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I

rubbed my hands together in a feeble attempt to get some warmth back into them. The temperature was at freezing, with a wind chill taking the total down another ten degrees. Fat, wet snowflakes drizzled down from the gray overcast sky. The clouds were low enough to nearly scrape their underbellies on the weather vane on top of the barn roof. The rooster spun in aimless directions, whipped around helplessly by the whistling winds.

I puffed a couple breaths into my cupped hands, briefly restoring some heat to my palms. I grasped the handles of the wheelbarrow; the frigid metal immediately stole away the fragile warmth and my fingers tingled in protest. Grimacing, I ignored the sensation and pushed the wheelbarrow around the side of the barn and in the direction of a nearby empty field. It was a short walk but by the time I got there, the soiled straw in the ‘barrow had a layer of frost on top. I dumped the straw out into the compost pile and made my way back to the barn. The urge to run there was strong. I resisted, though. The longer I could stay at work and avoid returning to the house, the better.

Letting go of the wheelbarrow with one hand, I yanked open the barn door. The wind whipped it away from me and I jumped back to avoid being smacked on the chin. It was a close call. I felt the door smack into my hair as it went past.

I pulled the wheelbarrow inside the barn with me and yanked the door shut. I managed to get the door latched and sagged against the wall with a sigh. The barn was heated, the warm air stinging my nose and fingertips.

I ran my hand over my face, brushing melting snow from my eyebrows and the tip of my nose. I sighed and straightened up, as there was plenty more work to do. The barn was only partly mucked out. I would have been done two times over in any other season. Wyoming winters were brutal.

Hell, it was barely even winter. The days were still relatively nice and I still saw people going around in short sleeves and skirts. When the sun went down, that eager winter chill set in, and it was only a matter of time until the outside became unpleasant. Or beyond unpleasant, if there happened to be snow, like right now.

“You look like you could use some help,” a deep voice said from the other side of the barn.

I jumped in surprise, standing up straight as Dad came walking down the middle of the barn. The cows stirred as he passed them, hopeful for a treat or a petting. He ignored them and they settled back in.

“I didn’t know you were in here,” I said. He must have come while I was out in the field, as he certainly hadn’t been here when I was filling up the wheelbarrow. “Help? No, I’m fine, thanks, Dad.”

He folded his arms across his chest. My dad was Kevin Curran, the owner of Curran Ranch, which he had inherited from his own father, the grandfather I had never met because he passed on before I was born. It seemed like us Currans had a tendency not to marry and have kids until a later age than most people in the area, as Dad was over 60. He didn’t look it, though. He could have passed for a rough late-40s man, thanks to all the farm work that kept him in excellent shape. The only real things that gave away his age were his thin gray hair and the plentiful wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, wrinkles carved by laughter and time, unmistakable for anything else.

“I just thought you might want to finish up so you could get back to the house sooner,” he said, pressing me.

“No, I’m fine,” I insisted. I didn’t want to go back in there. I had hurried out for a reason. Thank goodness there was always work to be done on a ranch, always an easy excuse within reach.

Dad didn’t say anything. I grabbed the rake from where I had left it leaning up against the wall and took both it and the wheelbarrow down the length of the barn to the next couple stalls that needed cleaning out. Ordinarily, all this would have been done in the morning. Some repairs had needed urgently attending to though, so the order of operations had to be switched around.

Dad followed me and leaned up against the side of the cow stall while I worked. I was very aware of his eyes on me, his judgmental gaze. My shoulders tensed. “Hey,” I said, “even ranch hands on their first day can muck out stalls without supervision. If you have something you want to say, Dad, why don’t you just say it? I think I can predict what it is, anyway.”

He sighed loudly and shook his head at me. “Son, this feud between you and Andrew has gone on long enough. Are you two going to decide to get along before I die someday, or are the two of you going to make things awkward forever?”

I sighed back at him and gestured with one hand holding the rake. I had been right in guessing what his problem was. Great.

Andrew, my brother who was only a year younger than myself, had come over for a visit and to pick something up from my parents’ house while I was there taking a break. That was why I had cut my break short and come out here to work on something that probably could have waited until the next day. A few extra hours of waiting to have their stalls cleaned wouldn’t hurt the cows. Hell, I doubted they even knew the difference.

“You know,” I said, “I wanted to move on. I was ready to start over. Then he had to go and pull that stunt. He’s the one who’s got the problem because he hasn’t told me he’s sorry, not even once. He hasn’t even said it while pretending to mean it, which would at least be some sort of gesture.”

Dad grunted. “Maybe it’s because I’m on the outside, but I don’t see why it’s such a big deal. It happened. You’re both allowed to do whatever you like as adults. There’s no reason why it had to come to this and I hate seeing you two ruining a great friendship over a girl. Do you know how rare it is for brothers to be as close as you two?”

“Maybe there’s a reason for that,” I scowled. I went back to work, raking fiercely.

“I’m sure there’s a reason for everything in this world.”

“Congratulations, Dad. You’re a philosopher.” Suddenly, I was sick of this whole thing. I was sick of debating my feelings as though they shouldn’t matter. “He brought my ex home to Christmas. What’s the reason for that?”

“That would be because he’s dating her.”

“Yeah, my ex-girlfriend. Her.” I gritted my teeth. “Why don’t you see how that’s a problem?”

“What, do you still like her?”

“Of course not.”

“Then, I think the best course of action here is for us all to just move on.” Dad straightened up and moved away from the stall. “Andrew should be gone by now. I’m going to head back to the house, and then I’ve got to head over to the Red’s farm and see how they’re handling things, like I promised I would. Tony’s coming with me, so it’ll just be you here. I fully expect to hear that you went back inside and had dinner with your mother.”

“You sure you don’t need more hands to go over to Red’s?” I asked. I could not imagine that a dinner alone with Mom would be any better than this conversation I was currently being forced to have.

“Tony and I have got it covered.” Dad walked away. He slowed to throw one final comment over his shoulder. “I’ll be asking after you. Don’t let me down.”

“Uh-huh.” I just kept working. I heard the howl of wind as Dad opened the barn door, then the slam and the click of the latch as he got the door shoved shut again.

I moved on to the next stall. The work wasn’t perfect. At this point, I hardly cared. I wished I had been invited to go the neighboring farm and help out. It seemed a bit of a slight against me that I hadn’t been. Dad probably thought I was going to cause trouble.

The Red family had moved to town a couple years back after inheriting the farm from their great uncle, who had been a friend of Dad’s. Dad promised the man he’d help them out with whatever they needed. Well, ever since, he had been going out there to assist with repairs and counsel the family on their choices. This was the first year they actually had any animals out there -the old stock was sold off after the former owner died- and they were paranoid about everything, afraid of messing up. The change in seasons had only turned their paranoia into fear.

Not being asked to go out there and assist meant Dad thought I wouldn’t be a good choice to give those folks the reassurance they needed.

Maybe he was right.

Let him and Tony handle it. What did I want to go around and hang out with a bunch of rookie farmers, anyway?

Still, I couldn’t help feeling a little wounded sting in my heart as I kept working.

I managed to finish the rest of the barn shortly before dinnertime. I put the tools away and headed through the cold to the main house. I shucked off my wet clothes and shoes in the mudroom and made my way deeper into the house to hit the bathroom and clean up. I smelled something warm and savory cooking in the kitchen.

“Is that you, Luke?” Mom called out to me.

I ducked into the bathroom and turned the faucet on to wet my hands before scrubbing up with a bar of goat’s milk soap, made locally with local goat’s milk. “You should hope it is and not some burglar.”

Mom walked down the hall and poked her head into the bathroom as I was wiping off my hands on a towel. “Burglars don’t typically go around turning on faucets,” she teased lightly. “Dinner’s meatloaf and potatoes. Since it’s just the two of us, why don’t we just take our plates into the living room? I’d like to watch the weather anyway, see what we’re up against the next few days.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied. I stepped out of the bathroom and walked with her to the kitchen. Dinner was arranged on the counter, ready to be served and eaten. There was the aforementioned meatloaf and potatoes, along with buttery rolls, seasoned peas, and fruit salad with honey and mint dressing.

My stomach growled, which surprised me, as I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until right then. I grabbed a plate from the cabinet, handed it to Mom, took another for myself, and piled it high with food.

I went into the living room and sat on the sofa. Mom arrived a minute after and sat beside me. We turned on the TV and watched the meteorologists discuss what was coming, as if this was the very first winter in human history and not a yearly occurrence. As if everyone in the state had no idea how to survive the cold.

“It’s absurd,” I said, “that people have to be reminded to bundle up and stay warm. It’s not good advice. It’s just basic common sense.”

“I kind of like it,” Mom said. “It’s like when you’re leaving the house and someone tells you to drive safely. They’re thinking of you.”

“Those weathermen have no idea who I am.”

“They can still care about you, can’t they?”

I shoveled a bite of ketchup-glazed meatloaf into my mouth. “I guess they can if they really want to.”

Mom looked at me with a small smile. “You can be so ornery. Ever since you were a baby, you have had the most uncanny ability to be ornery over the strangest things. I don’t know where you got that stubbornness.”

We both laughed, as we knew exactly where I had gotten it from. Her.

Mom scooped peas onto her fork, using her roll to nudge the plump green spheres onto the tines. “One of these days, I would love to have all my boys in the same room at the same time again. Nothing makes me happier than looking at all of you. My handsome sons.”

There it is.

I knew it had been coming, just didn’t know when. “Last time that happened, Andrew brought home my ex-girlfriend. That’s an issue and I don’t want a repeat of it.”

Mom sighed. She leaned against me and kissed my cheek. She made my beard tickle when she did that. “I’m sorry, honey. I wish I could change how things happened. I know how much it upset you. If I had known, I could have made things turn out differently for you.”

“You aren’t the person I want an apology from.”

“Well, no, I know that, but I do feel bad for you.”

I put my plate aside and wrapped my arm around her. At least she was on my side more than Dad was. I had, if not an ally, then someone who sympathized. “He saw how bad our breakup was. He could have at least warned me. He could have said something in advance instead of bringing her into things out of nowhere. That’s the part that I can’t get over.”

“He was afraid of your opinion.”

“Yeah? Rightfully so! Damn.” My stomach was starting to hurt from talking about all this. “I’m mad at him, I sure am, but I don’t want him to get hurt like I did. That would kill me for him.”

Mom hugged me tightly. She was about ten years younger than Dad and fully looked her age. Short and wide, she was a round, matronly figure, everyone’s favorite surrogate grandmother. She smelled of baby powder and cooking spices. I felt like a boy again as she hugged me so tightly.

“I’m sorry, Luke. I am. All we can do is hope that this turns out for the better somehow.”

I didn’t agree. I refrained from saying anything to avoid upsetting her too much, though.

Hope wasn’t going to get us anywhere.
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I

lounged across my best friend Anna’s bed, idly doodling with markers in one of her adult coloring books. It wasn’t a very good one. She had the better one, animals instead of mandala patterns.

Anna was sitting up against the headboard of her bed with her legs drawn up, the book braced on her knees. She scribbled aggressively at the page, then sighed and let the marker she was using drop from her hand. “This is normally really relaxing, but it’s just annoying me today.”

“I did get that impression,” I replied. “What’s going on? Did something happen today?”

“Ugh,” she groaned. “You could say that. Andrew went to his family’s farm earlier today, even though it was his day off. I told him not to go. I did. But he went, anyway. As far as I’m concerned, the less time he spends there, the better.”

Anna had been having a lot of relationship issues lately. I did try not to be too judgmental and listen, though she had an undeniable history of bad relationships and getting hurt. It wasn’t even that she chose guys she shouldn’t. She was pretty daring and had no patience, so she was always jumping way deep into things, never judging the distance or how far the bottom was. And she was too stubborn to learn from her mistakes.

Her heart was enormous and she gave everything she had to everyone, and that was why I loved her so much.

“What happened at the farm?” I asked. I kept coloring, with my ears perked to listen.

“I wish he would step back and only treat it like work until things get sorted out. Ugh.” Anna set the coloring book aside. I pulled it to me to take over where she had left off. “He forgot some papers at the house. He could have gotten them when he went in for work, but he went there, anyway. And Luke was there, taking a break. He stormed out into the cold with hardly the proper clothes on to get back to work to avoid even being around Andrew. The nerve of that man. Andrew didn’t do anything wrong.”

I murmured a few words to let her know I was still listening.

Anna flopped over onto her side and put her arm over her face. “I can’t believe it’s such a big deal that I’m with Andrew and not Luke.”

“It’s not very fair,” I agreed softly. “You just have to give it time. Christmas wasn’t all that long ago. The reveal is still pretty fresh. Things will settle down soon.”

Anna rolled onto her back and let her arms sprawl out to either side, staring up at the ceiling. “I hope you’re right. Luke and I weren’t meant to be. It’s different with Andrew. I wish other people could see that.”

“They will,” I reassured her. “They will.”

Anna sighed. My heart went out to her. I wished there was more I could do to be helpful. Unfortunately, I had plenty of my own concerns to be dealing with before I could even consider helping her with her relationship.

After a minute or so, Anna spoke up. “What are you doing tonight? Anything fun?”

“I guess it depends on how you define fun.”

“So that’s a confirmed no, then,” Anna said.

I had to laugh. “Right. I wish I could say something else, but I have work tomorrow and it’s going to be such a drain. I don’t want to waste any precious energy. Not that I would really be able to go out and do anything, anyway. I don’t like to drive in snow.”

“No one likes to drive in snow,” Anna replied. “We all just accept that it’s something we have to do and soldier through it like it’s no big deal. That’s the methodology I take for dealing with Andrew’s family drama. You’re the only one I’m really letting see all my doubts.”

“Your secrets are safe with me,” I replied. I looked over my shoulder at her all sprawled out on the bed. “Honestly, I’m probably going to head out soon. The snow doesn’t look like it’s sticking too much on the road right now, but when it gets a little later and there aren’t as many cars, I bet it’ll pile up fast. I don’t want to get stuck out there. My car would die and I’d follow pretty quickly.”

“You’d be fine. Just step out and walk in any direction for ten feet. You’ll hit a barn. Viola. Shelter.” Anna laughed softly and sat up a little. “I was thinking that you were staying later than you normally do on bad weather nights.”

“It’s because we haven’t gotten to spend all that much time together recently. The joys of growing up, right?” I touched her arm and laughed. “So once I get home, I’m going to watch TV and just eat leftover pizza. What about your plans? You can’t possibly have anything super exciting planned, right?”

“Yeah, not at all. I’ll probably be watching this movie. I wanted to see it when it first came out like, last year.” Anna held up her hands. “My time management skills are as good as my sense of direction. But now it’s showing on TV so I finally have my chance.”

“What movie? Maybe we could both watch it and text each other what we think during commercials.”

“Hey, yeah, good idea! Or you could stay over and just go straight from here to work tomorrow. You could borrow some of my clothes.” Anna’s expression fell. “I guess that wouldn’t really work, would it?”

“I’d love to, and maybe some other time. Just not with all this snow.” I regretted having to turn her down, but that was another bad thing about being an adult. Realism won out over fantasies and desires. Anna lived in an actual house on the edge of town, while my apartment was practically on the main drag through town. The plows might not make it all the way out here in time for me to go to work, whereas the roads were sure to be good around my apartment.

As tempting as it was to stay over and then skip work, that couldn’t be done, either. I needed the money.

I looked outside at the snow coming down and my worries about driving were heightened upon noticing how thickly the flakes were coming down now. “I hate to say it, but I should get going now before this gets any worse.”

“I understand.” Anna rolled off the bed and onto her feet. “Let me grab my shoes and I can walk you out.”

“Okay. Hey, can I take this and borrow it?” I held up the animal coloring book. “I keep meaning to get myself one, but...”

“Go ahead. I actually meant to get you one for Christmas but that didn’t happen.” Anna laughed. “Need to take some markers?”

“No, I should have some stuff at home.”

“Take them anyway just in case. It’s sad to have a coloring book without anything to draw with.”

“Well, you are right about that,” I conceded. “Alright.”

While Anna went and got her shoes to put them on, I gathered up the markers and put them back in their case. I met her by the front door, and we put on our coats to walk outside.

“Brace yourself,” Anna joked. She opened the front door.

A blast of cold air flowed into the house, big fluffy snowflakes smacking us in the face. I gasped in surprise. “Geez, my car is going to be freezing!” The heater would only just be warming up by the time I got home.

“Let’s go,” Anna urged. “Quick, quick! I want to get inside as fast as possible.”

I laughed and took off down the walkway, which wrapped around to the front of her garage, where I had parked in the driveway. The grass in her lawn was covered in a thin layer of snowflakes, draping the bushes like an icing glaze. The air was so crisp and sharp it almost hurt to breathe.

Together, we rushed to my car. I pulled my keys from my pocket and pressed the remote start-up button to at least give the engine a bit of a head start. The motor made a thin sound before running properly.

I hope that’s just because of the cold and not anything worse.

I drew up beside the car and turned back to Anna. I hugged her and she hugged me back, then stepped away. I kept clinging to her. “Warm,” I said, in my creepiest voice. “Give me your warmth.”

Anna laughed aloud and pushed back from me. “Text me when you get home safe. I’ll tell you the channel for the movie when you do.”

“Got it. Love you!”

“Love you more!” She hurried off, head down, silky red curls blowing in the wind.

I laughed and hopped in my car, slamming the door shut behind me. I gasped in relief. The air was still incredibly cold, but the lack of wind was a pleasant change.

I drove home as fast as I dared, the snowflakes batting against the windshield and sliding off the whole way. At least the cold interior of my car matched that of the outside well enough so the glass surfaces didn’t fog up.

The falling snow lent a staticky tint to my view of the world. There were hardly any other cars on the road and certainly no people out walking, not even on Main Street. I shivered and it wasn’t just the cold, filled with the sudden uncanny sense that I had somehow been transported back in time. I was inside an old photograph, a faded compositional element from a snapshot of frozen time.

I reached my apartment building by pulling off onto a smaller road and then turning into the lot only a few seconds later. It was a low, flat thing with only two stories, twenty apartments in total. Nearly everyone else in the building was home, judging by the filled spots. Some had more snow accumulation than others, showing they had been parked for longer. One red pickup truck had foggy windows, which meant the driver -an older man in his 70s who worked part-time at a local bar and spent the other half of his time sitting outside the corner store chatting up anyone who would stop- had only just climbed out in the last couple minutes.

I pulled into my own spot, thankfully located right in front of the building. I turned off the engine and then bolted outside and into the lobby, my hands flung out in front of me to knock the door open fast.

The lobby was more of a communal mud room than a real, true foyer, like they had in some of the fancier apartments. I had been to a few of those when visiting with friends who had moved to other states for college and job opportunities. Those places had carpeting, vending machines, a manager’s office, a front desk with security guards. And heating and air-conditioning, too.

This lobby had bare concrete flooring with a couple old rugs and no other redeeming qualities. There was a supply closet, usually locked, and our mail boxes on one wall. A dark wood door led down to the basement level and the combination storage and laundry room. And no heating or air-conditioning. Which meant it was cold as hell.

I didn’t linger in the lobby and made my way up the steps to the second floor. No need for an elevator here, even though it sure would have been useful when the big appliances had to be repaired or replaced. I had once seen two refrigerators taken down, two more taken up, and a tub removed in big chunks, all in the same day. I had kept guilty tabs on it, like all the others on my floor, and wished that I could assist in some way while knowing I never could. I wasn’t too strong. It would have been a liability to get involved, too.

I unlocked my door and stepped inside my blissfully warm apartment, sighing with relief. I went to my thermometer straight away and turned the temperature up a few notches more, just to be on the even cozier side.

I texted Anna then, before doing anything else, and went to make a quick cup of coffee. While that brewed, I popped some pizza slices into the microwave.

Anna had texted me back by then. The show she wanted to watch would come on in an hour. That gave me plenty of time to eat and relax, and to also do something that I really didn’t want to do.

I had already put it off as long as I could. That brother of mine could be nosier than a housewife in a gated neighborhood, and he would start to pry if I delayed too much longer.

The microwave dinged and I fetched the hot plate and brought it to the living room with me. I turned on the weather channel -more snow, was anyone surprised?- and ate a slice while the pizza was still steaming, the cheese hot enough to scorch my tongue.

Only when I’d had some food inside me and knew I wouldn’t be too hangry and irritable, I took my phone back out and called Simon.

I chewed more pizza while I waited, holding the phone between my cheek and shoulder.

Four rings passed and finally he answered.

“Took you long enough,” I complained, before he could say anything. “I thought you were just dying to speak with me.”

“Well, I was. I might’ve changed my mind now.” Simon chuckled. “I know you’re trying to rile me up and it isn’t going to work. You do know that, right?”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “What are you up to?”

“I’m just sitting by the window, watching the snow. Lucy’s in the kitchen baking a pie. I’ve got a kitten on my lap.”

I pictured the little brown fluffball Simon had brought home about a week ago, rescuing the poor kitty from a flooded ditch. There was no better home for an animal.

“How’s the little guy? Did you name him yet?”

“Yeah, his name’s Moo. He was by a cow pasture, after all. Only fitting.”

I rolled my eyes.

“He’s doing great. Just had a follow-up vet visit today.”

“Why?” I leaned back and continued eating.

“The vet wondered why he was by himself when I found him. He thought maybe the little guy was sick and was abandoned. He wanted to see if Moo was gaining weight like a kitten should. He’s all good. Getting properly chubby. All the vet assistants fawned over him and he soaked it up like the spoiled brat he is.”

“I love that he has you, Simon. And Lucy.”

“Yeah, I’m glad we decided to keep him. All those times I thought about bringing a kitten home from one of the farm litters and didn’t. Kittens are great. But, anyway. I didn’t want to talk to you to just gush over my new pet.”

“Right. What is it?” I would have much rather talked about Moo some more.

“I was thinking about how you need some extra cash. I’ve got an idea to roll your way. The Currans are looking for some help around the ranch now that winter’s rolling in.”

Simon worked on the ranch as a ranch hand. He had played football in high school, spent his summers working on farms. He was broad and tall and powerful, exactly the sort of employee a ranch needed.

As for myself...

I laughed at the ludicrousness of the idea. “Are you listening to yourself? Have you seen me lately? Do I seem like the type of girl to work on a farm to you?”

It wasn’t that I was incredibly girly or fussy. It would be kind of hard to act like that when this was a pretty rural area, anyway. No fancy shops nearby, no groups of rich people to impress. I just didn’t like to get dirty and I had never been particularly strong. The chances that I would be useful on a ranch were very low.

“I know it’s not really what you would see yourself doing, but it’d be a new experience. And everyone starts somewhere, don’t they?”

“Do you see this as the start of my career as a rancher?”

“No, but it could be the start of a side gig. Once someone hires you, more people are likely to. And the Currans would be a great place to start. They provide all the training, if necessary, and the pay is great, even for temporaries.”

I sighed. “I’ll think about it. Thanks for letting me know.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open for some more stuff, but this is the time of year when everyone’s firing, not hiring. Your options are gonna be limited no matter what.”

“That’s a good point.” Christmas was just past and most of the seasonal employees were let off. I should have gotten a second job when I had the chance, but I had been so busy with extra hours at the café where I already worked that it didn’t cross my mind. In any case, my money troubles hadn’t been nearly as evident then. It was only after doing so much Christmas shopping and the arise of car issues that I took a look at my bank account and discovered it to be in far worse condition than I had imagined.

“Don’t think about it for too long either,” Simon said, lecturing me now. I knew he was only watching out for me, but it was beginning to get annoying. I was very aware of the situation I was in and didn’t need reminders. “There’s plenty of other people who are going to want the job.”

It was unlikely I would get hired anyway, because of that. I didn’t say anything, though. I didn’t want to start up the discussion again.

“Thanks, Simon. Can I hear some more about Moo? Does he play with toys?”

Simon paused and I knew he was judging whether or not to really press me. I held my breath, hoping against hope.

My brother let out a small sigh and I knew I had won, at least for now. “He’s still getting used to his new home, so he isn’t exactly what I would call playful. He eats a lot and sleeps a lot. He likes to follow Lucy and me around. I think he’s too cautious yet to go exploring by himself, so he sticks with us. It’s nice though, because that means we can let him out of the playpen we’ve got set up for him and we don’t have to worry about him getting lost.”

I pictured the tiny, chubby kitten following my very tall and broad brother around and my heart melted.

“He’s purring right now. I’m going to carefully put the phone on speaker and put it near him. Maybe you’ll be able to hear him.”

“Okay. I won’t speak, so I don’t spook him.” I even held my breath.

I heard fumbling sounds, the slide of fingers over plastic, as Simon brought the phone close to his kitten. I strained my ears and then I heard it, the tiniest of purrs, a minute, rhythmic rumbling.

A sense of peace swept through me, warm as a summer sun, calm as lounging in green grasses. In a world like this where there were happy purring kittens, it was hard to believe that things could go wrong.










3 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Luke


[image: ]




M

y older brother, Tony, and I were on feeding duty that morning. The work was far less simple than it sounded. There were hundreds of animals on the ranch, all with their own dietary needs and, in some cases, feeding methods. We couldn’t just toss the food down and head off, either. We had to stay nearby and watch to make sure everyone got enough. Penned animals had very rigorous pecking orders they established, and it was our responsibility to make sure that those lower down on the totem pole got their share. We had to break up any squabbles that began, and tend to any injuries that arose -to the ego or otherwise.

If an animal’s eating habits had changed, we had to investigate why.

It was, in general, not a relaxing job. During any downtime, we were expected to pick up other chores, like cleaning, mucking out, making small repairs, and whatever else needed tending to.

We were in the cow barn, which was a relatively easy part of the job, since the cows were usually kept in separate pens. Sometimes the cows formed bonded pairs and had to share a stall, but that usually didn’t pose any issues. Between feedings, I cleaned up the spots I had missed during last night’s mucking, and other messes that had accumulated in the hours since.

Tony and I talked as we worked. Talking wasn’t discouraged out here, unlike at other workplaces. Dad wanted all of us to be friends and work well together. As long as we kept busy while chatting, there weren’t any issues.

I had just finished telling Tony about Andrew coming over yesterday and the ensuing drama. Tony’s expression said that he already knew all about it, but he kept quiet and let me have my say.

“What are you going to do, Luke?” Tony asked. He was petting one of the cows, a little yearling. She was small and slight, having not yet bulked out like a fully-grown cow. She wouldn’t be used for milk for at least another year. She blinked her pretty brown doe eyes, lashes fluttering, soaking in the attention my brother gave her.

I was intrigued immediately by the question. Thus far, people had only been trying to convince me that my feelings were invalid. No one had asked me about a course of action I might take.

I thought about it. “All this time and he hasn’t even said sorry. It’d mean something if he at least said it, whether he meant it or not. I guess if he won’t apologize, I’ll have to do something instead. I’ll... get even.”

The idea sprang into my mind out of nowhere. But, why not? Why shouldn’t I get even? If Andrew was going to hurt me, why shouldn’t I hurt him back?

Tony let out a quick, startled laugh. He moved away from the cow and joined me in feeding the others again. “Like how? That doesn’t strike you as petty?”

“It strikes me as getting even.” I narrowed my eyes at him. Now that I had this in my mind, I wasn’t going to be discouraged. I would bring this to a satisfying -for me- conclusion. “I think I’ll hit them where it hurts. I’ll go after Anna’s best friend.”

I was making it up as I went along still, and amazing myself with my own brilliance while I was at it. Why hadn’t I thought of this sooner? If Andrew was going to date someone who hurt me, I’d date someone who would hurt them.

Tony stared at me. “Molly?”

“Yeah. That should teach them.” I grinned. Anger burned low and dull in my chest.

Tony stopped working and stared at me. “That is a terrible idea and you know it! Her brother works here. I get why you want to hurt Anna and Andrew, but you shouldn’t want to hurt Simon. He hasn’t done anything to you.”

“It wouldn’t be hurting him. Hell, he’ll probably be happy that someone like me is dating Molly. I’m a great catch.”

“I’m begging you not to bring ranch hands into your drama.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, but there really isn’t anything you can do to stop me. What, are you going to go to Dad and tell on me like we’re little kids? Please. You think me wanting to date someone, no matter the reason, is worth bothering him over?”

Tony bit his lower lip and clenched his hand into a fist, knuckles going white. Dad was under way too much stress to bother him with such petty stuff.

“I won’t go too far,” I reassured Tony. “Just want to do enough to make them mad.”

“It’s a terrible idea.” His tone was hollow. He knew I couldn’t be talked out of it at this point.

“If he’d apologized, I wouldn’t have had to resort to such measures.” I shrugged. “I’m playing the game that he started.”

“And you’re way too much of a stubborn blockhead to let anyone else win,” Tony said, his tone dark and disapproving. “Fine. I can’t stop you. How about you do whatever makes you feel good and I’ll pretend like we never had this talk.”

“Sounds good to me.” Tony was lucky. Had he been on Andrew’s side, I wouldn’t have let him off so easy. As the oldest of the three of us, he was playing it fair and neutral, and I respected him for that.

We resumed working in silence. Gradually, we began to chat again, though not as freely as before. Whenever I looked at Tony, I saw how tight and worried his expression was.

When all the animals had been tended to and I had done some minor repairs on a couple pens, I decided to take a break and head back to the shop. The air nipped at my cheeks and fingers, the grass and dirt crunching like crushed ice under my boots. I waved to a ranch hand passing by, wincing slightly as a blast of wind sliced knifelike across my palm.

“Enjoy the shop for me,” he called over to me.

“I’ll have a coffee on your behalf,” I replied.

He chuckled. “Thanks.”

The shop was a building adjoining the main house, connected to the garage. We used it as storage, an office space, a base of operations. It was where employees often took their breaks and had coffee and snacks, and where they checked in and out of work each day.

I grabbed the shop door and yanked it open, already anticipating the first rush of warm, dust-flavored air.

“Crap!” I jumped back as I nearly ran into someone else who was trying to exit the shop as the same time I was entering.

Simon drew back and motioned for me to come in. “Hey, sorry, didn’t know you were there.”

“Don’t know how you could’ve,” I replied. “Unless you can see through doors.”

“Yeah, don’t have that ability quite yet.” He chuckled a little. “Hey, can I ask you about something?”

Oh, god. Did Tony rat on me? Does he know?

I regarded the taller man carefully. He didn’t seem angry or even miffed, so perhaps I was in the clear after all. As to what Simon could possibly want to talk about with me, I wasn’t certain. We weren’t all that close.

“Sure,” I said. I shut the door and moved deeper into the shop, past all the shelves of equipment and to the back. To the left was the office, and to the right was the small relaxation area with a mishmash of tables and chairs. I went over to the coffee station and poured myself a cup of the thick black sludge. “Want some?”

“No, thanks. That stuff looks like it could chew through my stomach lining.” Simon shuddered. “I’m more of a tea guy, anyway.”

“Yeah? I’m more of a kick-my-ass-with-caffeine guy.” I dumped in a liberal amount of sugar and powdered creamer and stirred vigorously. “What’s up, Sime?”

“You remember that position that needs filling for evenings?” Simon leaned back against the wall and regarded me, gaze clear and even.

I sipped the bitter, overly-sweetened coffee, the caffeine zinging through my veins. “Sure I do.”

“I called my sister and told her about it.”

I almost spit out my coffee. “Molly?”

“Yeah.” Simon nodded, clearly thinking my surprise was for a different reason. “I asked if she wanted it. I think she’d be a good fit. She’s not exactly the strongest and she doesn’t have experience, but I think that works in her favor, you know? She won’t have other methods from other ranches stuck in her head. And she’s determined and smart. She’d catch on fast.”

This is way, way too perfect. Fate is on my side.

I had to try and restrain my eagerness, otherwise Simon would get suspicious. “She’d have to be able to think on her feet.”

“She works at a café. You know how busy cafes can get, and how complex? She has the perfect brain for memorizing lists and tasks. Plus, between you and me,” he lowered his voice, “she really needs the money. She’d work damn hard. But don’t you let her know I told you that.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied. “I trust your judgement. Tell my folks about her, and that I give my approval. I’d be doing most of her training, anyway. Then you tell your sister to come by sometime to talk. I’m pretty sure we’d rather have a new hire that we kind of know, instead of a totally new face, so the position will stay open until we see her.”

Simon smiled and nodded. “Thanks. I really appreciate it, Luke.”

“No problem.”

Simon glanced at the clock on the wall above the coffee station. “I should get back out there. See you.”

“Yeah, have fun.” I nodded to him.

Simon headed out, leaving me alone in the break area. I pulled out a chair at one of the tables and sat down. Sipping my bitter drink, I grinned. Too easy.
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T

here were a lot of things I dreaded about going to work at the café. We were always understaffed and the customers had a tendency to be rude. However, there were some things to like and the main one on this early, chilly morning was the warmth. Stepping into the shop and breathing in the scents of coffee, chocolate, and sugar was like being transported to a different world. The air was balmy warm, almost thick, resting like a blanket on the skin.

I checked the employee list posted outside the break room, noting with little surprise how several names were crossed off. Several college kids worked at the shop and they were always calling off, ostensibly to attend exams and classes. I knew, and everyone else knew, that these stories didn’t add up, but we needed their help too much, and just had to hope they would actually show up every now and again.

I put my things away in my locker and then clocked in. I grabbed an apron on my way behind the counter, cinching the ties around my waist.

One other employee was there, a newer girl who had been hired over the holidays and kept on. She wasn’t all that efficient yet, having not yet built up the necessary muscle memory, and she certainly shouldn’t have been working mornings alone. She hadn’t been hired for mornings and therefore it was impossible for her to know what to do.

“Thank god you’re here,” she burst out when she saw me. She was standing in the middle of the floor, looking utterly lost. “What the hell do I do, Molly?”

“First thing is to always get the coffee pots started and brewing,” I said. “We always, always need to have coffee going. We’re a café, Bliss.”

“Right.” She blushed hard. “I’ll finish that. I got started, but...”

“Exact amounts are always listed on the sides of the machines,” I said.

“Right. I’m sorry.” Bliss hung her head.

I felt bad for her, being in over her head like this. She hadn’t been set up for success at all. I rubbed her shoulder. “It’s okay. You were overwhelmed. And sometimes, the stuff you know just flies right out of your head for no reason. I think everyone has moments like that, where you forget how to write a specific cursive letter or what side your gas tank is on. It happens. Just get the coffee going and then I need you to check that all the syrup pumps are filled to the proper level.”

“Right.” With solid instructions to guide her, she went to work.

I watched her go, briefly contemplating what could be done to avoid scenarios like this. I felt as though there should be a written checklist of morning and closing tasks, and maybe a notebook for people to write down the things they hadn’t gotten around to doing yet. It was far more efficient to know an issue and to fix it right away than to discover something was amiss right as it was needed.

Because the café was small and local, maybe we felt like all these tasks could be internalized, because there were only so many of us working. We’d all get efficient at every task eventually. But a list wouldn’t hurt.

Maybe I’d talk with the manager about it.

Or, better yet, rather than forcing myself to have a conversation with someone I only halfway liked, I’d just do it on my own.

For now, I needed to work fast and get us caught up. We were technically open now and a customer could walk in at any second.

I moved out from behind the counter to begin the usual morning checks. I made sure the tables were clean, the dispensers filled, and that the bathroom was unlocked and stocked appropriately. Behind the counter, I continued an inventory check. The items that we were low on, I sent Bliss into the back to fetch.

Customers started to come in, wearing gloves and hats, faces scraped red by cold and wind. Stamping their feet, speaking through chattering teeth, they ordered strong coffees with shots of espresso, simple lattes, a mocha here and there. Easy stuff. I had Bliss behind the counter taking orders and handing out the drinks as I prepared them. Even on my own, I could keep up. The more complicated orders came later in the day, around lunchtime, when people had more time to relax and enjoy their drinks; right now, the motive was all about that caffeine kick.

Unfortunately, when the afternoon came, bringing with it the requests for one-and-three-quarter espresso shots, and special zero-sugar whipped cream, half oat milk and half coconut milk, more workers did not come with it. Only one other person showed up. Even with her easy job at the register, Bliss was becoming overwhelmed. All the numbers and special requests were getting to her, and she had a hard time finding the appropriate register shortcuts.

None of us were getting any breaks.

“It’s a madhouse in here.”

I glanced up at Anna’s familiar voice. I was mixing four drinks at once, eyeballing the measurements for various ingredients to make the work go faster. Anna leaned on the other side of the counter, her eyes wide with sympathy.

“Yeah, it is,” I agreed.

“How are you holding up?”

I had to laugh. “I’m overworked and underpaid.”

“Aren’t we all?”

I slid the mixed drinks off to the other employee, received the next round of orders, and got to work. As I walked back and forth to gather ingredients, I kept chatting with Anna. She didn’t linger too long and eventually got in the line to get some coffee for herself. She requested her usual.
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