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Summary

Melissa is back in Fairplay, Texas for good. After taking over
the small health clinic in town, she finally feels like she has
everything she’s ever wanted. But when Reece West walks into the
clinic, she finds something she didn't even know she wanted. Now
she’ll do just about anything to get the man of her
dreams.

Reece is looking for trouble, and he’s found it at Saddleback
Ranch. He can ride hard, rope some steer, and train the horses that
he can finally afford. But when he bumps into little Missy Holton
again, his world will turn upside down.
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 Prologue







Reece wiped the blood from his nose and yanked his chin up so
his pa wouldn’t see that the blow had damaged his soul. When his
brother, Ryan, moved to help him up from the dirt, he shook his
head to stop him.

“You
like hitting little kids, old man?” He stood up and dusted off his
Levi’s like he had all the time in the world.

“Little brats who don’t listen to me deserve to have their
asses kicked.” His old man stood almost a foot taller than Reece’s
thirteen-year-old frame. He couldn’t wait for the day when he would
be taller than the old man, because he knew that was the day he’d
walk away and never look back.

“Pa,
it was my fault.” Ryan started to cover for him. Even though the
boys were identical in looks, they were complete opposites in
personality.

“I’m
the one who didn’t shut the gate after Pa asked,” Reece said,
squinting his eyes at his twin. “I’ll go hunt down the
horses.”

His
father grunted and threw him the reins to Buck, his stallion. “Be
back by supper time or you won’t get any slop.” Reece watched his
father walk away without a backward glance.

“Hang on a few minutes, and I’ll saddle up Star,” Ryan said
before rushing towards the barn.

“No,” Reece called out. “Star will just slow me down. I can
get the damn horses myself.” He jumped on the back of Buck and
hightailed it out of the yard.

The
dry heat of the day turned to a cool breeze as he flew across the
yellow fields. He knew where the three horses would go first, the
stream, so he headed towards it with a smile on his
face.

This
is what he lived for, a moment to himself as he rode across the
fields. No old man slapping at you, no brother sticking up for you.
Just him and a horse. He leaned down and patted Buck on the neck.
“You like to run, don’t you?” He smiled when the horse nodded his
head. He had a way with animals; they always seemed to listen and
never gave him shit back.

It
took him almost two hours to get to the stream, and by the time he
gathered the three horses and tied their leads together, he was
covered in sweat and dirt. Tying the rope to a tree, he pulled off
his soiled clothes and jumped in the cool water for a
swim.

After ten minutes in the cool water, he calculated that he
wouldn’t get home until an hour after dark. Damn. He was
hungry.

Pulling his dirty clothes on, he jumped on Buck’s back and
yanked the other horses to follow him. When he finally rode up, the
back porch light was the only one on in the small house. It had
taken him too long to get back, mostly because he hadn’t wanted to
injure a horse by rushing in the dark.

There wasn’t a warm plate in the oven waiting for him, no
sweet note from a mother telling him to eat something—nothing.
Except an empty feeling as he climbed the dark stairs with achy
muscles and a sore backside from the long ride.

When
Reece sat down on his bed, Ryan sat up and flipped on the small
light.

“I
saved you a sandwich.” He nodded to a plate sitting on the box he
used as a nightstand.

“Thanks.”

“Were they at the stream?”

“Yeah,” he said in between bites.

“Damn, I’m sorry, man.”

Reece shrugged his shoulders. “My fault.”

“Man, I can’t wait til the day we can get out of here.” Ryan
lay back down and stared up at the ceiling.

It
was a common conversation of theirs. They’d been planning their
escape since a month after their mother had passed of cancer
shortly after their tenth birthday. That’s when their dad had
turned mean.

“Yeah, til then, I guess I need to make sure I close the
gate.”

Ryan
chuckled. “Did you enjoy the ride, at least?”

Reece nodded. “Best moment of the month so far.” He smiled at
his brother and flipped off the light. The two boys lay on their
beds, identical dreams of escaping in their heads as they drifted
off.
















































 Chapter
One







Melissa walked into the empty clinic
and smiled. The small waiting room was quiet, but she knew that
within the hour, it would be full of crying kids and worrying
mamas. She’d never imagined herself back in her hometown, taking
over the clinic that everyone in town had been in at some moment in
their lives.

“Well?” her older brother said from behind her. “What do you
think?” Grant wrapped his arm around her shoulders and smiled down
at her.

She
smiled up at him, wanting to squeal with joy. “Thanks for buying me
breakfast.” She nodded to the coffee in her hand. He’d taken her to
Mama’s, the best—and only—diner in town. It had just been remodeled
and was busier than ever.

Melissa was staying with Grant, his wife, Alex, and their
daughter, Laura, out at their new ranch just outside of town. At
least until she could find a place of her own. There were a few
possibilities but she had yet to make up her mind about which one
to move in to.

It
had been almost two weeks since she’d returned to town and had
bumped into Dr. Conner, who had quickly informed her that he was
looking to hire a new head nurse for the clinic. Bonnie, the head
nurse who had worked at the clinic for as long as anyone could
remember, had retired earlier that year. Dr. Conner had told her
that he was desperate to hire someone who could put things in order
again around the clinic. He was about ten years older than Melissa
and had been working at the clinic since moving into town almost
six years ago. Melissa had noted that he wasn’t a bad looking man;
he was tall, had jet-black hair and dark eyes, something she’d
always found very attractive in a man. She’d worked with plenty of
doctors in Houston where she’d gone to school and done her
internship, but she had immediately wondered about working with Dr.
Conner since it was a small town and people talked.

She’d run into him at the grocery store, and he’d almost
begged her to at least stop by and look into the clinic. She’d put
it off for a while, but after applying for a few jobs in the city,
she’d decided that sticking around her hometown for a while
couldn’t hurt.

When
she had stopped by, all the other employees had been so accepting
and kind, and when Dr. Conner had presented her with an offer,
she’d jumped at it.

Now
as she looked around the room, she couldn’t help but
smile.






“Anytime, little sis.” He leaned down and placed a kiss on her
cheek. “Anytime. Well, I’d better get back to the house. I bet my
girls are up already.”

She
smiled, remembering how cute her niece was. Her soft blonde hair,
chubby baby cheeks, and eyes matched Grant’s perfectly.

“Go
be a husband and daddy.” She reached up and kissed his cheek. He
had changed so much in the past few years that she still had a hard
time believing he was the same man. Gone were the chubby cheeks,
the thick glasses, and the insecurity. Now her brother looked more
like a movie star than the awkward boy she’d been raised looking up
to, which only made her look up to him even more.

By
the time she’d flipped on all the lights in the clinic, several of
the staff had arrived and were preparing for the day. Since
Fairplay was a small town, she already knew everyone who worked
there. When the doctor walked in at a quarter past eight, the
waiting room and the three small examining rooms were already full.
Apparently, it was early flu season and most of the kids in grade
school had passed it to one another.

By
the end of her first day, she was exhausted and yet strangely full
of energy. She knew there was a lot she could improve on at the
small clinic and hoped that everyone else would be as excited as
she was to make things flow more efficiently. During her lunch, she
had written up a small list of items she would fix
first.

After the doors were closed and locked for the day, she
knocked on Dr. Conner’s office door.

“Come in.” She took a deep breath and opened the
door.

“Oh,
Melissa,” he said, setting down a folder. He waved her in and
motioned to the chair. “So, how was your first day?”

“Great.” She smiled, feeling a little nervous.

“I
can’t thank you enough for helping us out. So, what did you think?”
He folded his arms on the desk and waited.

She
took a deep breath. “I have a few suggestions.” She looked down at
the paper in her hands.

“Great.” He held out his hand for the paper.

She
waited as he read through her list, her fingers folded in her lap,
and her eyes focused on his face, waiting for any
emotions.

“These could all work out very well.” He smiled and looked up
at her. “Some of them might take some time for us to adjust to, but
I think we can all make an effort. When would you like to start on
these?”

Her
eyebrows shot up. There was no arguing, no complaining, no power
pushing. She wasn’t used to it. At the hospital she had interned at
in Houston, she’d been laughed at when she’d made a small
suggestion and had been told to just follow the rules that someone
much smarter than her had come up with years and years
ago.

“I
can come in early tomorrow and start on the organizational parts. I
can write up the changes to help the other employees.”

“Wonderful.” He stood and handed the paper back to her. “I
knew you were going to be good for us.”

She
smiled and took the paper from him. For the first time since
entering the medical field, she felt like someone had listened to
her opinions.

When
she left the clinic, Alex was sitting in her truck waiting for her.
She honked the horn and waved her over.

“So,
how was your first day?” she asked.

“Crazy.” Melissa smiled as she got into the truck. “Busy. And
the most wonderful day I’ve had in years.” She smiled.

Alex
laughed. “You belong here, sister,” she said as she pulled out onto
Main Street.

They
chatted as Alex drove slowly through the small town. Much had
changed since Melissa had left almost six years ago. The tornado
that had ripped through town a little over a year ago had damaged
most of the buildings in the older part of town. Now most of them
had new storefronts and a fresh coat of paint. New streetlights and
park benches lined the newly paved roads. The playground at the
city park was bigger than ever.

The
mayor, William Davis, a longtime Fairplay resident, had used the
FEMA money well. Even the old movie theater was up and running
now.

“I
can’t believe how much the town has grown.”

Alex
laughed. “Really?” She shrugged her shoulders. “I guess since I
have never left, I can’t see it, other than all the fixes after the
tornado.”

“It
must have been hard when it hit.”

Alex
nodded. “We had some scary times, but everything turned out
alright.”

“Haley was hurt, wasn’t she?” Haley and Melissa had been
friends as kids and had spent the night at one another’s houses at
least once a month.

“Yeah, she broke her leg. She was banged up pretty
good.”

“I
haven’t gone out to see their new place yet.” Melissa frowned and
looked at her hands. “I guess I’ve been focusing on myself since
getting into town.”

“Don’t worry about it. She has her hands full with those twins
of theirs.”

Melissa smiled, thinking of Haley and Wes’s two boys. She’d
bumped into Haley at the Grocery Stop and had cooed over the chubby
boys. “They are so cute. I’ll have to swing by their place and
smother them with kisses again.”

Alex
laughed. “I can’t believe she’s the one that had twins. They run in
the family, you know.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, our grandfather was a twin, and we have twin cousins.”
She glanced over at her. “I think you met one of them at our
wedding. Reece?”

“Hmm, I don’t remember.”

“He’s tall, dark hair, green eyes, and had a sour look on his
face the entire time.” Alex smiled. “He’s the younger one. Both
boys had it hard growing up.” She shook her head. “My aunt died
young and their father was an ass. No one has heard from his
brother, Ryan, in years.” She shook her head and
frowned.

“It
must have been hard on them, losing their mother so young. I know
Haley always talked about losing your mother. Then your dad died
when we were fourteen and her grief started all over.” She
remembered that day. Haley had stopped spending the night at her
house after that, and she had pulled away from their friendship.
She’d always thought it was something she’d done or said to ruin
the friendship. In the end, she’d become closer to her friend
Holly, who now owned the local bookstore.

“Yeah, it hit her the hardest.” Alex shook her head. “She was
a daddy’s girl. She was the only one of us that couldn’t really
remember our mother.”

They
drove through the gates of Grant and Alex’s place, and Melissa
looked at their lovely home. It sat down in a little valley. The
large stone house sat off to the left and there was a big gray barn
to the right. Her brother had so many animals, she had a hard time
keeping up.

“What?” Alex asked when Melissa laughed.

“It’s just that my brother has so many animals.” She giggled
again.

“What’s so funny about that?”

“We
never had any growing up. He knew how to ride, we both did, but now
he owns horses, cows, chickens, and…” She giggled again. “Goats. I
mean, he spoils those goats more than he does anything
else.”

“Tell me about it.” Alex rolled her eyes and smiled. “They can
do no wrong. Do you know that he’s thinking of building a new barn,
just for the goats?”

She
nodded. “He told me over breakfast.”

Alex
grunted. “That man has a soft spot for those damn goats.” She
stopped the truck and turned to her with a smile on her face. “But,
then again, so do I. Buttercup saved my life once, you
know.”

Melissa laughed. She’d heard the story of how the little goat
had helped when Alex had been knocked out by Mrs. Nolan, the
ex-mayor’s wife.

“And
Junior saved your brother.” She nodded towards the large dog that
hobbled across the yard to greet them.

The
dog’s thick dark fur hid the scars that everyone knew were there.
Most of his left hind leg was so badly damaged, he spent most of
his time lying down. Alex and Grant doted on the dog more than any
other animal on their small farm.

“For
that, we all owe him everything.” Melissa knelt and rubbed the
dog’s thick fur as his tail thumped in the dirt. She got teary
every time she thought about the scare they’d had after Mrs. Nolan
had shot her brother point-blank. She’d spent almost a month at her
parents’ place until her brother had gotten back on his feet. The
little dog had gotten the worst of it, though. And Mrs. Nolan was
rotting away at some state-run loony bin in Rusk, Texas.

When
she looked up, she saw her brother standing on the porch holding
little Laura, as she liked to call her. They had named their
daughter after Alex’s mother, who had died in a tornado that hit
Fairplay when the girls were very young.

She
watched as Alex walked up and hugged and kissed her family.
Something inside Melissa shifted and for the first time in her
adult life, she wished for a moment just like that.
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Lauren had given Reece the largest ranch house on the
property. It had been sitting empty since they’d put in a few
trailers closer to the barns. They had over a dozen men working for
them now and, by the looks of it, they needed another
dozen.

He’d
spent the first day there helping with the cattle and had noticed a
beautiful palomino running wild in one of the corrals. When he’d
approached it, the beast’s ears had perked up. Chase told him that
the horse was still untrained and in dire need of
breaking.

Chase hadn’t had enough time to start working on the horse,
and Reece had quickly requested the job.

“You
can start on him first thing in the morning,” Chase said, patting
his back. “Just don’t come running to me when the beast kills you.
He’s an ornery son of a gun.”

He’d
spent the rest of the day helping the hands brand the cattle and
getting the little ones up to date on shots. It had been a sweaty
job, but he’d loved every minute.

When
he got back to his place, he realized that the kitchen cupboards
were completely empty, and he grabbed his truck keys to head down
to the grocery store.

As
he drove through the small town, he realized how much he felt at
home here. They had visited often when they were kids. Up until
their early teens, they had spent a few weeks here every summer to
help out. He and his brother had made their best childhood memories
here.

Pulling in front of the Grocery Stop, the only grocery store
in town, he wondered how long he would stick around. He walked
through the aisles, tossing items into his cart and thinking about
breaking horses for a living. He’d always dreamed of being able to
do that.

Maybe Fairplay was the place to do it. Why not? He knew a lot
of people in town and, more important, they knew him. That was key
for running a business like this. If they trusted him to do the
job, he’d get more work. And there was bound to be a lot of work in
these parts. They were less than an hour from Tyler, and there were
plenty of smaller towns around that he could drum up business
in.

“Well, well,” he heard someone purr from behind him. “If it
isn’t one of the West boys.”

He
turned to see a busty blonde swaying down the aisle towards him.
The tight shorts she wore barely covered her curves, and she was
almost busting out of the shirt buttons. It took a few moments for
his eyes to wander higher to see the well-groomed face that matched
the perfect body.

He’d
known Savannah Douglas most of her life. She’d been one of Lauren’s
best friends when they were younger, but after middle school, he’d
seen less and less of her around the farm. She’d grown up in the
lap of luxury ever since her folks had hit it big with oil
money.

Now
she wore the best clothes, drove the most expensive car in town,
and was always after something she couldn’t get.

He
knew that Savannah was the cause of a lot of problems with his
cousins over the last few years, but as she walked towards him,
everything but the throbbing in his pants left his mind.

“Well, hello. This can’t be little Savannah?” he said as she
stopped right next to him.

“Which one are you?” She ran a manicured finger up his arm
playfully.

“Reece.” He smiled down at her.

“Oh,
I could never tell you and your brother apart.” She leaned closer
to him. “I didn’t know you were in town. How long are you here
for?”

He
could smell her perfume and the feel of her breasts pushed up
against his chest was sending all his blood away from his
head.

“Not
sure. I’m thinking of staying on.”

“For
good?” She gasped a little. He could tell it was all an act, and if
his mind had been working, he would have realized he shouldn’t be
leading her on. But it had been a while since he’d gotten any
attention from someone so attractive.

“Maybe.”

“Well, I’ll simply have to bake you one of my famous pies and
bring it over to you. Where are you staying?”

“At
the ranch house at the end of the road at Lauren’s
place.”

“Oh.” She frowned a little.

“Problem?”

“No.” Her smile came back. “Well, I’m sure we’ll bump into
each other again,” she said, taking a step back when a young mother
and her kids tried to get by them in the aisle. Savannah stared
after the woman and kids. “I simply must be going.” She leaned
closer and whispered, “I’m looking forward to seeing you.” Her eyes
traveled up and down him and then rested on his crotch. If he were
a teenager, he would have blushed bright red.

He
watched her hips as she swayed back down the aisle and out the
front door without buying anything.

“That girl is trouble,” someone said from behind
him.

When
he turned around, he saw a very petite redheaded woman standing
next to his cart, a full basket of groceries in her
hands.

“Holly Bridles. We met at Alex and Grant’s wedding and again
at Haley and Wes’.” She shifted her basket and held out a
hand.

He
smiled and took it. “I remember. You own a shop…” He tried to
remember.

“Bookstore. It’s just across the street.”

“Right,” he nodded, remembering.

“Savannah will toy with you. Besides, she’s not allowed on
Saddleback Ranch property anymore.”

“Oh?” He must have looked surprised because Holly
laughed.

“Long story. Ask your cousin one day if you have a few hours
to listen to it. So did I hear you right? You’re back to
stay?”

“Maybe.” He took her basket and set it inside his cart. The
thing looked heavier than she did, and he could see she was
struggling with it. “Why didn’t you get a cart?”

“Oh,
well, you know how it is. You run inside for one thing and…” She
shrugged her shoulders. “You walk out with a cart full.” She
smiled.

They
walked up to the checkout, and he put her basket up for her. They
chatted for a while with the checker and when she had her two full
bags in her arms, she turned back around to him. “Remember what I
said about staying away from Savannah.”

He
nodded. “Thanks. I’ll see you around.”

She
nodded and then turned and walked out.

“She’s right, you know,” the woman behind the counter said as
she began scanning his items. “Everyone in town knows to steer
clear of that girl.”

He
chuckled. “I think I’m getting the hint,” he said, handing over his
credit card. Until he could get the full story, Savannah Douglas
was on his do-not-touch list.
















































 Chapter
Two







Reece flew through the air. Most
people would be thinking about the pain they were about to feel
when they hit the ground, but not him. His mind was completely and
wonderfully blank. Of course, when he hit the ground hard, his mind
started working again. What could he have done differently? Should
he have nudged instead of poked? Should he have waited a few more
days to try to mount the horse? So many questions popped into his
head after he landed.

He
hated it when he questioned himself. He was damn good at what he
did, and he had the medals to prove it.

In
the last five years, since he’d finally gotten free of his old man,
he’d traveled the world and had collected as many medals as he
could. Bronc busting had been his dream for as long as he could
remember. But shortly after Reece had graduated, his old man had
gotten sick. His no-good twin had gone and left him alone. They had
always planned to leave together; at least that’s what Reece had
always thought.

Ryan
had taken off, and Reece had made his own plans to leave. But then
his dad had the stroke, and he’d been left caring for the old man
until he finally passed away two years later. He’d also been left
paying off all the old man’s debts. He’d done everything he could
to pay them off. He sold the cattle, the horses, then the land, and
the house. Until he’d been left with only an old truck and a bag
full of memories.

Then
he’d given up his last hundred dollars to enter in the bronc
busting competition at the rodeo, which, luckily, he’d won. He’d
headed out to the next rodeo and won that one as well. He kept
winning and eventually he was approached by a company just outside
of New Orleans who wanted to sponsor him.

It
had taken him almost a year to pay off his father’s final debts,
but by then he was so engrossed in bronc busting, he hadn’t
stopped.

It
took the nasty fall in Montana to finally slow him down. Laid up in
the hospital bed with a broken leg, three busted ribs, and a
headache to rival all others, he’d finally thought about what he
wanted to do with himself. He’d been injured before—he had pins in
his right wrist, his left ankle, and had more stitches than he
could count—but no other injury had affected him like this one
had.

It
took almost two months for him to finally make his way back to
Texas. It hadn’t been easy for him to drive up to Saddleback and
ask his cousin for help.

Lauren had always been his favorite. She’d been more like a
mother to Ryan and him than a cousin. She was only five years older
than him but in so many ways, she was more mature. She’d been
running Saddleback, the family ranch, since she was
eighteen.

When
he’d driven up a few days ago, she’d rushed from the large front
porch and hugged him so tight, he’d thought she’d cracked a few
more of his ribs.

“What the hell have you done to yourself?” she’d asked as she
pulled him into the house.

He’d
laughed. “Fell off a damned horse.”

She’d glared at him. “This is more than just falling off; this
is getting stepped on a dozen times.

He’d
smiled and nodded. “I guess that’s about right.”

“Reece Loyal West, what in the world am I going to do with
you?”

“You
could give me a place to stay until I’m back on my feet.” She’d
smiled and nodded.

“As
long as you promise to stick around longer.”

“I
guess I can do that.”

The
next day, he’d moved into a large ranch-hand house they had along
the back of their property.

He’d
been at Alex’s and Haley’s weddings a few years back and had gotten
to meet all of their husbands, but there were a few new editions
that he’d yet to see.

He’d
met Lauren and Chase’s son, Rickie, but now they had an
almost-one-year-old daughter, Emma, who was the spitting image of
her mama.

That
first night at dinner, Alex and Haley had brought their families
over, and he’d met Alex’s daughter, Laura, and Haley’s twin boys,
Conner and Cooper. He couldn’t help but stare down at the matching
boys’ faces and think about his own twin. Where was Ryan? There was
still a large hole in his life that his brother used to
fill.

He’d
gotten along great with Grant and Wes. He’d met all of them,
including Lauren’s husband, Chase, before.

Now
here he was a few days later, working in the corral and helping to
break one of Chase’s horses. Chase had warned him about jumping on
the mare, but he hadn’t listened. He’d wanted the feeling of
excitement he got from riding hard and fast.

When
he landed, though, he heard something snap and cussed himself for
the fool he was.

“What on earth!” someone shouted. “Johnathan Chase Graham! Why
would you let him get on Ralph?”

Ralph? Reece thought. Who the hell was Ralph?

“Now
listen, Lauren, I tried my best to talk him out of it,” Chase said,
rushing over to him just as Lauren got there and gasped.

“He’s bleeding.”

He
looked down at his leg and cussed. Sure enough, he’d busted the
skin wide open just above his knee.

“It’s nothing,” he said, but he was quickly hushed by
Lauren.

“Go
pull the truck around. We’ll have to drive him into the clinic.”
She helped him stand up as her husband rushed over to pull the
truck closer to the corral.

“Why
on heaven and earth would you get on a horse this soon?”

“I
thought it was the right thing to do.” He smiled down at her and
winced with pain as he tried to use his recently healed
leg.

“Did
you break it again?” she asked, looking down at his torn
jeans.

He
tested it out and shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“It
would serve you right if you had.” She helped him into the truck.
“I’ll drive him in; you can stay with the kids.”

“No,
I’ll do it. It might take a while.”

“Fine, but call me the second you hear anything,” Lauren said,
reaching over and snapping Reece’s seat belt into place. She leaned
up and placed a kiss on his cheek. “Dummy,” she whispered before
shutting the door. It was a nickname she’d always had for him.
Ryan’s nickname had been Dumber. He supposed he was lucky that she
thought of his brother as dumber than he was.

Chase pulled out for the short ride into town.

“I’d
like to start breaking horses. You know…as a business,” Reese told
him.

Chase laughed. “In your condition?”

“Well, maybe in a while. It’s something I was always good
at.”

“Yeah, you looked real good flying through the air and landing
on your face.” Chase laughed.

“I’m
just a little distracted, that’s all.”

“Well, when you get all healed, you’re welcome to use the
corral out in the east field. I don’t think it’s wise to keep too
many new horses near the house.”

He
nodded. “Maybe I’ll find a place of my own. I have some money saved
up.” He thought about all of his winnings, which he hadn’t touched
in three years. He didn’t even know how much he had in the bank.
After dealing with his father’s debt, all that mattered to him was
that there was a positive in front of the numbers instead of a
negative.

“Grant could help you out there. He has some connections in
town due to his business.”

“Isn’t he a lawyer?”

Chase laughed. “Yeah, but we don’t hold it against him. He’s
the closest thing we have to a closing company in town. He knows
all the listings and which people are looking to list their
places.”

“Maybe I’ll check with him.” He looked down at his leg and
cussed as he watched blood squirting from his knee. “But I think it
will have to wait a while.” He could feel his head spinning and
tried like crazy to hold onto consciousness.

“Damn it, don’t you go passing out on me like a little girl.”
Chase shook his shoulder, but it was too late; everything had gone
white.

When
he opened his eyes again, he was looking into the biggest bluest
eyes he’d ever seen. The woman’s sandy blonde hair had fallen
around her face, and she was looking down at him with concern.
Without thinking, he reached up and brushed the strand of hair away
from her face. He recognized the face instantly and smiled when she
frowned down at him.

“Missy,” he whispered.

“What have you done to yourself?” she asked, She looked away
as someone else spoke to her, and he instantly wanted her blue eyes
back on him.

His
mind drifted until he heard the word, “shots.” Then he sat
up.

“I
don’t need any shots.” When he tried to get off the table, she
pushed down on his shoulders until he lay back down.

“You
will stay put until I tell you to move. Is that clear?” Her blue
eyes turned fierce.

“Yes, ma’am.” He lay back down and closed his eyes. He heard
her ask Chase a few questions, and then she asked him to wait
outside in the waiting room while she examined Reece, which got his
mind thinking in all different kinds of directions.

It
had been a while, almost five months, since he’d been with a woman.
Who could blame him for the thoughts he was having now?

“Can
you remove your pants, or do I need to cut them off of
you?”

He
looked up at those blue eyes and just smiled until he saw her
cheeks flush. “I think I can manage.”

“Good.” She handed him a standard hospital robe. He hated
these damn things.

“Can’t you just patch me up while I keep my pants
on?”

“No,” she said as she put things onto the silver tray in front
of him.

He
stood up to yank his pants down, and the room began to spin again.
Cussing under his breath, he closed his eyes and tried to steady
himself. When he felt her cool hands on his hips, his eyes flew
open. She tugged his torn jeans down his legs until they got hung
up on his boots, and then she pushed him lightly until he sat back
down on the table.

“How’d I get in here? Please don’t tell me Chase carried me
like a baby?”

He
enjoyed the rich giggle that escaped her lips. “No, we moved you to
a gurney.” She nodded to the rolling bed that was sitting against
the wall.

She
pulled one of his boots off and reached for the other
one.

“I’d
better do that one. I have a few pins in that ankle that hurt when
it’s pulled too much.” She nodded and stood back, watching
him.

He
bent down and, using his other foot, managed to pry the boot
loose.

She
set the boots on a chair by the door. When she turned back around,
her eyes roamed over his now bare legs. When he handed her his
jeans, she hesitated.

“Get
injured often?” she asked, looking at the many scars he had on his
legs.

He
shrugged his shoulders. “Comes with busting.”

She
shook her head. “Sounds like you need a new job,” she said as she
started working on his knee.

He
tried not to look at the nasty gash and focused on her instead. Her
hair was darker than he remembered. He’d met her a few times, most
recently at Alex’s wedding where he’d quickly developed a huge
crush on her. He had seen her from across the room and had wanted
to rush over and ask her out. But she’d had a date, a skinny
black-haired guy with glasses, which had reminded him that he had a
date as well. His date was blonde and busty, and their relationship
lasted only three weeks, one of his longest relationships to
date.

“When did you move back?” he asked, wishing he could reach out
and touch her silky hair again. When he’d seen her last, she was
living in the city attending college.

“Two
months ago,” she said as she cleaned his knee. She looked up from
his knee for a moment. “When did you get into town?”

“A
few days ago. I’m staying with Lauren and Chase until I can find a
place of my own.”

He
watched her eyebrows go up in a sexy arch.

“I’m
over at Alex and Grant’s. You’re here to stay then?”

He
shrugged his shoulders. “Until I can think of someplace else to be.
How about you? Are you here to stay?”

She
nodded and got back to work cleaning the dirt from his wound.
“Until I can think of someplace else to be.”

He
winced when she pulled a large pebble from under his
skin.

“Sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay.”

“Do
you pass out every time you see blood?” she asked,
casually.

He
looked up at her and winced. He hated the weakness. “So
far.”

“Chase told me that you’d been injured recently.”

“Yeah, a couple of broken ribs, broken leg.” He shrugged. “For
the most part I’m healed.”

“Most part?” Her eyebrows did the sexy arch again.

“I’m
walking around just fine. Still breathing.”

“Mr.
West,” she began.

“Reece,” he corrected.

She
shook her head and continued. “If you continue to treat your body
like it’s a plaything instead of a well-oiled machine, you won’t be
using it much longer.” She tossed the tweezers on the tray, picked
up a threaded needle, and began to place tiny stitches into his
skin.

“Are
you a doctor?” He frowned, causing her to pause.

“No.” She frowned back at him. “The doctor is away at lunch.
Would you like to wait an hour and have Dr. Conner put these in
instead?”

“No,
it’s just that…” He trailed off. “No, ma’am.”

She
nodded and got back to work. She was fast and very efficient, and
her stitches looked better than those he’d received from some of
the best doctors around. She placed a white bandage over the
wound.

She
examined his leg, moving her hands gently over his hairy muscles.
It was pure torture to sit still. She finally nodded and said,
“You’ll need to stay off your leg for a few hours. No horseback
riding for at least a week. You can come back then and we’ll remove
the stitches. Take a few aspirin when you get home.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was already thinking about riding again, when
she tugged on his sleeve.

“I
mean it, Reece. No riding until I say so.” She frowned at
him.

“Go
out with me this weekend,” he blurted out. Normally he didn’t just
bark out a date request. Maybe it was the pain blocking his
normally smooth personality.

She
looked at him and a small smile formed on her lips.

“I
don’t date patients, Mr. West.” She turned around and tossed him
his pants. “You’re free to go.” She looked at him one last time and
then walked out of the room, leaving him wishing he hadn’t fallen
off the damn horse.
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Melissa walked into her small office and leaned against the
closed door. Her fingers were still shaking and when she tried to
calm her heart down, she felt it jump in her chest.

What
had she done? Why had she turned him down? Reece West was the
sexiest man she’d met in a long time. Why, oh why, hadn’t she
noticed how sexy he was at her brother’s wedding? Shaking her head
clear, she remembered she’d been in a relationship at the time and
frowned.

Now
it was best for her to focus on her work. In the last few months,
she’d turned the little clinic around. They were saving money and
getting patients through faster and more efficiently.

Dr.
Conner—Chris, as he wanted her to call him—had asked her out on
several occasions. Each time she’d politely informed him that she
didn’t date coworkers. She was beginning to wonder why she was
making so many excuses to get out of going on a date. After all, it
was just a date.

Just
as she picked up a folder to glance at the next patient
information, her office door opened. She looked up through her
reading glasses as Reece walked into her office with a smile on his
face.

“I
like the specs,” he said as he walked over and sat in the chair
opposite her.

“Mr.
West, maybe I didn’t make myself clear. You are free to
go.”

“Oh,
you were very clear about that. Just not the other issue.” He
leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Other issue?” She removed her glasses and was surprised when
he frowned a little as she placed them on the desk beside
her.

“Why
you wouldn’t go out on a date with me. After all, when you live in
a town of three thousand people, everyone’s bound to be a patient
of yours at one point or another.”

She
frowned. He was right and she hated to admit it.

“Have you ever thought that maybe I just don’t want to go out
with you?”

He
shook his head. “Not with the way you were looking at me back there
with my pants off.” He nodded towards the door and smiled. “What
harm would it do? It’s just a date.”

She’d just told herself the same thing less than a minute ago,
and she couldn’t lie to herself—she was very attracted to him. So
much so, that her hands started to shake again, and she pushed them
under the desk and nodded.

“Fine, one date.” She watched his lips turn up into a sexy
grin.

“Great.” He got up, and she noticed that he winced a
little.

“Do
you need help?” She was beside him in an instant. Her arms wrapped
around his narrow waist, and she held him steady so he wouldn’t
fall.

When
he held still, she looked up into his face and realized she’d
walked right into his trap. She was exactly where he wanted her to
be—in his arms. When she tried to pull away, he shook his head and
frowned.

“No,
hang on a sec.” He dipped his head and when his lips met hers, she
felt her toes curl and the wind was knocked from her
lungs.

He
took his time exploring her lips, softly running his over hers
until she sighed and opened her mouth to his
exploration.

She
didn’t know how long they stood there like that, but when he
finally released her, they were both breathless.

“Friday, six o’clock,” he said softly.

She
couldn’t speak, so instead she nodded and watched him slowly walk
out. She noticed the slight limp as he made his way down the
hallway towards the waiting area.

Closing the door, she rested her forehead against the cool
wood and sighed. She was in trouble.

Then
she realized she really was
in trouble. It had been almost a year since she’d
been on a date with anyone. She had absolutely nothing to
wear.

Rushing over to her desk, she picked up her office phone and
dialed the bookstore. Holly had taken over the small store when her
mother had retired to Florida. Books were Holly’s life. That and
fashion.

Her
friend not only knew all the latest trends, she wore them. You
wouldn’t know it to look at the slight, red-haired bookseller, but
the girl was a whirlwind at putting outfits together. Not only
clothes, but hair and make-up as well.

“Holly, it’s Melissa. I need your help. I’ve got a date this
Friday and I need your fashion help.”

“Who
with?” Holly broke in.

“Reece West.”

“Ohhhhh.”

“I
know. Oh my God! Why didn’t anyone tell me how sexy the man was?”
She leaned back in her chair and remembered how he had looked in
his boxer shorts and shirt.

“You’ve met the West twins before. At least I think you have.
Well, anyway, I’m sure I’ve mentioned them tons of
times.”

Melissa shook her head. “I don’t remember.”

“Oh,
well…” Holly sighed. “I ran into Reece yesterday at the Grocery
Stop. My, oh, my. Anyway, swing by the bookstore after closing and
you can tell me all. We’ll come up with something for
Friday.”

“Sounds great. I’ll see you then.” She had a hard time
concentrating the rest of the day. Her lips still vibrated from the
kiss. Every time she had a moment to herself, she found herself day
dreaming about Reece.

Finally, at a quarter after six, she walked out the front door
of the clinic and waved bye to the night shift nurse,
Kimberly.

She
walked the four blocks to the bookstore instead of driving. The
weather was finally getting warm enough that she didn’t have to put
on her light jacket.

When
she walked into the bookstore, the bell chimed above the door.
Holly served cappuccinos and baked goods as well as selling books
and small novelty items. There was a line of regulars that had
stopped by the place to get their latte fix and some of the best
banana walnut bread anywhere. Holly had received the recipe from
her mother along with the business.

The
place was large. The building owner had rebuilt the front of the
store after the tornado had wiped it out, but much of the place was
still out of date. Holly had mentioned that she was working out a
plan with the current owner about doing some more updates, but
Melissa thought she should just find another building.

“Hi,” Holly said from behind the counter.

“Hi.
Busy day?” She looked around the store and saw several people
browsing the aisles.

“It
was great for a Wednesday. You?”

She
shrugged her shoulders. “The usual. Bumps, cuts, and bruises. Mr.
MacKalaster came in with a broken finger. Apparently his cat
slammed the piano top on it when he was playing.”

Holly giggled. “Do you remember how many hours we spent
pounding away at those keys during practice?”

“I
know. How many times did we wish we could break his fingers because
he would tap our knuckles with a ruler when we hit the wrong
key?”

They
giggled, then sobered. “Well, that’s too bad. I hope he will make a
speedy recovery,” Holly said, looking around the store.

“Yes.” Melissa cleared her throat, knowing it wouldn’t do to
have the head nurse at the local clinic laughing about someone’s
injuries. “Well, it was just his middle finger.” She giggled again
and tried to cover it up with a cough.

Holly smiled. “It’s almost closing time. Why don’t I grab you
a latte and you can look through some of these magazines to help
you get an idea of what you want to wear?”

She
nodded. “I’ll have a piece of banana bread too, if you have any
left.”

Holly smiled. “I saved you a piece.”
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By the time Reece walked into his
place later that night, he felt like he’d been kicked in the chest
instead of knocked off a horse. His leg hurt like a hell, and he
was covered in sweat and dust.

He’d
been told to stay off a horse, but not to steer clear of the
creatures. Breaking horses was much more than just plopping down on
their backs and holding on. It took weeks, sometimes months, of
getting an animal to trust you. You had to teach them how to be on
a lead, how to take a bit in their mouths and not bite your fingers
while they were at it. He looked down at his bruised thumb and
frowned.

Then
you had to get them used to the weight of the blanket and saddle.
He sat down on the couch and sighed, wishing too late that he’d
thought of grabbing a cold beer from his fridge. Pulling himself
off the couch, he walked into the kitchen and popped the top off a
Corona Light.

Everyone gave him shit about drinking light beer and stopping
after one, but he didn’t mind. He actually enjoyed the taste a lot
better.

Opening up the back sliding door, he stepped out onto the back
deck and leaned against the railing. The sun was just setting over
the hills and the fields had turned a dark shade of amber. The
night sky had yet to turn dark, reminding him of the sexy blue eyes
which had looked at him with such concern earlier that
day.

He
looked down at his torn jeans and noticed that the white bandage
was now covered in dirt and sweat. He knew he would have to replace
it after he showered and wished that Melissa was here to do the job
for him. He didn’t know why he turned into a baby when he saw
blood, but he’d done everything he could over the last few years to
avoid looking at it, including having someone else dress his
wounds.

When
the sun finally dipped below the hills, he went inside, peeled off
his clothes, and threw them in the hamper. He walked to the
bathroom, turned on the shower, and stepped in.

He
had hoped that the hot water would remove the bandage for him, but
when he stepped out half an hour later, the tape was still stuck to
his thigh.

“Damn.” He sat on the edge of the tub and started to peel the
tape aside. When it was finally removed, along with half of the
hair on his leg, he looked at the small stitches. Nine of them.
Since she’d cleaned most of the blood, he didn’t feel the weakness
come over him like he normally did.

He
pulled open the shopping bag full of bandages he and Chase had
purchased earlier. Ripping a box open, he grabbed the biggest
bandage and put it over the cut and smiled at the job well
done.

The
next morning he found it very hard to get out of bed. Every muscle
in his body ached. It had been a while since he’d spent a full day
working like he’d done yesterday. And then he’d been thrown from a
horse on top of it all.

Three months. Three long months now since he’d been tossed
around like a rag doll and stepped on repeatedly by that horse in
Montana. Five years ago, it would have taken him half this time to
be back on his feet, but now…He stood and looked at himself in the
mirror and frowned. He was getting old. Why was twenty-five feeling
like thirty-five? He looked down at the row of scars that ran over
his chest and legs. Battle scars. Some were so small, he’d
forgotten he had them. Others, like the one over his outer thigh,
which he now ran his fingertips over, were a lot bigger and meaner
and he remembered every pain-filled moment.

Tossing on some clean jeans and a shirt, he pulled his boot on
over the compression sock he wore on his left ankle. When he rode,
he wore one on his wrist, elbow, and knees. They seemed to help his
achy joints.

When
he walked up to the big barn, Chase was out front working with the
horse from yesterday.

“Did
I hear your wife call this beauty Ralph yesterday?”

Chase chuckled. “Yeah. Your cousins have a way with naming
animals.”

“Tell me about it.” He shook his head and started to climb
into the corral.

“Oh,
no, you don’t.” Alex walked down from the front porch. “I heard
about your spill yesterday.” She stopped right in front of him.
“Don’t think for a moment that I’m going to let you mess around
with my horse for a while.” She pointed at his chest.

“Your horse?” He looked at Chase and laughed. “Ralph here is
yours?”

“Yes. Why?” She frowned.

“It’s just…” He broke off and sobered when Chase shook his
head quickly. “Nothing.”

“What?” she asked, crossing her arms over her
chest.

“He’s a beast. How do you expect that you’ll ever ride him? I
mean, he’s over four years old and hasn’t been broken.”

“I
know.” She walked over to the fence and smiled at the animal, who
Chase was running on a lead. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” She
glanced at Reece.

“Well, yes. Tell me he’s a gift for Grant.”

She
shook her head no. “He’s all mine.”

“Alex…” He walked over and took her shoulders. “That horse has
too much spunk for you. He’ll end up killing you. You have a baby
now. Why don’t you pick a nice quiet older horse?” He nodded to one
that was standing along the fence with its eyes closed. “Like that
one.”

Alex
looked and then laughed. “I’m a mother, not dead. Besides, that’s
Dash, Haley’s horse. Laura can crawl faster than he can
run.”

He
looked at the old beast. “That’s Dash? I thought he died years
ago.”

“Nope, still kicking around.” She smiled. “He’s going to live
to be a zillion years old. Haley told me.” She smiled and sighed,
looking back at the beautiful palomino running in circles. “I’ve
wanted Ralph here for years. Mr. Hobby had him up on the dairy
farm, and I would drive by every week and watch him run.” She
rested her foot up on the bottom rung next to his.

“I
still don’t think it’s a great idea. I mean, this horse is better
suited for busting.”

She
glared at him. “I thought you were done with busting?”

He
shook his head. “I’ll never be done with it.”

“We
had hoped that you would be.” She nodded towards the horse. “I’ve
seen you at your best and I can’t deny that you have a way with
horses. But I’ve also seen you at your worst. You’ve some
recovering to do yet.” She closed her eyes and then turned to him.
“You’ve broken a lot of horses in your day. What do you honestly
think?” She nodded to the horse that was bucking around the small
corral.

He’d
seen the fire in its eyes and felt it quiver under him and knew
what the horse wanted. It had too much spirit to become someone’s
ride. “He’s meant for busting. We could break him. It would take
some doing”—he looked at Alex again—“but he was meant to be
wild.”

She
sighed and he saw her shoulders hunch a little. “I had hoped…” She
shook her head and he watched a tear escape her eyes. “You’ll be
the first to ride him?” She rested her hand on his, her brown eyes
pleading.

He
smiled and nodded. “When we’re both ready.”
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She
was a wreck. She’d gone into Tyler and gotten her hair colored and
had a manicure and pedicure to boot. It had been almost a full year
since she’d splurged on herself. It would have been better had
Holly or Haley been able to go with her, but Holly was busy with
her bookstore and Haley with the twins. But both of her friends had
promised to have a girls’ night soon.

She’d even stopped off at the mall and gotten some new
clothes. Thanks to the pictures Holly had shown her, it was easy to
pick out the colors and styles that looked great on her.

She
stood looking at herself in the mirror, and while she thought she
looked absolutely gorgeous, she felt like a wreck on the inside.
She was so nervous, she didn’t think she could go through with the
evening.

Someone knocked on her door and she turned to see Alex walk in
with the baby on her hip.

“Don’t you look perfect.” She smiled and walked over to her.
“That color blue goes perfectly with your eyes. Oh!” she exclaimed
making the sleepy baby in her arms squirm, “look at those shoes.”
She tilted her head and smiled. “I miss wearing shoes like that.”
Her smile turned into a slight frown.

“Sounds like someone needs some mommy and daddy time. Maybe
Aunt Melissa can babysit one night?” she said brushing a strand of
blonde hair away from her niece’s eyes.

“I’d
love some mommy and daddy time.” Alex smiled at her.

“Who
gets mommy and daddy time?” Grant asked from the doorway as he
walked over and took the baby from his wife and then planted a kiss
on her chubby cheek.

“We
do. Your sister is going to babysit sometime so we can hit the
town.” Alex did a little dance. “I’ll get to wear sexy shoes
again.”

He
smiled. “I like your boots, but a date night would be great.” Then
he turned to Melissa. “Wow, sis. Lookin’ good.”

She
smiled. “Thanks.” Just then the doorbell rang and the butterflies
jumped in her stomach. “Why am I so nervous?” she
groaned.

Alex
chuckled. “Because you’re going out with a West. We’ve been known
to make a few hearts flutter.” She smiled and rushed to answer the
door.

“Should I be worried?” Grant asked, shifting Laura. The baby
was now completely asleep in her daddy’s arms.

“No.
Of course not. It’s just a date.” She brushed her brother off, but
she was worried herself.

It
wasn’t as if she hadn’t dated before. She’d been in a long-term
relationship during her first year at college. But compared to
Reece, Bret had been a boy.

When
she’d seen Reece standing across from her in nothing but his
boxers, her mouth had watered. She’d never seen a man look so good
in boxer briefs before. His thighs were thick and his dark skin was
covered in a light dusting of dark hair. The scars that marred his
skin weren’t bad, but noticeable. His green eyes had been something
to see, and she’d been drawn in the second he’d opened them. She
couldn’t explain it, but somehow they were familiar to her. Like a
memory pushed to the back of her mind.

When
she walked down the stairs with Grant behind her, she was shocked
to see how handsome Reece looked in dress pants and a button-up
shirt. His hair was darker than she’d first thought, possibly
because last time she’d seen him he’d had a layer of dust covering
him. It was brushed back away from his face, setting off the West
green eyes. The fact that he looked just as good wearing torn jeans
and a mangled shirt with a layer of dirt covering him as he did in
dress pants and a starched shirt didn’t go unnoticed.

“Evening.” She watched his eyes heat when he noticed her on
the stairs.

“Hi.” She smiled and felt like a teenager going on her first
date.

“You
look lovely.” He walked over to her and placed a soft kiss on her
cheek. That’s when Grant cleared his throat.

“Evening, Grant.” He walked over and shook her brother’s hand.
Grant shifted his daughter and easily took Reece’s hand.

“Evening. I heard you had some excitement with my wife’s horse
the other day. I’ve been telling her since she got that horse that
it wasn’t meant for riding.”

He
smiled. “I think we got it all worked out.” He winked at
Alexis.

“Reece has purchased Ralph from me. He’s going to ride him for
busting.”

“You’re what?” Melissa said before she could stop herself.
“Are you just plain stupid?”

Reece laughed. “Some days.” He took her hand and started
walking towards the door. “Evening.” He dipped his head towards
Grant and Alex and continued to walk with her out the front
door.

“Well?” She pulled him to a stop just before his
truck.

“Well, what?” he asked, taking a step closer to
her.

“Are
you really going to continue bronc busting?”

“Yes, ma’am, I am. I’ll get back to it as soon as my doctor
and nurse clear me.” He smiled and ran his finger down her cheek.
She tried to hide the shiver of excitement that ran through her.
“You must have a death wish.” It came out as a whisper.

“Nope, just a powerful urge to be bucked off something.” He
smiled and stepped back to open her door for her.

She
glared at him as he helped her up into his truck. While he walked
around the front, she tried to mentally switch gears. It wouldn’t
do any good to be angry at him all the way through their first
date.

“How’s the leg?” she asked as he got behind the
wheel.

“Pretty good. I changed the bandage the other day without
passing out.” He smiled over at her.

“That’s always good. How long have you fought with vasovagal
episodes?”

“Vaso…what?”

“Fainting at the sight of blood?” She smiled.

“Oh,
since I was a kid, I guess. My brother got thrown off a buck once,
skinned his back up pretty good. Since our pa wasn’t too keen on
fixing us up, I had to do it. I remember standing over him with a
washcloth in one hand and medicine in the other. Next thing I knew,
Ryan was kicking me in my ribs and yelling at me. I never lived it
down.” He shook his head and smiled as he drove out of
town.

“You
two must have been close.”

“Yeah,” he shrugged. “I guess.”

“Alex told me that no one has heard from him in a few years.
It must be hard being away from him for so long.”

“I
guess.” He glanced over at her. “What was it like going to school
in Houston?”

It
was her turn to shrug her shoulders and glance out the window. “It
had its ups and downs. I interned at Children’s for a semester.”
She closed her eyes and remembered some of the better moments she’d
had. She chose to think about those rather than the harder times,
the times she had to say goodbye to children so small, so
helpless.

“I
don’t know how you all do it.” He shook his head. “Staying calm as
someone’s bleeding out.”

“I
guess it’s the same way you can square off with a very angry
thousand-pound beast.”

He
shrugged. “I guess so.”
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During their drive into Tyler, there was never a lull in the
conversation, and Reece enjoyed every minute of their time
together. She made him laugh and think, which no other women he’d
dated had been able to do.

He’d
dated a lot during his travels. Most of the women had been buckle
bunnies, and he had always enjoyed the pick of the prettiest ones.
But he hadn’t wanted to spend time with any of them the way he did
with Melissa.

He
listened to her talk about her experiences at the hospitals in
Houston and about things she’d done as a child. When she asked him
questions, he tried to avoid giving up too much information, since
there wasn’t anything really exciting about his life. But when he
started to talk about his time at the rodeo, she leaned forward,
her plate of food completely forgotten as she listened to every
word.

“That’s how I ended up with the pins in my foot.”

She
shook her head at him. “What did you do with the horse?”

He
laughed. “A year later I got right back on him and rode him across
the field then sold him immediately to the man down the
street.”

She
nodded her head. “Good move.”

“What about you? Do you ride?”

She
shrugged her shoulders then picked up her glass of wine and took a
sip. “I’ve ridden, but I’m not very good at it.”

He
leaned back in his chair and looked at her. “I doubt that. You have
grace about you. I’d bet you’d be good in the saddle.” Her face
turned a light shade of pink and she smiled.

“My
brother is the one that likes all the animals.”

“What do you say I take you riding next week? That is, after I
clear it with my nurse.”

He
was dying to see her in tight jeans and boots, bouncing up and down
in a saddle.

“Well…”

“You’re bound to have a day off from work.”

She
nodded. “Oh, yes, of course. Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays are
all mine. At least most of the time.” She smiled.

“Good. Then it’s settled. What do you say to a picnic next
Friday?”

She
thought about it for a moment and then nodded her head.

The
drive back to Fairplay was a quiet one. Not the scary silent type
where he felt like there should be something said, but instead a
peaceful one where nothing needed to be said. He enjoyed the
rolling hills as he took the curve towards town.

“I
talked to a realtor the other day about finding a place,” he said
out of the blue after seeing a for-sale sign for some
land.

“Oh?” She sighed and looked out the window. “I’ve been putting
off moving out of my brother’s place since I got here. What kind of
place are you looking for?”

“Something with some land. I want to continue breaking horses.
I’ve been doing it since I was twelve.”

“Twelve?” She glanced over at him.

“Yeah. My father thought that we should start earning our keep
early on.” He wanted to change the subject quickly, so he asked,
“What kind of place are you looking for?”

“Just an apartment. There are a few places in town, but so far
I haven’t found anything I like.”

“I
saw a sign at the big white house right inside of town.”

“The
Nolan place?” She squinted. “Yeah, I guess they have an apartment
above their garage.”

“That’s the Nolan place?” He remembered how Mrs. Nolan had
shot Melissa’s brother and kidnapped his cousin Alex.

“Yeah, but Patty is still locked up. Roy used to be the mayor.
Maybe I’ll stop by and take a look at the place.”

“Really?” He glanced over at her. “You’d rent a place from the
man whose wife almost killed your brother?”

“Roy
has nothing to do with the sickness his wife has,” she said,
glaring at him.

“No,
of course not, but…” He shrugged his shoulders. If she could get
over something like that than she was a better person than he
was.

“What?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest and
waiting for him to speak.

“Nothing.” He smiled over at her.

“Besides, I know for a fact that it’s a pretty good-sized
apartment.”

“How
do you know that?”

She
shrugged her shoulders and looked out the window. “I went out with
their son once.”

“You
went out with Travis? Alex’s ex-fiancé?”

“Sure, it was during one of their break-ups. Alex knows all
about it.” She looked out the window again.

The
thought of Melissa and Travis together had his stomach turning for
some reason.

When
they finally pulled up in front of her brother’s place, he
desperately wished she had a place of her own so she could invite
him in. The front porch light was on, but the rest of the house was
dark.

“I
had a really wonderful time,” she said as she started to reach for
the door handle. He stopped her by putting his hand on her arm and
pulling her towards him. When he took her mouth, he thought he
heard her moan. Maybe he had made the sound, since her fingers were
digging into his shoulders and holding him close.

When
he finally pulled back, he smiled when he heard her breathing hitch
a little. She reached for the door again.

He
stopped her a second time. “My mother died when I was young, but
she still taught me some of the more important values in life.”
When she tilted her head and looked at him questioningly, he
laughed. “Missy, let me open the door for you.” She smiled and
nodded. He got out and walked around his truck and helped her down.
He held her close until her feet hit the dirt driveway. Her body
felt so good up against his, he didn’t want to let her
go.

“I’ll see you next Friday,” he whispered before giving her a
light kiss.

She
nodded and smiled back, and he watched her walk up the porch and
into the house.

When
he got back in his car, he couldn’t have stopped the smile on his
face if he’d wanted to. For the first time since his brother had
left him, he was feeling like he had someone he could talk to, and
it felt great.
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Four







“Why do I have to have a new cast?”
Libby Jackson, one of Melissa’s favorite patients, was asking. The
little girl was holding her right arm against her chest and
frowning up at her through thick glasses.

“Because your arm isn’t healed yet.” She leaned down and
looked the little girl in the eyes. “But, this one you can pick the
color of.”

The
girl’s eyes got a little bigger. “You mean it won’t be
white?”

Melissa shook her head. “I have six colors you can choose
from. Would you like to see them before the doctor comes
in?”

Libby nodded her head.

Ten
minutes later, as the doctor wrapped the little girl’s arm in a
bright green cast, Melissa stood by and talked to Libby’s mother,
Cara.

“Thank you. I didn’t know how to tell her that she’d have to
have cast on for a few more weeks. She hated the last one so
much.”

Melissa smiled. “I remember having a cast on when I was about
her age.” She shook her head remembering the nuisance. “This one
will be lighter and a lot smaller than the first one. Maybe it
won’t be so bad for her.”

“I
hope so. It’s hard enough that she’s hasn’t gotten to play with her
brothers in the last few weeks, but now that school has started,
she’s not allowed to play on the playground until the cast comes
off.”

“Oh,
well, that doesn’t seem fair.”

Cara
shrugged her shoulders. “School rules. Until she gets a clean bill
of health, they don’t want her re-injuring herself.”

“I
guess that makes sense,” Melissa said, frowning down at the little
girl. Still, part of her thought it was unfair to keep the little
girl inside while all her friends got to play.

Then
she remembered Reece. Hadn’t she just told him the same thing a few
days ago? No riding horses until his leg was healed. It was just a
scratch. A scratch that had to have nine stitches. She shook her
head clear and tried to concentrate for the rest of the day. She’d
found herself thinking about Reece a lot in the three days since
their date.

In
those days, she’d finally settled on a place of her own and had
signed the lease on a small green house just a few blocks from the
clinic. The place belonged to Sheriff Miller, but ever since he’d
moved in with Jamella, the place had sat empty. He’d overheard her
making a call from the diner about an apartment for rent and had
told her right there that she was welcome to his place for whatever
price she could afford. She’d been hesitant at first until he’d
told her that the place was already furnished and that she could do
whatever other decorating that she saw fit.

After getting a quick tour of the house, she’d given him a
check and had settled on moving in the following day.

When
she’d asked Dr. Conner for the day off, he had quickly replied yes
and asked if she needed help moving in. She’d told him no, since
all she had were a few items that she’d put in storage in her
brother’s garage. What she really needed was someone to do some
shopping with her at the secondhand store, since she needed a few
other amenities.

Since Alex was busy that day, she’d called Haley and asked if
she wanted to do some shopping.

The
next morning when she walked downstairs, she was happy to see Haley
and the twins in the kitchen eating breakfast already.

“Good morning.” Her friend looked up at her with a smile.
Haley hadn’t changed in years. Her long dark hair still hung below
her shoulders with a light wave, and her rich green eyes still
sparkled with mischief. And even after giving birth to two very
healthy boys, she still had a figure Melissa would have killed
for.

“Morning. How are my two favorite boys this morning?” She
walked over to the highchairs and kissed both of the chubby cheeks
as the boys plowed Cheerios into their mouths.

“Well, Conner decided he was going to spill all his juice
instead of drink it, and Cooper thought it was great fun and joined
in.” She stood up and Melissa saw the large stain on Haley’s shirt.
She tried not to laugh, but since Haley had a large smile on her
face, she couldn’t help it.

“I’m
sure I have a shirt that would fit you upstairs.”

“Don’t worry.” Haley bent down and pulled out a shirt from the
enormous baby bag sitting next to her on the floor. “I come
prepared. Would you mind watching them while I run up and change?”
She looked down at the soaked shirt, sniffed, and frowned. “Maybe
I’ll shower while I’m at it.”

Melissa laughed. “I’d love to. Take your time.” She leaned
over and picked up one of the boys. She thought it was Conner, but
she had a hard time telling them apart.

Haley started to walk out of the room, but looked back over
her shoulder at her. “That’s Cooper.” She nodded to the boy in
Melissa’s arms and then smiled and left.

“Well, Cooper.” She looked down at the boy who was trying to
pull her earrings out of her ears. “What do you say we see about
cleaning you two up?”

It
took longer than she thought possible to get both the boys’ hands
and faces cleaned from the gummy Cheerios.

“How
is it”—she blew a strand of her blonde hair out of her face—“that
you two can make such a huge mess with just Cheerios?”

She
was sitting on the kitchen floor. Cooper was cleaned up and playing
with a stack of blocks while she tried to clean up Conner. But the
second boy was having none of the warm washcloth. The chubby kid
could fight like a pro. His little legs and arms flailed about,
causing her to almost drop him several times. That’s when she sat
on the floor, just in case.

“Awww, is there a price of admission for the show?” someone
said from behind her.
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