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                        ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

    
    READERS, WHILE I HOPE you fall in love with the series, I need to tip my hat to the real heart and soul of these operations. SAWs is a fictional group, however, there are many organizations which are real and your involvement would be welcome.
Check out www.dogsondepoyment.org a national organization to aid service members in providing a safe harbor for much loved pets-and more.

    https://www.k9sforwarriors.org/ K9s For Warriors is dedicated to providing service canines to our Warriors suffering from Post-traumatic Stress Disability, traumatic brain injury, and/or military sexual trauma as a result of military service post-9/11.

    
    http://www.avenueofflags.com/canines-vets/ Canines for Vets is a volunteer program of the Avenue of 444 Flags Foundation,  501(c)3 dedicated to helping veterans and dogs in need. Our mission is to train rescued dogs to be well mannered, loving companions to those veterans who need them.

    All three organizations are non-profits, they can use your help. We are losing twenty-two vets a day, that needs to be addressed also. One quick internet search could save a life. 

    
    
    



CHAPTER ONE

    
                  LOOKING AT IT WASN’T going to help the situation. Blazing blue glittered nails raked her hair back, as she surveyed one of the few things that scared the hell out of her. One way or the other, the car needed to come off the carrier and there wasn’t too many miscreants she could bribe on the streets of Whitehall. Just as she was ready to start cussing her lack of luck, she saw someone who might be her salvation. She jogged across the two lane street. “Cort.”  He slid his stained and battered cowboy hat back on his head.

    Like a gust of wind, her voice blew his thoughts to places they shouldn’t be. “Rayna James. I thought you were…” his words trailed off when he saw the yellow-green bruise running her jawline.  “Who the hell did that?” She watched his eyes darken with anger.

    “Long story Cort, besides,” her head shook, with a deep sigh she waved a hand in the air, as if to erase a bad memory. “Look, it doesn’t matter, but I need a favor and there’s damn few people I can ask.” Something in her deep blue eyes said what her words didn’t. 

                 “What’s that?” 

    She nodded to the moving truck with the car carrier behind it. “I need someone to get the car off there for me. I’d do it, but it scares the hell out of me.” His chuckle was better than she thought she’d get. At least he was amused. Lord almighty, he still looked like a calendar guy. All muscles and sexiness swathed in denim.

    “Over at Bart’s?” Rayna nodded.  Silly question he realized, Bart had the only truck rental in town. “Sure, I’ll follow you over and get it off there for ya.” Relief washed through her, her shoulders slumped as her hand ran back through her hair.

    “Thanks Cort. I appreciate it.” Rayna ran back to the truck, but not before he had seen the first glimmer of tears in her eyes.
“Girl, what the hell did Dallas do to you?” He resettled his hat and climbed into the cab of his truck. In his rearview mirror he caught three old bats from the women’s church group on the sidewalk; he knew they were talking about Rayna. It annoyed him in ways he hadn’t planned on. “Jesse is going to flip when he hears this…among others.” He followed her out to Bart Thomson’s garage, backed her car off and into a parking space and then disconnected the car carrier. “So if it scares ya, how did it get up there?”  Cort had decided he’d ask her a hundred questions if it kept her in front of him for a while. Damn, she still looks as good as she did then.

    “Fifty dollar bill in one hand and a .38 in the other. Some kid got it up on the trailer and locked down for me.” He did laugh then. She was most definitely Tyler James daughter. Cagey old S.O.B. that he was. 

    “Are ya back for good or awhile?” his mind reeled, Please say for good, please for the love of all that is holy. 

    “Don’t know. Old man showed up at the trial, said if I’d come back he’d sign the property over to me. House needed major overhauling—he sure didn’t lie about that. For now, I’m here. Not that anyone is happy about it but…screw ‘em.” That sounded more like the girl he remembered. She stepped up into the cab of the big orange and white truck.

    “You do have help to unload this beast, right?” From the way it groaned, he would bet she had brought back half of Texas.

    “No. But, I’ll get it emptied out tonight. No biggie.” 
Some things didn’t need to be asked or said. To him, it was clear as day, she wouldn’t ask because she didn’t want to be told no by any of the two faced, tight assed fools in town.  That was one thing that hadn’t changed a bit while she was gone. It was still a two lane cow town, run by uptight, outstanding citizens from Sunday to Thursday. Friday and Saturday, they led the sinner parade into Miss Lottie’s strip club and the bars. Rayna had been a spirit no one could tame, wild, free, and giddy with youth-like he had been.  He ran his hand down the side of his face, that free spirit was no longer a crazy kid and neither was he, this time—things would be different. At least, if he had his way they would. 

    As she drove off, he shook his head. He couldn’t let her try to unload that big truck alone. It wouldn’t be neighborly.  With his mind made up, Cort decided on his youngest sibling as a good bet. He dug in the pocket of his faded blue flannel shirt for his phone, scrolling until he found the right icon. His thumb hit the button. Two rings later it was, “Yo bro, you got plans?’ he waited while he heard all about the night with spread sheets. “Good, I’m swinging by to get you. We’re going to help unload a moving truck—seeing as how in all likelihood not another damn soul in town would bother.”

              “Everyone helps out around here. Who is it?” His curiosity was roused, Beau couldn’t think of anyone that couldn’t get someone to help. Especially with a moving truck. 

             “Rayna James. This town can be so full of buffalo crap at times. Be there in ten.” He had heard whispers that the old James homestead was being renovated, money seemed to be slowing down the project. Now he knew why. His snort echoed in the truck cab. Cort rolled to a stop in front of Beau’s cabin. Nodding at the progress his sibling had made on expanding it. The trip out to the James’ homestead was all of fifteen minutes once they hit the four lane blacktop. As they turned off the road they could see the lights on the porch and in the truck. Rayna swung out of the box end of the truck, Winchester in hand. 

    “Seems like, the lady expected trouble.” Beau watched as she leaned it against the siding.

    “She’s probably not far from wrong.” His brother glanced over, obviously Cort needed to bring him up to speed. “I’ll fill you in later.” 

    Rayna had already carted in thirty lighter weight boxes, stacking them at the door to which ever room they were going in. Some of the lighter tables went in, and a few chairs. She had just shoved her hair under an old ball cap when she heard the truck and grabbed the rifle. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw who it was, but she wasn’t about to let on just how happy she was. “Cortland Monroe, do you just not listen or not hear?”

    “You didn’t ask, I volunteered, you can bitch at me later, but we’re staying and helping.” It wouldn’t be hard to imagine time had stood still. Dressed in faded jeans with tears in the knees, a wife-beater style tank top and a plaid shirt tied at her waist, her deep red hair in a ponytail hanging out the back of a snap back ball cap, gloves with the finger tips cut off, and dusty, scuffed up boots. The only real difference was the tattoo that started on one upper arm and ran across her shoulders to the other side. 

    “Fine, hard head. Knock yourself out.” She grabbed a box and headed for the door. 

                    Beau’s head tipped to the side as she strutted off. He reached for one end of an eight foot long couch. “The lady is packing.” Cort nodded as he hoisted his end, “I’ll bet that wrist band is hiding a switch blade.” Beau’s brow inched up as they carried the heavy piece into the house. Dogs barking from behind an upstairs door made both brothers decide going in that room was out of the question. The goal was to get the heavy stuff inside and to the appropriate room; she could slide it where she wanted it from there. It took four hours to get it unloaded with both brothers in a deep hate with her narrow staircase and its elbow busting newels. Rayna strolled out with three long neck bottles, and one of her German Shepherds.  

    “This is Chex.” She handed over two icy cold bottles. “He bombed out of military working dog training, so he went to work as a drug and bomb sniffer for TSA. He had a rough patch. Now he’s my home alarm system.” Coyotes called in the distance, Chex never moved from her side. “I appreciate the help. I would have come close to a hernia moving a couple of those things.” She took a long drink, “Once I get the kitchen unpacked you’ll have to let me make y’all dinner to repay your hard work.”              

                  Cort wasn’t one to turn down a meal. “You still make that venison chili?” He turned to his brother, “damn good chili, best I ever sank a spoon in.” Her laughter was rich and melodic.  He had missed it, and her. But she had changed. She was wary and closed off. She was being friendly, just not like she used to be. Once she would have cracked jokes and picked on the brothers, flirted a bit, she had walls now, and the way she kept watching around the yard area had Cort believing she needed the weapons at hand.

    “Have to wait for hunt season unless you have some. Elk works too.” He nodded as he saluted her with his bottle. Her phone chimed, she pulled it out of her back pocket. In doing so, she had turned just enough for Cort to catch the reflection in the window of a holster at her waist. “Woo Hoo- my cohort in crime will be here tomorrow.  Lynn is probably the best dog trainer this side of the Mississippi. She’s in Juniper Springs with a friend.”  

    “So what are you going to do out here?” Cort tipped his bottle, letting the last bit pour into him. He’d resort to wishing on stars and crossing his fingers if he thought it would help.
“Retraining dogs from the different programs, then re-homing them or doing additional training so they can be someone’s war buddy in the civilian world. Plus, I’m bringing in a thousand head of cattle. The market for grass-fed beef without antibiotics is crazy right now.”

    “Ray, you don’t have room for that many cows.” Cort tipped his hat back on his head. 

    “I do for these.” She handed him her phone with the stats up for Scottish Highland Cattle.  There it was again, the faint whiff of patchouli and white ginger he thought he had smelled earlier. While he had her phone in his hand, he added his number to her contacts. Beau had read over his  shoulder, he bumped his brother, all the signal needed to add his also. Cort handed Beau his keys, nodding toward the truck.

    “Go fire up the beast, I’ll be right there.” His hand landed at the small of her back as they walked toward the door. “Rayna, are you sure you’re okay out here?” He set the Winchester inside the door. “You have that loaded, a gun in your boot, one at your back and I’m betting… “ he flipped her wrist over and tapped. “I was right, you have a blade in there. What the hell?” He bumped the brim of his hat up so he could see her face. “This isn’t the city, it’s not Dallas, its slowpoke Whitehall.” Staring into her eyes, all he could think of was making them close in ecstasy.  Kissing her like she had never been kissed before, not even by him. 

    “Old habits die hard Cort. That’s all. Martha White Elk and her family will be here in the morning, and Gus is coming back along with three of the Sinclair’s.” She didn’t give away anything. He considered the alternatives. Something obviously had her spooked.

    “My number is in there,” he tapped on the phone she held. “So is Beau’s. You need anything you call.” For a hot minute he considered telling Rayna he’d crash on her couch, but he had a feeling she’d take one of the guns to him. 

    “I promise. Now go.” She stepped back inside, leaving him with his fingers locked at the top of the frame. He blew out a breath, stepped in far enough to get a hand behind her head and pull her closer, he kissed her forehead. 
“Just so you know Rayna, I’m glad you’re home,” then as he turned to walk away, it was there again, the shine of unshed tears. She had never been the one to cry over nothing. He almost took his chance and stayed.

    With a shy grin, she managed a “thanks” and closed the door, throwing the dead bolt. 

    Once in the truck, Beau wanted answers. “What gives? You could cut the tension with a knife out there? I mean, she seemed friendly enough but…dude. What the hell? I don’t really remember her. Was I that young?” Cort snickered, head nodding. 
              “I think you were just young enough to be in with a different social circle. Theresa James packed her girls off to her home in New Orleans after she caught the old man cheating—again. The girls hadn’t laid eyes on Tyler more than twice in ten years’ time.  Donna was fifteen, Rayna was thirteen and Melissa was eleven when they came back. The two youngest had bad southern drawls, Donna’s came and went. Melissa lives the next town over, married Chip Bell.” Beau nodded, he knew Chip. “Donna shows up now and then, usually she stays in the state capital with her politician husband.” He checked the rearview, plucked his phone from his pocket, and hit auto dial.

    “Sheriff Cole.”

    “Logan, it’s Cort.”

    “Hi bud, what’s up?”

    “Rayna’s back in town, at the old house. Can you have someone do a drive by or three tonight?”

    “Wow, I thought I heard that, yeah hold on.” He listened as the radio crackled. “Okay, That was easy. You think there’ll be trouble?”

    “I don’t know, she has a good size bruise on her jaw, and she’s carrying enough lead throwers to hold off an old west posse so who knows. She’ll have back up tomorrow so it should be okay.” They hung up as he went back to filling in Beau. 

    “Melissa was a tomboy for a while and then high school hit, she has the old man’s fair hair and pale blue eyes, Rayna is her mom all over again and Donna, she was and still is a real piece of work. The only real fistfight Jesse and I ever had was over Rayna.” 

    “Ya both had the hots for her?” Beau fought back a smirk. 

    “Naw, she was and probably still is as honest as the day is long, she won’t start shit, but won’t take any either. Donna made the rounds, somehow it got around that Rayna was as easy as the oldest one. Jesse did something out of line and it snowballed. When she left town I really didn’t think she would come back. I guess when you blow your husband’s whole operation out of the water and get him sent to jail for fifty years, it’s bad. Although; it’s a moot point since he never made it that far.” 

    Beau turned wide eyed, “Rayna Buckman. Dallas, she shot him at point blank range with a .357. I remember it being on the news now.” 

      “Yep. He had threatened her in court, he was supposed to be going to jail after a failed bid to go to the hospital to see a dying grandfather, and escaped. I’m betting it was his slimy brother that slugged her and left the bruise, but she wouldn’t say.” Just like he wouldn’t say why she had been his interest in the news from Texas, or that an old Army buddy had sent him daily updates on her trial. Or that he had arranged her bail.

    
    
    Inside her old home Rayna felt her shoulders relax a bit. Stopping to make a sandwich and something for her guest, she hit the light switch buttons—she liked them just a swat at the control turned them off or on. With Chex close behind her, she climbed the stairs. “Coast is clear.” The door creaked open, a pregnant woman stepped out. “Here, feed Junior.” She handed off a bowl of salad piled with chicken and cheese on top and a side of homemade dressing. They dropped into a couple chairs Rayna had wrestled up the stairs with a card table and a double bed.  

    “Good lord woman, those two are some kind of sexy. I peeked out the curtain. Don’t worry, they didn’t see me.” 

    “Yeah the whole batch of ‘em can fill out a pair of jeans. There’s four brothers Cort is the oldest, Beau is the baby, Jesse and Chase are in the middle.” She glanced over the railing to where one of the dogs slept. “The Monroe’s are one of the very few good things about this town. Did you get a hold of him?” The sooner she was able to get away, the better Rayna would like it.

    “Yeppers, he’ll be here tomorrow morning.” Her long fingers ran through her ponytail. “Thanks, I mean, you didn’t have to stand up to my sperm donor. God knows he was never much of a dad. You didn’t have to help me get away from that family...but you did.” 

    “Yeah, well, get some sleep. I imagine we’re being watched, or rather, I am. It should be a quiet night.” Rayna left her step daughter and headed toward her room.  This hadn’t been in her plans when she left home.  Never seeing Wyoming again would have been just fine with her. New Orleans held heart, her spirit, until she met Paul Buckman. Love, she decided, was stupid. It also wasn’t for her. It hadn’t been six full months before she discovered just what a crook he was, and how violent he could be. Confronting him had proven to be painful. One punch had split her lip and chipped a tooth. She had aimed a small bronze statue for his head. It had spider webbed his scalp. What happened after that made the war of the roses seem like a day in the playground.  

    One finger moved the curtain just enough to peek out, a marked sheriff’s car rolled by, slowly. She smiled. “Ahh Cort. You are so predictable.  Thankfully.”  Not truly trusting the Buckman crew to not show up, she settled for a quick wash up before falling across her bed. Thanking herself for packing a pre-move container and having it shipped to Laramie was the smartest thing ever. Otherwise she would be putting a bed together instead of relishing the comfort. Knowing the dogs would raise the dead, she drifted off to sleep. Dreams took over.
She was sitting on the tailgate of Cort’s old slightly rusted blue Ford, swinging her legs as he lit a small fire. They traded one liners, talked about the people they knew, railed against their fathers. It was always just them, sharing things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. It changed over time, from just friends to hand holding, to sitting in the truck bed against the back window, his hands investigating parts she kept hidden away as he kissed her until she felt as if they were spinning. Then, it was the night she got out there before he did. She had tossed out several small logs before she saw it. Staring at her, its yellow eyes, like topaz gleaming in the moonlight. It didn’t budge, even when Cort rounded the last bend and raced right at them. It’s tail twitched, his head moved lower. Her heart hammered away. “Ray, sit down so I don’t hit you.” She didn’t question him; she had heard the bolt slide. She was no sooner down than the cougar made a small hop her way, then rolled backward as the echo of his shot rang in her ears. Cort hauled her up, holding on to her as if he’d never let go. When she sobbed, he picked her up, carrying her back to his truck. He kissed her, several times, then his tongue slid over her lip and took her to someplace else. A month later, he was her first. In the bed of his truck under the stars on summer night. 

               Rayna startled awake, lifted her head, looked about and then let out a long sigh as she realized it was just another dream. She’d rather wake up needing a cool shower than screaming out in fear. Chex snored from the floor; she knew he hadn’t heard anything to cause him to alarm. She lay there sorting thoughts, then grabbed her phone and scrolled through a file, then opened the browser and typed ‘Atlanta Ga airport.’ Once she picked a carrier she booked two tickets to Greece under the names of her guest and her man. Muttering to herself, “That should screw up any of their potential plans.” She rolled over and drifted back to sleep. 

    
    Cort sat back in his tattered recliner, “Yep Blue, the world may be fixing to spin backward. Jesse comes home with his young ones and then a week later, the wind blows ol Rayna back. This could get interesting.” Blue’s head tipped, as the German Short Hair tried to figure out if there was a treat attached to the revelation or just more words. 

    
    Jesse dragged himself downstairs, he was beyond thankful that Agatha, Aggy to all who knew her more than five minutes, had agreed to come in three or four days a week  to help out with Parker and Layla. In the eighteen months since his wife had died, his entire world had been turned inside out. The last straw had come when her parents suggested they were better equipped to deal with the children. “Deal with.” Those words hadn’t sat well. That was when he decided he was done with the city and brought his kids back to Wyoming.  Whitehall was many things, home, cattle town, sometimes beautiful, but forgiving and forgetting was not high on the list. He imagined it was simply because of the children that he had been received so well upon his return…and the gossips couldn’t get any juicy tidbits if they didn’t welcome him back. 

    As he wandered the living room picking up toys, a picture of the four of them sat on the mantle, the faces smiling, hiding the lies of their lives behind the toothpaste commercial pearly whites. His hand shook as he reached for the photo. Lord he loved her. At first. At times. Still. Anger had slowly taken over. Jesse set it back down; it suddenly occurred to him, Layla had never asked for mommy. Against his in-laws request, he had taken the children to the funeral home and explained death as well as he could.  He chucked the handful of toys into a handmade wooden chest his grandfather had made for him when he was close to his daughter’s age. With a glance over his shoulder, he headed for his study. There was a stack of reports waiting on him. 

    
    
    Skittering from cloud bank to cloud bank a nearly full, orange, moon made its way across the night sky as a small private plane landed on a Whitehall airstrip. For the night, they would sit, in the morning they would track down Rayna James and make sure they found out where Kim was hiding. Then teach her a lesson she wouldn’t soon forget.  Mia Buckman sat back in the seat, lifting the footrest, smug smile in place. “Ah yes my dear, while the men in this family may be inept…as soon as I get my hands on that girl and her spawn, it will all change.”

    



CHAPTER TWO

    
    
                      MORNING CAME WITH THE spring fog she remembered. April was good for that, and sporadic snowstorms. One could call it a premonition, she referred to it as a “save my butt” moment.” Shortly after Rayna had her first cup of coffee in hand she picked up her phone, scrolling through email until she found one from the old battle axe of an ex-mother in law.  Snickering she sent one back, “You missed. Nice try.  Sent Kim to a friend in Georgia. She’ll be long gone before you can get to her.”  She refilled her cup, grabbed binoculars off the counter and strolled out the door with Chex at her side. In a few short minutes a snow white Beechjet Hawker flew overhead. Rayna focused in on the tail section, repeating the numbers until she could get them into her laptop. “Ha! I win bitch.”  Her step-daughter came down the steps, phone to her ear. 

    “Okay, just pull up close to the kitchen door. Love ya.” She hit the button as she waddled over to the counter “You look happy and Dave is five minutes out.” 

    “I am. I booked a flight out of Atlanta for you two, Mia was here. I watched her jet fly over. They think you went to Georgia and the tickets were for Greece.” Kim stood there, wise beyond her eighteen years, Rayna watched as the younger woman processed the ramifications. 

    “Mia won’t be happy. If the others go down like my father did, she really may come unhinged. You could be in danger.” She pulled her hair back, flipping it around before securing it with a barrette. “I’m worried for you.”

    “I’ll be fine, the two of you just need to get out of here and far away from them.” She ran a hand through the front of her hair. “I will say, the look on their faces when Paul’s will was read, was priceless. I would have never thought he would turn over grandma Buckman’s trust fund to you…or rather, junior there. They will do anything to gain custody. I have an interview scheduled for around the due date—I’ll out that plan, it should help you, and with any luck Mia will go down in flames with the rest of them.” Gravel crunching under tires sent the dogs on a raucous meet and greet of the new comer.  Dave gathered her bags, stashing them in the trunk, a large stuffed dog went in the back seat, anchored to look as if it were real and taking in the sights.  As long as it worked to get them to the capital, it was all good. With a last round of hugs, they made their escape. Hoping that the ruse had truly drawn the Buckman matriarch to Atlanta, Rayna waved as they left.

                   Once they were out of sight she refilled her coffee cup and called her Dallas attorney.  Clive Daniels had been many things and held many positions in Texas, plus he had connections. “Good Morning, Clive.”  He sat up a bit straighter. “Mia was out my way and made threats. Handle it. And she is after my stepdaughter. I don’t take kindly to that.” He blew out a breath, ran a tanned hand over his close cropped salt and pepper hair and thought again about running away. The blond in his bed probably wouldn’t appreciate it but, it sure as hell would make his life easier. 

    “Rayna…” with a look toward his ceiling he shook his head. “Any idea where they are now?”

    “Airport in Atlanta. They think she’s flying to Greece.” 

    “Do you have proof of threats?” His phone immediately buzzed as a string of text messages were forwarded on to the attorney. “Okay, I’ll call in a couple favors.”  

    “Thank you Clive, have a nice day.” She hung up, grabbed dog bowls and started her morning routine. Toasted English muffin and coffee for her, kibble for the dogs. She dropped a beef roast in the crock pot and started adding ingredients until her nose said the blend was right. With it on low she wormed her hands into her gloves, tucked the .38 snub nose pistol into the holster clipped to her belt and settled the Glock into her boot. 

    Her furniture was a mish-mash of hers from NOLA and his from upper crust Dallas. Rayna dug through a box until she found the slider discs, lifted one end of the long couch and tapped one under the leg, repeating the process until the heavy piece was ready to glide across the floor. It took several tries before she got it where she was happy, then it was on to the next. At ten a white van slid to a stop in her drive. 

    Rayna eased out the door, the side was emblazoned with the flower shop logo. The driver was a skinny kid she didn’t recognize. He carried a bouquet of peach roses and stark white daisies. She handed him a wadded up five from her pocket. His face lit up as he tucked it into his. “Thanks!” She searched for the card, finally finding it in a fold of green tissue paper. “Welcome home.” No signature, no hint as to who sent it. She found a spot on the mantle for the vase. “How pretty.” She adjusted them, nodded at the result and went back to work. 

                 She had a stack of boxes at the foot of the stairs, the dining room was done and the living room, her office sat off the kitchen, it made shooting pictures for her food blog easier that way. Lynn and her six year old son pulled in just before noon. Across the wide expanse of yard sat a small bungalow. Rayna had tackled it first, opting to paint the walls a soft mossy color and leave the pine floors alone. Newer appliances had gone in, a few rugs and a fence. Dylan was a handful on a slow day. He ran out of the SUV and did laps around it “Hi Auntie Rayna.” With blond hair and hazel eyes, he had the makings of a heart breaker already. He ran her way to get his hug. She swung him up on a hip as she walked back toward his mom. 

    “Hey buddy, why don’t you go through the gate and check out the back yard.” She set him down. Dylan took off on run, his whoop of happiness made both women laugh. “swing set.” Lynn’s short dark hair framed her face making her look like a pixie. 

    “Thank you, you didn’t have to do that you know.” 

    “I do, and now that you’re here, I’m going to run this oversized headache into town. The hands will be here soon, they know where they’re going—they used to live here.” They walked to the back of the trailer full of Lynn’s belongings. “Leave the heavy stuff, I’ll help when I get back.” 

    Lynn laughed, “after four days on the road with him—it’s all heavy.” Rayna jogged toward the house, grabbed her purse and keys and headed out. She filled the truck at the garage pumps and handed the keys over to Bart. “It’s got a shimmy at seventy.” 

    He snorted, “I hope I can shimmy at seventy.” He got an eye roll in return. She made a pit stop at the flower shop, no luck finding out who sent the bouquet. Eyeing the girl behind the counter, Rayna decided she looked to be about sixteen and probably had no access to the credit card information. As she strolled back into the sunshine she heard an ear drum vibrating “squeee” just before she was body slammed by Dolly Brown. If it hadn’t been for her car, they would have landed in the dirt. 

    “Oh my lord, I heard you were back but I didn’t believe it I’m so happy to see you you have no idea how much I missed having someone else who blew raspberries at the old biddies oh my gosh I am so happy!” Dolly got it out in one breath. One long sentence. “You need to come by my shop and let me do your nails so we can catch up.” Dolly hopped around in a big circle, as Rayna tried to figure out what had provoked the “attack” from someone she had been friendly with but never considered a real friend. 

    “What the hell color is your hair?” Too late. Rayna couldn’t pull that one back. “It’s like that soda you used to drink.” Something that looked like electrified, neon goat piss from a bottle with a lightning bolt across the front.

    “It is pretty awful, I got on the phone and forgot to wash it out.” She lifted a section, “I’m going to fix it this week, or get Zia to do it, she works with me.” Dolly’s head tipped as she spoke. “It’s on Second Street, Snips, Sparkle & Shine.” 

    “Cool, by the time I get everything unpacked, I’ll need a manicure.” Dolly’s face lit up making Rayna oddly happy she hadn’t been snarky. “I have the old hands moving back today and my assistant so I have to run, give me a week or two to get settled.” Dolly’s grin was contagious. Rayna found herself smiling as she walked around her car to get in. She waved at the odd woman she had known and headed for the grocery store. 

    She made short work of getting through the market.  Two racks of ribs, a bag of small potatoes, a couple handfuls of peas that she would have to shuck, two gallons of milk, a loaf of bread, jar of peanut butter and a bag of Oreos. Cort was in line, a six pack, jar of salsa and bag of chips in hand. “Your friend show up?” 

    “Yes sir, she did.” She nodded at the pile in the basket, “Part of this is for them.” 

    “Them?” He was next in line and set his items on the counter.

    “She has a little boy.” 

    “Nine thirteen Cort.” He pulled a fifty out and handed it over. He set Rayna’s basket on the counter as he responded.

    “Little little or what?” 

    “Six, cute as all get out too.” Cort took his change and crammed it in his pocket, picked up his bag and waited as the grocer rang up her purchases. 

    “Thirty two seventy one miss.” Rayna blew off the way he said miss, like it tasted funny as he said it. He grabbed a neon yellow marker type pen to check it, held it to the light, turning it. She watched as Cort’s eyes darkened and the muscle along his jaw tightened. 

    “What the hell are you doin Harvey? You know who she is.” He sniffed as he looked down his nose and slid it in under the drawer. That just got Cort’s ire up. “I heard there’s a couple nice grocery stores in Mineral Wells and Spirit Lake Rayna, might be worth the drive.” She pocketed her change, grabbed a bag and a milk jug in each hand and followed along. 

    “Really? I may need to check it out seeing as how I’ll have a full crew.” Cort fixed the store keeper with a glare that made sweat pop out on his forehead. 

    He put a boot against the door and shoved. As they strode along he asked, “Does he always do that?” Rayna set a jug on the trunk, followed by a bag so she could fish out her keys. She’d give anything to discover the secret as to why they always had to go to the darkest, deepest recesses of her bag. Not just this one, but any bag.

    “His wife is worse, she’ll announce across the store that she needs a marker to check some money.”  She was fairly certain he could sprain his jaw muscle the way it moved as he fought to control his anger. 

    “I found some elk in the freezer, when you get settled gimme a yell.” 

    “I will, take it easy Cort.” He shut her car door, put his bag in his truck, He stood there for a few minutes, then spun on his heel, slamming the truck door. Ten minutes later all the ranch accounts had been closed and Cort had loudly made sure there was not a doubt as to why they were shut down and what he thought of the man. 

    “You know Harv, I bet old Tyler James wouldn’t take kindly to hearing that his daughter was treated poorly in here.” He strode out the door, slamming it behind him, hard enough to crack the glass. Harvey skittered out from behind the counter to follow him, calling out for Cort to stop and discuss the matter. Cort’s idea of stopping to discuss was nearly running over the man’s foot as he backed up.
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