your help. Besides, Brax is part of the auction.” 

Mel grinned at her friend, but Sierra was confused. 

She swallowed down a big mouthful of coffee, then almost choked on it. “What do you mean Brax is part of the auction? Apart from helping with tables and other stuff, that doesn’t even make sense.” 

“Shhhhh, it’s a secret,” Mel said, putting her fingers to her lips. “I haven’t told him.” 

Sierra was still confused. “Haven’t told him what? I have no idea what you’re talking about Melanie.” 

“If he wasn’t my cousin, I’d find Brax pretty darned sexy. And I know you do.” 

Sierra felt the heat creep up her face. “I can’t help it if I find him attractive. He’s a good-looking man.” 

Mel leaned forward excitedly. “Exactly! And that’s why I signed him up for the Bachelor Auction.” 

Sierra’s hands suddenly flew to her face. “Oh my.” She stared at the other woman. “Does he know?” 

Mel suddenly stood. “No, and you’re not going to tell him.” 

“I don’t know....” 

“Come on, Sierra, I need your help. Please? Pretty please?”

She stared at Mel for several moments before answering. “Sure. Why not? Especially since it’s for a good cause.” She took another sip of her coffee. “I am not doing this because Brax will be there.” 

“Yeah sure,” Melanie said, grinning broadly. “Nothing to do with Brax being there.” 

They both knew Sierra’s crush had not dissipated one iota. 

* * *
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THE KNOCK AT THE DOOR had interrupted something, Braxton was certain of it. 

Their laughter and chatter drifted through the door and into his ears. He couldn’t understand the words, but he could sure as heck hear their voices. 

He’d told Mel more than once she needed a stronger door. One that couldn’t be easily destroyed in a robbery or attack. 

All that had done was frighten her, so he hadn’t broached it again. But he was hell-bent on replacing that door for her after tonight. 

The voices suddenly stopped, and he heard footsteps approaching moments before the door opened to him. 

“Brax.” Mel stepped forward and kissed his cheek. 

That got his shackles up. She never kissed him. Ever. Was she trying to soften him up for whatever it was she was planning? 

He shook himself mentally. Surely not? 

As he stepped into the hallway, he spotted Sierra. She stood up and walked toward him. They embraced, and she whispered in his ear. “Sorry about earlier.” 

He brushed her words aside. “It’s fine,” he whispered back. “You were upset. I can understand that.” 

She gave him a little squeeze, then ended the hug. He felt bereft as she walked away.

He sighed. This couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it happen. Again.

“We were just talking about the Youth Center Fundraiser,” Mel said. 

“Hmph.” He really wasn’t interested. He didn’t mind helping the youth center, and as she had already pointed out, he volunteered there all the time. 

He even ran trail rides to help the kids out. Some of them came from very dysfunctional families, and it could be the only time they got to see a horse in real life. 

Mel busied herself with the last-minute arrangements for dinner, and left Sierra and Braxton to chat. 

“So you’re going to the fundraiser?” he asked. “I think it will be quite boring,” he said low enough that Mel wouldn’t hear. 

Sierra’s hand went to her mouth, which was curious. She straightened her back before answering. “I think it’s a great thing you’re doing,” she told him. “Even if you do run the risk of being bored.” 

“Who’s bored?” Mel re-entered the room, carrying a tray with garlic and herb bread. 

“I’m going to be bored at the fundraiser,” Brax offered, taking the tray from her and placing it on the table that was already set. 

Mel grinned at Sierra and quickly left the room. Curiouser and curiouser. 

She returned a few minutes later with a huge bowl of spaghetti bolognaise as well as parmesan cheese.

“Sit down, tuck in,” she said. 

It was a favorite with Braxton. He adored Mel’s spag bol, so she often served it when he was around. 

“Yum.” He grabbed one of the bowls Mel had set out and began to dish up. She glared at him. 

He was so used to it just being him and Mel, he hadn’t given Sierra a thought. “Ooops, sorry. Ladies first.” He waved his hand toward her and stepped back.

Sierra laughed that sweet tinkling laugh that always drew him in. 

At least he had the decency to be embarrassed. He could feel his humiliation creeping up his face. 

“For a cowboy, you have appalling manners,” Sierra said, almost doubling over with laughter. He found himself joining in. 

She was still grinning when she sat down to eat. “I was kidding,” she said, ensuring he understood her motives. 

“Yeah, sure,” he said teasingly. 

He’d really missed her. Missed her come-backs, her pretty face, and missed her warmth and her hugs. Most of all, he missed Sierra and the way they’d loved each other all those years ago. 

He almost choked on his dinner and grabbed the glass of water sitting in front of him. Why was he thinking that way? He could not get back together with her – she would be leaving before he knew it. 

Sierra jumped up from her seat and slapped him on the back. “Are you okay,” she asked, concerned. 

He waved his hand around. “I’ll be fine,” he said between coughs. She stood beside him until she was convinced. He could feel her warmth and it bothered him. 

Bothered him that her nearness caused him so much angst. Bothered him that he was still enamored with her after all this time. 

And it sure as heck bothered him that all he wanted to do right now was kiss her. 

He mentally slapped himself. He’d long been certain he was over his teenage crush from so long ago. 

Obviously, he wasn’t. He had to get her out of his head, out of his mind, and out of his thoughts. 

Memories were good, but not when they enticed you to want to do things that would be counter-productive. Like kissing the woman who left you so long ago. And fully knowing that woman would be leaving again in a few weeks time. 

He glanced sideways at her. She still looked concerned. “I’m alright,” he said. “Honestly.” He reached across and took a piece of garlic bread, then passed the basket to her. 

“I’ll take herb, thanks. You never know who I might be kissing later tonight,” she said, laughing. 

His hand stopped mid-air with the garlic bread in his hand. Should he partake? 

He felt four eyes trained on him. “Haha, good one,” he said, smirking, then took a huge bite out of the offending item.

During dinner they talked a little about the fundraiser, and Mel gave him a bit more insight into what she needed from him. 

“Honestly, Brax,” she said, studying him. “Move tables around, help with ticket sales. Maybe even help take drink orders and deliver them.” 

“Uh huh.” He was still convinced there was far more to this than meets the eye. Mel being Mel, there had to be. 

“We might need you to help with the higher-up decorations too. With your height, that would be a Godsend.” 

Yeah, being over six foot did sometimes have its advantages. 

“So what’s the attraction this year,” he asked, hoping he’d finally get a real answer. 

Mel stopped eating long enough to answer. “The auction,” she said blandly. “It’s always about the auction.” 

He glanced sideways again, and Sierra’s eyes were opened wide. Something was up, only now Sierra was in on the act. 

He put his fork into his bowl and placed his hands on the table. Time to get forceful. “Right,” he said almost angrily. “Time for the truth. What the hell is going on?” 

Mel stood. “Nothing dear cousin,” she said quietly. “What makes you think that?” She went to the other side of the table and kissed his cheek. Again. 

He squinted. It got more and more suspicious by the minute. 

As she walked away, he grabbed her hand. “Mel,” he said between gritted teeth. “If you’re lying to me, so help me...” 

She turned back to him. “Me? Lie to you? Never!” 

He caught a glimpse of her grin as she faced Sierra. Those two were definitely in cahoots, and he only had a short time to find out what it was. 

Come May 20, all would be revealed. 

He was developing a headache. Mel had really outdone herself this time, he was certain of it. 
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BRAXTON LIKED TO RELAX with a coffee before he started work on his horse property Whispering Pines. 

He loved to sit outside and watch the sunrise – it was one of his favorite pastimes. He had a policy to relax before the busy day ahead. It was the thing that prevented burn-out. At least he believed it did. 

After gulping down the last few mouthfuls, he returned his mug to the kitchen, then headed for the stables. 

“Morning everyone,” he said as he walked through the door. 

“Morning, Boss,” his Property Manager replied from inside a stall. 

Braxton smiled. It was usually just him and the horses at this hour, so he was a bit startled to get a response. “You’re early, Austin,” he quipped, not giving away his surprise. 
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