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“Laurie? You in here?”

Laurel Rowan sighed and saved the document open on her laptop. “In here.” She straightened the papers scattered on the desk before looking up at the tall cowboy in the doorway. “Did you need something, Chance?”

Chance Cullen stepped into the room, hat in hand, a bewildered expression marring his rugged face. “No. I mean yes.” His words stumbled to a halt, fingers running around the brim of his black Resistol.

“That’s helpful.” Laurel leaned back in the chair and rubbed her stiff neck. “Something happen over at the Diamond C Dad needs to know about?” She reached for her phone.

“What?” Chance’s head jerked up. “No, everything’s good at home.” He sought and held her gaze, suddenly annoyed and vulnerable at the same time.

“Then what? I’ve got a ton of stuff to get through for Dad. All these calving records and then I need to file the registrations for the foals ... so if—”

“Tell me you’re not really going,” Chance burst out, the long muscles of his neck rippling as he swallowed hard.

“Oh for the love of God.” Laurel smacked an open hand on the desk. “I should have known Carly would spill her guts.”

“It’s true then? You’re really gonna go back to England?” Something glittered in his blue eyes.

“It’s not set in stone, but yeah, I applied for a working student position with an Olympic Three Day Event rider. I want to come home afterward and go for my Equestrian Canada NCCP Competition Coach Specialist in Eventing. I’ve already got the Competition Coach English certification. So I guess that means, yeah, I’m gonna to back to Cornwall if they accept me.” Laurel let his gaze squarely.

“Awe, c’mon, Laurie. You can do that here. I heard you and Carly talking about it. She’s pumped to do the Western levels. You don’t have to go all the way over there to get certified to coach.” Chance stepped closer, set his hat on a chair, and leaned on the desk with both hands.

“Don’t call me Laurie.” She ground her teeth and stood up abruptly, sending the chair rolling back against the office wall. “I don’t have to go all the way to Cornwall, you’re right. But I want to! I’ve read a ton of stuff about the program, and it sounds awesome. Not to mention I do have friends in Cornwall I’d like to see.”

Chance snorted and straightened up, eyes blazing. “So that’s how it is, is it? This is all so you can be close to that English dork, isn’t it? Long term relationship not working out so well? Worried he might have something going on the side...” He broke off at the dangerous expression on Laurel’s face.

“For your information Coll and I are doing just fine, thank you. Not that it’s any of your business. God, Chance, just when I think maybe you’re starting to act like a good guy you go all asshat again. Honestly, sometimes you make me want to hit you over the head with something.” Laurel broke off and gathered up the laptop and papers. “I’ll finish this in the house. Get out of my way.”

“Geez, Laurie. Okay, I’m sorry. I was out of line, but Carly blindsided me with the news, why didn’t you tell me yourself?” Chance wisely stepped out of Laurel’s way.

“Why? So you could go sideways on me? I was planning to wait until things were settled and then tell you.” She brushed by him and started down the stairs.

“You afraid I’d talk you out of going?” He stomped down the stairs behind her. “It’s a big step, Laurie.”

She stopped so suddenly he banged into her and almost landed on his ass on the step behind him. “Don’t call me Laurie!” Laurel poked him in the chest with her finger. “Honestly, how many times do you have to be told?” She whirled back and continued down the staircase.

“Okay, okay. Sorry.” Chance rubbed a hand over his chest.

Reaching the bottom of the steps, Laurel waited for Chance to clear the doorway before closing and locking the door to the office. “For the record,” she informed him, “there’s no way you could talk me out of going if I decide to do this.”

“Does that mean you haven’t decided for sure yet?” He jammed his hat on his head and waited for her to turn out the barn lights, following her out into the chilly April evening.

“It means I’m still working out the details.” Laurel leaned against the barn and tipped her head back, eyes closed, weary of the conversation.

Chance grinned. “Colt not a fan of the idea I take it.” He hitched a boot on the bottom rail of the corral and leaned on the fence.

She cracked an eyelid and grimaced. “You could say that ... and quit grinning.”

He made a valiant effort, but the sides of his mouth kept twitching. “I really don’t want you to go. You know how I feel about you, always have.” He shrugged. “Can’t help it.”

Laurel opened her eyes and pushed away from the support of the barn. “I know, Chance. But I can’t help wanting what I want either.” She started to move toward the house. His hand on her arm halted her progress.

“I’m scared, Laurie.”

Recognizing by the tightness of his voice how serious he was, Laurel refrained from kicking his ass for using her dad’s pet name for her. Again. “Scared of what?” She turned to face him, the last bit of sunlight throwing his face into shadow.

“Of ... you know ... falling off the wagon.” His grip on her arm tightened. “You going to the AA meetings with me when Carly can’t means so much to me. I don’t know how I’m gonna handle it if you’re not here. Don’t leave me, Laurie. Please.”

“Don’t beg, Chance. You’ve been doing so great, and you don’t need me. It’s not my responsibility to keep you on the straight and narrow, that’s up to you. You know that ... and Dad and Mom are right here. Any time, day or night.”

“But...”

“Chance Cullen, I’m not your security blanket. You can’t hang that guilt on me if you slip up. That’s on you.” Laurel kept her voice stern even though her heart was breaking for her childhood friend. She cursed Cory Cullen to depths of the nine hells for what he’d done to his kids. She reached out and took Chance’s hand. “C’mon in the house, Mom should have dinner ready, and you can give Dad the report on how things are going at the Diamond C.” Laurel pulled him toward the house, laptop and papers tucked under her arm.

“Thanks, Laurel.” He grinned at her surprised expression and slid his arm around her waist snugging her against his side. “Honestly, I don’t know what I’ll do without you around, but I promise I’ll do my best.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

“Seriously, Cullen. Talk to Dad if you’re feeling fragile. He’s always had a soft spot for you. He’s real proud of the way you’re running the Diamond C, you and Carly.”

“That’s nice to hear.”

The pair stopped at the foot of the broad steps up to the wide porch of the sprawling ranch house. He looked down at her and stepped away. “You do what you need to do. I’ll be here waiting for you when you come home.” Chance leapt up the steps and disappeared into the warmth of the house, leaving Laurel looking after him.

Shaking her head, she followed him, shedding her outdoor clothes in the hall.

“Laurel, come help your mom with dinner,” Colt Rowan said, coming out of his office to walk toward the kitchen with his daughter.

“Sure, Dad. Where did Chance go? I asked him to stay for dinner.” Laurel headed toward the sound of her mother singing.

“Washing up, I expect.” Colt ruffled her hair. “Glad to see you two are getting along better these days.”

She shrugged, shot him a quick smile, and entered the kitchen. “Hey Mom, what can I do?”

Anna Rowan looked up from the pot she was stirring. “Set the table, please. I see we have a guest for dinner.”

“Hardly a guest. Chance is family.” Colt crossed the floor to hug his wife and plant a kiss on the top of her head.

Anna shot a sharp glance at her daughter and winked. “Family in a way, I suppose,” she agreed.

“Mom!” Laurel warned, not wanting to open up the subject of herself and Chance as a couple. Something she knew her father would be particularly happy about, should that ever come about.

“Thanks for having me for dinner.” Chance strode into the room, his hair still showing wet comb marks.

“Anytime, son. You know you’re always welcome at our table.” Colt sat at the table and nodded at the chair beside him.

“’Preciate it.” Chance parked his butt on the chair and leaned his elbows on the table. 

“Long day?” Colt’s gaze was steady on the younger man. “Trouble at the ranch?”

“No, sir. No trouble. Just a lot to get done...”

“Carly giving you grief again? You want me to talk to her?” Colt glanced at Laurel, who shook her head at him.

“Not really...well sort of...she’s got poor Joey running in circles right now. Don’t know what’s got into her. I don’t like the crowd she’s runnin’ with, but ya know... I’m just her bossy older brother.” He rubbed a hand over his face.

Anna handed the pot of potatoes to Laurel and indicated she should drain them before coming to stand beside Chance. “I can talk to her if you want, she might listen to me where she won’t to you.”

“If you could, it might help. Mom isn’t much help right now and Carly won’t listen to her anyway.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Quit worrying, son. It’ll all sort itself out, always does.” Anna turned to take the platter of roast beef out of the warming oven and set it on the table.

“Here’s the rest.” Laurel plopped bowls of mashed potato and corn beside the meat.

Conversation lagged while they did justice to the food on the table.

Colt pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair. “Thanks, Anna. Good as always.” He got to his feet. “Come on in the den with me, Chance. Let’s go over those numbers for last month again.”

“Sure,” Chance got to his feet and hesitated, “I should help with the dishes, least I can do after such a great meal.”

“One you didn’t have to cook yourself,” Laurel teased him. “Go on, Mom and I’ve got this.”

“The ladies have spoken.” Colt laughed and slung an arm around the younger man’s shoulder. “Let’s leave them to it before they change their minds.”

“You!” Anna threw a dish towel at her husband, laughing.
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“Everything looks good, Chance. I’d have to say the Diamond C is doing better than we expected.” Colt leaned back in the big leather chair. “What’s bothering you? Aside from Carly.”

“Nothin’.” Chance stared at a point somewhere over Colt’s left shoulder.

“Let me guess, then. Laurie told you she wants to go back to Cornwall and it’s eating at you.”

Chance shrugged and took a deep breath. “Yeah. Why the hell does she want to do such a damn fool thing? She’s got everything she could possibly want here.”

“Everything?” Colt prodded.

“Sure.” Chance met his gaze.

“Except for Coll and her friends, not to mention her grandmother,” Colt’s voice was soft.

“Yeah, except for that,” bitterness edged Chance’s voice.

“Son, you gotta give the girl room. The harder you push the more she’ll resist. That’s a hard lesson I learned when Anna and I were young.”

“Mrs. Rowan gave you a hard time when you were dating?” Chance leaned forward.

Colt smothered a laugh that was more of a snort. “You could say that.” He shook his head. “Trust me, you don’t want to get a Rowan woman riled up.”

“I’ve noticed.” Chance grinned. “What do you think I should do? Just let Laurie head off to Cornwall and cross my fingers she’ll come home?”

“Oh, she’ll come home all right. I’m sure of that. Laurie’s an Alberta girl at heart. I don’t like the idea of her going over there again either. Getting mixed up in all that nonsense my mother is involved in ... but she’s got her heart set on it, and I guess maybe it’s something she needs to get out of her system. If I were you, I’d back off and let her see you support her decision ... even if you have to pretend.”

“Yeah, I can’t help how I feel about her leaving. If she decides to stay over there, I might never see her again and I don’t know how to deal with that...”

“I told you, son. Laurie’ll come home. You might just have to worry about whether she comes home alone?” Colt felt obliged to warn the young man across the desk from him about that possibility.

“You think I haven’t thought about that too?” Chance ground his teeth.

“Well, keep it under your hat. Smile and wish her good luck. And you and I’ll hope and pray she comes back soon and by herself. Now let’s go see what the ladies are up to. I think we’ve wasted enough time to avoid drying any dishes.” Colt pushed back from the desk, came around the desk, and slung an arm around Chance’s shoulder as he stood up. “Cheer up. I know my girl. She’ll come home safe and sound.”

* * *
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“WHAT HAVE YOU TWO BEEN up to?” Anna quirked an eyebrow at her husband when the men returned to the kitchen. “Good timing as usual, we’ve just finished cleaning up. Ready for coffee?”

“You bet.” Colt planted a kiss on his wife’s forehead.

Laurel grinned and turned to the counter to pour coffee into four mugs.

“Here, let me help with that.” Chance picked up two of the mugs and took them to the table.

“Thanks.” Laurel smiled at him, relieved he seemed to be in a better mood than when Carly’d dropped the bomb about Laurel returning to Cornwall. She followed him to the table with the remaining mugs and set them by her parents. Settling into the chair beside Chance, she glanced sideways at him. “You still willing to help me out with the wild horse rescue paperwork and stuff?”

“Said I would, didn’t I?” Chance downed a gulp of coffee.

“Good. I can count on you to keep things running while I’m away, right?”

Chance exchanged a covert glance with Colt over the rim of his mug. “Sure. Yeah. Just don’t stay away too long.”

“Thanks. No promises about how long I’ll be gone though. If I get accepted there a bunch of hoops I need to jump through.”

“You’ll do fine, honey.” Anna reached over and tousled her daughter’s hair. “My little horse whisperer.”

Laurel snorted. “Not hardly. I hate that term.”

“Fair enough,” Colt agreed. He picked up his mug and pushed back from the table. “Now I have some things I need to take care of.” He kissed the top of Anna’s head. “I’ll be in the study. Chance, I think we covered everything we needed to earlier?”

“Yes, sir. I think so.” He drained his coffee and stood up as well. “I need to get back to the Diamond C anyway. Got a few things need taking care of and I need to check on Carly.”

“I’m sure Carly can take care of herself.” Laurel smirked at him.

“That’s what I’m worried about. Her and Joey are way too close for my peace of mind.” Chance jammed his hat on his head.

“Carly’s a big girl now. Don’t go all big brother on her. You know how that goes,” Laurel warned him.

He turned his attention to Laurel and took a step closer. “She tells you everything. If there’s like something I should know about, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” A small, worried frown creased his forehead.

Laurel leaned forward and put a hand on his arm. “You gotta trust her, Chance. It’s her life and you can’t protect her from making mistakes. I know for a fact, if I make a mistake, I want it to be my choice and not because I listened to someone else’s advice.”

“She’s my little sister, a guy’s got a right to worry.” He shook his arm free. “Night, everyone. Thanks for dinner, Mrs. Rowan.” His bootheels echoed down the hall before the door opened and closed.

Colt took the opportunity to escape to his paperwork. Anna regarded her daughter with a thoughtful expression.

“Are Carly and Joey getting really serious?” she ventured a question.

“Mom! What are you implying?” Laurel evaded a direct answer.

“You know what I’m asking,” Anna persisted. “I love that girl like my own and I sure as hell don’t want her to get into any trouble she can’t get out of.” She reached across the table and gripped Laurel’s hand. “You either.”

“Who am I going to get into trouble with?” Laurel joked. “Not Chance, and he’s the only guy I see on a regular basis anymore.”

“What about Coll? What about Cornwall? How strong are your feelings for him?”

“Honestly...I don’t know. I haven’t actually seen him in person in a long time and talking on social media and texting is great...but it’s not the same. I mean, sometimes it feels like he has a life there I’m not part of and I have a life here he’s not part of. But I don’t want to give up the connection I have with Coll.” She sighed and squeezed her mom’s hand. “Why does it have to be so complicated.”

“Oh, honey.” Anna laughed. “Life is complicated. I don’t know why, it just is.”

“How do you know what to do, what to choose? What’s the right decision or the wrong one?”

“That’s like asking me what the meaning of life is, sweetie. All I can tell you is you have to follow your heart but listen to your common sense at the same time. Don’t get carried away with your head in the clouds and your feet nowhere near the ground.” Anna hesitated. “Are you sure you want to go to Cornwall? It could be for a couple of years if you get accepted. What can’t you just keep teaching Pony Club here and stay involved with the 4H Horse Club?”

“I could. But Mom...I want more, and you know since I started competing in the combined training events and joined the Alberta Horse Trials Association how much I love the sport. I mean, I could go to Germany, they have an awesome program, but I’d have to learn to speak the language, which could be fun, but Cornwall is well...Cornwall.”

“And Coll doesn’t have anything to do with this sudden urge to go back to England?”

“A bit, he does. I want to see him and really talk with him. And I want to see Aisling and Gort. From what Ash tells me, they’re pretty serious and now they’re eighteen Aisling’s mom can’t very stand in their way anymore.”

“Are you saying they’re thinking of getting married?” Anna let go of Laurel’s hand and sat back in her chair.

“I’m pretty sure they were just waiting for Ash to turn eighteen. Mom, I mean, they’ve been together since grade school, if not before. And Emily seems to be okay with the idea. Coll says she’s trying to smooth things over between Ash and her mom. Did I tell you Ash is staying with Coll and his Gramma Emily now? In a separate room from Gort, though, if that’s what that frown is about.”

“Oh. I didn’t know it had gotten that far. Well, I suppose they are considered adults.” She fixed her daughter with a stern gaze. “You aren’t thinking of anything like that with Coll, are you? That isn’t what this whole working student thing is about, is it?”

“Mom!” Laurel stood up so fast her chair scooted backward. “No! Of course not. It’s really about the horses and learning from the best. But, yeah, I want to see Coll and reconnect in person. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to hop into bed with him or do something stupid. Besides, I want to see Gramma Bella while I’m there too, and Grampa Vear. Can’t you understand that?”

“Alright, honey. Calm down. I had to ask. You’ll understand when you’re a mother and your little girl is all grown up and wanting to try her wings. Until then you’ll just have to take my word for it, that your dad and I only want what’s best for you.”

“Sure, Mom. Sorry I got pissy, but honestly you need to trust me to make my own decisions. And make my own mistakes when I make them.” She stepped around the table and hugged her mother. “I gotta go finish the budget for the wildies and make sure everything is in order for Chance when he takes over. Honest, I’ll be fine. Love you.” Laurel grinned and headed to her room.

“Love you too.” Anna whispered as her daughter took the stairs two steps at a time.
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Laurel hovered the mouse, closed her eyes, and opened the email from Longrock Equestrian.

“Please, please, please,” she whispered. “Please let it be good.”

Her heart throbbing in her throat, she cracked open one eye. The morning sun shafted through the office window effectively fading the screen to near invisibility. Taking a deep breath, Laurel opened both eyes and shifted the laptop. The words on the screen blurred and ran together for a moment, their import refusing to register in her mind. She read the email another time, the information firing the synapses in her brain.

Dear Laurel,

We’ve received your application for the position of working student for the coming season. While your experience in the sport is somewhat limited, your coach’s recommendation weighs heavily in your favour. We are pleased to welcome you to the Longrock Equestrian team and look forward to meeting you in person. Attached you will find the Working Student Agreement as well as more information on what will be expected of you and other practical considerations such as accommodation etc. Please complete and sign the agreement and return it to us as soon as possible. If for some reason you are unable to accept the position’ please advise immediately as our waiting list is quite full.

Best Regards

Suzy Wish

BHS Stage 5 Performance Coach

(replaces BHSI)

She bolted to her feet, hand pressed to her chest to try and ease the thundering of her heart. “Oh my God, oh my God! I’m in, I’m going. Oh my God!”

Laurel crossed the office, and grabbing the handrail, fairly slid down the steps without touching them. She burst through the partly open door at the foot into the barn.

“Daddy...” Her voice was muffled by the solid chest she ran right into. “Oufff, Daddy, Daddy, guess what?”

Strong arms closed around her, holding her upright. Vibrating with excitement she looked, tears starting in her eyes. “Oh...” She tried to take a step back, but the arms held her tight.

“I’m not your dad, Laurie.” Chance relaxed his hold a bit, but still kept his arms around her. “Good news, I take it? New wildie foals?” His lips smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Better than that. Oh Chance, I got accepted! I got the working student position. I’m really going!” She pulled free of him, her boots echoing a happy dance down the barn aisle.

“Of course, you are,” Chance muttered. “Of course, you are.”

“Be happy for me, please?” Laurel came back to him and took his hands in hers. “I really want this. Really, really want this. Can’t you be happy for me?”

Chance swallowed hard. “I am, Laurie. I know how hard you’ve worked and want to progress in the sport, I just don’t understand why it can’t be in Ontario or the States. There’s tons of great stables right here in Canada.”

She squeezed his hands. “I know that, but Cornwall is...Cornwall. I can’t explain it...if you’d ever been there, felt what it’s like...the cliffs, the ocean, the moors, riding on the beach with the sea coming in...”

“What’s all the hollering about?” Colt Rowan came down the aisle from the tack stall. “I could hear you all the way outside. You two aren’t feuding again, are you? Because I’m telling you both I’m sick to death of the nonsense...”

“It’s nothing like that, Daddy.” Laurel let the happiness and excitement explode out of her, shining in her eyes. “I got it, Daddy. I got accepted at Longrock!” She leaped into his arms.

Colt met Chance’s gaze over her shoulder, one eyebrow cocked up in sympathy before he hugged his daughter and set her on her feet. “Congratulations, honey. I know this is what you want, even if I think it’s not such a great idea.” He held up his hand to stop her protest. “I said I’d support you in whatever you decided, and I will. Have you told your mom yet?”

“No, I just found out and came to find you, but I ran into Chance first, by accident.”

“I got stuff to take care at the Diamond C, if you don’t need me for anything else, Colt?” Chance stuffed his gloves in his back pocket and settled his hat more firmly on his head.

“You’re good, son. Go take care of what needs doing. Call me later with your report on the south grain fields. They should dry enough on the high ground soon.”

Chance nodded his agreement and disappeared out the end doors.

Laurel looked after him. “I wish he could be happy for me.”

“He is, Laurie. It’s just hard for him, you know that.” Colt put an arm around her waist.

She sighed and frowned. “Why is it my problem that he thinks he’s in love with me and I just like him as a friend?”

“No one is saying it’s your problem or fault, it’s just the way it is right now. Maybe he’ll grow out of it in time.” Colt soothed his daughter while doubting Chance’s love for her would ever get ‘grown out of.’ “Let’s go tell your mom the good news.”

Arm in arm the pair left the barn and headed to the house where the smell of coffee greeted them as they walked through the door.

“I’m going, Mom. I’m going to Cornwall. I got accepted.” Laurel dashed into the kitchen and grabbed her mom to dance her around the room.

Laughing, Anna dropped into a chair while Colt poured three cups of coffee.

“I’m happy for you, sweetie. And proud, too.” She glanced at her husband before returning her attention to Laurel. “Have you told Chance yet?”

“Yup, I went looking for Dad as soon as I got the email and ran right into Chance at the bottom of the stairs in the barn, so actually, he was the first to know.”

Anna caught her daughter’s chin in her hand and studied her face. “How did he take the news? I can’t imagine he was overjoyed.”

Laurel covered her mother’s hand with her own and brought their joined hands to the table. “He was pretty good about it, really. Surprisingly enough because Carly repeats all his rants about me leaving and never coming back. She thinks it’s amusing, to see him getting so worked up about what she thinks is nothing. I hate seeing him unhappy and I sure as hell don’t want him to start drinking and using again.”

“You can’t let that stop you from following your dreams, honey.” Anna stroked a hand over her hair.

“I’m not. Let me tell you. I love Chance, just not like he wants me to, but no way am I giving up my dreams to babysit him. He’s older than I am, for God’s sake. Chance Cullen is not my responsibility. No matter what Carly says,” she muttered the last part.

“Is Carly putting pressure on you about her brother?” Anna leaned forward.

Laurel shrugged. “She’s trying, but it’s not going anywhere. I told her to worry about her own relationships and leave me alone about Chance.”

“Good for you.” Colt finished his coffee. “I need to run into Pincher for
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