

[image: Purple cover with floral borders. In the middle, there is a cowboy hat and behind which there are lilacs blooming.]


















For the city girls in their cowboy romance era. And for the country girls who know a fictional cowboy is always better than the real thing.
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Author's Note






This story is set on a working cattle ranch, and that’s not something I wanted to shy away from. Because of that, there is mention of slaughter and castration, as well as on-page calf branding. Ranchers do these things with good reason, and it’s never intended to be cruel (nor did I set out to write it as such—my cattle ranching family would not be happy if I did).

Wells Ranch uses hot branding, which is a traditional way of marking/identifying livestock. In some areas of the world, freeze-branding has become the more popular approach. And, in other places, neither is considered humane. Hot/fire branding is typically done with a steel branding iron that’s heated by a wood or propane heat source. It burns a brand into the hair follicles, preventing future hair growth. With freeze branding, the cold iron kills the colour follicles, causing them to turn white permanently. Both methods have pros and cons. 

Though Wells Ranch is fictional, it’s based on real cattle ranches in British Columbia. Hot branding is still the most common method here, so it felt like the more appropriate choice for the story.



If you ever attend a day of branding, don’t eat the Rocky Mountain Oysters.



This book ends with a pregnancy announcement – if that’s not your jam, feel free to skip the bonus epilogue & know that you aren’t missing anything <3 Taking care of yourself is more important.
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Content/Trigger Warnings:




	
Domestic violence - mental, emotional, and physical (on page)



	
Gun (present but not used)



	
Physical violence (on page)



	
Death of a parent due to cancer (discussed, not shown)



	
Death of a grandparent (discussed, not shown)



	
Troubled parent-child relationships (discussed, not shown)



	
Alcohol consumption



	
Pregnancy (side-character)



	
Ranching activities - roping, branding, castration, vaccination (on page), animal slaughter (discussed, not shown) 



	
Explicit sex scenes including spit play, cockwarming (mild), praise








Welcome to Wells Ranch!



















1

Cecily






I’ve spent the better half of the day listing all the ways I could kill him on the back of my grocery receipt. Now, glancing up from the tiny scrawlings to the microwave clock, I light a match and burn the evidence. Perfectly on cue, KJ’s headlights beam through the small window over the kitchen sink. I rush to wash charcoal dust down the drain.

“How was work?” My fake smile comes naturally when he walks through the door.

Practice makes perfect. 

“Let’s just say I’m glad to be home.” He plants a rough kiss on my forehead, and I’m pulled into an unpleasant embrace. I suck in the strong cologne as my cheek smashes against his chest, every muscle in my body rigid in his arms. He sniffs the air and I pray the vanilla bean candle’s enough to cover up the smoke.

Clearly not noticing anything off, he focuses instead on the brown paper bags from his favourite restaurant. “You’re so good to me, babe. Seriously, how did I get this lucky?”

It’s the same song and dance. His pathetic attempt at grovelling because we argued before he left for work this morning. Rather, he yelled, and I stood like a statue until he gave up. A similar pose to the one I’m in now, clutching the marble countertop, waiting for an inevitable critique of something. My appearance, the dinner order, the state of the house… there’s always something.

KJ waltzes toward the restaurant containers and lifts a lid to peek inside at the hundred-dollar sushi order. It’s not even the best sushi restaurant in town—he likes it because it’s the most expensive.

Running a hand through his short, black hair, he turns to me. “You must’ve been really busy today if you couldn’t even cook.” There’s the comment. “Pour yourself some wine and sit down, babe. I’ll dish us up.”

After a brief hesitation, and no further comments from my husband, I open the cupboard. My perpetually shaky fingers wrap around a teal mug. Not the classiest way to drink a two-hundred-dollar bottle of wine, but my last wine glass shattered against the dining room wall on Sunday. Nerve endings buzzing with the memory, I fill the mug and tiptoe out of the room. The moment I enter the dining room, I’m drawn to the burgundy stain splashed across the greige wall above the table. Noticeable scrub marks linger where I spent an hour crying and cleaning.

I’ll have to swing by the hardware store for some more paint before our Friday night dinner plans with our friends, Sara and Mike. God forbid anybody asks why our dining room now has a port-wine stain feature wall.

“Fuck!” His booming voice reverberates through the walls, and I swear the house shudders as hard as I do. My breathing falters in the slow seconds that tick between his shout and my mouth opening.

“Are y-you okay?” It comes out meek and screechy.

“I fucking cut myself. Get the first aid kit.”

Springing to action, I hurry past the kitchen and down the hallway to our ensuite bathroom. Once there, I leisurely poke around in the medicine cabinet. Rearranging pill bottles and making a mental list of what needs restocking. Pretending I don’t know where the bandages are. Staring right at them.

What a tragic accident it would be if he bled out.

“Cecily!” he screams. “What the fuck is taking you so long?”

I finally grab the box and stroll back to the kitchen to find his woeful face waiting for me. He holds his hand outstretched, a pained expression furrowing his brows. It’s the tiniest slice in his flesh; no deeper than a paper cut.

Good god.

So much for hoping I’d find him missing a finger or two. He probably cut himself on a plastic take out lid or something equally stupid.

“Sorry, I couldn’t,”—I fidget with the wrapper, and gently place the bandage over the minor cut—“find the bandages. But, there, you’re good as new. What happened?”

“Why are our chopsticks in the same drawer as the kitchen knives? We have a big enough fucking kitchen. I shouldn’t have to stick my hand in a knife drawer for motherfucking chopsticks,” he snarls before storming away.

I stare down at the opened drawer—specifically, at the large, freshly sharpened chef knife—then at his back.

Better not—too much cleanup.

Taking my place back at the dining table, the burned receipt list consumes my every thought and the weight of a potential first-degree murder charge diminishes my appetite. I lazily push a piece of ginger around. Half-listening to him complain about how hard it is to be CFO at his father’s company. Despite how apathetic I feel, I must nod, hrmm, and gasp in all the right spots. Dinner goes off without a hitch. After three years, I suppose I’m finally learning how to keep the peace.

“Great dinner, babe.” Dropping his napkin on his empty plate, he pushes away from the table.

Once the TV surround sound blares from the next room, I take a relieved breath. It’s the beginning of the end—another day nearing completion. In trained silence, I clear the table and, for the next hour, take my time cleaning the already spotless kitchen. With any luck, he’ll be asleep on the couch by the time I’m finished.

With any luck.


[image: image-placeholder]

The drop in his respiration signalling sleep is one of my favourite sounds, second only to his car tires leaving our driveway each morning. Confident he’s out for the night, I slip from under the covers, unplug my cell phone, and pad to the bathroom. Sinking to the cold tile floor, I text one of two phone numbers I’ve committed to memory—adding it to a proper contact profile simply isn’t an option. For weeks, I kept it taped to the underside of the bathroom counter, and faced agonizing fear each time KJ bent to grab something from the lower drawers. 




Cecily: Is that job still available?

 

Time ticks on, and I wonder if I waited too long. It’s nearly one in the morning, after all. KJ found John Wick on cable, which ruined my routine. Rather than falling asleep before the nine o’clock news, he drank four whiskey neats and stayed awake until midnight. When I half-heartedly suggested he get some sleep, he accused me of trying to force him to bed so I could sneak around behind his back. Like a whore.

He’s not entirely wrong. For six months, I’ve been secretly talking to a woman named Beryl. We met on a forum I definitely shouldn’t be on. I can’t bear to imagine what might happen if KJ ever finds out. A support group for women in abusive relationships; I honestly don’t belong there, though.

KJ doesn’t hit me like the spouses of the women in that group do. He calls me names when he’s angry, but he doesn’t hit me. He screams in my face, but he doesn’t hit me. He smashes wine glasses, plates, and the drywall directly next to my head, but he doesn’t hit me. And maybe he’s threatened it a few times or grabbed me with enough force to leave a mark, but he still hasn’t actually hit me.

I’ve been daydreaming about murdering my husband for days—surely that makes me the violent one. Right?
 



(555) 276-9899: It’s yours whenever you’re ready, honey.


Cecily: OK. Thanks.


(555) 276-9899: Are you ready?


Cecily: I mean, I was planning how I’d kill him today. I should probably leave, shouldn’t I? 


(555) 276-9899: You say the word and you’ll have help. You’re a strong woman and you can do this, Cecily.




Heavy footsteps move toward the bathroom, and my fingers tap hard on the screen. Delete, delete, fucking delete. The text thread disappears in an instant, without a moment to spare. As the doorknob turns, I silently pray Beryl doesn’t text me again. She doesn’t message unless I’ve reached out first but, given we’re in the middle of a conversation, I can’t be certain she won’t send another reply.

With any luck.

“The fuck are you doing?” KJ blinks rapidly, adjusting to the bright bathroom lights.

“Period cramps. I couldn’t sleep.” I clutch my stomach for believability. We rarely have sex, and he’s definitely not interested in my bathroom habits. Despite being married, I doubt he has any idea when my cycle should be. Hell, I have an IUD and can’t remember the last time I had a real period, but he doesn’t even know I’m on birth control.

His dark eyes cut to the phone sitting on the tile next to me. In a flash, he moves to grab it. “Oh yeah? So the fuck is your phone doing here with you? I knew you’d been sneaking around behind my back. Do you think I’m a moron or are you such a whore you don’t care about getting caught? In my fucking house, too!” His words cover my face in spit as he crouches down, clenching my phone tight in his fist.

I struggle to breathe, waiting for his next move. His eyes bore into me from mere inches away. Pupils blown out with rage. Hot, stale whiskey breath hits me as he grows impatient, waiting for an answer. I have no idea how to respond. It doesn’t seem wise to say, “I’m leaving before I end up murdering you in your sleep.” Telling him I’ve been cheating might actually go over better than the truth. Maybe then he’d throw me out.

My bottom lip trembles out of control, and he grins maniacally at my fear.

“Nothing to say then? Nothing to say because it’s fucking true,” he scoffs. The phone screen fractures as his fingers tighten, sending out spiderwebbing cracks at every angle. “Good luck talking to your boyfriend now, whore.”

I wince. It’s not the first time he’s broken my phone. He’ll have a brand new one delivered to the house tomorrow, likely alongside another nice apology gift. It’s just a shame because, for the first time in a long time, I thought I might actually leave. Or, at least, I thought I would try. Not that my attempts have worked in the past.

Without the ability to contact Beryl, I have no way of getting directions to where she lives. Like it or not, I’m imprisoned for at least another twenty-four hours.

His face draws even closer. Close enough to kiss—not that we would. In fact, the thought of his lips on mine makes me want to vomit directly into his mouth. “Say something, bitch.”

I scramble on the slick tile, trying to get to my feet. Desperate to put some distance between us. As much as he’s trying to get me to defend myself, I know it’s stupid to open my mouth. It’s asking for a fight, and I don’t want to fight with him tonight. Not when we were having a good night. Good-ish, anyway.

A sharp pain radiates from my shoulder as his open palm blows against it, knocking me from my squatted position flat onto my ass.

Did he just? I think he just hit me.

No, that’s not fair. It was a light push, if anything. 

A second blow confirms my fear.

He hit me. He finally did it—he hit me.

He screams directly into my gaping mouth, “Say something!”

I can’t help the tears welling. Even though I despise how weak their presence makes me feel.

“I’m done,” I whisper. It’s a small miracle I’m able to hear myself over the raucous ringing in my skull.

I am done. I need to get out.

“What’s that now?”

“Nothing. Sorry.” I shake my head violently. It was a stupid, stupid thing to say. Apparently, I haven’t learned quite enough over the last three years to fully keep the peace.

“You’re done? After everything I’ve done for you? This house, the car, all your fancy shit—ungrateful bitch,” he snarls. “Fine. Go. You don’t think I can’t get another girl like you? Fuckin’ prettier, probably. If you think you can find better, be my fucking guest. You’ll be back—you’ve always been a gold-digging whore. Other guys are going to see right through you, babe.”

To my surprise, he stands and sulks out of the bathroom. The door slams, followed by what sounds like the closet door being ripped from the frame. I stare ahead, trying to find the strength to get up and lock him out. But my body may as well be glued to the cold, hard ground. Glass shatters and I’m melting into the floor.

This. This is why I should’ve kept my mouth shut. Then the room becomes silent. Too silent. After a few minutes, I work up the nerve to peel myself from the floor, and crack open the bathroom door.

KJ’s sitting in the middle of what looks to be a tornado disaster zone. A horrific tornado with pretty eyes and a terrifyingly wicked heart. The closet door hangs lopsided, my dresser drawers lie in a heap on the ground, and water trickles down the wall above the bed from where I assume he threw my bedtime glass. And he’s crying. Not plain crying—full-on sobbing. Heaving.

I move quickly and silently, filling a duffle bag and laundry basket with clothes scooped from the plush carpet. Ignoring his wails. I’ve tried to leave multiple times, and he’s never let me get this far. Usually, he’s barricading us in the room, ripping my clothes from my hands, and keeping a firm grip on my wrists until I agree to stay. 

This isn’t how I was supposed to leave. I was supposed to plot everything out meticulously. I’ve watched countless girls share their plans on the forum, and I know the drill: have a go-bag packed, siphon money from our joint account, and have somewhere to go. At least I have a place to go and a job lined up. I just have no fucking idea how to get there. 

He hit me. Three small words repeat like a mantra, driving me forward despite the pit in my stomach over how unprepared I am to leave.

Everything’s too easy as I float down the staircase and out the front door. The driveway’s dark and, for once, I’m grateful that my crappy Honda Civic doesn’t “deserve” a spot in the garage. One less obstacle in my way. The laundry basket in my arms plunks onto the car’s silver hood.

This is easy. I can do this. Piece of cake.

I’m sifting through my oversized purse, searching for keys, when I hear his heavy, ragged breathing behind me.

“Touch that fucking car door. I swear to God, I will kill you.”

For some reason, I’m compelled to look at him, and I nearly collapse when I do. I wasn’t aware he owned a gun. How long has there been a fucking gun in our house?

My heart stops as I watch the man I once thought I loved…

Pointing a gun at me.

Rage-filled eyes, corded neck, and he’s not even shaking. All the emotion he had moments ago in the bedroom is gone. Replaced by the face of a cold psychopath with nothing to lose.

Has he been planning on killing me like I’ve been planning on killing him?

“Kyson. Please, don’t do this. Don’t do something you’ll regret—please. I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry. Please.” Each word stabs. Each inhalation is painful. Regardless, when it comes to fight-or-flight mode, my natural inclination is to fawn—at least, that’s what my previous therapist called my defence mechanism. The seconds drag on as my eyes cut between the gun and his face. “I love you. You know that, right? We have issues, but so does everyone, right? Please, baby. I love you and you love me. We can fix this.”

His hardened face is almost invisible in the darkness, cloaked in the moonlight. His voice low. “Cecily, just tell me if you’re fucking somebody else.”

“No. God, no. I would never—please believe me, KJ. Please. You know I love you so much. I’m sorry for upsetting you.”

“You’re lying.”

“I swear. I’m sorry for making you think I would do that. I would never. I’m sorry. Please.” My voice crumbles at the last word. There’s nothing more I can do to convince him not to kill me now.

I should’ve left years ago. I’m not stupid. I knew, statistically, I was likely to die by his hand. Still, I stayed.

“I didn’t mean to scare you. I just couldn’t stand the thought of losing you.” The gun lowers to his side and he exhales. “Come on—it’s late. Let’s go to bed.”

I palm the car keys and give him a thin-lipped smile. “I’m sorry.”

Chucking the duffle bag in ahead of me, I scramble into the car and slam my fist down on the door lock button before he has time to react. The car fires to life just in time for KJ to lunge forward, smacking his fists down on the hood in fury. I shift into reverse and fly backward with my hands in a death grip on the wheel. The laundry basket tumbles to the ground, scattering my belongings across the asphalt driveway. His face is contorted by a horror-movie-like scream that I can’t hear over the blasting radio. Glancing in the rearview as I careen down our sleepy suburban street, I see him drop to his knees.

No gunfire.
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Cecily






My hands slam into the steering wheel with a banshee scream, and I spin it to make an illegal U-turn in the middle of a dead intersection an hour from home. I’ll go back and try again another day. I’m confident KJ will be a doting husband for at least a week after tonight. I can last another week. And then I’ll have a new phone again. It’ll be easier next time. I’ll actually do it next time.

Fuck no.

My knuckles grip the wheel so heatedly they turn white. I slow and wait for an oncoming vehicle to pass. He had a gun. A gun. Substituting a scream, I emit a horrendous, deranged laugh and make another U-turn less than a block from the initial intersection. Whether or not he would actually kill me is anyone’s guess, but I don’t want to risk calling his bluff.

Without direction, I’ll drive North because a place named Wells Canyon has to be North, right? It certainly sounds like it would be a Northern British Columbia town. Anyway, I’m not far from Vancouver now. Heading South would bring me to the United States border, West would land me in the ocean.

North, it is.

The whoop whoop of a police car siren sounds directly behind me, pulling me away from my spiralling thoughts. I drift to the roadside and tears, which haven’t so much as pricked at my eyes since I left, finally make an appearance.

“Evening, miss. Do you know why I pulled you over?”

I nod, gasping for air. “Yeah—yes, I know. I did a U-turn and I’m just lost and…”

“Two U-turns. Are you aware they’re illegal?”

“I am.” With a sniffle, I wipe the tear hanging from the tip of my nose.

“You said you’re lost? Where are you trying to go and where did you come from?”

“I’m supposed to be going to see a friend in Wells Canyon, but I broke my phone and, without it, I don’t know which direction to head.”

A deep crease folds between his eyebrows as he watches me suspiciously. “Right. You’re going to visit your friend at two o’clock in the morning? In a town five hours away. I need to see some ID, please. Where do you live?”

As I dig out my wallet, he shines his flashlight into my backseat, where the few items I managed to throw in the car are strewn.

“6207 Mountainview Terrace. Just…um… back in Kerrisdale. I’m not actually going to visit—I’m staying there. Sorry. My husband and I got into a fight, and I left.”

There’s a explicit shift in his demeanour. Am I that transparent?

“To be clear, are you visiting or are you staying there?”

“Staying… yeah, I’m staying there.” I gnaw the inside of my cheek.

“That highway can be a bit tricky to drive at night. Are you safe to go home and head to your friend’s house tomorrow?”

Fuck. Either I lie and pray he doesn’t insist on following me home, or I tell the truth and pray he doesn’t push it further.

I let out a shaky breath. “No, I’m not.”

“Are you injured?” he asks, and I shake my head. “What kind of danger are you in? There are a lot of resources available. I can give you some numbers to—”

I interrupt. “Officer, I’ll be fine as soon as I can get to my friend’s house. Thank you for the offer, though.”

He hesitates for a moment. “Okay. I’m going to give you a verbal warning not to make any more illegal maneuvers—it doesn’t matter how quiet the roads are, got it? Wells Canyon is North.” I knew it. Pulling out a notepad from his chest pocket, he begins furiously scribbling. “I’m writing the directions down for you. Once you get to the highway it should be pretty straightforward. Drive safe.”

He hands over my ID and the torn note paper, then saunters back to his car. Afraid he might change his mind, I pull away without looking back and follow his directions, searching for the highway. My route is interrupted by the angelic glow of 7-11, stopping me in my tracks. Under the fluorescent buzz, I withdraw five-hundred dollars from our bank account because, honestly, it’s the bare minimum KJ owes me. Armed with a Red Bull, an Oh Henry! bar, and a packet of ketchup chips, I feel adequately prepared for a road trip into the unknown. Brimming with confidence I haven’t had in years, I’m en route to my fresh start.
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One hundred and twenty. Eighty-five. Sixty. My gas light illuminates the dark car, mocking me. All my self-assurance seems to have disappeared alongside the last chip crumbs, which I dumped haphazardly into my mouth thirty kilometres ago. Evidently, I should’ve filled up with more than junk food at the 7-11. Forty. Twenty. A vibrant orange and green gas station sign breaks up the dismal night sky, and I pull up to a pump in the nick of time. Relief courses through my veins at not needing to add hitch-hiking to the list of dangerous acts I’m involved in tonight.

An old phone booth with broken-out glass sits on the property’s border. I’m doubtful it works—who even uses pay phones anymore? But I’d rather not show up in Wells Canyon without at least attempting to let Beryl know I’m coming, so I sift through my car, gathering all the loose change I can.

Trying to touch the grimy phone the least amount possible, I lift it to my ear with two fingers. A dial tone. Sucking in a breath through my teeth, I punch in her number. Beryl answers on the third ring with a sleepy voice.

“Beryl? Hi, sorry to wake you up. It’s Cecily.”

“Morning, honey. Are you safe?” We’ve spoken every day for nearly six months and somehow I’ve never heard her before. She’s soothing and upbeat, despite the drowsy rasp.

“I am. Um, I wanted to check if it’s okay for me to come before I show up at your house. I’m calling you from a pay phone on the side of the highway… I think I’m about two hours away from Wells Canyon. I don’t have a phone to map it, but that’s what the cop told me.”

I wait with bated breath for her answer.

“Oh, Cecily, I’m so proud. If there’s one thing you’ll learn about me, it’s that I don’t go back on my word. Get on up here, honey.”

She gives me the directions to get from Wells Canyon to Wells Ranch and I repeat them back twice, ensuring they’re committed to my memory before I hang up. Somebody in the world knows I left. Now I need to follow through. That might have been the problem in the past. I didn’t have anybody to judge me for going back home to my abusive husband. Not that I think Beryl would judge me.

But how embarrassing would it be to turn around and go back after this?

I remember exactly one other phone number. Mostly because I gave it out freely as a pre-teen, hoping my friends calling often enough would make my parents cave and get me my own landline. I don’t take a single breath, punching in the digits with a trembling finger.

“Dad?” I croak upon hearing a wheezy, old man grunt into the phone. “It’s Cecily. Sorry for waking you up.”

We’re both aware it’s weird that I’m calling. Even weirder that I’m calling at five a.m., considering I haven’t spoken to my parents in over a year. Better now than never, right?

“Cece? What’s wrong? You’re calling from a strange number. Are you okay?”

My rapid heart rate returning to normal, I smile into the phone. Part of me expected him to get mad at me for calling this early in the morning.

“I’m okay. At least, I will be. I left KJ, Dad. And I thought somebody should know where I’m going, so if he reports me as a missing person, you can tell the cops to stand down. I broke my phone. Actually, no, he broke my phone.” If I’m not going back to him, I need to stop defending him. “But I found a pay phone on my drive and—”

“A pay phone on your drive? Where are you going?”

In the background, my mother’s nasally voice says, “Just tell her to come here, Clark.”

“Your mother says you should come here.”

I sigh. “I have a friend up in Wells Canyon who offered me a job and a place to stay. I already told her I was coming. I’m fine though, honest. I’ll call you guys when I get a new phone.”

“Do you need money? Where the hell is—Margie, get on the Google and look up Wells Canyon. What do you need from us, Cece?”

“Please don’t tell KJ where I am. That’s all I ask.”

“I wouldn’t have told him, even if you didn’t ask me not to. Your secret’s safe with us, sweetheart.”

“I’m sorry for not calling sooner, Dad. I—” Saliva builds in the back of my throat. “I’m sorry for not listening to you guys earlier.”

They expressed concern about our relationship over a year ago and have offered to help me in multiple ways. To repay my loving parents, I metaphorically slapped them in the face, gaslit them, and then cut them from my life. I don’t deserve for them to still care about me like this.

“Cece, we love you. Always. Your mom and I are always here for you. And I’m so glad you called now, sweetheart.”

Suddenly, my mom’s voice fills my ear. She must’ve picked up the office phone on the same line. “Cecily? It’s mom. I’m so glad you left that jerkoff. You’re a smart girl—too good for him—I’ve always said that. I’m going to talk to your Aunt Harriet—remember she’s a big time attorney over in Calgary. We’ll get this all sorted. Come here if you need a place to go, okay?”

“Okay, mom. I’m running on borrowed time with this payphone, but thank you. I love you both.”

I walk back to the car, feeling weightless. The kind of relief you get when you finally drop your grocery bags on the kitchen floor, after climbing three flights of stairs to your shitty college apartment. Sure, red and purple indents remain in your skin, but the heaviness is gone. Or, like when you take your bra off at the end of a shitty day.

Speaking of which…

Thank God for the duffle bag, so I don’t have to show up wearing pink pajamas with cartoon dogs. I rummage through and find a cute, ruffled top and black trousers to change into. Professional, put together… probably not suitable for a ranch, but it’ll do.
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The peachy orange paint on the “Welcome To Wells Canyon” sign is peeling, and the hand-painted lettering faded. Yet, there’s something cute and charming about it—or I could simply be overtired. The rising sun peers over a dramatic mountain range, which makes the canyon part of the name very fitting. It’s hard to determine if the town’s sleepy vibe is due to a lack of residents or if everybody is still in bed. Either way, it feels like somewhere I can relax into like a cozy, oversized T-shirt.

My car lurches around a corner, the paved road turning to dirt at the far end of town. Am I actually ready to start over? With strangers? Thirty more kilometres may as well be thirty thousand, with the anxiety churning in my stomach. Something makes me think my sleep deprivation, and diet of Red Bull and chocolate, aren’t helping either.

The dirt road’s littered with potholes and hemmed by towering, sun-kissed pines. Tall grasses line the roadside, beckoning me onward with a gentle breeze. I roll down a window, allowing crisp mountain air to fill the car, and take a deep inhale. The pure oxygen pumped directly into my bloodstream wakes me back up like a caffeine injection. To set the mood, I switch from catchy pop music to a nineties country playlist; the music my grandparents always had blasting at their cabin. Maybe country life won’t be too bad. After all, I loved my summers spent at their cabin in the woods. Surrounded by nothing but crickets, the lake, and glorious thunderstorms. Plus, KJ will never think to look for me—a tried-and-true city girl—on a cattle ranch in the middle of nowhere.

Pow. Whoooooosh. 

Two sounds I don’t want to hear, and they make my heart skip a beat. A ‘low tire pressure’ warning flashes in bold, red lettering across my dash display. My eyes burn and I blink up at the grey upholstered ceiling to stop tears from falling. For half a second, sitting on a rural dirt road, I stupidly wish KJ was with me. Not that he would have the faintest clue about how to change a tire, but I’d have somebody with a functional cell phone to call for help.

Preparing myself to cry, I lean against the headrest and shut my eyes. A sudden burst of laughter makes me jump, and I’m even more alarmed when I look in the rearview mirror to see it’s me. I’m the one laughing. A deranged hyena with smeared mascara, puffy under-eyes, and… chocolate. I have chocolate smeared on my cheek. Scrubbing it off with my thumb makes me more hysterical. I’m so deep into my laughter it’s become practically silent, save for the occasional wheeze or snort, when a massive black truck pulls to a stop behind me. My face drops. It would be just my luck—I leave my abusive husband, and end up murdered on a country road, anyway.

A handsome man in fitted jeans, a thick canvas jacket, and a cowboy hat raps his knuckles against my window. His other hand motions at me to roll it down. I suppose he looks honourable enough, despite the scruffy facial hair and dirty clothes. Even still. Evil people look honourable sometimes. KJ’s a prime example of how deceiving appearances can be.

I discreetly reach for the lock button, mouthing the words no, thank you. The sound of all four doors locking simultaneously is deafening in the otherwise silent environment. Even the cowboy notices, his lip turning up at the noise.

“Gonna have to unlock the trunk if you want me to change your tire, darlin’.” The man’s deep, gritty voice nearly rattles my window. I look up cautiously to see his chin gesture toward my trunk. This may be my only option for help…

Anxiously nibbling on my bottom lip, I reach and pop open the trunk.

With a minor side-mirror adjustment—thank God for power mirrors—I discreetly watch him haul a tire from the back of my car and get right to work. KJ would be angrily dialing for roadside assistance in this situation. This is much hotter.

Deciding it’s unlikely a murderer would fix my flat before killing me, I bravely step out into the warm sunshine.

“How much do I owe you?” My pitch hits a higher octave than normal as it dawns on me how attractive the man towering in front of me is. Definitely better up close than he was in the small, dust-covered mirror. He jacks the car into the air and roped muscle along his arms tightens as he works to replace the flat tire. I gulp, thankful for the distance between us, because I’m sure he’d be able to hear my heart thundering in my chest if I moved closer.

The puffy brown jacket he was wearing when he showed up is draped over the hood of his pickup truck. It was cute on him, in a country-chic way, but the tight grey T-shirt is a definite step up. His biceps bulge when he lifts the old tire off the ground, and the thin fabric displays his muscular shoulders perfectly when he turns to place it in my trunk.

You’d have to be dead not to take notice of him. And I will be dead if my husband finds out I’m noticing a handsome cowboy.

Keenly watching him, I ponder when I’ll be able to officially call KJ my ex-husband. After all, I’m not going back… I don’t think? No. I’m not going back.

I spin the simple gold band on my ring finger, abruptly aware of its presence, and shove my hand into my pocket. Shame trickles through me when I realize I’ve hidden it because a small part is hoping this cowboy thinks I’m single.

Perhaps KJ’s right, and I am a whore. I’m sure no normal married person would be so eager to throw away their ring after seeing one cute guy.

Granted, it’s not like we have a happy marriage, nor am I a normal married person. We have sex on special occasions, and give small pecks on the lips when he’s trying to make something up to me. I can’t remember the last time I truly wanted either of those things. And now I’m five hours away on a dirt road because he hit me. But I suppose it’s still wrong to gawk at another man. Maybe?

No, it’s simple biology. I’m a straight thirty-year-old woman. He’s an attractive, and presumably hard-working, man. I’m evolutionarily wired to be interested. It’s perfectly natural to assess somebody of the opposite sex—especially when they’re basically saving you from being left for dead on the roadside. Anyway, there’s no wedding vow about looking, is there?

“How much? Fifty bucks?” I ask again, giving the ring a tug. It’s pleasantly surprising how easily the band slips off. Almost like it wants to be removed.

The trunk closes with a thud.

“One hundred?” I gulp. I should have taken more than $500 from the bank account, if I’m going to blow through my cash this fast.

“Use the money to get some proper tires. These city slicks,”—he lightly kicks my tire with a big, chestnut-brown cowboy boot—“aren’t cut out for the rough dirt roads around here. You’re going to keep getting flats from every sharp rock you come across.”

“Oh, okay. Well, thank you then.” I smile at him, knowing I shouldn’t, feeling the damn weight of my wedding ring in my pocket.

With a stolid nod, he strides to his truck, grabs his jacket, and jumps in. It doesn’t occur to me that I failed to catch my hero’s name, until the only thing left of him is a distant dust cloud settling back onto the gravel road. It’s probably for the best. I’m a married woman, after all. Even if my husband threatened me with a gun a few hours ago.
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Cecily






I hunch over the steering wheel to look up at the carved wood Wells Ranch entrance sign looming over the driveway. It’s the length of my Honda Civic and flanked by the largest logs I’ve ever seen. Beryl didn’t exaggerate when she said it was impossible to miss Wells Ranch.  

The sickly sweet stench of lilacs attacks from every direction, sending a tingling shiver down my spine that has my hair standing at attention. Hundred-year-old lilac bushes lining the backyard were the top-selling feature when KJ and I bought our home; after being together for a year, and married for four months. In retrospect, I should have listened to my friends, who told me things were moving too fast. I was incredibly quick to become defensive, and even quicker to cut those friends from my life for him.

You don’t understand. Kyson’s my dream man and we’re deeply in love. Why wait? Life is short. 

Less than three years ago, I thought that was true.

Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

Lilac blooms never last. Even with the high elevation and late last frost here, I give these a month before they’re done and dusted. Hatred burns my lungs as I make a pact with myself. I’ll grieve whatever I need to, but only for as long as these lilacs stay in bloom. Afterward, I won’t let KJ take up a single sliver of real estate in my mind. Not a single fuck will be given. For all intents and purposes, he will be my ex-husband. Even if he ends up making it next to impossible to divorce him.

My car rattles across the bumpy cattle guard and over a small knoll, bringing the farm into view. At the base of a distant hill, there’s a smattering of varied-size log cabins with red metal roofs. A massive barn-like building is further left, surrounded by rusty farm equipment and tall grass. Vibrant green hay fields stretch as far as I can see, with fences cutting across seemingly at random.

My gaze snags on an older woman frantically waving her arms in the air, backdropped by a stunning white farmhouse. Beryl. I know her without having ever seen her. Her brown, spindly body sucks me into a hug the moment my feet touch the ground. My cheek presses into her shoulder, inhaling freshly baked bread that’s permeated through her linen button-up shirt. Though we’ve never met, everything about her feels perfectly familiar and comfortable. And those cozy feelings replace the doubts that began sprouting in my mind on the long drive.

“I was getting worried you’d changed your mind!” She hugs me tighter.

“Sorry, I got a flat tire and was stuck on the side of the road for a while. Some cowboy stopped and helped me.”

“Am I ever glad you’re here, honey. Come inside. Leave your stuff in the car. I’ll show you to your cabin later. I have coffee cake, biscuits—oh, you need to try my homemade black currant jam. Or I can cook you up some eggs and back bacon.”

“Just coffee would be wonderful.” I follow her onto the sprawling porch that’s wrapped around either side of the white farmhouse like a hug. Tintinnabulation of a dozen or more wind chimes announces a swirling breeze. There’s no way a picture-perfect place like this actually exists. Maybe KJ did kill me and this is heaven.

The creaking screen door slams shut behind us. I move to take off my sneakers, but Beryl stops me. “Don’t bother unless you want to get cow crap on your socks, honey. The men around here may as well be wild animals. It’s a lost cause getting them to take their boots off indoors.”

My gaze drifts along the intricate woodwork to the crown mouldings and stair banister in the foyer. Then spans across vintage floral wallpaper and down to the faded pine floorboards. They’re battered in the most stunning way: dents from cowboy boots, scrapes from furniture moved between rooms, and wear marks from the generations who have walked over this floor.

“Is this your house? It’s beautiful.” I’m not saying it to adulate. This is easily the most gorgeous home I’ve ever seen.

“No, no. Jackson Wells and his wife, Kate, live in the big house with their daughter, Odessa. She’s a real spitfire, that one. And she has the biggest doe eyes—always turning up when there’s fresh baking to be eaten. We use the kitchen here as a gathering spot, of sorts, and it’s where we prepare lunches for the employees. Seems there’s always somebody in the kitchen. You can make yourself at home here, help yourself to anything except the chocolate milk… It’s Kate’s biggest pregnancy craving.” She winks.

She leads me down a dimly lit hallway, and I steal a glance into the living room on my left. My soul momentarily leaves my body when the first thing I notice is a massive deer’s head staring back at me with beady, gleaming black eyes. I’m guessing the people around here won’t find my story about leaving baby carrots for the deer by my grandparents’ cabin very endearing. Still, the rest of the room looks charming enough with its oversized chairs and sofa, brick fireplace, and filled bookshelves. I can picture myself thumbing the spines with a hot coffee in my hand.

Thankfully, there’s nary a dead animal in sight when I follow Beryl into the sunny kitchen. At her demand, I perch on a stool at the big marble island and study the woman I consider my best friend, despite today being the first time I’ve heard her voice or seen her face. Yes, it feels extremely pathetic not to have more friends in my real life. But at least I have Beryl. And right now, I’m thankful my best friend is a talker, because the last thing I want to do is speak.

“So, you take today to settle in properly. I’ll introduce you to Kate later—she usually helps me out in the kitchen. We don’t feed the ranch hands breakfast or dinner except on special occasions. We do pack them lunches, though. I hope you’re good at making sandwiches because, heavens, do those boys eat. We also clean their bunkhouses, do grocery runs, and keep this ship running. Essentially, we’re the farm wives. Jackson’s the one man around here who’s had his head screwed on tight enough to find a good one, and nail her down.”

A white mug slides across the counter into my anxious hands, and I take a long, calming sip. Beryl’s grey hair hangs in plaits down her back, except for a few baby hairs that stand like a crown on the top of her head. Her face doesn’t hide the long hours spent in the sun, or the hard life she had before coming to Wells Ranch, but her eyes and smile radiate pure joy.

What I would give to look peaceful and happy like her.

“Now, when you’re ready to tell me about what finally got you here, I’m all ears. But let’s keep it light today, if you don’t mind?”

I’m about to thank her when my ears perk to the screen door, creaking and slamming, causing a visceral reaction. The crash tries to stop my heart. I steady myself on the wooden stool and take a controlled, conscious breath.

“More time around here, and you won’t be so jumpy, honey.” She rests her work-worn hand on mine and gives it a soft squeeze. “One thing about a cattle ranch—there’s noise all the darn time. But nowhere safer you could be.”

She releases her grasp as a man strides into the kitchen with a scowl. “Fucking Tate didn’t bring in the vaccines. I drove to town and back for nothing, and it means we can’t start branding until—” He stops in his tracks upon spotting me.

The handsome, flat-tire-fixing country hero. His eyes rake across me in a way that leaves me feeling naked and vulnerable. Shifting in my seat, I tuck my arms tight around myself, desperate to be smaller and less noticeable under his glowering gaze.

“Language,” Beryl scolds before gesturing to me. “Austin, meet Cecily. The new help I told you I was hiring.”

With a nod, I say, “We sort of met already. This is the cowboy I told you about—the one who fixed my tire.”

He lets out a scoff, his eyes narrowing as they lock onto mine. “I’m not a cowboy, darlin’.”

The combination of his mocking tone and the fake flattery of the word “darling” alters something in my attitude. It sparks a flame. “No? Sorry. I guess the cowboy hat, boots, too-tight Wranglers, and compensator truck gave me that impression, for some reason.”

Despite Beryl’s giggle, I regret my reply as a wildfire spreads through my arteries. God help me. KJ always says my mouth gets me into too much trouble. I resist the urge to bring my hands up to cover my cheeks, which I’m confident are bright red. The corner of his lip twitches as his eyes continue to drill holes through my weak armour.

“Rancher—not cowboy. I own the land, the cattle, the horses. I keep the cowboys employed.” He scratches at the thick, dark stubble lining his jaw. “You’ll learn the difference if you stick ’round here long enough.”

Not that you will. He doesn’t have to say it. I can tell what he’s thinking, based on his tone and the dark gleam in his amber-coloured eyes.

“Tate didn’t get the vaccines in?” Beryl’s sing-song voice snaps his laser focus away from my blushing face. “Was the shipment delayed or something?”

“No, the motherfu—the godda—that man hasn’t even ordered them yet.” His annoyance grows with each attempt at a cuss word, which Beryl stops with a single look. “So now I guess we’re not branding for at least another two weeks.”

Releasing an angry breath, he slams a stack of what appears to be junk mail down on the counter, causing my heart to beat erratically. I guess fawning isn’t my only instinct because right now I freeze. Unable to apologize or calm this strange man down when I don’t have the faintest clue what he’s mad about.

With a final head shake, he leaves. I remain stiff with anxiety until his cowboy boots no longer thud down the hallway, and the screen door closes with a bang.

“Austin Wells,” Beryl says with an exasperated exhale. “He might be the one signing the pay cheques, but we all know I’m in charge of the kitchen. He can be a bit prickly, but you don’t need to worry about him. He’s a good one.”

I give her a small, understanding nod as my pulse returns to normal. We both know what she means.


[image: image-placeholder]
Beryl leaves me, and my assorted belongings, in a small cabin about a hundred yards from the main farmhouse—one of approximately half a dozen cabins just like it. In its entirety, my new place is smaller than the bedroom and ensuite back home… or, I should say, back at my old home. I suppose this is my home now. The log walls, small log-framed bed, and 1970s floral couch give it a nostalgic summer camp feel. It’s nothing like anywhere I’ve lived before and it lacks the big house’s beautiful antique touches, but it’ll do.

And it’s all mine.

Without the adrenaline rush to keep me moving, every muscle in my body has the heaviness of water-logged driftwood. After dropping my stuff in a heap on the floor, I fall backward onto the bed. My eyelids struggle to stay open, turning the room into a cloudy haze before I even feel my body hit the mattress.

I’m jarred awake by a braying horse. Evidently, leaving KJ and moving to a cattle ranch wasn’t a fever dream; I really am at Wells Ranch. The old-school alarm clock next to the bed reads 9:04. Based on the absence of light streaming in around the thin curtains, it has to be nine o’clock at night.

Good God, I slept the entire day away. 

Loud chatter rumbles through the single-paned cabin window. Every tendon aches as I drag my still-weary body to peer from behind the curtain. Seeing a dozen or more happily chatting men on horseback, I duck down and crawl toward the door to check that it’s still locked.

A thunderous rumbling tears through me. Not now, stomach. I curse myself for not eating more than a handful of snacks in the last twenty-four hours, as my body begs for food. Beryl said to go to the big house for dinner or snacks anytime. But it’s long past dinnertime, and I’m not stepping foot outside with all of those strange men out there.

Not wanting to draw attention, I move in complete darkness and rummage through cupboards. Innately aware there could be mouse traps, insects, or Lord knows what else in them. It’s a chance I’m willing to take to avoid interaction with any strange men tonight. Luckily, that’s not the case, and I manage to find dishes, a hot plate, cookware, and more in my exploration. So I won’t need to use my remaining $435 on kitchen supplies. Unluckily, there’s not a single scrap of food anywhere in this room. Despite the pangs in my empty stomach, I curl back up on the soft covers.

I’ve gone to bed feeling worse things than hunger.
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Austin






As luck would have it, the blonde girl crying over a flat tire turned up at my ranch. I stopped to help her because that’s what I was raised to do—I can’t leave a woman stranded on the road. If my mom were still alive, she would slap me upside the head for ignoring a woman in need of help. But if I had known she was on her way here, I might not have been so damn friendly about it.

As if there aren’t a half-dozen or more women in town who would jump at the opportunity to work here, Beryl went and hired a city girl she found online.

Of all the people to hire and places to hire them from.

She showed up in a car unfit for rural roads, wearing a frilly outfit, and she apparently wasn’t interested in actually working on her first day here. Instead, she spent the entire day in her cabin doing God knows what. Couldn’t be bothered to show her face.

Speaking of her face. There’s the other issue I don’t dare mention to Beryl or Kate because, admittedly, it would make me sound like a misogynistic pig. And maybe I am—fuck it.

She’s hot.

The way she tucked her long, blonde hair behind her ears, looking me over with those piercing blue eyes, made my mouth go dry. All of it—all of her—was downright biteable. Down to the light blush across her creamy cheeks, when her own brazen remark seemingly caught her off guard. A flouncy top showcased perky, full tits. Tight pants hugged her round ass; an ass that would fit perfectly in my hands. Every part of the girl who showed up here yesterday filled my head with inappropriate thoughts.

And there are plenty of men here who don’t get to spend nearly enough time around women to get it out of their systems. Including myself. Except I don’t have the time or desire to chase after women like my ranch hands do. And I’ve been involved with enough city girls to know they only show up for long enough to cause pain. Which means if even I can’t stop myself from picturing the things I want to do to her, the other guys stand no chance at staying away.

There’s also the wedding band indent still on her finger, which has me asking quite a few questions I doubt I want to hear the answers to.

The bottom line is everything about her spells out trouble, raising alarms in my head that I can’t shake. No doubt about it, her presence around here will be an issue. That is, unless I can convince Beryl to change her mind—which is entirely unlikely. I have a better shot at scaring away the city girl.

I’m leaning back in my chair at the kitchen table, sipping a hot coffee, when I spot her sneaking down the hallway. Cecily. Moving through the house like a mouse. She stops outside the curved archway into the kitchen, wide-eyed as she takes in the number of people moving about, and tugs at her dark green hoodie sleeves. Yet another indication she’s entirely out-of-touch. Somehow, it seems she wasn’t expecting to find a soul around at four-thirty a.m. on a cattle ranch.

She continues her stealthy movements as she steps toward the table, which is heaped with breakfast foods and brown bag lunches for the guys.

“The food’s for those who earn their keep here. You gonna work today, darlin’?” I stare at her over my navy tin mug, a little part of me enjoying the way my comment makes her squirm.

“Oh, um… yeah. Sorry, yesterday was just—”

Beryl cuts off Cecily, placing a hand on her shoulder. “She didn’t need to start until today, so lay off. Now, honey, take a seat and fill your boots. You must be starved.”

Cecily sinks into the chair opposite me, and the way her shoulders slump makes it clear she’s feeling everybody’s stare. Her blue eyes drop to study the knots and dents in our family heirloom table. For half a second, I feel bad for drawing attention to her when she clearly doesn’t want it.

“Wait, who’s this?” My youngest brother, Denny, yells from the other side of the island as he crams a blueberry muffin into his mouth. Within seconds, he’s turning on the charm. “Why did nobody tell me we had a pretty girl on the property?”

Beryl shoots him a look, rubbing her hand over the city girl’s shoulder. “Everyone, this is Cecily. She’s my new help. Cecily… well, I don’t know where to begin, but this is a good chunk of the gang. You all be nice to her, alright?”

“But not too nice”, I’m tempted to add, as the men seem to take notice of her good looks faster than a grass fire. Even in leggings, a baggy hoodie, and hair in a ponytail. I knew I should’ve told Beryl I thought this was a bad idea. Even if it meant having to suffer a lecture about women being treated equally. It’s not that I think Cecily is less than because she’s a woman. I just don’t need my ranch hands getting distracted. Simple as that.

“Hi, Cecily,” Colt, Sundial, and Jacky say in unison.

Like that. Distracted like that.

“Grab your lunches and get.” I stare down the men until they leave, although each ignores me for long enough to ensure they give Cecily a proper introduction, complete with a handshake. As if they’re fucking gentlemen.

She sits up straighter, ensuring each ranch hand has a moment of undivided attention. A smile, a cheery hello. I shake off the desire for a second chance at introducing myself—or third, I suppose, since I technically had two yesterday and fumbled both.

As quickly as the first boys are gone, a second group files in for their lunches. And probably to take a peek at the hot new piece of ass at Wells Ranch. Good news travels fast around here. Red goes so far as to kiss her on the back of the hand during his introduction, earning a blushing smile from her. My stomach drops. She needs to leave. Yesterday.
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