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Aurora

Whenever I watched my favourite Christmas film Love Actually growing up, I always hoped I’d end up like Keira Knightley, with a sweet Andrew Lincoln confessing his love for me on handwritten cards. Or maybe I’d be Martine McCutcheon, caught snogging the sexy prime minister, who hopefully looks like a young Hugh Grant.

But turns out, I’m bloody Colin Firth. 

Catching my partner cheating on me.

How exactly does a positivity and wellness influencer, whose entire career has been built on teaching people how to be happier, more successful, and have fulfilling relationships, spin that?

Rejection is just redirection! Sometimes you need him to cheat on you so you can move on and find the right one!

Apparently you run away to a different continent after a month in hiding at your mum’s house. To the only place that you think might save you from your spiralling lack of self-confidence and inspiration. The two things that your career is riding on.

And as the taxi nears the wooden archway where iron letters hang, spelling out Sunset Ranch, while golden memories ease any leftover tension from travelling, I really hope I’m right.

I remember always loving the long drive from the airport to my great-aunt’s. Watching the city slowly turn into quaint towns and rolling fields with inky mountain backdrops. Driving up the long stretch of road from Willow Ridge, seeing the big wooden house up the dirt track, positioned so perfectly in front of two tall mountain peaks where the sun always set between them, bathing everything in an orange glow. Just like it is now.

It’s how Auntie Grace came up with the name for Sunset Ranch. That and because her favourite saying was always sunsets are proof that no matter what, every day can end beautifully. A reminder I’ve been needing.

I have to push down the sob lurching in my chest when I realise I won’t ever hear her tell me that again – she would’ve been the best person to cheer me up after everything with Jake. She always had a solution for everything, like a self-help book personified.

I guess I’ll just have to find a way to be strong and tell it to myself instead. That’s what she would’ve told me to do. 

Still, I think this is the most relaxed my body has felt since I came back from the funeral we threw her in London. And all it took was a ten-hour flight across the world. A bit excessive, but let’s hope it’s a good sign – that coming here to fix up and sell the place might give me a much needed mental reset.

If I want to keep my job, I’m going to need it.

Thick strokes of amber and saffron fade into the cornflower sky above, the last few deep golden rays of sunlight sweeping over the surrounding pastures from between the mountains. The taxi comes to a halt at the archway, sunlight glinting off the sign.

‘Alright, Miss Jones. Here ya go,’ announces the driver. He’s a middle-aged man named Luke, who spent most of the journey asking me what words we say differently across the pond – like chocolate instead of candy, or jam instead of jelly. 

I didn’t mind though, it helped to keep my mind off the fact that I didn’t manage to come up with a single sentence for a new article or Instagram post during the whole flight. I can’t even face checking my emails right now, knowing there’s going to be one from the magazine with the editorial schedule attached, blank spaces by my name.

God, I desperately need this trip to help me find my passion for writing again, because even though I can take a cute picture or video for my feed, it’s the captions that my followers want. They’re there for the inspiring quotes and knowledge that have helped me build my business. That’s what I do all this for, I love teaching people and sharing what I’ve learned.

Aware I have two large, overstuffed suitcases to haul up to the house, which is about ninety metres up the road, I furrow my brow. ‘Oh, do you mind going up to the house, please?’

Luke unbuckles himself, leaving the car to open my door. Got to love a good old gentleman. ‘I’m sorry, Miss, but Mr Hensley prefers us to stay off the private property.’ He holds out a hand, encouraging me out.

I make a little huff. It might be private property, but it’s technically my private property now. Though, I don’t say that, as it sounds a bit too entitled in my head, and I still haven’t quite comprehended the truth of it either. 

Sunset Ranch is my ranch now. 

I can’t believe she left it to me.

Because it’s more than just the big house I used to stay in every summer growing up. It’s a whole bloody business, one my great-aunt was struggling to manage in the economic climate. Hence why Auntie Grace had already started renovating a lot of the old buildings into guesthouses before I inherited it, to find some way of making up for the investment the ranch unexpectedly needed.

And now it’s all down to me to sort it. The great-niece who was always too nervous to learn to ride a horse. 

I’m slightly concerned this trip won’t be as relaxing as I thought.

Still, I climb out of the car, rummaging for my purse. ‘How much do I owe you?’

‘No need, Mr Hensley settled up in advance the other day.’ Luke rounds the car to the boot, where he heaves out my two purple suitcases. He wipes his forehead afterwards. ‘Did ya bring the whole royal family in these with you?’

I laugh and put my purse away, surprised Mr Hensley, the head rancher who worked for my great-aunt, didn’t mention that. Though, he hasn’t even replied to my earlier text letting him know I was in the taxi. Something tells me he’s not a very tech-savvy old man. 

‘Haha, no, but I’m here for a few weeks, so I wanted to make sure I had enough.’

Luke smiles and nods. ‘Well, if you ever need a cab into Willow Ridge, you got my number. Enjoy your stay, Miss Jones.’

‘Thank you, Luke. Have a great rest of your day.’ 

I drag my suitcases out of the way and watch Luke drive off. Then, I turn to the dirt track ahead, inhaling deeply, readying myself to sweat profusely during the two-minute trek to the house. 

Thirty seconds in and I’m already out of breath. I might have been slacking on my usual fitness routine the last few weeks (despite posting old yoga videos I luckily had saved to pretend otherwise to my social media followers) but I am by no means unfit. The jetlag probably doesn’t help. Or it’s because I’ve just never learned to pack lightly and now I’m suffering for it. 

I stop for a quick breather and admire the house ahead – it’s all dark wood and long windows, thick wooden posts and stone chimneys, with a wraparound deck where my favourite porch swing sits hidden round the back. There was always something fashionably contrasting about Auntie Grace’s style – the perfect blend of rustic and modern. Even inside, the kitchen and living area is all open plan, with a few little rooms for an office and cosy bar tucked away behind doors. Yet, she just crowded that airy atmosphere with mismatched Persian rugs, colourful embroidered cushions, and an obscene number of plants.

God, I’ve missed this place. I wish I’d made more of an effort recently to visit. Then at least I might have known she’d been sick. 

I don’t know how I’m going to sell this place, seeing it again now. There’s so many heart-warming memories here and …

No, I have to sell it. 

I can’t run a ranch from a different continent. Even if it would mean keeping a part of Auntie Grace going … 

I will away the thought, letting my eyes trail along the porch, over the front door, which is opening and—

There’s a man walking out of Auntie Grace’s house … My house. And it’s not old Mr Hensley. What the hell?

That suddenly kicks me into action and I’m racing up the dirt path, ignoring the way my muscles are screaming at how quickly I’m trying to lug my suitcases over. 

Given that I don’t really know anyone here, and we’re on a ranch in the middle of nowhere, I probably shouldn’t be thundering over to a strange man who may or may not have been trespassing in my house, but here I am. 

The man notices me and leans against one of the posts beside the porch stairs, arms folded. He’s just watching me.

When I get closer, breath ragged and body slick with sweat, he descends the steps. Dark jeans hug his thick thighs, and an open red flannel shirt encases a white top underneath, set against his light-brown skin. A cowboy hat shadows his face and just about hides most of his dark hair, though a few curls peek out beneath. 

‘Um, excuse me,’ I barely get out as I try to catch my breath, bringing me and my suitcases to a halt. One of them immediately falls over and I drop my bag trying to pick it back up. ‘Shit.’

This is not the best start. 

Just breathe, Rory.

After composing myself, and my suitcase, I turn back to the towering man, who’s still regarding me with folded arms and the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. 

God, now that I get a proper look at him, I’m stunned speechless at how attractive he is – a wide angled jaw covered in dark stubble, high cheekbones, and a nose that tips up slightly. His shirt is barely containing his bulging biceps, the kind that could easily throw a girl about. Quiet, teenage me would’ve wanted to run away, and the impulse to do so is definitely stronger since my self-confidence was hit by the tall blonde woman whose legs I found wrapped around my ex-boyfriend. 

The man can’t be any older than thirty, which would make him one of the ranch hands that work under Mr Hensley – which definitely gives him no right to be in the house. I almost feel like I recognise him.

He angles his head, giving me the once over, then says in a deep, raspy voice with an evident country drawl, ‘Are you lost?’

I’m taken aback by the scowl he’s shooting my way, immediately breaking whatever enrapturement his beautifully carved face held over me. I scoff, hands flying to my hips. ‘I should ask you the same thing – what are you doing in my … my house?’

He lets out a breathy laugh and twists his face. One thick brow quirks as he scans my body again. ‘Your house? I’d say you’re a few thousand miles from home, darlin’.’

I narrow my eyes. I think I’m going to struggle being my usual positive self today. I understand that I don’t exactly fit in here with my little lavender gym outfit topped with a white cardigan slung round my shoulders, and ginger waves pulled back into a high ponytail, as opposed to being clad in plaid and denim. But neither did my great-aunt, and I doubt he had the audacity to question her. 

‘Yes, it belonged to my Auntie Grace. Is Mr Hensley about?’

‘Wait.’ His mouth pops open and his arms drop. ‘You’re Grace’s niece? I was expecting someone … older.’ He wipes a hand over his face, mumbling, ‘Fuck my life.’

What a nice warm welcome. I always remembered the Americans here being friendlier than us Brits, but clearly there was an exception. 

‘Well, technically I’m her great-niece. Look, I’m not sure why you were inside my house, but could you please tell me where I can find Mr Hensley?’

‘You’re looking right at him,’ he deadpans, eyes boring into me, darker than the emerging night sky. 

Does he think I’m stupid? I’ve met Mr Hensley before. I know my body is still on British Summer Time, and normally I’d be fast asleep by now, so my brain is working slower than usual, but I’m adamant that he’s not the old man I last saw seven years ago. 

‘Um, no, Mr Hensley is like seventy years old. Tall, lanky old man with a massive moustache.’

‘He’s eighty, actually, and hasn’t worked here for four years.’ Crossing his arms again, the man smirks, a dimple appearing in the cheek where his mouth hooks up. ‘I’m his grandson.’

My whole face drops along with my bottom lip. 

So, I’ve been texting him this whole time?

Holding out a hand, somewhat reluctantly, he adds, ‘The name’s Wyatt. But you’re more than welcome to keep calling me Mr Hensley if you like, princess.’ He finishes with a wink.

Now I’m the one mumbling fuck my life. He’s got the whole cocky, brooding cowboy persona down to a tee, and it’s grinding my gears. I’m not normally this touchy. I’m usually sunny, positive Rory – it’s what I pride myself on. It’s who I get paid to be.

But I think the tiredness from travelling must be getting to me. I know better than to judge someone straight away, and maybe I’m being too hasty with my assessment of him. Besides, it’s not like my judgements of people have been on point recently – I never pegged Jake for a cheater, nor me as someone who would let a man’s actions determine my self-confidence, yet here I am. 

I reach my hand out and it’s completely dwarfed by his as we shake. His calloused skin rasps against my palm, leaving a tingling sensation in its wake. 

‘Aurora Jones, but most people call me Rory.’

He frowns, looking at his hand before shoving it in his pocket. ‘Isn’t that a boy’s name?’

The memory of teenage boys saying exactly that to my quiet self at school flashes into my mind. I take a deep breath and will the thought away, remembering that I’ve worked hard to grow into the secure, confident woman I am today. Or was.

And that those same teenage boys are now the grown men in my DMs failing to get my attention.

‘It’s gender neutral.’ I press my lips together, unable to muster a smile. Hasn’t he ever seen Gilmore Girls?

‘If you say so.’ Wyatt shrugs. His sharp features drop into a scowl again. ‘Anyway, to answer your earlier question, I was in your house to make sure you had all the necessities to tide you over for a few days. I guessed you’d be tired and wouldn’t want to be heading into town tonight.’

‘Oh …’ I stare back at him but struggle with the heaviness his dark eyes seem to weigh on me. ‘Well, thank you. I appreciate that.’

‘Just doing my job.’ He slips his other hand into his pocket.

‘Right, well I’d like to get settled in tonight, and honestly just get into bed because it’s way past my bedtime.’ I laugh, trying to break whatever unpleasant tension hovers between us, but Wyatt’s face stays strained. ‘Um, but it would be fab to meet tomorrow and run through everything going on with the ranch so we can get this place sorted and sold, and I can get back home.’

Hopefully with my inspiration and confidence back. 

‘Great, can’t wait.’ Wyatt’s eyelids flutter in what seems an attempt to hide his eye roll, though it’s rather futile. He forces a half-hearted smile and hands me a key. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

He spins on his heel and marches off down the dirt road, leaving me and my exhausted body to deal with my massive suitcases alone. How I wish Luke was here still. 

I press my eyes shut, inhaling deeply for five seconds, before blowing out the biggest sigh—

‘Hey, Aurora,’ Wyatt calls out. My skin prickles at the way he uses my full name. I turn to see him heading back up, rubbing the back of his neck as he huffs.

‘Um, yeah?’ 

Wyatt closes the distance between us with his last few steps, my eyes directly in line with the broad expanse of his chest. I try to let the flutter in my stomach go unnoticed. Flicking my gaze up to where his dark stare peers down at me, I can’t ignore how tight his jaw looks. 

‘What do you do for a living again?’

I go to reply, but almost start when he reaches around me to grab each suitcase. There’s no mistaking the ease with which Wyatt lifts them and carries them up the porch, his shirt barely containing his flexing muscles. I suppose a couple of suitcases don’t compare to the other kinds of hard labour he does on the ranch.

Once he’s back in front of me, Wyatt crosses his arms, thrumming his fingers against his muscles.

‘Oh, right, I’m a wellness and positivity influencer,’ I say with a proud smile. 

‘Perfect.’ He snorts. Shaking his head, he then twists to leave again. My smile immediately drops. 

In the distance, I hear him grunt, ‘Fuck. My. Life.’

I’m predicting that working with this man is going to require lots of deep breathing sessions and stress-relieving meditations.






2

Wyatt

I like to think I’m a good person. I work hard, I take care of my family, especially my younger siblings and grandfather. I even give money to charity every month to support the Indigenous heritage initiatives my mom sometimes volunteers for. 

Yet for some reason the world has decided to punish me by sending over a red-headed British princess to knock down the small bit of happiness I’ve managed to build for myself.

I mean, she literally shares the same name as one of the Disney Princesses – knowledge I’ve regrettably gained from my younger sister forcing me to watch those films.

My dad would laugh and say this is what I get for giving up everything to work on a ranch for someone else. The classic I told you so lecture I’ve been dreading again. It was soul-draining enough to hear after Holly left me, because if I’d gotten myself a fancy job like my parents wanted or pursued my football career, that would never have happened, apparently.

Even though I’ve known for a while now, since Grace got ill, that my future here was less certain, I really didn’t expect it to be destroyed so soon. Especially not by a wellness and positivity influencer. Whatever the hell that is.

As I race towards my place – a cabin-like building just a short walk up the track from the main house – I realise my mom would also say that I was raised to be a gentleman, and in no way was I one just then with Aurora. I wipe a hand over my face, groaning, because I do feel bad for not being more welcoming. 

But the way she barrelled up to the house, like she’s owned the place for years, despite the fact that she likely has zero idea how to run a ranch, pissed me off. 

And then she mentioned selling, and any patience I had – which is rarely much even on a good day – vanished. 

It took every inch of self-control to force myself back to at least take her suitcases up to the front door. Even though it was mildly entertaining watching her try to tackle them, given that they looked about twice her size.

It doesn’t matter how attractive she is either – with her freckled golden skin, wide hazel eyes, and striking copper hair – as soon as she started talking, that posh British accent coming out, my body buzzed with infuriation. Even if that little purple gym set she had on did cling to her figure far too distractingly.

It doesn’t matter.

She doesn’t belong here. 

She won’t understand how important this place is.

Aurora’s out of sight by the time I reach my front door – I can only see the back deck from here. 

I know if I go inside, I’m just going to sit and work myself up, so I head back down the porch steps and jump in my old red Ford F250. I turn the radio up loud, letting the lyrics of my favourite man Zach Bryan drown out my thoughts. I take the truck up to the stables where my American quarter horse, Dusty, is resting. She gives me the dirtiest side-eye when I tack her up.

I give her a pat as I lead her out. ‘Sorry, girl, I just need to clear my head for a bit. I’ll bring you extra carrots tomorrow, promise.’

Dusty offers me a brief huff in response, but I know she’s a wild spirit at heart like me and can never resist a ride around the lake. As soon as I’m mounted, I give her a squeeze and she’s off galloping happily through the fields, proving I know her too well. 

I’ve run Sunset Ranch for Grace since my grandfather’s stroke four years ago. It was never the most profitable ranch even when my pops was in charge, but I’ve kept it afloat the best I can, despite rising costs in the last couple of years. Grace gave me the freedom to make Sunset Ranch as much mine as it was hers – as long as I kept her safe haven running, that’s all that mattered. 

I think she knew I’d appreciate what it meant to her – given she left her corporate job in London to start it, going against everything her family wanted for her. I’ll always remember the chat she had with me before I headed off to college, reminding me to make time for what I enjoyed, even if it didn’t seem like the right thing to do.

And honestly, Sunset Ranch has become my safe haven too. Even if my family doesn’t understand, it’s the only place I’ve ever felt fully myself. The only place I’ve ever felt truly free. Able to roam and soar like an eagle. 

It’s why I gave up everything to be here. And it’s why I’ll do anything to make sure I don’t lose it.

The world’s shown me that I can’t always have everything I want, but this is the one thing I’ll forever fight for. 

I don’t know what I’d do without it. 

I’m not naïve enough to pretend that I don’t know what’s been happening to other ranches, people selling out because the money we get for the work we do just isn’t sustainable, and that anxiety is spreading into Willow Ridge. 

But I haven’t let myself properly consider that yet, hoping not to speak it into existence. Hoping I’d be saved from having to return to my parents’ house, tail between my legs. Hoping I wouldn’t have to apply to jobs way below my experience level at other ranches, where everyone knows who I am, and will just echo the usual peaked at high school gossip.

I know that people will say I might be able to carry on working here when it’s sold, but the likelihood of the ranch being bought out by another Grace is about zero. Yes, if someone buys the ranch and wants to capitalise on making it into holiday homes – like Grace expected since she already started renovating some of the old buildings – they might want to keep some of us on to look after the land, even without the cattle. However, there’s no way they’ll match the salary Grace gave us or let me stay in my house. I don’t technically own it, it’s just part of my contract, with a small rent to be paid. So that’s extra upheaval.

The alternative is probably what most of the other ranchers around Willow Ridge are worried about. You’re either going to be bought out by some rich-ass millionaire who just wants the land for themselves, maybe to do a bit of fishing and horse riding and pissing about, but never anything that requires employing all of us ranchers. Or, you’ll get some company buying the ranch for the land, where they’ll just end up splitting it up to sell it off or wiping any trace of ranching away by building some huge mall.

Basically, I’m fucked.

Usually, it only takes a few minutes riding before my mind returns to a more comforting emptiness, the whistling fresh air and glowing sunset kneading out any tension that’s built in my body. 

But today, there’s an unshakeable feeling hovering over me. One that the thrum of hooves beating against the ground or amber sunlight glistening across the lake can’t move. One that feels like a chapter has come to an end, and I’m not sure if I want to turn the page.







Aurora: Morning! I’d love to discuss everything that needs sorting out for the ranch today, so feel free to pop over when you get a chance! I’ll probably be out the back when you get here! Thanks!!!

I can practically hear her sunny British accent chiming through with her excessive use of exclamation marks. Doesn’t this woman realise that texting was created to reduce the amount we had to say to each other? One of my favourite inventions actually.

It’s barely even late morning and my muscles are already aching. The lack of sleep probably didn’t set me up well for today, nor did one of our ranchers, Josh, calling in sick, doubling my workload for the day. Still, while some might complain, the idea of getting to spend longer out in the fields or on the back of Dusty somewhat soothes me.

As I near the house, I notice a flash of copper hair shining in the morning sun on the back deck. I have to angle my head as I get closer, trying to figure out how the hell Aurora’s body is contorting the way it is without her screaming in pain. In fact, she’s smiling as one leg bends in front of her, while she reaches back over her head to hold her other foot. 

A masochistic princess then.

Upbeat, classical music plays from a speaker at the top of her purple yoga mat which is decorated with little white butterflies. Her eyes are closed, so she hasn’t seen me climb up the stairs. It gives me a chance to take a few deep breaths to calm my already tensing body at the sight of the woman who might be about to tear down my dreams. 

It also gives me a chance to notice the tight, light-green sports bra and shorts she’s wearing that show off even more of her toned body than her outfit yesterday. Mesh panels on her thighs reveal lean muscle, and another panel down the middle of her chest shows off an intricate tattoo of a butterfly on her sternum that’s just a little bit too sexy for my liking right now. 

There is something about tattoos on a woman that excites me. Especially when said woman gives off the kind of innocent, sweet vibe that Aurora does. It’s like they’re a little window into the dark side she’s hiding.

‘What’s with the butterflies?’ I ask.

Aurora starts, letting go of her leg with a squeak. She opens her eyes, immediately gracing me with another smile as she shuffles onto her knees. She’s too cheery for the morning, I don’t like it.

‘Good morning,’ she chimes. Her voice is much softer than yesterday, and less flustered. I’m guessing she probably got a good night’s sleep after all that travelling – can’t be hard to fall asleep though when you’ve just been handed an estate without having to lift a finger. 

As she stands, sweaty skin glistening in the sunlight, I realise that everything about her is a pop of colour – the orange hair, the bright green outfit, and shiny lips the colour of strawberries. I’m so used to all the dark wood and shadowy mountains around here, it’s almost blinding.

‘Butterflies are my good omen.’

‘Good omen?’ I wish I’d never asked. This sounds like some voodoo shit I don’t want to know about.

‘Like a sign that good is coming. If I see a butterfly, it means I’m on the right path.’ And I’m not even joking when I say a butterfly floats by at that very moment, making her beam.

I decide I no longer like butterflies. I don’t appreciate them encouraging her to think she should be here.

‘Hold on one second,’ Aurora says as she bends down to retrieve her phone, which is propped up on a small tripod.

I get a glimpse of another tattoo of several butterflies cascading along the back of her shoulder, similar to one I have of birds across mine. How many more of these little tattoos does she have hidden? I bet there’s another underneath those shorts somewhere.

‘Sorry.’ Aurora stands and her nails tap across her phone screen as she frowns. ‘I was just filming my yoga routine. Better make sure I cut you out of the end.’

I try to hold in a laugh. ‘Why the hell were you filming yourself?’

Her hazel eyes flick up to meet mine dubiously. There’s a little bit of fire dancing in the pale brown, something she quickly tries to quell with another smile pushing up her freckled cheeks.

‘For my followers.’ Aurora shrugs. Like it’s silly for me not to know that, making me feel like an old man.

‘Right, is this part of your whole influencer thing?’ I make quotation marks with my fingers when I say influencer, because I still don’t quite get how it’s a profession.

When Grace eventually confessed that she was ill and didn’t have long left, she’d assured me that the niece she was leaving her ranch to was capable and knew how to run a business. She even said she thought we’d get along well. I wonder if she’s laughing in her grave right now. 

Aurora rolls her lips in contemplation, eyes narrowing. Hands land on her hips as she quirks her brow at me. I’ve got the fire kindling again it seems. 

‘That influencer thing is my business where I help people transform their lives and become happier, more successful individuals. And part of that includes yoga videos to help them de-stress.’ 

My eyes rocket heavenward, begging for the self-control that will stop me from ripping into that too hard. I mutter under my breath, ‘Yeah, I’m sure a few stretches will make me a millionaire in no time.’

Aurora flicks her ginger waves behind her shoulder, hip popped. ‘Feel free to give me a follow on Instagram, you might find you’ll learn something, like how to smile.’

‘Sounds awful,’ I grunt, undeniably a little shocked at the sass. She looks all proper, but there’s a feisty side for sure. If that’s how she wants to play, count me in.

I cross my arms, leaning against the fence. ‘How does it work, anyway? Do you wave a crystal about, tell me to live, laugh, love, and all my woes disappear?’

Aurora’s jaw tightens, before she takes a deep breath and drops to her knees to roll up her yoga mat. When she stands back up, she asks, ‘Is the folder for me?’

That brings me straight back to reality. Because there was a real reason I came over here, not just to spar with her.

I sigh. ‘I put together everything you need to know in there.’

Hesitantly, Aurora takes the folder, our eyes briefly meeting when her cold fingers accidentally brush mine. I immediately cross my arms again. I don’t need to know what her touch feels like. The less I know about her the better.

Aurora flicks through the folder – everything I collated last night while I couldn’t sleep: maps of the ranch, details and schedules for the ranchers, and the contractors doing the place up to make it sellable. Everything I’ve been sorting out for Grace since she passed. Hopefully, if Aurora has all the paperwork then she’ll have less reason to pester me. 

‘Wow, this is super organised,’ Aurora observes, disbelief lacing her words. ‘There’s a lot in here.’

‘Yep, and it’s your problem now.’ I push off the fence.

Admittedly, I’m probably overloading her with a hell of a lot of information that even I would’ve struggled to assimilate all in one go when I first started here. But if she’s so insistent that this is her ranch now, and hers to determine the future of so blithely, then she’s going to have to learn how this all works pretty quickly.

‘Wait.’ Aurora spins as I dash away. ‘You’re not going to sit and go through it all with me?’

The gruff laugh leaves my lips before I can stop it. ‘Sorry, princess, but I actually have a ranch to run. Unless you’re planning on getting up on one of the horses and helping out?’

Strawberry lips pop open. ‘I … I don’t ride.’

I shake my head, smiling at how predictable she is. Owns a ranch and can’t ride a horse. Just perfect. ‘Of course you don’t, princess.’
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Aurora

What do my readers need to hear right now? I tap my pen against my notebook, leaving little marks of ink across the blank page I’ve been staring at for ages.

I knew that forcing myself to write as soon as I got here was never going to work. After my morning yoga yesterday, I spent a good couple of hours going through Auntie Grace’s stuff, putting together bags of old clothes that I could donate. As hard as it was to do so, with all the memories playing through my head, I had to start the ball rolling somehow with sorting Sunset Ranch out. Otherwise, I’ll end up staying in Willow Ridge for far longer than necessary, when I really need everything to just go back to normal as soon as possible.

Luckily, it took my mind off the unopened email from my agent, asking after the outline for my next self-help book. It also helped me calm down after how snarky Wyatt was with me, which was totally uncalled for. He is not helping.

I even found some awesome red cowboy boots I never knew Auntie Grace owned, which I’m not ashamed to say I tried on. I can just imagine her wearing them, probably dancing around the house to an Emmylou Harris song with her long white hair swishing behind her. She’d definitely have paired them with some bright red lipstick, that’s for sure.

 Then, in the evening, I finally plucked up the courage to dive into the folder Wyatt made me – to figure out where everything had been left off. Auntie Grace had already kickstarted converting some of the old buildings into guesthouses, so decorating is underway in most of them. I thought maybe giving my brain something completely new to focus on would be a good refresh, readying me to start writing today. 

But I think there was just so much to comprehend regarding the ranch – whether it was the ranchers’ work, the different contractors doing up the guesthouses and any other conversions, or all my great-aunt’s finances – that my mind feels lazy now. The cogs have been overworked and don’t want to churn anymore.

That’s what happens when you fall asleep with your face in a folder, I guess. Still, I do feel a little more confident about managing Sunset Ranch and getting it sold, which I’ll take as a win.

Staring out at the lake ahead, I watch the late morning sun’s reflection sparkle along the ripples and light up the ground beneath the surface, emphasising the clearness of the water. It’s a short walk west from the main house and splits Sunset Ranch up from its surrounding land. Proud, emerald trees line the majority of its edge, save for a small stretch of shore where Auntie Grace always said she’d build a deck, but never got round to it. 

I can almost hear her warm laugh beside me, from where she would sit with a book, watching as I splashed about. Her smile would always light up her surroundings, brighter than the sun. 

Goosebumps cover my skin. I’m too aware that I’ll never feel her warmth again. I hate that the more time goes on, the more I forget how it felt, because I always thought I was too busy to make time to come out to Sunset Ranch. But now I’m here, blessed by the unadulterated sense of freedom and peace radiating off the leafy trees and expansive mountains, I can’t think of a single reason I wouldn’t have visited.

Adulthood really does have a way of blinkering you.

Maybe I could write something about making the most of the time you have with the people you love … but considering that feels a little too sore still, and my readers are so used to the positive, upbeat articles and posts I write, I’m worried it might be too depressing. 

Fortunately, I get a needed shot of joy when my phone starts buzzing, and my best friend Sofia’s beautiful face graces my screen when I answer. She’s clearly at work late tonight because I can see the whiteboard of her classroom behind her. 

‘Hey, Sofia!’

‘Hey, bestie! Wait, are you naked?’ Sofia’s tight black curls bounce as she angles her head.

‘You wish. No, I’m in a bikini.’ I tilt the phone down to show off my white strapless bikini, then flip the camera to pan across the charming lake ahead. ‘Was going to reward myself with a swim once I got something written.’

‘Ooh, you look so fit. Still struggling to find inspiration?’

I just make a long whiney moan in response and rest my head against my knees.

The problem is, I can write. I can write tonnes about what I’m feeling right now. I’ve done that every morning and night in my journal since I popped by Jake’s after the funeral.

I can write for hours about how the leggy blonde he’d been kissing left in tears, hurt that she’d been tricked into thinking he was single. How he’d gone after her first, telling me to stay and he’d come back to explain. 

I can write for hours about how even though I know I’m a great person, I still wonder what I did wrong, or where I didn’t live up to the other girl. How could I have changed to fit what Jake wanted? Should I have toned parts of me down? Been more of something else? 

All the questions and second-guessing of myself I’d worked so hard to stop doing since I was a shy teenager wondering why the boys at school talked to all the other girls instead of me. I guess no matter how hard you try, there’s always a part of your younger self that will stay with you.

But none of that is on brand. Grieving and jilted aren’t exactly synonymous with successful positivity and wellness influencer.

It feels so silly to be ruled by that, but it’s my job. That’s the career I’ve dedicated so much to and made into a beautiful business. One that made me feel excited to wake up every day for – and that’s the dream, right? When I used to write letters to myself, as if they were from my future self – a manifestation technique Auntie Grace taught me – I’d always start by saying how amazing it was to spend each day writing about what I was passionate for. 

But the only things I can write about right now are the things that make me sad. The people I miss. The heavy loneliness aching in my chest every day. That my favourite things to do right now are sit on the back deck and watch the sunset or listen to the nature chirping and whistling away around us, as opposed to doing an intense manifestation session. And none of that will get me paid by the magazine or brands or publishers.

I guess I need to find something that’s going to spark that passion again and just hope it will keep the fire burning.

‘Oh, Rory,’ Sofia laments. ‘Well, if it’s any consolation, I’ve been sat here for an hour trying to figure out how to make the Public Health Act of 1848 interesting to a bunch of fourteen-year-olds, half of whom will probably laugh at the word public because it looks like pubic.’

That makes me snort.

I think if anyone met Sofia and me separately, they’d have no idea how we’re friends when our lives are so different – here I am, an influencer whose life revolves around social media, whereas she doesn’t have any socials anymore because of her job. One of her students finding her Instagram and sending her fire emojis in her DMs after a few weeks of teaching was enough to make her delete everything.

But seven years ago, we ended up in the same university halls at Exeter and the rest was history.

‘Wanna swap?’ I ask.

Sofia closes her eyes, a dreamy smile appearing. ‘I wish, but I have to teach this tomorrow, and I’m not sure you even know what the Public Health Act of 1848 is.’

‘A very valid point.’

‘However, maybe I can help you out and be your inspiration.’ Sofia’s voice becomes hushed. ‘What would you say to someone who wants to quit their job but has no idea what else they want to do?’

My heart aches for her – she was so excited to become a teacher but turns out not all teenagers love learning like she did.

‘Aw, Sofia, it’s still shit then?’

‘The worst. I had to send a kid out today for making sex noises every time I wrote on the board. He’s eleven! What is wrong with kids these days?’

If I’m ever feeling down about life, I can always count on Sofia to make me realise it’s not so awful because I don’t have to teach adolescents all day. Next article idea: Hey, life isn’t so bad, at least you’re not a teacher. 

‘Honestly, Sofia, you know that you can always move in with me if you quit until you find a job, right?’

‘I know, you’re the best. Maybe you should just not sell the ranch and I’ll come live out there instead? I’ll find myself a pretty American girl to fall hopelessly in love with.’ She bats her lashes, making me chuckle. ‘And I go to the gym, I’m sure I can throw some hay about.’

‘Believe me, there’s a lot more to running this place than just throwing hay, I had no idea. Plus, the head rancher is actually Mr Hensley’s grandson and is super grumpy, so I don’t think you’d wanna deal with him.’ I can’t stop my eyes from rolling just thinking about Wyatt and the cheek he spoke to me with.

Sofia’s face lights up. ‘Wait, the head rancher is like, our age? Oh my God … is he hot?’

‘Sofia …’ I groan.

‘That’s a yes!’ She lets out a cackle, tipping her head back and spinning in her chair. ‘So, you’re telling me that you’ve moved to a foreign country for a few weeks, newly single, and there’s a mysterious, hot cowboy down the road? I actually hate you. You’re living a movie.’

‘I’m really not. Besides I’m certain he hates me.’

‘Whatever.’ Sofia winks with a grin. ‘Anyway, I think I’m gonna try to finish this off at home. Just wanted to check in and see how things were going. Hope you find some inspiration to write, and maybe a cowboy to ride. Miss you, love you.’

I shake my head, unable to conceal my chuckle. ‘Miss you and love you too, so much.’

Sofia blows me a kiss through the screen before hanging up. 

I write her question into my notebook and dot a few bullet points beneath, ready for any ideas that might come. The cool breeze coasts along the lake and whispers through my hair, coaxing me towards the water. Perhaps a dip will clear my head, and then the ideas will come flowing. I tiptoe along the rocks to the water’s edge. 

Sofia was right, really – I’m so lucky to be here. Sunset Ranch feels like a movie, just like it always did, and maybe this is my opportunity to have my main character moment. I’d thought I was already having it – my career was advancing every day, the money in my bank account growing, my health and fitness at their peaks, and I was in what I thought was a loving relationship. It felt like the happy ending of the film. In the beginning, I’d started as a shy, insecure girl, and now I’d blossomed into a successful, confident woman.

But maybe that was the prequel. 

Maybe this is the start of my movie and I’m being given the chance to be reborn. I just don’t know how the movie is going to pan out, and that scares me.

Either way, I’m going to make the most of being here at Sunset Ranch. If it’s my last chance to enjoy this place, what’s left of Auntie Grace, then I’m going to run and dive into the water, not timidly wade in. And when a butterfly crosses my path, that’s exactly what I do.





I floated in the water for longer than planned, but I couldn’t remember the last time my body had felt so light in the past month. Once I convinced myself out of the lake and wrapped myself up in my towel, I managed to get some ideas down in response to Sofia’s dilemma. I remember feeling that panic when everyone else around you seems to have their future sorted, while all you can see is hundreds of paths ahead, unsure which one to take.

It took time to build the success I have now, and my parents required a lot of convincing when all my friends were getting jobs lined up for graduation, yet I was snapping selfies and writing blogs about my favourite manifestation techniques. 

But I kept running Auntie Grace’s reminder through my head: do it for you, not them – just like she did when she moved out to Colorado. That kept me going, because your life isn’t your own if you always care what others think.

Damn, there’s the Rory Jones I know.

Maybe that lake has special healing properties, because as I finish sunbathing and slip my sundress over my head, I feel revitalised. I’m ready to sort out this ranch, reset, and get back to reality.

On the way back to the main house, I decide to stop by the guesthouses where the decorators and plumbers are working today, to check in on progress. When I walked up to the lake this morning, all their trucks and equipment were outside, yet now they’re all gone. There’s no way they could be finished already. I know I took the scenic, longer route back, but when I check my watch it’s still early afternoon. 

Confused, I mosey inside, noticing that hardly anything has been done. Wooden panels are scattered about and some of the sinks still don’t have taps, which I specifically remember one of the plumbers saying he was going to fix today. When I check, my phone is still on, so it’s not like there was a problem and anyone called – which they should’ve done, as I made sure to give my number to all the contractors yesterday.

I march back out, phone still in hand as I scroll through my contacts to find the number for the decorators. I hear shouting in the distance and whip my head up to see three people on horses, one of them now galloping down towards me. 

As he comes into view, I realise it’s Wyatt. Thick, corded muscles tense as he rides, his light-brown skin slick and glistening in the sun. My pulse quickens, and when he slows his horse down as he gets closer, Wyatt knocks the brim of his hat up, bringing his chiselled face into view. 

There’s something so annoyingly sexy about the way he looks, high up on his horse, shoulders relaxed and confident as he saunters along. Just like when he leaned against the fence yesterday, goading me.

God, Sofia would have a field day if she saw him right now. Masculinity literally pours off him, and my mouth is so dry, I wonder if he’s what I need to quench my thirst. 

Jesus, Rory. It hasn’t even been that long since you last had sex, why are you thinking these things?

‘Hey,’ I squeak out.

‘All good, princess?’ he husks, and for once that nickname hits me in a whole new way. 

I have to stop myself from gawking when he slings his leg over the horse and jumps off so casually, muscles rippling under his jeans. Wyatt ties his horse up before turning to me and leaning against one of the posts outside the guesthouses, arms folded. For the first time, I notice his forearm is covered in a tattoo that looks like a mountain range.

Ignoring the fuzziness in my stomach, I offer Wyatt a polite smile. ‘Do you know where the contractors have gone?’ 

Wyatt removes his hat and wipes his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand, making his bicep flex. ‘Oh, yeah, I sent them home.’

My body tenses, reminding me who I’m dealing with. Of course he did. Because why would Wyatt want to make my life any easier? He made it clear yesterday that wasn’t his plan. 

I take a few deep breaths, blowing out the last as calmly as possible, wondering why the universe wants me to deal with this man. I’m already a patient person, so what is he here to teach me?

‘Um, why?’ I question.

Wyatt shrugs, but something dances behind his dark eyes. ‘There was a fence down and we needed to move some cattle. I didn’t want them getting in the way.’

‘Okay, well, I really would’ve appreciated it if you’d consulted me first. You could’ve rung.’

‘Hate to break it to you, princess.’ Wyatt pushes off the post and stalks closer. ‘But calling you up for a nice chat was the last thing on my mind when I had cattle roaming the roads.’ One corner of his mouth hooks up, daring me to engage.

I suck







Keep Reading
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