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          Summary

        

      

    

    
      Lauren had been raised to not be afraid of anything, and she lived by that code, that is until her dad died and left everything in her hands. Now she’s not only in charge of her two younger sisters, but she’s running a full-blown Texas ranch. Caring for a thousand-acre ranch has its ups and downs, physically, mentally, and financially. All she is looking for is a little break. What she doesn't have time for is someone who will only complicate her life further.

      

      Chase is back in his hometown. Helping his dad with his veterinary practice is high on his list. So is being with the lovely Lauren West. Years ago, he found a unique way to bind them together. Now all he has to do is prove to her that he’s the right man to spend the rest of her life with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Hot wind whirled around Lauren's skirt, causing it to fly up. She laughed as she twirled around. Stopping for a second to catch her breath, she looked over at her sisters, Alex and Haley. Alex's bright blonde head was pointed downward as she sat in the dirt, happily making a mud pile. Haley's dark curly hair lay in the grass as she watched the clouds rush by. 

      Lauren looked up at the sky and noticed that the clouds were going by very fast. Frowning a little, she decided that dancing some more while keeping her eyes glued to the sky might be fun. She twirled while watching everything rush by her, almost causing her to tumble over and fall. 

      Dancing in the fields was one of her greatest joys. Even though she had to babysit her younger sisters today, she didn't mind. For the most part, her sisters could entertain themselves. Lauren still had to carry Haley sometimes when her short legs got tired. She supposed that being four was tiring, though she couldn't remember ever being four. She thought she must have slept through her life until she turned five, when her first memories happened. Haley was always asleep, or lying down, like now. But Lauren was eight and she had enough energy to shake the roof off the barn, or so her Daddy always said.

      The breeze moved the tall grass around them, making the field look as if it were dancing with her. She stopped to bow to her make-believe dance partner, a move she'd seen late one night when she had sneaked to the edge of the stairs. Her parents had been watching an old black-and-white movie and she could make out the screen if she tilted her head just right. The woman in the long white dress had bowed slowly while smiling at a tall gentleman in a black suit and tie. They'd looked so wonderful. From that moment on, Lauren had wanted to dance. Every chance she had, she'd moved around like she'd watched the couple do, wishing her dress was longer so it would flow like the ladies had.

      Taking a break, she looked off towards the house. The large three-story stone place sat like a beacon in the yellow fields. Its bright white pillars gleamed in the sunlight, at least when the clouds weren't shadowing the land. It was the only place she'd ever known as home. Her dad's dad had built the place a long, long time ago. Probably a zillion years ago. The outside looked new, and her dad did everything he could to keep the inside looking new, too. But Lauren knew some of the floorboards creaked when you walked on them. And the water only stayed hot long enough for her and her sisters to share a bath at night. But worst of all, she had blue carpet in her bedroom. Lauren hated blue. She'd begged her dad for new carpet, yellow preferably. Her dad told her it was blue because it used to be his room, and that it would have to stay blue until they could afford new carpet. Her room was perfect, except for the blue carpet. It was like a big wart on her room. Not that she'd ever gotten warts. Jenny Steven's had a wart once on her finger and she had to wear a My Little Pony Band-Aid over it. But during recess, Jenny had pulled the Band-Aid off and shown Lauren her wart. It was gross, all wet and puffy. So Lauren thought of her blue carpet as a wart on the face of her bedroom.

      Looking at the house, she knew her mama was back in the kitchen making a feast for the church potluck tomorrow. Everyone was going to be there, even Dale Bennett. She didn't like Dale; he always pulled her hair and pushed her into the dirt, even when she was wearing her new church dress.

      She knew that her mama was the best cook in the county. Or so her daddy always said. 

      Hearing a loud noise, she looked off towards the dark clouds that were forming over the hills. Her daddy was somewhere up in the hills, gathering the cows. She didn't know why they had to move the cows around all the time. It was still a mystery to her why they couldn't just stay here in the fields. There was plenty of tall grass to eat right here, close to the house. Another loud sound came from the hills. At first, Lauren thought it was a gunshot. She'd heard a lot of those growing up on the huge ranch, but then she turned her head a little and heard her mother screaming for them.

      “Girls! Run, come quick!” Her mother stood in the front door, her apron flowing in the wind as her hands motioned for them to come to her.

      “Come on. Mama wants us to run,” Lauren told her sisters.

      Alex stood and dusted off her hands and started skipping towards the house. Haley on the other hand didn't move. 

      “Come on, Haley, Mama wants us to run home.” Another loud noise came from behind her and when she looked, the sky had turned black. Fear shot through her like a bolt of lightning. Without saying a word, Lauren grabbed up her baby sister and started running. Since her legs were longer than Alexis', she made it to her skipping sister and screamed for her to run faster. Halfway to the house, Lauren had to set Haley down. Her little sister had gained a few pounds and was too heavy for her to carry the entire way. Their mother wasn't in the doorway when they got there; instead, she was standing in the hallway. 

      “Quick, we have to get to the shelter.” Her mother picked up Haley and started running towards the back door. 

      “Mama, Bear!” Haley screamed. “I want Bear!” 

      Their old deaf dog was lying by the fireplace, where he always stayed, taking a nap.

      “Fine.” Their mother set Haley down next to her and looked Lauren in the eyes. At this time, Lauren could hear the wind rushing through the house. The sound was so loud that Haley covered her ears and started to cry. “Lauren, I want you to make sure you get your sisters into the shelter, like I taught you. Can you do that?” 

      Lauren remembered the drills Mama and Papa had put her through. Nodding her head, she grabbed her sisters’ hands. “Yes, Mama.” 

      “Good. Now run,” her mother yelled over the noise, then she took off down the hallway to grab the dog as Lauren turned and started running, dragging her sisters behind her. When they got to the kitchen, Alex stopped. She pulled her hand out of Lauren's and started grabbing cookies that their mother had been baking. 

      “No, Alex, we have to go now.” Lauren dropped Haley's hand and grabbed Alex by the shoulders, causing her to drop all the cookies. 

      “No, I'm gonna tell Mama.” Alex started crying. Here in the back of the house the noise was even louder. She could see grass and leaves fly by the windows when she looked out.

      “We have to get to the shelter, or Mama is going tell Daddy.” That stopped her sister from picking up the dropped cookies. Lauren grabbed her hand and turned back to get Haley, but Haley was gone. Just then their mother came into the kitchen carrying the old dog.

      “Where's Haley?” she screamed, as she held the old dog in her arms.

      “I don't know. She was just here. Then Alex—”

      “Here, we don't have time for stories now. Take Bear and Alex and get to the shelter. Run girls, run!” Her mother pushed Bear into her arms. The dog looked small in her mother's arms, but in hers, he was heavy. She had to shift his fat body to make sure she didn't drop him. Alex ran to the back door and opened it. Hearing her mother's urgent tone, she must have understood that something bad was happening.

      The girls rushed across the backyard through the high wind and the heavy rain that was falling. When they reached the storm shelter, Lauren had to set Bear down to open the big door. Alex grabbed Bear's collar, making sure he didn't run away as Lauren pushed the door open. Then Alex pulled Bear down the stairs as Lauren looked back towards the house. She could see a light go on in her sister's bedroom, then her mother’s shadow crossed the window. Her mother bent down, and when she stood back up, Lauren could see that Haley was in her arms. She felt relieved until she looked up.

      “Run, Mama!” Lauren screamed. The dark clouds circled above the house, and Lauren’s little body froze to the spot outside the shelter. It seemed like hours later when her mother finally appeared at the back door holding Haley. Her sister's head was buried in her mother's apron. 

      “Get inside!” her mother screamed halfway across the backyard.

      Lauren's feet became unglued and she rushed to the bottom of the stairs. Turning, she waited for her mother to reach the shelter door. She watched as her mother's dress flew sideways in the high winds. Haley was holding onto her apron tightly. 

      Then everything slowed down in Lauren's mind. Her mother, a few steps from the doorway, looked up quickly, then turned her head and looked right at her. Lifting Haley high, she threw her into the open doorway. Haley fell down the stairs, and her little body hit Lauren's with enough force that it knocked them down. Haley's body shook as she cried, still clutching a piece of their mother's apron, which had been ripped from her shoulders. Lauren quickly got up and stood on the floor of the shelter, looking up into the doorway. She watched in terror as the ferocious winds ripped her mother from the doorway and swept her into the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Ten years later…

      Lauren looked down at the grave as a tear slipped down her nose. It was a week before her nineteenth birthday, and she watched as her father’s closest friends lowered his casket into the ground. She heard her sisters crying beside her and blindly reached over and took both of their hands. It had been two days since she'd found her father lying on his bedroom floor. She'd done everything she'd known to try and save him, but she'd been too late. She'd do anything to go back and somehow get to the house earlier that sunny day.

      Closing her eyes, she could remember her father's face, his kindness, the way he moved and smelled, and the way he talked. Everything about the man had told his daughter's that he loved them, that he'd do anything for them. They'd lost their mother ten years ago; their father had picked up the pieces and raised three girls on his own. They had all missed their mother, but thanks to their father, they had grown up knowing that they were loved. They had never gone to bed hungry, dirty, or without a bedtime story. 

      If the food had been a little burnt or a little odd tasting, the girls never complained. Even when Alex's costume for the school play had turned out looking more like a green leaf than a tree, she hadn’t complained. When Lauren had finally hit the age to legally drive, she'd taken it upon herself to drive her sisters to and from school and any other after school functions they'd been involved in, even if it meant forgoing her own social life. 

      The guilt had always played in the back of her mind. If I had just watched Haley better. If I had just kept holding her hand, Mama would be here today. 

      The school had offered the girls counseling, but Lauren had just sat through it and had told the older woman who had been assigned to counsel her what she'd wanted to hear. Not once did she hint that it was her fault that their mother was gone. Not once did she confide in anyone that she was to blame.

      When her father was in the ground, she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the sky. The spring Texas air felt wonderful. She knew that in a little over a month, the breeze would be hot enough to steam the tears that were falling down her face. The cool wind would stop and be replaced by stillness and heat. But for now, she enjoyed the smell of the grass growing, the flowers blooming, and the sight of the cherry trees that were planted around the small cemetery. Her father had always loved the spring. He'd been looking forward to helping her plant a new flower garden near the back of the house. 

      Now who was she going to plant flowers with? She opened her eyes and looked at Alexis. Her blonde hair was tied up in a simple bun at the base of her neck. Her black skirt and gray shirt were in complete contrast to her sister's normal attire. Even though Alex had just turned sixteen, her wild side had been on the loose for the last two years. So much so that it had started eating up a lot of Lauren’s and their father’s time. 

      “Your sister is going to be the death of me. Mark my words, Lauren. Someday you're going to walk in and she'll be standing over my cold body, complaining about the fact that she can't have a pair of hundred-dollar jeans.”

      In fact, Alex hadn't been home that day. She'd stayed the night at a friend’s house that entire weekend. 

      Lauren looked over at Haley. She was too young to remember their mother. And even though they'd never talked about it, she knew her sister was a little jealous of the fact that Lauren and Alex could both remembered her.

      As the minister, a longtime family friend, was saying his closing, Lauren looked down at her father's final resting place. What was she going to do now? How were they going to live without him?

      Her shoulders sank a little as she walked forward and tossed a white rose into the hole, onto her father's casket. When she turned and stepped away, she looked off to the distance. West of here was Saddleback Ranch, their home for as long as she could remember. It had been handed down for three generations now. 

      Straightening her shoulders and looking off to the distance, she knew in her heart that she'd do anything—anything—to keep it. To keep her and her sisters together. On their land. Like her father and mother would have wanted her to do. 

      After shaking the hands of and hugging almost everyone in the small three-thousand-person strong community, she stood outside her truck talking briefly with Grant Holton Sr., her father's lawyer and one of his best friends. Mr. Holton was tall and very broad chested. She'd heard once that he and her father had played football together. 

      She looked over as Dr. Graham and his son, Chase, walked up to them. Dr. Graham had been the ranch's veterinarian. Every animal on her land was healthy thanks to the older man who walked forward and shook her hand with a firm grip. Chase had been a year ahead of her in school. They'd grown up together and had even gone to a couple dances together in high school and had shared a few stolen kisses behind the bleachers. But then he'd graduated, and she'd seen less and less of him.

      Chase was tall like his father. It looked like he'd tried to grease back his bushy mass of black hair for the ceremony. She'd always loved pushing her hands into his thick hair. His dark brown eyes stared at her with sincere concern and grief, much like his fathers did now.

      “Lauren.” Dr. Graham shook her hand, then Mr. Holton's. 

      Mr. Holton nodded, then turned towards her. “I know this isn't the time to think about your future or the ranch's future, but maybe we can meet tomorrow. Just the three of us. There are a few details I need to go over with you.” 

      At that moment, realization hit her—she was the head of the house. She was now in charge of a thousand-acre ranch. In charge of her sisters. In charge of the cattle, the horses, everything. She must have paled a little, because Chase stepped forward and took her elbow. “Are you okay?” he whispered. 

      She wanted to shove his arm away and scream. “No! I'm not okay, you idiot. Everything is ruined! I have no family left.” But instead, she nodded and swayed a little, causing him to move his other arm around her waist. “Dad,” Chase said, looking towards his father.

      “Quite right, we apologize.” The older man cleared his throat, looking towards his friend. 

      “No,” Lauren blinked. If she wanted to keep the three of them on her family’s land, she would just have to step up a little more. Remember, she told herself, keep your sisters together and do whatever it takes to stay on your family's land. “If you want, I'm heading back to the house now. We can meet in say”—she looked at her watch as Chase dropped his arm— “an hour?”

      Dr. Graham and Mr. Holton nodded their heads in unison. She could see the questions in their eyes. Lauren turned when she spotted her sisters walking towards her. She walked stiffly around to the driver’s side of her truck, her shoulders square. As they drove away in silence, she looked back and saw the three men standing there. A shiver rolled down her back and she knew at that moment that everything was going to change.

      The drive to the ranch wasn't a long one. It sat almost ten miles outside of town, but the roads were always empty, and the highway stretched in a straight line. When they passed the old iron gate with Saddleback Ranch overhead, she felt a little peace settle in her bones. There, in the distance, stood the three-story house she'd always known and loved. It had taken some bangs in its time. The tornado that had claimed their mother had torn the roof right off the massive place. The old red barn had been flattened back then as well. They'd lost a dozen horses and two of the farmhand houses. Thank goodness her father and the men had been in the hills that day, or they might have been caught up in the storm as well. But the barn and farmhands’ houses had been rebuilt. The house had gotten a shiny new roof, along with a new paint job and some new windows panes to replace the ones that had blown out. After her father replaced the storm cellar's door, no one talked about that day anymore. 

      Lauren stopped the truck in front of the barn, and Haley jumped out and ran through the massive doors. Alex turned and looked at Lauren. 

      “Don't worry. I'll go talk to her.” Lauren patted her sister's thigh and got out of the truck. Dingo, the family dog, an Australian shepherd mix, rushed up to Lauren and jumped on her dress. “No, down.” She pushed the dog off, but she followed her into the dark barn.

      Outside, the sun had warmed her, but here in the darkness of the barn, the coolness seeped into her bones. She rubbed her arms with her hands as she walked forward to climb the old stairs that led to the second floor, where she knew her sister would be. 

      The loft was huge, taking up three quarters of the barn, but Lauren knew Haley's hiding places and walked right to her sister. Haley was stretched out on the soft hay, her best Sunday dress fanned out around her. She was face down and crying like there was no tomorrow. Lauren walked over and sat next to her. She pulled her into her arms and cried with her.

      Less than an hour later, Lauren had changed into her work clothes and stood at the door to greet Mr. Holton, Dr. Graham, and, to her surprise, Chase. The four of them walked into her father's large office and she shut the glass doors behind her. Taking a large breath, she turned to face the room.

      “Please, have a seat.” She motioned for the three men to sit as she walked around her father's massive desk and sat in his soft leather chair. She'd done it a hundred times, but this time it felt different.

      “Your father was a great man,” Mr. Holton started. “He was our best friend.” He looked at Dr. Graham, and the other man nodded his head in agreement. “We could postpone this meeting for—”

      “No, please.” Lauren straightened her shoulders.

      “Very well.” Mr. Holton pulled out a file from his briefcase. “As you know, I am your father’s lawyer. John, here”—he nodded to Dr. Graham— “well, he has a stake in what we need to discuss. That's why I invited him along.” 

      “Continue,” Lauren said when she thought Mr. Holton had lost his nerve. She knew it was bad news; she could see it clearly on both man’s faces. 

      “Well, after that day”—Mr. Holton cleared his throat and shifted in his seat— “after we lost your mother, Richard took out some loans.”

      “Mr. Holton how much did my father owe the bank?” She wanted the bottom line. Holding her breath, she waited.

      “Well, that's the tricky part. You see, Richard didn't trust in banks all that much.” The two older men looked between themselves. “Maybe this will explain it better.” He set the file on the desk in front of her.

      She opened the file with shaky fingers. There, in her father's handwriting, was her future. 

      I, Richard West, being of sound body and mind, do solemnly promise to pay back the total sum of $100,000.00 to Johnathan Graham Sr. and Grant Holton II. If anything should happen to me, the proceeds of my ranch, Saddleback Ranch, would go to both men in equal amounts until paid back in full. They would have a say in the running of the ranch until said amount was paid in full.

      It had been dated and signed by her father, John Graham, and Grant Holton Sr. over ten years ago. 

      “I understand your concerns.” She looked up from the paper. “As head of the house now, I will fulfill my father's obligations.” 

      “Well, that's all well and good.” Dr. Graham smiled. “But, well, we had an understanding between the three of us. If anything happened to him and we saw that you three or the ranch was in any jeopardy, we'd step in and run this place until we saw fit.”

      Lauren listened as the men told her the scheme the three of them—her father, Mr. Holton and Dr. Graham—had come up with ten years ago in case anything like this should happen. How they'd take over the running of the land, the handling of the finances, even deciding how to deal with her and her sisters. She was being pushed out before she'd even had the chance to try and run things her way. She'd practically raised her sisters, and now these two men wanted to take control of everything, even her. Her heart sank upon hearing this news. She asked for some time to think about it and the men apologized and quickly excused themselves.

      After the older men had driven away, Chase stayed behind and offered her another option. The next day Lauren stood in front of the courthouse in Tyler, wearing her Sunday best. She knew her life would never be the same again after that day.
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      Seven years later…

      Chase stood in the middle of the street and took a deep breath. He was finally home. It wasn't that he'd been avoiding the place, or that he hadn't had the will to return, but life had led him down a twisted path. He was happy that he'd finally ended up back here, at least for now. A car horn honked at him, and he waved and moved from the center of the road. Walking up the stone steps to his father's building, he realized that the old green place had never looked better. He knew the money he'd been sending home over the last nine years had helped with fixing up the clinic. 

      When he opened the front door, the bell above the door chimed and he smiled. 

      “Morning, how can I—” Cheryl, his father's receptionist, stood slowly. “Son of a...”

      “Now, Cheryl, you know you're not supposed to say that around here.” He walked forward and received her welcome hug. The woman almost engulfed him, but he smiled and took the beating as she patted his back hard. Her arms were like vices, but her front was soft, and she smelled just like he remembered, like chocolate and wet puppies. The odd mix of aromas had always warmed his spirits.

      “What are you doing back in town?” she asked. She gasped. “Does your father know?” She looked toward the back room.

      He shook his head. “I wanted to surprise him.” He smiled.

      Her smile slipped a little. “Well, you sure will.” Then she bit her bottom lip and he knew something was up.

      “Spill.” He took her shoulders before she could turn away.

      “What?” She tried to look innocent.

      “Cheryl, how long have I known you?” 

      She smiled. “Going on twenty-eight years next June.” He smiled. Cheryl always did remember his birthday.

      “And in all that time, I've come to know that when you bite your bottom lip, you have something you're trying to hide. So...”—he motioned with his hand— “spill.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. It's just your father's health. I know he hasn't mentioned it over the phone to you.”

      “What about it?” Chase began to get worried and felt like rushing to the back room to check up on his dad. Cheryl had never mentioned anything personal about his father's health in their conversations. Neither had his father.

      “Well, he injured his leg a while back.” She twisted her shirtfront.

      “And?” He waited. 

      “And, well, he's walking with a cane now,” she blurted out, just as his father walked through the back door.

      “Thank you, Cheryl. That will be enough out of you.” His father smiled. Sure enough, his father was leaning on a black cane. “Well, boy?” He held out his arm. “Don't make me hobble over to you for that hug.” 

      Chase rushed across the room and gave his old man a bear hug like he always had, noticing that his father was not only skinnier, but felt frailer. He had a million questions he wanted to ask but knew his father wouldn't answer until he was good and ready.

      “Come on back here, boy. Tell me what you've been up to.” His father started walking towards the back and Chase watched him hobble. Then his father turned. “Are you back to stay?” 

      “Yes,” Chase said absentmindedly. He hadn't meant to stay, had he?

      “Good.” His father turned into his office and took a seat, setting the cane down beside him. Chase sat in the chair across from him, waiting.

      “Well, I suppose I should tell you, you couldn't have come home at a better time. I'm retiring.”

      “What?” Chase sat up. His father raised his hands, holding off the million questions he had. 

      “Yes, at the end of the year. I've been kicked one too many times.” His father smiled. “This old body doesn't want to work like it used to. I was going to give you a call later this month.”

      “Dad?” He looked at him. 

      “I know, I know. I told you I'd never retire, but...” he looked down at his leg. “The doctors are telling me I have to be off this damned leg for six hours a day. Six! You and I both know that in this line of work you'd be lucky to sit for five minutes a day.”

      Chase smiled. “I guess it's a good thing I'm home, then.”

      His father smiled and nodded his head. “What do you say we go grab some lunch? I'm buying.” 

      Fairplay, Texas, had one place to sit and eat. Mama's Diner, a huge brown barn that had been turned into a restaurant, had been the best place to eat in two counties since as far back as Chase could remember. Even now the place looked new and smelled like greasy burgers. 

      His father took his usual booth. It almost made Chase laugh, knowing the man never sat in a different spot. Even if someone was in it, he'd stand and wait until the table was cleared. There were new menus and he took his time looking over the list of new items. 

      “How are you today, beautiful?” his father asked the waitress when she stopped by. 

      Chase looked up and stared into the most beautiful green eyes he'd ever seen. Her hair was longer than before, and her dark curls hung just below the most perfect breasts he'd ever had the pleasure of being up against. She was tall, and limber and he could remember the softness of every curve he’d been allowed to feel. She looked down at him like he was in her way and he started coughing. He couldn't explain how it happened, but he was choking on air. Nothing was getting through to his lungs or to his brain. Finally, she smacked his back hard, and he took a deep breath. He stood and grabbed Lauren's arm and demanded in a low voice, “What the hell are you doing working here?”
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      Lauren jerked her arm away and stared back at Chase. Two minutes earlier she'd gotten the shock of her life as she’d watched him, and his father walk across the street from the clinic. She'd almost dropped the tray carrying Mrs. Jenkins’s spaghetti. Luckily, she'd learned to handle unexpected circumstances and recovered quite quickly. 

      Maybe he's just visiting, she kept saying over and over in her head. He was a lot taller than she remembered, and she had to crane her neck to glare into his chocolate eyes. She slowly crossed her arms over her chest and said, “I don't see how it's any of your business where I work.” She dismissed him and turned to his father and gave him a huge smile. “How are you doing today, Doc?”

      “Oh, just fine, just fine. My boy's back in town to stay, and I have a hankering for one of your sloppy joe's and some sweet tea, please.” The older man smiled up at her, then turned to frown at his son, who was still standing beside her and glaring at her. “Sit down, boy. You're making a spectacle of yourself.”

      Chase sat without taking his eyes off her. She wrote down the doc's order, then turned and gave Chase a big smile. “What'll you have?”

      “An answer to my question.” He crossed his arms and smiled a little. The dimple at the side of his mouth winked and for a split second, she forgot to breathe. How had he grown so handsome? Sure, he'd been good looking in school, but nothing like he was now. His hair was a lot shorter, and it looked like he'd dropped ten pounds. He was very lean and had a bunch of new muscles. She was impressed with the ones she could see on his arms as he crossed them over his chest, which led her to look at his chest. It was wider than before. She could see the tension in his shoulder muscles and wondered what they'd look like, what they'd feel like. Shaking her head, she walked away without saying another word. 

      When she made it to the back, she leaned against the wall and took several deep breaths. What was Chase doing back in town? Why couldn't he just leave her alone? She felt herself hyperventilating. Then the words, “My boy's back in town to stay,” hit her and her hands began shaking. What did his return mean for her and the ranch?

      “You okay, honey?” Jamella asked. Her boss was fifty years older and about a hundred pounds heavier than she was. She was Mama in every sense. Her family had owned Mama's Diner since coming to Fairplay from Louisiana when Jamella was ten. Now, after raising her own children, who had all quickly vacated the small town, she was Mama to everyone under the age of thirty. She knew everyone's business, and most important, knew how to keep a secret. 

      “Chase is back.” It came out as a whisper.

      “What? Why is dat boy back?” She poked her head through the window. “Hmm hmph.” Jamella crossed her arms over her chest and nodded her head once. “It's ’bout time he came back.”

      “Jamella! He's baaack!” Lauren drug out the last word as if to make her point.

      “Well, you knew this day was coming, child. I guess it's time to put on your big girl panties and go out there and see what he wants.” She shook her head and pushed Lauren towards the door. 

      “Thanks,” she mumbled as she half-fell, half-walked out the swinging doors. Lauren turned to the window to see Jamella and Willard, the cook, looking out the order window. Jamella waved her hand towards Chase and mouthed, “Go on, child.” 

      Lauren straightened her shoulders and turned. Walking up to their table, she looked down her nose at Chase and asked in a clear voice, “What is it you want?” 

      He looked up at her and a smile slowly formed on his lips. She felt heat rushing to her face. He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Dad tells me you fill in for your sister here every now and then.” 

      She moved her chin up a fraction. It really wasn't any of his business what she did with her time or money. She looked down at him, waiting.

      “He also tells me things are running smoothly at the ranch.” Her eyes narrowed, and she could feel her blood beginning to boil. “I suppose I'll head out there later this week, just to check up...on the livestock.” She slowly crossed her arms and felt her face turn red with anger. “You know, since I'll be taking over dad's practice at the end of the year.” His smile got bigger.

      She looked over to his dad and frowned. “You're retiring?” He nodded, and she felt her heart sink. That meant that...she looked over at Chase quickly and his smile dropped a little. That meant that Chase was here to stay. Her shoulders slumped a little. Feeling defeated, she said. “Yes, I suppose you'll want to stop by the ranch. I'll be there all week.” She knew she sounded a little deflated, but she couldn't help it. She felt that way. 

      After her shift was over, she drove home and tried her best to hide the fear she felt inside so that her sisters wouldn't see. Before going inside, she walked into the barn and stayed there until she felt like she could control her fear. She walked over to Tanner's stall and leaned her head against his tan one while stroking his blond mane. 

      “Why does everything have to be so complicated?” she asked the horse. 

      She heard a noise behind her and when she jolted and turned, she saw Hewitt, her foreman’s nephew, whom she'd hired on a few weeks back. 

      “Pardon, miss. I didn't know you was in here.” He shuffled his boots and nodded his head. Still, his eyes bore into her, making her feel a little uncomfortable. 

      Hewitt was a good fifteen years younger and two times larger than Jimmy, the man that had been her foreman since her father had run the ranch. She'd only seen Hewitt a few times and each time his shirt was dirty and untucked, and his jeans had holes in them and looked like they could use a good washing. His hair looked like he'd greased it back with something dark, causing it to look constantly wet. She knew that he and a few other hands smoked, and she didn't mind as long as they didn't do it anywhere near the barn or house, but he stank of cigarettes. But Jimmy had vouched for him so she'd hired him and eleven other men this year to help around the ranch. She only employed six men year-round. The others came and went depending on the ranch needs.

      “I was just checking on the horses. Good night.” She nodded as she walked by him. When she reached the barn door, she took in a deep breath of fresh air and headed towards the back door of the house. Haley was sitting at the kitchen table watching the news on the old TV set when she walked in. 

      “Where's Alex?” Lauren dropped her bag on the counter and leaned against it, then watched Haley lift her shoulders and drop them again, not removing her eyes from the set. Lauren took just a second to watch the news, then turned and started pulling out items to make for dinner. She knew that if she didn't cook, her sisters would grab just about anything, usually cold cereal or leftover pizza someone had ordered for lunch. Haley occasionally got the idea to cook, but Alex steered clear of the kitchen altogether.

      Family dinners were a ritual she tried to keep for her sisters. Even if she couldn't cook every night, she at least tried for a few nights a week. Plus, cooking always gave her time to think. On more than one occasion tonight, Chase Graham's image popped into her mind. She was worried what his moving back into town meant, and knowing he was planning on stopping by the ranch later this week set her nerves on high alert. 

      “Hey.” Alex came in the back door a few minutes later. Her shirt was untucked, and she had hay in her hair. Her sister leaned against the counter top, picked up an apple, and bit into it. 

      Lauren looked out the window and saw a truck spitting up dust as it flew down their drive, heading back towards town. “Is that Travis Nolan's truck I see driving away?” She turned and glared at her sister. She didn't like him coming onto her land anymore, and she was sure he was speeding away since he'd seen her truck parked out front.

      Alex just shrugged her shoulders. “He was just returning my stuff and he wanted to talk to me. You know we broke it off weeks ago.”

      Lauren walked over and plucked a piece of hay from her sister's blonde hair, then held it up for her to see. “Did you two do a lot of ‘talking’ in the hayloft?” 

      Haley snickered behind them, causing both her sisters to glare at her. “Sorry.” Haley quickly looked away. 

      Lauren walked over and picked up the knife and started chopping items to go into their salad. Alex crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “Wasn't that Chase Graham I saw in town earlier today?” Lauren stopped chopping the vegetables and looked over at her sister. 

      “Doc's retiring.”

      “What?” Haley jumped out of her seat. “Doc can't retire!” She walked over and took a carrot from the chopping block and bit into it.

      “He is, and Chase is taking over.” Lauren went back to making the salad as Haley pulled the dishes out of the cupboard and set them on the table. Alex stood there and watched her sisters. “Chase is going to be stopping by later this week.”

      “I don't like anyone looking at the herd except Doc.” Haley dumped the silverware on the table and sat back down. As far as setting the table, Lauren knew that was as nice as it was going to get around here, at least with her sisters helping.

      “I think we should give Chase a chance,” Alex put in. She had a wicked smile on her face and Lauren immediately knew what was coming next. “After all, he is still single. According to Mary Beth, he's been living in upstate New York for the last four years. Before that he was in Dallas. And according to Mary Beth, who heard it from Cheryl Lynn, who got it straight from Chase's daddy, he hasn't been seeing anyone serious. So...” Lauren rolled her eyes, wishing her sister's speech was over already. “Now that Travis and I have called things off, maybe I'll put on my Sunday best and give Chase a visit.” Alex pulled her shorter hair back into a band and walked over to sit at the table. 

      Alex sure knew how to push Lauren's buttons, but she wasn’t going to let it get to her this time. Lauren had been sideswiped already once today; there was no way she was letting her sister get under her skin. With her back turned towards her sisters, she smiled. “Go right ahead. I think you two would make a very handsome couple. At least we wouldn't be seeing so much of Travis anymore.” 

      She heard Haley chuckle and try to cover it up with a cough. 

      The next morning, Lauren rode Tanner, her three-year-old gelding, out of the barn, her tools for the day packed up in her saddlebag. She knew it was going to be a long day when she started riding the fence and saw that a large branch from an oak had taken out a chunk of the front fence. Pulling Tanner to a stop and tying him to another branch under the oak, she walked the fence and assessed the damage. Luckily, it wasn't all that bad. She decided she could do most of the repairs without heading back to the house to get the chainsaw or needing any of the men to help her. 

      She put on leather gloves from her bag, grabbed the wire cutters, and got to work. Dingo ran up to her and lay at her feet and Lauren started talking to her. She was enjoying the fact that it wasn't quite summer yet. The cool breeze helped a little as she worked under the hot sun. She'd just finished repairing the largest section when a shadow fell over her. Spinning around, she almost screamed as she took a step back and fell right into the barbed wire, backside down.
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      Chase pulled the old mare's mouth open and looked at her teeth. He shook his head and then scratched between the horse’s ears, causing her to push her head farther into his hands. He laughed and continued rubbing the mare's coarse hair. When he walked out of the barn, he strolled across the yard towards Edward. 

      “Well?” 

      “I don't like the look of Betty's teeth. She's got an abnormal wear pattern. I'd like to come back and bring my dentistry kit.”

      “Is that why she's bleeding from the mouth?” Edward asked, eager for the answer. 

      “Looks like. One of her teeth is scraping the side of her cheek every time she bites down. I can fix it tomorrow around eight, if that's alright with you?”

      “Yeah, sure. She's been a good old girl. I sure hate to see her in pain.” Edward looked off towards the barn. “I know I've only got about another year with her, but she deserves to grow old without the hassle of losing all her teeth, unlike me.” The old man smiled, showing a huge gap. Chase laughed. 

      As he drove away from Edward's ranch, he figured he was so close to Saddleback Ranch that he'd stop by. He hadn't expected to see Lauren out in the field, putting up a barbed wire fence. He parked his truck at the edge of the drive and started walking up the grassy hill toward her. Her horse, a beautiful sand-colored gelding, stood in the shade of an old oak a few yards away. Lauren's hat shielded her from the sun, but he could see that her shirt had soaked through with sweat, letting him know she'd been out there working for a while. 

      He saw a black and brown dog lying by her feet and when he approached, the dog looked up at him, then laid her head back down, closing her eyes. Lauren was talking to the dog, like it was a human. 

      “Can you believe she said that? Like I'd care if she had anything to do with the man. For all I care, Alex can take Chase Graham and...” His shadow fell over her and she spun around quickly. The wire stretcher in her hands swung out towards him, and then she fell backwards into the fence, screaming. He grabbed for her but was still too far away to save her from falling right into the fence.

      “Don't move!” he demanded as he rushed over and tried to hold the wire, so it wouldn't wrap around her legs. She was already trying to stand, pushing at the wire with her gloved hands. “I said stop it. You're only going to get yourself caught up in it more.” Her hat had fallen off and now the dog was barking and chasing it like it was all a big game. 

      “Leave me alone. I can pull myself out of here all by myself,” she hissed as he put his boot on one of the wires and held it away from her. He could see a large rip in the back of her jeans. He stopped for just a flash to admire the soft skin before stepping on the other wire, putting his hands under her arms, and pulling her up with one quick motion. She let out a gasp as her feet flew off the ground, then he set her down and pulled them a few steps away from the fence. 

      She stood there, leaning into him, her breathing ragged as she looked up into his eyes. For a second her green eyes dropped and focused on his lips, then they moved up to his eyes again. He could see the moment she regained her wits, after blinking a few times.

      “What are you doing walking up and scaring me like that?” She pushed away from him and tried to look at her backside, almost walking in circles to see the tear in her jeans. 

      He almost laughed at the image she made, but then he saw the gash on the back of her thigh. He dropped down on his knees in front of her and took her hips in his hands to stop her movement. Then he turned her around. “Here, let me look at that.” He pulled her back a step so she was closer and then opened the rip in her jeans a little more with his fingertips. There was a nasty cut that crossed the back of her left thigh, causing her pale skin to pucker and turn a nasty color of red.

      “What do you...” She started to pull away, but he held her hips in place and moved her back another step, towards him and the light.

      “Shhh.” He leaned closer and opened the rip in her jeans even a little farther, trying to get a better look at the gash. He let out a breath of air when he realized she wouldn't need stitches. Looking over, he made sure that her right leg had gone unscathed. Her jeans were uncut and as far as he could tell, the damage had been limited to just the one leg. “If you think you can walk to my truck, I'll take care of this. Clean it up.” He stood and looked at her as she glanced over her shoulder at him. He nodded to where he'd parked his truck along the driveway. 

      She pulled out of his grip and walked a few steps. He could see that it pained her to do so, but she held her head up high and looked down at him. “I certainly don't need your help. I can take care of myself.”

      He slowly crossed his arms over his chest. She was being ridiculous. “Really? I suppose you're going to ride back to the house like that and tend to that cut all by yourself.” He smiled and waited as she looked off towards her horse, then off to the house in the distance. 

      “I'll walk.” Her chin came up and she crossed her arms over her chest, mimicking his stance. 

      “So, it's come to this? You won’t even take help from me? Even when I'm partially at fault?”

      “Partially?” She uncrossed her arms and took a step towards him and her eyes narrowed. 

      “Well, if you'd been listening, instead of talking to the dog about my love life, you would have heard my truck and known that I was coming up behind you. It took me at least a full minute to climb the hill there.” He pointed behind him. 

      Her chin dropped. “I wasn't...I didn't...” She stood there and glared at him. “I wasn't talking about your love life.” 

      His eyebrows shot up. “Really? I seem to remember you saying, and I quote, “For all I care, Alex can take Chase Graham.” I'd like to know exactly what you intend for me to do with your little sister?” He smiled at her, knowing he'd hit a sore spot. Her chin came up and she glared back at him. 

      “For all I care, you can go to hell and back with her.” She started marching towards her horse, and the flap in her jeans showed her exposed skin and the nasty cut.

      Guilt hit him. “Lauren!” he called out, chasing after her. “Wait. I'm sorry. Really, let me fix you up. It's the least I can do.” He pulled her to a stop under the shade of the oak. 

      “Because you're partially to blame?” She crossed her arms again and tried to pull out of his light grip.

      “Yes.” His smile was quick. He wanted to tell her that he just wanted another look at the milky white skin on the back of her thigh but knew better than to push his luck.

      She chewed her bottom lip and he watched the motion as if hypnotized.

      “Fine,” she finally said and started walking more slowly towards his truck. He could see that the adrenalin had finally worn off and she was fully experiencing the pain. 

      He helped her walk to his truck, took out his medical bag, and then pulled down the tailgate. “You'd be better just leaning over.” He motioned for her. She looked at him, then looked up and down the dirt road, making sure the coast was clear.

      “Fine but make it quick.” She chewed her lip as she leaned over a little. 

      “You're going to have to bend over a lot more. Come on, Lauren, stick that beautiful bottom in the air.” He chuckled when she glared over her shoulder at him. “I'll behave.” He held back a laugh.

      She closed her eyes, turned her head, then ducked down. He pulled out a cotton swab from his bag and started cleaning the cut. 

      “You're lucky. It doesn't look like you'll need stitches.” She hissed when the antiseptic touched the open skin. He quickly bent closer and blew on the cut, trying to ease the pain. She froze. He froze. 

      Then he said, “Sorry,” under his breath. It was like someone had kicked him in the chest, being this close to her, seeing the perfect skin that he'd exposed through the hole in her jeans. 

      Just then, a car horn honked, causing them both to jump. He'd been so busy; he hadn't heard someone drive up behind them. Lauren quickly straightened and turned around, putting her hands behind her back. Her face was bright red. Her hair was in a tangled mess, and wisps of dark curls were pulled out of her long braid, falling around her face. She looked as if she'd just been caught with her pants down. He chuckled. In a way, he supposed, she had. 

      He turned and watched Alexis step out of a small red sedan. “Well, well.” She closed her door with a flurry and started slowly walking towards them. “Look what the cat dragged in.” 

      Lauren's younger sister was nothing like her; in fact, they were complete opposites. Alex's bright blonde hair twinkled in the daylight, but he preferred seeing the darker highlights in Lauren's hair as the sun hit it. Alex was also the only sister with dark brown eyes and a much smaller stature. Not that Lauren and Haley were big, just better built in his opinion. Lauren had more of the curves that he admired most. 

      Alex was wearing her uniform from the diner. The blouse was opened dangerously low, and the skirt was a few inches higher than the one Lauren had worn the other day. Alex also wore heeled boots instead of black tennis shoes. 

      “Afternoon.” He nodded, then looked back at Lauren. He watched as her eyes darted around, avoiding his. 

      “Chase was just fixing me up. I fell into the fence.” She turned and showed her sister the rip in her jeans. 

      “Oh!” Alex rushed forward, showing true sisterly concern. “Are you hurt bad?” 

      “No, she'll live,” he jumped in, thankful that Lauren hadn't mentioned that he'd been to blame. 

      “That's good.” Alex relaxed a little. 

      Just then the dog came running up to Lauren, her hat in its mouth, and its tail wagging a million miles an hour. 

      “Thank you, Dingo. That was very kind of you.” He found it funny that she talked to the dog like a human. He watched her wince with pain as she bent over and took her hat from the dog’s mouth. Then the dog walked over and sat at Chase’s feet. He bent down and pet her. “Well, hello, Dingo. It's very nice to meet such a wonderful helper.” The dog rolled over and he started rubbing her belly.

      “She's not that big of a helper since she didn't bark when you were sneaking up on me,” Lauren said. 

      “I didn't sneak.” He stood back up and crossed his arms over his chest, smiling at her.

      “You most certainly did.” Lauren put her hands on her hips. 

      “Well.” Alex backed up a little. “I can see you two have everything under control here. I'll see you back at the house.” Alex walked back to her car quickly and drove away. 

      Chase didn't spare her another glance but walked right up to Lauren. “Do you know that you are absolutely beautiful when you're mad?” He brushed a strand of her hair away from her face. He'd meant to throw her off balance but hadn't counted on the desire that had bubbled up inside him.
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      Lauren couldn't seem to breathe. She couldn't move either. She heard her sister's car drive away and her heart refused to slow down. How had she let it get this far? Finally, she blinked a few times then turned and started marching up the hill towards Tanner without glancing behind her. She heard him right behind her but didn't stop to turn around since she didn't feel like arguing. All she wanted was to be left alone.

      When she reached the shade of the tree, she turned on him and pointed at his chest. “Why are you here?” 

      “I told you that I would stop by and check up on the stock. Since I'm taking over for my—” 

      “No, why are you here?” She took a step closer to him and looked up into his eyes. “I've been paying you—”

      “This has nothing to do with that.” He took her shoulders in his hands, gripping her tightly. She saw a flash of anger cross his face for a second, then it was gone. “I don't want your money.”

      “Then what? Why? Are you planning on moving in?”

      “Moving in?” He looked at her like she was crazy. “Why would I move in?” 

      “Because we're...” She just couldn't bring herself to say it. Closing her eyes, she held her breath.

      “Married?” he suggested, and her eyes flew open. 

      “Technically, yes.” She tried to pull away.

      He smiled. “I suppose I could call in the loan, so to speak. Move into the house and have you in my bed at night, but that would be going against my word.”

      She let out a sigh of relief. 

      “But it has been a little cramped at my dad's place. Since you mention it, I suppose I could move into one of the hand's houses.”

      She felt all the blood leave her head. She actually reached out to steady herself by holding onto Tanner's mane. The horse nuzzled his face into her chest, almost knocking her over. Chase reached over and took her shoulders to steady her.

      “Is the possibility of me living on your land that scary?” He looked down into her eyes, waiting for an answer.

      At least he'd said her land. She shook her head. How could she tell him that she didn't want anyone, mainly her sisters, to find out what she'd done seven years ago? What she'd had to do in order to save her land, her sisters, everything. It wasn't as if her decision had been a huge burden on her. At least it hadn't been up until now. 

      Seven years ago, it had been a different story. Chase had just received a scholarship to college in Dallas and was leaving Fairplay. There was a huge possibility that he wouldn't return for years, and at that point, she'd actually believed she could handle him when he did come home. Besides, she'd spent the last six years doing everything she could to pay him back, including working part time at the diner when she could pick up a shift. Now she only had a few more payments before she would have paid him off. Then she could have discreetly asked for a divorce, settling the matter once and for all. She hadn't planned on him coming home and moving into her ranch hand's house. On her land. Well, she thought, biting her lip, it is technically one-third his, still. It had been so since he'd used the inheritance he’d gotten from his grandmother to save her from her father's debt. 

      She had only agreed because he'd cornered her after the older men had left. His deal had sounded too good to pass up. He'd promised no interference with her methods of running the ranch, a promise she hadn’t gotten from his father and Mr. Holton. He'd also promised no interference with her personal life. Chase had made it all sound so easy. He’d said there was no need to pay him back, and she'd jumped at the chance to be free to run the ranch herself. But a year later, she'd had a change of heart and had started sending him checks to pay him back. He hadn't cashed them, so she'd started sending him money orders, which he had quickly returned. So she'd marched down to the local bank and had opened a joint checking and savings account. She only ever dealt with the bank manager, Mr. Billings, who promised to never mention a word to anyone about the account that was under the names Lauren A. and Johnathan Chase Graham II. She had started making monthly deposits and sent Chase receipts every month. She's been satisfied that she'd won the small battle as she marked off in her bank book how much she had left to pay back.

      But now, she looked up into Chase's chocolate eyes and wondered if he too had had a change of heart. Maybe he wanted to come back and take over running the ranch? She blinked a few times and decided that would happen over her cold body. Straightening herself to her full height, she tried to brush off his arms, but he kept hold of her and actually started to pull her closer. 

      “I'm not afraid of you,” she said to reiterate her point. It didn't help that it came out as a whisper. He smiled slightly, showing her the dimple at the side of his mouth, then his hand came up and pushed away a strand of hair that had blown in her face. She felt herself start to shake and took a step back. She hadn't been touched like this since...well, since he'd kissed her on the day they'd signed the wedding license at the courthouse over seven years ago.

      “Don't,” she said.

      “Why? Do I make you nervous?” He was so close; she could see every long eyelash. 

      She shook her head. She was too out of breath to say anything else. Feeling her heart beating fast, she thought for just a moment that it would jump right out of her chest. 

      “Good.” He leaned down, slowly. If she had wanted to, she could have pulled away or stopped him with one word, but she didn't. Instead, her eyes slid shut as his mouth settled on hers. 

      She'd forgotten the feeling of being touched, of being kissed. Why had she waited so long in between? Then his arms slid around her and she forgot everything. All time and space stopped as he pressed his hard body next to hers. His hand was in her hair as her nails dug into his wide shoulders. Then his hand moved to her hip and pressed her closer to him and she let out a gasp as she felt his desire pressed close against her stomach. 

      Pulling back quickly, she took a step back. “I'm sorry. I need to...” She looked around for any excuse, any reason to escape. 

      “Lauren?” He looked at her, questions in his dark eyes.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Don't. I don't…can't do this. I have too much on my mind right now.” She started pacing while ticking things off on her fingers. “First and foremost is the ranch, will always be the ranch. I have fences to mend, a barn that needs repair, not to mention the house.” She sighed and looked across the open field towards the old building. “So much needs to be done there. The roof leaks!” she blurted out and turned on him, feeling her head start to pound. “Then there's the cars. Don't get me started on the cars.” She dropped her arms and shook her head, feeling defeated. “I'm sorry.” She walked to the other side of Tanner and hopped up into the saddle in one quick movement. She'd forgotten about her incident with the barbed wire and when her backside hit the saddle, pain shot up her leg and she winced. “Do whatever you want. If you want to live in a dusty old rancher’s house, move in. You'll get no argument from me. The one closest to the creek is open. But I expect you to honor our original agreement. No interference in the ranch, or with my life.” She turned Tanner around and started back towards the house, then looked over her shoulder. “Oh, and Chase, if you mention our arrangement to anyone, you'll find yourself floating face down in the creek.” She turned around and lightly kicked Tanner's sides, sending the horse trotting towards the house. She thought she heard Chase laughing but didn't stop to look back. 

      When she got to the barn, she gently slid off the horse. The back of her leg was on fire, but she walked Tanner to his stall and took her time brushing him down. Then she made sure he and the other horses had plenty of water and fresh hay. It was supposed to be the ranch hands’ job, but she enjoyed the simple task herself most days. Haley strolled in to the barn just when Lauren was done with the task. Her youngest sister always knew when the work was done. 

      “What happened to your pants?” Haley asked.

      “I had a fight with the fence,” Lauren mumbled. “Fence won. I'm going to go shower and clean up.” She turned to walk out of the barn.

      “I heard Chase Graham was here,” Haley called after her. Lauren stopped and looked over her shoulder at her sister. Haley had a smile on her face, but upon seeing Lauren's glare, she quickly turned and went on her way, giggling.

      The cool shower did wonders to clear her head. She knew things were changing around the ranch. You couldn't be a rancher if you didn't expect changes, but the fact that Chase was part of those changes drove her nuts. Why did it have to be him?

      She remembered he'd always been at church and school events as a kid. In the summer months, he'd tag along with his dad to help out with the animals. She'd grown up seeing him and had been around him all of her life. It wasn't until the summer that she was eleven and he was twelve that she'd first felt her heart skip upon seeing him. He'd been helping his dad give all the new calves their shots. It had been a scorcher of a day and he'd removed his shirt, something she'd seen him do a hundred times. This time was different. This time he had man muscles all over. His skin had been tan and when he'd lifted a calf up to hold it steady, his arms had flexed and she'd lost her breath. 

      She wondered what that chest would look like now, then decided to dip her head under the cold water to clear the image her mind had conjured up. Why couldn't he have stayed away for a few more years? Just until she could get out from under his debt? 

      Later that evening, she and her sisters were out on the back deck grilling some steaks for dinner when her friend Savannah drove up in her Jeep and parked next to Lauren’s truck. Savannah had been one of her best friends during grade school, but they'd grown apart when Savannah had started wearing makeup and chasing after boys. For her part, Lauren had been too busy helping raise her sisters and working on the ranch to deal with running boys. 

      Savannah had also become one of the largest gossipers in town and, shortly after her parents had sold the oil rights to their land in middle school, she'd become spoiled rotten. She still lived in the mansion her family had built on their land, drove the newest cars, dated only wealthy boys, and wore only the best clothes. Lauren had fallen far down on her list of friends, but she didn't mind. She just didn't have the time to be the kind of friend that Savannah demanded. 

      Savannah got out and waved to them as she walked up the stone pathway in her three-inch heels. Her handbag probably cost as much as Lauren's truck. The diamonds in her ears sparkled when she flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder. 

      “Oh, just what we need right now,” Alex said under her breath. 

      “Hush! Be nice to our guest,” Lauren whispered to her sister. Alex stuck out her tongue and crossed her arms over her chest just as Savannah walked onto the deck. 

      “Well, my goodness isn't this cozy.” She walked over and hugged Lauren, making sure to kiss each of her cheeks. 

      “Do you want some ice tea?” Lauren hugged her back, holding the tongs away from Savannah's bright white blouse.

      “Oh, that would be lovely.” Savannah looked towards Alex, waiting.

      “Alex, why don't you run inside and get our guest a glass of ice.” Lauren glared at Alex until her sister stood and walked slowly into the house without a word. 

      “Have a seat, Savannah.” She motioned towards the table, where there was a tall pitcher of tea and a bowl of salad. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

      “Oh, heavens, no. I don't eat meat anymore, remember?” Savannah sat in the chair and crossed her ankles. Lauren noted the small gold chain around her friend’s ankle, not to mention that her friend’s skirt was showing more leg then most of Lauren's swimsuits did, but she kept her opinions to herself. 

      “That's right. I must have forgotten. How are your folks doing?” 

      Savannah looked bored. “Oh, they're the same. I was just out making runs trying to let everyone know about the charity ball we'll be holding at the end of next month at the Pine's Theater. It's for the animal shelter, just outside of town. I've always loved working with those poor creatures.”

      “Wow, that's wonderful of you.” Lauren turned around and smiled at her friend. Ever since Savannah's family had come into money, they had started holding annual balls for one charity or another. Lauren thought it was a way for their family to rub it in the faces of everyone who had doubted them or criticized them for selling out to the large oil companies. The ball was less about raising funds for whatever cause they were trying to get behind and more about flaunting their wealth. But it always made for a good time and the town usually talked about it for months before and after the event. 

      Lauren remembered that Savannah had tried to work at the shelter once in high school. She'd gone a whole two days before getting fired. She couldn't keep a job for more than two weeks. Or a boyfriend, for that matter. Of course, she'd told everyone that she couldn't handle the smell of the place. “I'm sure it will be just as wonderful as last year’s ball.” Lauren walked over and sat at the table across from her and took a sip of her sweet tea.

      Just then, Alex walked out carrying a large glass. When Lauren looked, her sister crossed her eyes behind Savannah's back. Savannah and Alex had never really gotten along. She supposed it all started in grade school when Lauren and Savannah had gotten into a little argument. The next day, Lauren had picked her sister to play with instead of Savannah. When Savannah had marched over and told Lauren she better play with her, Alex had stood up and told her that blood was thicker than friendship and that Lauren would always pick her over her friends.

      Since that day, the two of them always kept their claws at bay, but let their tongues do all the lashing. Lauren had been caught in the middle of a cat war and, so far, she'd managed to keep the peace.

      “Yes, well. I'm determined to make it even better this year.” Her friend’s smile got really big. “I'm trying to get the Roy Carson Band. They're going to be in Tyler next month, and I'm just sure they'll be happy to play once they hear it's for a worthy cause.” 

      “Wow, another ball,” Alex piped in, earning a stern look from both Lauren and Haley, who had so far kept quiet. “I just can't wait.” Alex's smile got really big, but her sarcasm didn't go unnoticed. Lauren kicked her sister under the table. 

      Savannah's smile didn't waver. “Speaking of animals, I hear Chase Graham is back in town. Didn't you two used to date?” She looked at Lauren who suddenly started choking on her tea. Finally, after she could breathe again, she shook her head. 

      “Date? No, Chase and I never really dated. We went out a few times, but you couldn't really call it dating.”

      “Oh, well.” Savannah frowned a little. “I ran into him at the market this morning. That's why I decided to swing by and see you. I thought you ought to know.” Then her smile was back. “He sure does know how to compliment a woman, doesn't he?” She fluffed her blonde hair. Savannah didn't believe in doing anything small. Her hair was what Alex always called Texas tall. Her shirt had so many sparkles on it, the sun flashed every time she moved. Not to mention the boulder-sized diamond earrings, necklace, and rings she wore. It was rumored that she'd had a breast enhancement in high school, although she’d already been blessed with D's at the time. Now they were the first thing most people noticed about her. 

      “Well, you are real pretty today in that outfit.” Lauren hid the jealousy that had begun raging inside. If this was the kind of woman Chase liked, why was he kissing her in her field? 

      “Why, thank you. I just threw this on. Trying to drum up donations for the ball, I figured I might as well look pretty. Oh, I almost forgot.” Savannah looked down at her manicured fingernails. “I was hoping you'd volunteer and help me out. I need someone to help sell tickets and I was hoping you'd talk Jamella into letting you put up a flier and sell some tickets at the diner.” Savannah fanned herself. 

      “I'll ask. Do you—” she started.

      “Wonderful!” Savannah reached into her purse and pulled out a stack of small folded fliers. “I was hoping you'd say ‘yes.’ Now, if you need more, I'd be happy to get you some.”

      Lauren looked down at the fliers. There was a picture of Savannah and her white Pekingese dog on the front wearing matching tiaras. Savannah prided herself on being the town's beauty queen. She always rode center stage in the town's parades and had on several occasions been named Fairplay's Princess.

      “Anyway, I better get back.” She sighed and then stood. Lauren followed her to the edge of the deck. 

      “I'm so glad you stopped by.” Lauren stood on the steps above her.

      Savannah turned and hugged her. “Oh, me too. We simply must do lunch sometime.”

      “Sounds good. Drive safe.” Lauren watched Savannah get in her white Jeep and drive away, slowly going over the dips and rivets in the long dirt drive. 

      “Thank god. Can you believe how much makeup she had on?” Alex leaned back and sighed.

      Lauren turned and glared at her sister. 

      “No more than you wear on any date with Travis,” Haley said. Alex glared at her little sister. Lauren started laughing and Haley followed. Soon after, Alex was joining in.
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      Chase stood in the market and looked down at the flowers. Which ones would Lauren like best? He knew he hadn't dealt with their last meeting the best way possible. He needed to show her that he didn't want to come in and take over everything. It had been a moment of craziness seven years ago when he'd proposed the crazy scheme of marriage for money. Okay, he'd had his reasons back then. His heart had led him to tie up his future in a tight little knot. He had wanted out of the small town for a while and was heading to college in Dallas. But he’d also known that he wanted Lauren. He just didn't know how to get everything. When he'd sat across from her that day seven years ago listening to his father and Mr. Holton talk to her about all the money she now owed them, he’d seen the despair in her eyes and he’d felt something shift inside. 

      He'd honestly just wanted to see that look go away. After the older men left, he'd sat out on the front porch swing and talked to her. He'd just suggested it in passing, not really meaning it, but she had looked at him with such excitement that he hadn’t been able to turn back. The next day, unknown to everyone in the small town, they'd driven into Tyler and had signed the paperwork at the courthouse. Then he'd stopped by the bank that held the inheritance that had been left to him by his grandmother. He'd handed her the cash to pay her father's debt to his two best friends, and plenty for her to live on for the next few years. 

      A year later, while he'd been attending college in Dallas, he'd received a letter from her with a check. He'd thought about her message of wanting to pay him back, of wanting out of their arrangement, for two days before he'd sent the check back to her with a note saying he didn't want her money. Even then, he knew he didn't want out of their agreement.

      He'd talked to Cheryl on the phone and had asked if Lauren was seeing anyone. When his father's assistant called him back a few days later, after confirming it herself, he'd been relieved to find out that Lauren was still single. If she didn't want free from their agreement because of personal reasons, he knew she just wanted to be free from him.

      She'd tried again a few weeks later, this time sending money orders in his name. He'd returned those to her as well. Then six months later, she'd started sending him receipts from the local bank. The receipts showed both of their names on an account and the dollar amounts she was depositing. 

      One thing you had to say about her—once she had her mind set on something, she never gave up. Well, you could say that about him as well. He was determined to show Lauren that he was just what she needed. After seeing her for the first time in seven years, he realized how much he still wanted her. She'd done a lot of growing up since he'd last seen her; he supposed they'd both done some. He'd enjoyed exploring the new curves she’d developed since the last time he'd kissed her. Kissing her was like breathing again for the first time in seven years. 

      Now he looked down at the flowers. He set the white ones down and picked up the yellow ones. These reminded him more of her, so he walked up and paid for them, not noticing the looks the cashier gave him. As he drove out to the ranch, he thought about their meeting two days earlier. 

      His duffel bag and a small box full of his other effects were in his trunk. When he'd told his dad that he was moving out to her place, his father had just smiled. 

      “’Bout time,” he'd said. 

      “I'm moving into one of the ranch houses, not the main house.” 

      “Give it time, son.” His father had laughed and slapped him on the back. 

      He drove to the ranch and turned off from the main drive, heading towards the farthest house on the dirt road. The smaller brick place looked like it had seen better days, but was still in pretty good shape. He dropped his stuff off, using the key hidden under the last porch step. The inside of the place looked new. All the appliances were well maintained, and the hardwood floor gleamed in the light. The furniture was simple yet comfortable. The small one-bedroom, one-bathroom place was all his for as long as he wanted. He knew Lauren had been telling the truth, that she wouldn't argue or ask him to leave. 

      After dropping off his stuff, he hopped back into his truck and looked down at the flowers next to him. He hadn't planned on courting Lauren when he'd returned but seeing her in the diner and being with her had made him realize that he still wanted her. After being gone for seven years, he still had a thing for her and now that he knew he was sticking around, he could pursue his feelings further.

      When he drove up to her house, the first thing he looked at was the old roof. She'd mentioned that it leaked, and he wondered why she hadn't had it replaced. He saw the spots where someone had tried to do some patchwork, but in his opinion, the whole thing needed to be replaced. The house itself could use a new coat of paint and some trim needed to be replaced. Then he noticed there were a few other trucks and cars parked over by the garage. Just how many vehicles did she have to run the ranch? He parked next to Lauren's truck, got out, and carried the flowers with him. Halfway to the back of the house, he heard her laughter coming from the barn and started walking in that direction instead.

      When he walked into the barn, he blinked a few times to let his eyes adjust. Then he saw Lauren towards the back in the arms of another man, their silhouette highlighted by the brightness of the fields behind the opened doorway.

      His fingers tightened around the flower stems and before he knew it, he was across the barn. He cleared his throat when he approached the couple.

      “Oh.” Lauren pulled back and looked over at him, and her smile fell away from her lips. “Hello, Chase.” Her eyes went to the flowers he was holding by his side upside down. 

      The man dropped his hand off Lauren and took a step back. His face was shadowed by his Stetson hat, but when he moved, the light from the doorway hit his face. Chase stopped cold. “Grant? Is that you?”

      Grant took a step forward and held out his hand. “Well, if this don't beat all. I heard you were back in town.” 

      Chase was shocked. Grant Holton was a few years younger than him and had left town shortly after he had. Grant had been accepted into Harvard, which had at that time entered his name on Fairplay's biggest celebrity list. 

      The last time he'd seen Grant, he had been an overweight boy whose face was hidden behind large glasses. Now a tall, muscular man without glasses stood in front of him. He grabbed his hand and shook it fast. “I'll be damned.” He looked over at Lauren. “Beg your pardon,” he mumbled and watched her smile. He turned back to Grant. “I hadn't heard you were back.”

      “Just got back yesterday. I was just getting a good look at one of Lauren's geldings here.” He nodded to the horse that was standing in the stall beside them. “I've just bought the Wilkinson's place down the street and I'm in the market to get a horse.” Grant smiled.

      Chase didn't know if his friend was looking for anything else, so he took a step closer to Lauren, putting the question in his friend’s eyes to rest. Grant looked down at the flowers and smiled. Then he took a step towards the horse, patting its mane when it stuck its head out the door.

      He and Grant had been friends since the crib; their mothers had been best friends. Chase's mother had passed when he was younger. Grant's mother was still living and had taken it upon herself to help raise Chase after her best friend’s death. 

      Chase and Grant started talking about Grant moving back to town, him buying a place and a horse. Both men had forgotten Lauren was standing next to them until she cleared her throat. 

      “Are those for me?” She nodded towards the flowers he'd forgotten he was holding. He looked at them, smiled, then handed them to her. 

      “Just a little something to say I'm sorry about the fence-a-dent.” 

      He watched as understanding flicked in her eyes then enjoyed the sound when she laughed. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light of the barn, and her smile lit up the darkness.

      “Fence-a-dent?” Grant asked, his eyebrows shooting up.

      Chase laughed. “Private joke.”

      “Well, if you two want to finish catching up, why don't you stay for dinner?” Lauren asked.

      Grant shook his head. “I can't. I promised my ma I'd be home for dinner. She's pulling out all the fine china tonight. You might want to stop by and visit sometime. She'd be happy to see you.” He looked at Chase.

      “I sure will.” They shook hands again.

      “Well, I'll be by later this week with the trailer. He's just what I had in mind.” He shook Lauren's hand and then bent down and placed a friendly kiss on her cheek. 

      “I know you'll be happy with him.” She walked over and started rubbing the gelding's head. “Make sure to say hi to your folks for me.”

      “Will do.” Grant nodded then turned and started walking out of the barn. 

      When they were finally alone, Chase walked over next to Lauren and started petting the gelding. 

      “Selling off this guy, huh?” The horse was trying to eat the flowers he'd just given to Lauren. She laughed and pulled them out of its reach. 

      “Yes, we took on a few younger ones last fall. Bob here is just too old to keep up with the young studs we have around here now.”

      “Bob?” He looked at her then laughed. “Still letting Alex name the animals, are you?” 

      “Occasionally.” She smiled, then put the flowers up to her nose and inhaled. “Still think you can buy me off with flowers, I see.” 

      “Never underestimate the power of a good bouquet.” He walked over to her. “Besides, I saw these and thought of you.”

      “That's because you know that daisies are my favorite.” She smiled at him. “Remember the time we went picking them in the fields?” She sighed and looked out the door, then frowned. His gaze swept in the same direction and he saw Grant talking with Alexis outside.

      Alex looked like she was about to eat the kid alive. “I'd better go break that up,” Lauren said and started walking towards the doors. 

      He stopped her by putting his hand on her arm. “I think Alex can handle herself.” 

      She looked at him with something close to humor in her eyes. “It's not my sister I'm worried about.” She turned and waved her hand towards Alex and Grant. Now he could see what she meant. Alexis had on a pair of the shortest cutoff shorts he'd ever seen. Her tank top was tight, and her bright red bra was showing a little around the top. Her hair was pulled up and she was wearing what could only be described as full war paint. Her eyes were painted a dark brown and her lips were deep red. He looked at Grant and realized the man did need saving. Grant's face was only a shade lighter than Alex's lips. Chase could hear him stuttering as he spoke to Alex. 

      “Yeah, we'd better go save him.” He chuckled and followed Lauren out of the barn.
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      Lauren pushed her feet and got the old rocker moving. Chase had left about an hour ago after having dinner with them on the back deck. She’d been so full of nerves; she hadn’t really been able to relax until now. She loved evenings like this. The stars lit up the night sky and the moonlight hit the fields, making them almost shine. She could hear the frogs and crickets chirping their hearts out. It sounded and felt like home. It had been almost a week since Chase had moved into the farthest house in the row of ranch-hand houses. Four of the small places had sat along the edge of the property since before she'd been born. After the tornado that claimed her mother's life, two of them had been remodeled. 

      Jimmy, her ranch foreman, lived in the largest house, which was one of the remodeled ones. Larry, a seasoned ranch hand that had worked at the ranch since her father was alive, lived in one of the smaller places. Several seasonal men from Arizona were sharing the third place. Several additional men had trailers parked near the houses and would come and go each season. All in all, the men helped keep the ranch running smoothly. 

      It had taken her almost a year after her dad had passed away to get into the swing of running the huge place herself. Alex and Haley helped out with the horses and some of the chores around the place, but neither of them knew the extent of what she'd put herself through. She didn't want them to. She had hoped that they would go to college, but neither of them had shown any interest, though Haley was taking online classes. Lauren knew that neither of them had wanted to be a financial burden. Alex had actually started giving half her paycheck from the diner to Lauren to help pay the bills. At first, Lauren had declined to keep it, but after a week of arguing, she’d finally relented. Instead of using it around the ranch, as Alex had suggested, she'd opened a savings account and had put the money in it for her sisters to use someday. 

      Maybe Alex would use it for her wedding, something she’d thought about more often since Alex had been dating Travis on and off for the last few years. Lauren let out a sigh. It wasn't that she objected to Travis Nolan, Alex's on-again, off-again boyfriend…well, okay she did object to him. She had always hoped her sister would do so much better. Travis was known as the bad boy in town. Not the kind that was a cool bad boy, but the kind that got into trouble all the time. His dad was the mayor of Fairplay and, therefore, Travis could do no harm. If he was pulled over for drinking and driving, his dad would be there to bail him out. Before the next morning, Travis's driving record would be spotless. 

      Lauren didn't know what Alex saw in the man, but she knew that her sister was going to do whatever she wanted. Haley had a boyfriend a while back, but after Wes had graduated from high school, he'd left town and gone on to basic training for the army. She didn't know if Haley had seen anyone since then, and to be honest, her sister wouldn't have told her if she had, since Haley was such an introvert. She hadn't always been like that. Before that fateful day when their mother was taken away, Lauren remembered Haley as being a chatterbox, someone who talked to anyone. Of course, she was so small back then, and she supposed most toddlers acted that way. Her sister was more comfortable around animals. At least that's how Lauren thought of her now. 

      She looked up at the night sky and thought of everything that had changed over the last seven years. She'd had her freedom and she owed it all to Chase. Why then was she having such a hard time with him being around? There had always been a pull of attraction between them. She would be lying if she said there wasn't. But something was different this time. It was almost as if she had no choice. 

      Pushing off from the old porch again, she set the old rocker in motion and decided that she was still in charge of her life. No matter who she owed or what decisions she'd made in the past, she was still Lauren West, daughter of Richard and Laura West. Her father and grandfather had built this place to be what it is, and she was even more determined than ever to keep it running and keep it in the family.

      That next day started out like the rest. She woke up shortly before sunrise. But when she walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower, nothing happened. Then, to her horror, the pipes shook, and loud noises came from deep within the old house, shaking the floors and walls just as black sludge started dripping from the shower head. Immediately she turned the knob, shutting it off. The pipes groaned and then all was quiet again. Walking over to the sink, she tried it with the same results. 

      Closing her eyes, she took a few calming breaths. In the last seven years, she’d had to play many roles around the large place: rancher, farmer, cook, maid, even mother to her sisters. But repairman was the worst hat she'd ever had to put on. Just two years ago, she’d had to replace some of the roof shingles after a large windstorm. She's painted, sanded, replaced light fixtures, and even once replaced a busted water pipe outside after a particularly cold winter. But she didn't even begin to understand why the water was doing what it was doing now. Wrapping her robe around her tightly, she walked to the downstairs bathroom and checked it. When the pipes groaned, she tried the kitchen.

      Slamming her fist down on her thigh, she pulled on her father's old rubber boots, which always sat by the back door. Trudging out in the light rain, she made her way to the well house. Not that it was going to do her any good; she had no clue what she was looking for. 

      She knew hiring the local plumber wasn't in her budget this month. Actually, it wasn't in her budget for the next three months, not until they sold off the next lot of cattle in August. Opening the old gray well house door, she reached for the light switch and stopped cold. She'd been raised in Texas and knew the sound of a rattlesnake. Slowly she started moving backward when she bumped into something solid. Hands came up and grabbed her shoulders to stop her from falling backward.

      “Stop!” She tried to push away, just as Chase pulled her back two feet. 

      “What the heck are you doing? Don't you know a rattler when you hear one? Are you trying to get yourself killed?” He pulled her away from the building a few more feet as the long snake stood its ground, just inside the open door.

      “What do you think you're doing?” She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. What was he doing out here this early? 

      He pulled her back a few more steps away from the snake, which had decided the safety of the pump house was no longer for him. They both stopped and watch it slither off. When the snake was out of sight, she turned back to Chase and found him smiling at her.

      “What?” She realized his arm was still on hers and that they were still standing a breath away from each other. 

      “I like the way you look in the morning.” His smile got bigger. “You even smell nice.” 

      She tried to pull away. “I doubt that, seeing as I haven't had a shower yet since my water isn't working.” 

      “What's wrong?” He started walking towards the small building. She fell in step with him. 

      “I'm sure it's nothing.” She couldn't explain her desire to have him leave, but she didn't want his help on this. It was her place, her mess. 

      “I'll just take a look.” He walked into the small building, flipping on the light and making sure there were no more snakes around. Then he walked behind the large water pump as she stood in the doorway. She knew what the pump was. It sat over their well, pumping and filtering their water, sending it to the house. She knew it was old. She had to replace the filters on the thing two times a year, and since it was so old, she had to special order the filters from the local hardware store. 

      “Here's your problem.” He walked back around the pump and motioned for her to follow him. She slowly walked around the large machine. Black ooze was slowly leaking from a broken pipe.

      “I'm not a plumber, but it seems like your pump is dead.” 

      “No! It can't be.” She stared at the black ooze in full denial. 

      “Why wasn't this thing replaced years ago?” He turned off the knob leading to the house and turned to look at her. 

      “Because I didn't know it needed replacing.” She stood there and felt like kicking the large hunk of metal. 

      “Taking one look in here, almost anyone would know it needed replacing. The thing is older than the hills.” He shook his head. 

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “It's not like I have a pile of money sitting around. I can't just go off and replace things that aren't broken.”

      “Well”—he stood back— “it's broken now. I'll talk to Billy when I go into town, see if he can get a new one up here later this week.” Billy was the local plumber, the only plumber within thirty miles of town. 

      She felt the heat flood her face and knew the moment he spotted her temper rising. But she also knew that he probably was doing it all on purpose.

      “How dare you! Just who do you think you are? I can take care of this place. It's mine, after all. If I need a new pump, I'll arrange for a new pump.” She took a step forward and pointed her finger into his chest, pleased with herself when he took a step backward and came up against the wall. “I don't want or need any help from you. I didn't ask you to come here.” Her entire body was heated and vibrating with anger as she continued to berate him. 
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      Chase stood there, his back against the wall as he listened to Lauren. Her face was flushed, her long hair was pulled up in a loose braid, and she was wearing an old blue flannel jacket over a thin robe, large black rubber boots, and hot pink pajama bottoms. He'd never seen her look better. He tried to focus on her words, but he just couldn't seem to take his eyes off her lips as they moved. Before he knew it, he'd pulled her into his arms and covered that sweet mouth of hers with his own. He had a few seconds before she started pushing him away. Using his hands, he gently cupped her face and kept her mouth to his until she stopped fighting altogether. Her lips tasted like heaven; they were as soft as he'd remembered.

      She leaned closer to him, putting her hands on his chest as a slight moan started in her chest, matching the one he felt the rumble in his own. He felt her tilt her head and then her hands were in his hair, holding him closer. 

      Just then, the door to the small building flew open and Lauren jumped away from him so quickly, she almost fell backward. He reached out and steadied her by holding onto her hips. Her hands went to his chest and they both looked over to the open door where Alex stood, smiling.

      “Well, well, well.” She leaned against the door frame. “I came out here to see what was wrong with the water. It appears like it all evaporated into steam with you two heating it up in here.” Lauren's sister smiled at them. Chase couldn't help it, he smiled back and chuckled. Lauren glared at him, pushed him away, then straightened her clothes. 

      “The pump is broken. I'll go in and call Billy right now and see if he can come to repair it.” She turned to go, but Chase reached out and took her arm.

      “It needs replacing.” He watched her eyes heat. 

      “It will be repaired.” He didn't let go of her arm. 
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