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Scars of the Past, Hope for the Future: Can They Risk Another Love?

They say what doesn't kill you makes you stronger. But when your heart is shattered, can it truly heal?

Sarina Camenitti, a city romance writer, needs a place to stay while her car awaits parts. Fate (and a temperamental vintage car) land her on the doorstep of infuriatingly handsome rancher, Ransom Sheppard. Love's scars run deep for both. Sarina carries the wounds of betrayal, while Ransom, wary and guarded, isn't looking for complications.

As the city girl adjusts to ranch life, and the stoic rancher grapples with a whirlwind of emotions ignited by the fiery writer, their undeniable chemistry simmers. Can they overcome their past hurts and find the courage to trust again?

This heartwarming novel explores the transformative power of love, the courage it takes to be vulnerable, and the beauty of finding sweetness in a second chance. Dive in and discover if Sarina and Ransom can mend their broken hearts and rewrite their love stories.

Escape to the Lovers and Other Strangers world today. This contemporary romance series travels across the US with stops in Boston, Las Vegas and the Southwest, Seattle,  and Chicago. With each new book you'll find characters that feel like friends and catch up with past favorites lives. .
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A Note from the Author

This is a cowboy story for readers who don’t really think they like cowboy stories. I love stories in that genre but I’m a city girl at heart so this gives you the flavor without all going all chaps and spurs on you.

Writing a book with a romance writer heroine seems silly. Real life isn’t anything like a romance novel no matter how much you might like it to be. What it does do is give you a glimpse into how a romance writer’s thought process works, at least mine anyway.

I hope you enjoy Sal and Ransom’s story. I think this cowboy may be my most romantic hero yet.

L.C. Giroux  

Second

Chance

at

Salvation

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“No, no, no! Damn. This can not be happening. First I get lost and now this.” Sal looked up at the smoke coming from her engine and burst out laughing. Well, at least she was in the right place. The sign in front of her read: Welcome to Salvation, NM - Population 253. “Funny, you'd think Salvation would be more crowded.” At least it should be big enough to have a service station. She threw her wallet, smart phone, and her computer in her backpack and locked up her car. Cam had tried to tell her not to get the cute little red sports car but she couldn't resist. It was her biggest indulgence and right now she seriously wished she had opted for something more sensible. At least the walk in to town wasn't horrible; she could see buildings from where she broke down.

Forty-five minutes later she was pretty sure she was going to die when a pickup truck pulled up alongside her.

"Ma'am, is that your sports car back there?"

Sal was gasping for breath. "Y...yes."

"Get in. I'll give ya a lift to town. Not used to the altitude yet, hunh?"

"That obvious?" she answered the old man, after she finally managed to climb into the mammoth 4x4. She reminded herself she wanted to be here. Well, in New Mexico anyway. She was stifling in Boston. Maybe she was just bored but Delia had graduated from college and it seemed a good time to get started with the rest of her life. Whatever it was.

"Ya got that green around the gills look newbies get. If you're gonna be here a spell you'll get used to it, the thin air I mean. S'pose you'll be wantin’ a wrecker?"

"Yeah. I mean yes," she said, correcting herself. She had always been quick to slip into other people's speech patterns; it was one of the things that made her a good writer but it could be embarrassing if people thought you were making fun of them. "Does Salvation have a garage?"

"Sure we do, 'cept I don't know as they'd have the parts for somethin' fancy like that."

"Hopefully, they can order what they need."

Two hours later her car was in the shop and had become something of a celebrity since evidently, they didn't see many cute little Italian convertibles around here. Of course, they would need to order the parts. Unfortunately, they didn't even know what to get yet and, being her baby was vintage, she said a silent prayer they'd be able to get them at all.

"So we'll need half down and then the rest when you pick 'er up." Sal pulled out her credit card and the kid coughed. "Sorry, cash or checks only. I don't have a machine to run those."

"Oh, I don't even use checks. Can you point me to the bank and I'll get money from the ATM?"

The kid turned pink and stammered. "Sorry ma'am, the bank here is kinda old fashioned and..."

"We haven't gotten one of those ATMs yet, is what Chester is tryin' to say," the older man who had brought her into town said. She had been informed he was the sheriff.

Sal turned to him. "Western Union?"

"Ya mean telegraph?"

Sal successfully avoided rolling her eyes.

"No, sir, I mean money transfer." She thought about explaining that the last telegram was sent back in 2006 but decided she was in enough trouble.

"Oh, they do that too now? Naw, we don't have that either."

"Where do you get money?" She was getting exasperated now. It had been a long day before the car broke down and she still was going to need to get a room for the next week or so.

"Well, from the bank."

"But the bank doesn't have an ATM? Is it part of some banking network?"

"Nope, we don't really go in for that stuff around here."

Sal just stood there, blinking. This was the 21st century; at least it was in the rest of the country. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She turned back to the kid.

"Can you keep the car while I get all this straightened out?"

"No problem."

She turned back to the sheriff.

"Sheriff, could you point out a hotel or rooming house or somewhere I could stay for a few days while my car is being repaired?"

"Ugh, since Cindy closed up her boarding house there really isn’t any place... Hey! I got an idea. You need cash and a place to stay and I know somebody looking for a cook. Job pays well and it includes room and board. Can ya cook at all?"

"I don't really need a job. I'm a writer. I actually have plenty of money, if I could get to it."

"Writer, huh? Bet you and Shep'd get along good then. It would just be temporary, till you can get the cash together to pay for the car or it gets fixed. Come on, I'll give you a lift out there.”

"I don't think this is such a good idea."

"What's the matter? Can't cook?"

"No, I'm a good cook actually. It’s just... I don't know about staying in someone's house."

"We'll go out to the ranch and you can meet him. If ya don't like the arrangements then we'll try to come up with somethin' else. Fair 'nuff?"

"Fair enough, I guess, since there doesn't seem to be a whole lot of options."

As they drove out to the ranch, Sal looked at the landscape and was struck again by the deserted-ness of it. Miles of nothing but sagebrush, red rock, and sand. It wouldn't be hard to imagine this being another world, especially compared to Boston.

The sheriff cut into her thoughts. "Where ya from?"

"Boston, but I'm on my way to relocate to Taos."

"Taos? So you like big cities?"

She almost laughed. The last time she had gone to a conference in Taos she had thought how wide open it felt, like you could breathe there.

"Taos isn't that big compared to Boston."

"Guess not." They sat in silence for a while when she realized she should probably find out something about the ranch she was going to work at.

"So tell me about the ranch."

"Like what?"

"What's the name? How well do you know this Shep guy? Is that his name? How many people would I be expected to cook for? Something so I'm not walking in with..." She broke off. Her brother was always getting on her for sounding like one of his buddies on the force, or worse, the guys they picked up. She figured the sheriff might not appreciate her gutter mouth.

"The ranch is called Salvation, just like the town. I've known Ransom Sheppard since before he was born. He was raised on the ranch, probably die there. Solid guy, the kind people don't appreciate till they're in trouble."

Sal smiled. The man sounded like one of the heroes from her books.

"I think Shep's got about eight guys working for him now. You ever cook for that many?"

"I'm Italian-Irish. That's not even the Saturday lunch crowd at home."

He laughed. "Good to know. I won't feel so bad if I stop by uninvited." She smiled back at him.

"I haven't even gotten the job yet." Why was she even doing this? Because it didn't look like there were any other places she could stay. Twenty minutes later they pulled into a dirt track with no sign to mark it.

"Sheriff, where the hell are you taking me?" She was disoriented enough she forgot to mind her mouth.

"Relax. This is just what ranches up here look like. You'll see the house in a little bit."

She wanted to laugh. Everything out here was on a different scale than what she was used to. She lay back and closed her eyes. She must have dozed off because she woke up with a start when the truck stopped.

The sheriff was out of the truck before she got her bearings. Since she didn't want to appear too forward, she figured she'd let him go in and talk to this Ransom guy. Maybe he wasn't even home. Of course, where the hell would he go? In the last light of the day she looked over the ranch house. It was a mix of adobe, timber, and wood siding that looked like it had been put up over generations. The front porch had a swing that made her smile. There weren't any flowers or anything else decorative so the swing stood out. The sheriff had barged right in, which she didn't think was a good idea considering she had no idea who this guy was.

Suddenly there were voices coming out the front door, followed by the sheriff and a taller man.

"...is a bad idea. I don't want to be responsible," the taller man was saying.

"You need a cook; she needs a place to stay and ready cash. Just consider it."

Sal realized they were talking about her and decided that she should get out there unless she wanted to sleep in her car. She was still disoriented from the altitude sickness and having skipped dinner. That was her only excuse for climbing out of the truck the way she did.

***
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RANSOM WAS LOOKING over Bert's shoulder when he saw the passenger side door open on the sheriff's truck. He didn't really think anything about it. The next time he looked up there were a pair of small feet hanging below the door that didn't have a hope in hell of reaching the ground. He let Bert talk while he watched as the person belonging to the feet wriggled out of the door on their belly till he could see most of their legs, which were still a good ten inches off the ground. Then the legs went airborne and kicked out. The person looked as if they were landing a gymnastic routine and missed. The woman, he was sure of that now, stayed on her feet for a half second and then landed flat on her butt.

"Sonofabitch! That hurt."

Ransom couldn't help it. He started laughing. Not the most gentlemanly thing to do, but he'd never seen a grown woman get out of a truck like that. Bert whipped around and then reached for the crazy woman to help her up.

"You all right?" Ransom felt as if he had to say something.

"Yeah, um, yes. Sorry." She dusted off her butt, and then wiped her hands on her thighs, which just moved the dirt from the back to the front.

"You always laugh at people you don't know, cowboy?"

"First off, I'm no cowboy; I'm a rancher. Secondly, yeah when I see something funny I laugh." He looked at her in direct challenge. The little firecracker just stared him right down.

"I'm Sal. The sheriff says you need a cook. If you are okay with a temporary arrangement I'd like to give it a try."

She couldn't had been more than 5'2". She didn't look as if she would snap like a twig but women were funny like that. Sometimes you just couldn't tell. He looked her up and down. She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. With the sun going down, it was hard to see finer details but he could make out dark curly hair about down to her shoulders and pale skin and rosy lips. She looked all right, but it was hard to tell right now with the light doing funny things. He couldn't even tell how old she was. "Bert, I don't think this is such a good idea. I can't have a woman out in the bunkhouse with the guys, so where am I gonna put her?"

"You got the room off the kitchen in the main house; put her there."

Another cowboy walked up behind Sal, making her jump.

"I saw the truck. Hey Bert."

"Curley."

Sal blinked. A cowboy actually named Curley? Shit, had she fallen into a bad romance novel?

"Who is this?"

"I'm Sal. I need a place to stay while my car gets fixed but it is likely to be a while. The sheriff seemed to think I could take the cook job temporarily."

"What would you make for breakfast tomorrow?"

"Depends on what is in the fridge."

"All the usual stuff."

"Assuming there is enough to make some for everyone, I'd probably do something easy to start with. Cheese omelets; drop biscuits with jam; ham or bacon, of course; and coffee."

"You're hired! If I have to eat one more bowl of cereal and try to work with my stomach growling like a mountain lion all day, he can find himself a new foreman."

"Wiseass. Foreman, where you gonna have her sleep? She can't exactly bunk in with you," Ransom growled. Curley looked her up and down.

"Well, she's dang cute but..."

"I wasn't the one who offered." She glared at Curley and he grinned back at her. Then he burst out laughing.

"Ooh, prickly! Yeah, you can stay up here with Shep."

"I haven't hired her yet!"

"How many others have wanted the job?"

"Excuse me boys, if I could interrupt your argument." She felt as if she was back home with Cam and his friends. "Can I make you an offer? I will work the first two days for room and board. If it works out and I need to stay longer, you can pay me for those two days and the rest of the time I'm here but I don't need the cash. I need you to pay the service station where my car is. Does that sound fair?"

"Shep, eggs. Biscuits. Bacon!" Curley's stomach growled loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Fine," Ransom grumbled. He made it sound like it was anything but. "Get one of the guys and bring up a bunk and put it in the storage room off the kitchen. That will work for tonight. Tomorrow we can pull some other furniture if you need it. Am I gonna have any problems hiring you?"

"No. I've got all my identification and everything. I'll need help pulling my stuff out of the sheriff's truck. Oh, do you have an internet connection?"

Ransom looked at her as if she had sprouted wings. "No. What the hell do you need that for?"

Sal looked over the roof of the house to the ridge behind it and saw a cell phone tower. "It should be fine." She pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw she had a full signal. "No worries; I've got service." Ransom just shook his head at her.

"Okay, I guess. Curley, get the lady's bags. Sal, you said your name was? Come on in and I'll show you around." Curley and the sheriff pulled the bags from the truck and the sheriff said his goodbyes.

The inside of the house was like the outside: neat, clean, homey without being fake. As they were walking past the living room, she spotted a huge stone hearth and a big leather couch. Further down the hall was the door to the kitchen. The room was whitewashed adobe from the looks of it, with a window over the sink. Opposite the door they came in was the back door leading to a yard. Everything here had that same plain-spun charm. She smiled to herself. This was exactly the kind of kitchen she'd love to find when she moved to Taos.

Ransom cleared his throat to get her attention. "You're probably used to something fancier but we don't need anything special in the way of food. Eggs, steak, stews, basic meat an'potatoes kind of stuff. The guys work up a pretty good appetite so make sure to make plenty."

"That is a dangerous order to give to someone in my family. I'm afraid we live by the motto too much is never enough."

"Around here, you make it, they'll eat it."

Curley walked in with her bags. Hard to believe that her entire life at this point could be reduced down to two sea duffles and a backpack.

"You don't believe in traveling light, do you?"

She glared at Ransom. "I'm not here on vacation. I'm relocating to Taos. Those two bags are everything I own, except for my computer." She patted her backpack. The altitude was making her crabby and she needed a snack and to lay down.

"Oh, what do you do for a living when you're not a cook?"

"I'm never a cook! What I mean is, I'm a writer; make good money at it, too."

"Anything I might have read?" The altitude really was getting to her because the image of this Ransom guy sitting with one of her romance novels cracked her up so bad she couldn't stop laughing. "We're a little old fashioned here but we do actually read." He sounded insulted.

"Personally, I avoid it at all costs," Curley announced as he walked out of the storage room. "I'll get the bed up here in a sec." He walked out.

"Sorry, it is just...I write romance novels, so I don't think you'd have read anything I've ever written.”

"Oh, no, guess not. Well, this is the room. There is a bathroom with a shower through that door." He flushed pink when he said it. "So you won't have to share with anybody."

"What time do the guys need breakfast?"

"Pretty early, about seven o'clock or so."

"No problem. I'm something of an insomniac so I'll be ready in plenty of time. Anything else? 'Cause I am still getting used to the altitude and I never got any dinner so I'm feeling a little loopy."

"No, we can take care of everything tomorrow. Go through the cabinets and figure out what you'll need and give me a list so I can run it in to town. They'll deliver the groceries so you don't have to haul it all out here. Here comes Curley with the bed." Curley and some younger guy walked in, carrying a fully made bed like it was doll furniture. She was so happy to see it she almost jumped in before they had set it down. "Alright, well I guess we'll let you settle in. See you tomorrow morning."

As they were leaving, she noticed the door. "Um, there isn't a lock on this door."

"No, none of the inside doors have locks." The two of them just stared at each other.

"I'll just wedge a chair under the handle."

He just blinked at her with a pained expression on his face. He swallowed hard and turned away before he said or did something stupid like throw her out on her ass. Did she think she wouldn't be safe here? He walked out the back door and found Curley. They stood there for a minute while he tried calming down. "I want you to let it be known in the bunkhouse that I've got my eye on her." Curley's eyes nearly popped from his head.

"Really!"

"What do you think? I just don't want that bunch sniffing around her. They'll all be on their best behavior if they think I'm staking a claim.”

"True 'nuff. She is kinda cute. All those curls make your fingers kinda itch to play with 'em."

"Keep
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