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CHAPTER ONE

Caroline

A pale, smooth circle around her ring finger was the only tangible proof that Caroline had, in fact, been married.

Her gaze lingered on her left hand. If she squinted hard enough in the whisky bar’s dim light, she could conjure the eighteen-carat white gold engagement ring with its clear-cut square two-carat diamond sitting on it next to the matching wedding band that completed the set.

A symbol of love and commitment to spending a life together.

Caroline and Finn against the world.

Shame that had only lasted four miserable years.

She laced her hands on top of the bar’s chrome surface, peering into the full crystal glass. She hadn’t touched her drink yet. Not that long ago, she’d have been petrified that someone might think she was weird, sitting on her own in a bar. But that was before.

When she was married to her childhood sweetheart.

When she was still working as an emergency medicine doctor in Glasgow.

Now, across the ocean in Oklahoma, she was another person entirely. Or at least she desperately wanted to be.

So, when she had longed for a taste of home this evening, she’d simply searched for bars in Oklahoma City with reviews mentioning a decent selection of Scottish whisky. From the outside, The Rogue Scot hadn’t inspired much confidence. Its edgy interior with rough shapes lacked softness and comfort. It looked nothing like her favourite pubs in Glasgow or Edinburgh, or her native Aberdeen. She had peered inside, her eyebrow twitching as she scanned the outfits of the patrons.

There were men wearing crisp suits, but also those wearing faded jeans and cowboy hats. Some women were wearing tight dresses, others a casual combination of shorts and T-shirts. Those in suits and tight dresses were the type of crowd Caroline had expected to find in a place like this. But the atmosphere didn’t seem stiff, at least from the outside. People were chatting, laughing. The entire floor-to-ceiling wall of glass bottles, with many labels she recognised, had made up her mind.

This was the first time she had ever gone to a bar on her own. Not wanting to just sit there and look desperate, she had brought a book. Whisky and a book were always a good idea.

Divorced at thirty-one. Who would have thought …

There was no denying that she only had herself to blame. Well, herself and Disney for letting her believe in unrealistic expectations when it came to love. Based on the cartoons she had watched as a child, only one heroine didn’t end up with her first love – Pocahontas. Every other princess fell head over heels for pretty much the first man she set her eyes on, and he loved her back deeply. Then, they lived ‘happily ever after’.

Caroline knew now why that was the moment all the fairy tales ended. Because ‘happily ever after’ wasn’t so happy after all.

She blew out a breath, wiping her palms on her light denim skirt. She didn’t want to look at her bare finger. ‘Country’s Cool Again’ by Lainey Wilson came from the speakers, and Caroline smiled to herself, watching a couple in the corner of the room. The redhead woman giggled and took the man’s hat, putting it on her own head.

Her mind wandered back to Finn, the memory of his pinched expression when she had surprised him with tickets for the full three days of Country 2 Country music festival in Glasgow two years ago. She had loved the line up, and couldn’t pass up a chance to see Lainey Wilson live.

Isn’t country music kind of embarrassing?

He did go with her to the first day but huffed and complained the entire time. Caroline had taken a friend for the remaining two days.

Focusing on the background music and the hum of Friday night conversations, her lungs filled with the air of familiar loneliness. The kind that made you feel invisible in a room full of people.

She picked up her book, re-reading the first paragraph on the marked page for what must’ve been the third time since she’d taken her seat at the bar.

They’d tried talking. When that failed, they had tried marriage counselling. Months of biweekly sessions inching farther and farther away from each other on the velvet couch in the therapist’s office.

Nothing was written down, no papers were signed, but they might as well have been. Neither of their families knew yet. There hadn’t been enough time to fly to Dublin to tell her family before she came to Oklahoma. Dropping a bomb like this was best done in person. So, they had only told their best friends and agreed to sort out all the ‘legal stuff’ once she got back.

‘Is the book good?’

Caroline blinked. As she turned to her right, her forearm knocked her glass. The whisky spilled onto the bar, pooling under her paperback.

It was a good book until you interrupted it, she thought as she picked up a napkin and tried to scrub the wet stain off the cover. It was no use. The light amber liquid had already soaked through the pages. Her eyes pricked with tears again. She had bought this book at the airport on the way here, something to keep Finn out of her mind.

‘I don’t think that’s going to come off.’

She opened her mouth, gaping at the man perched on the bar stool next to her. She hadn’t noticed him sit down, concentrating too hard on dispersing her gloomy thoughts and pretend-concentrating on the words on the page. She’d been in Oklahoma City a week, and she’d seen her fair share of handsome men dressed like they’d just stepped out of a country music video. But this one momentarily took her breath away.

His dark, ruffled hair was just long enough to brush the top of his dark green shirt, stretched over what she could see even from here were well-defined muscles, but the most interesting thing about him was his piercing grey eyes. They looked almost silver in the bar’s artificial light.

‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’ she asked.

‘Not yet.’ The man shrugged with a playful smile. ‘I’m sorry about your book. I startled you.’

Caroline’s green eyes met his. That warm smile … Maybe it was just the fact that his smile reached his eyes, and the effect was interesting overall? Or maybe it was the fact that his smile looked so sincere?

‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it,’ she said, feeling a slight pang of emotion. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled that way. ‘It’s just a book.’

‘Books are never just books,’ he said incredulously.

She glanced at him, trying to estimate his age.

He looked like he could be a couple of years or so younger than her. He might be twenty-eight or maybe twenty-six. Or maybe he was thirty. She had never been great at pinning down someone’s exact age.

He cocked his head, the cheeky smile still plastered to his face. ‘Can I join you? I owe you a drink, too.’

Mid-to-late twenties, she decided. ‘You can join me, though I’m not in a talkative mood. And I heard I’m not the best conversation partner.’

His smile widened. ‘That is the worst conversation starter I’ve ever heard.’

‘Case in point.’

‘Point taken.’

Caroline shrugged. ‘Just trying to be honest.’

‘Why don’t we start again? I can tell from your accent you’re Irish, I think.’ He paused, observing her reaction. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’

Caroline bit back a smile. ‘So what if you are?’

He surprised her. She thought her accent was difficult to discern. She had been born and raised in Aberdeen, but both of her parents were Irish. As a result, her accent was a unique mix of soft Irish with some Scottish mixed in.

‘But if you told me you were say, Australian, I’d just go with it.’ He clasped his hands on top of the bar. ‘Doesn’t matter. It wouldn’t change the scene we’re in.’

‘And what scene is that?’ She leaned back, not wanting to show how intrigued she was.

He cocked his head to the left and scratched his chin. It was covered with a short stubble, like he hadn’t shaved for a couple of days.

‘Two strangers meeting in a bar. Sounds like an opening of a romcom.’

Caroline laughed, tucking a strand of her dark blonde hair behind her right ear. She wasn’t sure Finn even knew what a romcom was. She pushed thoughts of him away. They were over, and there was nothing wrong with a little flirting.

‘Oh, I see. You’re not only cheeky; you’re presumptuous too.’

‘I prefer to call it confident.’ He looked into her eyes again and the tension she felt a moment ago was replaced by fluttering. Butterflies? There was just something about him … She couldn’t put her finger on it.

‘If it was an opening scene in a romcom, there’d have to be some chemistry between the characters.’

He let out a low, warm laugh. ‘And you don’t think there is?’

The air crackled with something equally terrifying and exciting.

Caroline swallowed and changed the topic. ‘Can I ask what you’re drinking?’

‘Glencadam. Fifteen years old.’ He brought the glass up to his mouth, taking another sip. ‘Yourself? I mean, before it spilled?’

‘Knockando. Twelve years old.’ She smiled, shaking her head. ‘Glencadam’s a good choice.’

‘You sound surprised.’

She felt her cheeks burning. It was the whisky’s fault, she thought. Ignoring the intensity of his gaze, she cleared her throat.

‘Well, we’re in Oklahoma and you are American. Sometimes I wonder if Jack Daniel’s is considered the height of what passes as good alcohol over here.’

‘We do have bourbon.’

‘True, that you do.’

She inhaled, eager to stomp down on her annoyingly beating heart. This was a normal reaction to meeting a handsome stranger who just happened to flirt with her, right? Anyone would get flustered. There was nothing to see here.

He ordered another double for himself and one for Caroline. When their drinks arrived, they clinked glasses and took an appreciative sip simultaneously.

‘I always knew Scottish whisky was superior to Irish whiskey, but you’ve just confirmed it for me,’ he said.

Stop staring at him. You’re behaving like you’ve never seen a man before.

‘My parents moved to Scotland from Ireland shortly after getting married. So, I was actually born and raised there. But I spent my summers outside Dublin. Guess developing a biased taste for single malt was inevitable, despite my grandfather’s best efforts.’

‘Not sure I’d call it biased. More like, the right taste.’ He bloody winked at her.

Her cheeks heated and she really wished she had a fan stashed in her teal leather handbag. Maybe the air conditioning had stopped working. It had been a stiflingly hot day.

‘Careful or my dad will hear you all the way over in Ireland.’ She chewed on her bottom lip. ‘He moved back when I went to university. And he’s decisively patriotic in his drink choices.’

The man propped his elbow on the bar, resting his chin on his open palm. ‘So, I’m meeting your dad now? I’m not sure I’m ready for this kind of commitment.’

His laughter was drowned by the high-pitched giggles and excited voices of a group of women walking into the bar.

Caroline narrowed her eyes at a white sash around a tall one’s chest. Bride to be.

A sudden urge to rip the piece of shiny material, to grab the woman by the shoulders and shake her, to tell her marriage and love were the biggest shams, coiled in Caroline’s gut. She tugged on the sleeves of her mauve silk shirt so that her fingers had something else to do. If she wanted to go back to practising medicine next year, she couldn’t get arrested for an assault on a perfect stranger.

Maybe the woman was going to be the lucky one and grow old and grey with her partner.

Maybe not everyone’s marriage was doomed.

Perhaps it’s just me. I’m the problem.




CHAPTER TWO

Caroline

It might’ve been five minutes or an hour later. Caroline had lost track of time. She exhaled, stashing the thoughts into a black box inside her head. She was in a bar, thousands of miles from home. Tonight wasn’t the night to despair about the sad state of her life. There would be time to dance on its ashes later.

‘5 Leaf Clover’ by Luke Combs was playing now.

Awkward interior aside, The Rogue Scot had both an excellent whisky and music selection.

The handsome stranger didn’t leave. He was still sitting on the charcoal vegan leather bar stool, now tapping his fingers against the bar surface. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing a very nice set of forearms.

Caroline swallowed.

Surely, this was some kind of joke. All she had wanted was a peaceful night with whisky and a book to calm her nerves before starting a new job on Monday. Now, her book and peace were both ruined.

Bloody forearms.

His head was turned away from her and towards the bartender. He didn’t see the practically ravenous way her eyes soaked in everything about him. From his forearms to his tousled dark hair, even the denim of his jeans and the brown belt he wore. Her mind whirled with vivid images of what she’d see if she untucked and unbuttoned his shirt.

What’s wrong with me?

A shiver ran down her spine.

The bartender set a new glass in front of her, taking away the empty one. She gave him a grateful smile, turning to drown once again in the gorgeous grey eyes.

‘Damn, where are my manners?’ He looked at her with mock severity. ‘I never asked for your name.’

‘Ah, but you were the one who wanted to dispose with polite etiquette.’ She smirked, feeling freer and lighter than she had in a very long time. Something about him, his presence, put her at ease. But then the moment passed, and she coughed, reaching for her glass again. ‘I’m Caroline.’

‘Hunter.’ He raised his glass slightly towards her and took another sip. ‘It’s very nice to meet you.’

His eyes found Caroline’s and she felt another jolt in the pit of her stomach. She looked away first, startled by the strange feeling. She could have sworn she felt him smile beside her.

Tipping the glass back, she closed her eyes and let the Knockando’s familiar pale golden liquid coat her tongue. The subtle fresh almond note at the back of her throat spurred an extra dose of courage into her.

She licked her bottom lip. ‘So, Hunter. Do you come here often?’

‘From time to time. I like the whisky.’ He grinned over the rim of his glass. ‘What about you?’

‘Oh, it’s my first time here.’

‘Any chance it might not be the last?’

‘I’m not sure.’ She reached for the tall water glass the bartender had just put in front of her. Her thumb brushed condensation droplets from the cold surface. Lifting it to her mouth, she locked eyes with Hunter. ‘There’s always a chance.’

‘I don’t like leaving things to chance.’

‘You should have more faith.’

‘I don’t believe in fate and all the stuff that would make me have more faith. I think life’s always what we make of it, the sum of our choices and decisions. Nothing more, nothing less.’ Hunter finished off his drink and put the empty glass on the bar. ‘Sorry. That’s a bit too deep.’ He shifted uncomfortably on his stool. His demeanour changed almost instantly from playful and flirty to wistful, somehow older.

‘I disagree. I think that although people often have the power to change some things, sometimes the course they’re on has been determined from the start. There’s nothing they can do to change it. Or, at least, they feel like that.’

‘Are you talking about yourself?’ he asked quietly.

Caroline froze, halfway through putting the cold glass back on the bar. ‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe?’

She nodded. ‘That’s what I said.’

Hunter finally turned back to her and studied her face.

Her heart started beating a little bit faster. Just when she thought she wouldn’t be able to stand it a second longer, he smirked.

‘I think that such thinking can make people powerless. They can feel like there’s no point in fighting for what they truly want, so why should they even try? And if fate is cruel and leaves someone hurt, then they feel like they might’ve deserved it.’

Something stabbed deep inside her chest. She wanted to ask him about it, wanted to know what caused him pain, wanted to know him.

But you can’t, a small voice reminded her, echoing in her mind. You’re only here for one year. Then you’re going back home. Suddenly, Caroline didn’t trust herself to be in Hunter’s presence. She glanced at the clock above the bar, looking for an excuse to get up and walk.

No, run.

That’s what she should do. Yet, she found herself unable to move. Her eyes refused to leave his face. When she was debating the fruitless merits of her half-baked escape plan, her gaze wandered to his lips. She had never really thought or looked at lips this way before. Why would she have? She had only ever kissed one man in her life. Her soon-to-be ex-husband.

The music abruptly stopped like someone had decided they’d had enough of upbeat country, and a low rumble of her beloved ballad came on. Chris Stapleton’s voice echoed in her mind, slowing down her erratic heartbeat. She downed the rest of her drink, setting the glass back on the bar with a thud.

Suddenly, the fact she had never kissed anyone beside Finn bothered her. It gnawed at her bones, eating its way inside her flesh. What if she died tonight? She couldn’t even remember the last time she had been kissed.

She had told herself she’d try new things during her year in Oklahoma.

This would definitely be new and unlike her.

‘This is going to sound ridiculous. You need to know that I know it does sound ridiculous,’ she mumbled.

Hunter quirked his brow. ‘I’m intrigued. We’ve gone from flirty, to serious to ridiculous now.’

Caroline inhaled sharply. She was so going to regret it.

‘Well, this is … I mean …’ She swallowed against a hard lump in her throat. The room was spinning in front of her eyes and Hunter was the only firm and steady thing in her eyesight. ‘You can say no, of course.’

‘I don’t think I could say no to you.’

She snorted, her vision snapping back into focus. ‘What if I asked you to take off your clothes and do a chicken dance on the bar?’

His knee brushed hers. Electric sparks snuck through the two layers of denim, rushing up to her chest. ‘I’d ask if you want me to make stupid sounds to go with the dance.’

Her breath hitched as she watched his hand drawing close to hers. She didn’t pull away. ‘What if I asked you to jump off a bridge?’

Hunter chuckled, brushing a calloused finger over her wrist. ‘Damn, there are no in-betweens with you, are there? Either a chicken dance or killing myself. I was hoping there were more things in between.’

‘What things did you have in mind?’

The tips of his fingers moved down to her palm. ‘Well, starting small, I was hoping you’d ask me to kiss you, right here.’ He drew a circle over the sensitive spot on her right wrist.

Her eyelids fluttered. A simple touch didn’t have a right to feel this good. She pushed her brain to remember the anatomy of the hand and dermatomes, wanting to name a precise nerve she could swear at for putting her in this strange trance, but she came up blank.

‘What if I did ask for that?’ she said, reason be damned.

‘I’d have to oblige you. Otherwise, what kind of gentleman would I be?’

Caroline drew in a shaky breath. Someone pushed against her back as they tried to get through to the bar. The place was getting busier with more locals eager to enjoy the start of the weekend. It was crowded enough that no one was paying them any attention.

She looked up at Hunter. ‘Would that chivalry extend to my lips?’

His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. But the trace of bewilderment drained from his features almost as quickly as it appeared. ‘Is that the ridiculous question you wanted to ask me?’ His fingers curled into her palm.

Caroline snatched her hand away. ‘If it was, would you?’

Hunter jumped off the stool, unexpectedly closing the distance between them. He was even taller and broader than she’d thought when he was sat down. The heat coming off him through the shirt made her dizzy.

He leaned over, his lips brushing the shell of her ear as he whispered, ‘Ask me and you can find out.’

‘I’m not going to beg you to kiss me.’

‘I didn’t say anything about begging.’ His lips brushed the side of her ear, again.

She shook her arms like she wanted to release all the tension and electricity and things she didn’t have a name for. Things she had never felt before.

‘Good. Because I don’t beg anyone for anything. Ever,’ she said, her tone defiant.

His lips peeled from her ear, and he looked into her eyes. ‘Never?’

She shook her head.

Hunter let out a low chuckle. ‘Well, that sounds like a challenge for another day.’

‘All I hear is talk but you still haven’t kissed me.’

‘I told you to ask.’

‘And I told you I don’t beg.’ She placed her palm against his chest. 

Her breath caught. Right there and then, the whole world faded away. She wasn’t thinking about her work. And she certainly wasn’t thinking about Finn. All she could think about were those gorgeous grey eyes. She held her hand up to his cheek, trailing a finger down to his hairy chin.

He closed his eyes. ‘Well then. I think there’s only one solution to this.’

Before she could respond, he brought his lips to hers and kissed her. Really kissed her. She felt herself falling into the abyss of sweet nothingness. For the duration of that kiss, nothing else mattered. Not the shambles of her life, not her old job, not even her new one.

She grabbed his shirt, pulling him closer. She wanted to remove every remaining millimetre separating their bodies from where they clearly belonged in this moment. Melted together in a dance of a curious lust.

The distinct flavours of single malts they had drunk mixed together in a blended variety worth bottling. He smelled of bergamot, hay and a hint of soil. Like it was a part of him he wanted to wash off but couldn’t quite manage to.

She knew that struggle all too well, forever convinced the distinct smell of hospital disinfectants followed her wherever she went.

Kissing a stranger in a crowded bar wasn’t something Caroline had ever imagined herself doing. But that crackling attraction had called on something deeply primal in her very core. Something she hadn’t had a chance to explore in thirty-one years of her life. Until now.

Maybe the fact that they would never see each other again made it all so much more exciting than it was.

Just as the recklessness made room for the uneasiness, her phone vibrated in the pocket of her skirt.

They jumped apart like someone had caught them doing something they shouldn’t be.

Caroline practically fell off the stool. Her legs were made of candyfloss, every bone refusing to support her weight. Blinking to readjust her eyes to the harsh lighting, she threw her handbag over her arm with a flourish. ‘I’ve got to go. But I did enjoy the …’ Her eyes flicked to his lips, and she had to stop herself from touching hers. They still throbbed, pulsating with a liveliness she had buried deep years ago. ‘… conversation.’

‘Likewise,’ he said in a low voice.

Their eyes locked and Caroline had to remind herself to breathe. She was quite pleased that he appeared to look almost as ruffled as she did.

‘Can I get your number?’ Hunter asked. His eyes shone and his cheeks were slightly flushed.

She dropped her gaze. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘You can’t blame a man for trying, right? Especially after that kiss.’

She bit back a smile. ‘Yes, the kiss was decent.’

He huffed. ‘Only decent?’

‘Always room for improvement.’ She was already walking away from both him and her whisky-drowned copy of A Lady’s Guide to Scandal. ‘Enjoy your night, Hunter.’

Caroline could feel his eyes on her back until she turned the corner. When she was far enough from the bar, she stopped. Smoothing her hair with a trembling hand, she brought her fingers down to her face, pressing into the middle of her lower lip. She closed her eyes, trying to keep her act together. She would never have dared to do this if there was even a chance they would bump into each other again. But what were the odds? As delicious as that kiss was, none of this was on her agenda for the next year. Figuring out who she was without Finn and what she wanted from her life, that’s what she needed to focus on.

She was just going to avoid The Rogue Scot for the duration of her stay in Oklahoma.




CHAPTER THREE

Hunter

After a long day at the ranch, all Hunter craved was a hot shower and some peace and quiet. When he used to work alongside the ranch hands, it was a different kind of exhaustion. Physical pain pushing through every single muscle and joint. Hurt like hell, but at least he knew why he was hurting. Now, his days were filled with managing everything. He was no longer spending hours on end on horseback; that had been replaced by making phone calls and shaking hands. But some things hadn’t changed, like this part of the day, when it was just him and his favourite horse. If only his entire day could consist of more interactions with the horses instead of pushing through papers and focusing on the cattle …

Thinking about what he wanted was pointless. The ranch, his family, needed him to step up to fill his father’s boots. So what if he wouldn’t have chosen that pair himself?

Maybe he would forsake the quiet evening and head out to Oklahoma City instead. He couldn’t stop thinking about the gorgeous green-eyed woman he had met at The Rogue Scot two weeks ago. Caroline.

The memory of her face made him involuntarily grin. Then, the thought of their kiss and her lips on his squeezed his chest tight. Hunter couldn’t remember the last time his thoughts were consumed by a woman. It wasn’t like him, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. Especially as she didn’t give him her number – what if he was never going to see her again? Would he be cursed to forever wonder what could’ve been?

He pushed the thoughts away. He had been back to that damn bar twice now. She hadn’t been there.

Forget about her, you damn fool.

‘It’s OK, Dallas. Almost done. You’re doing great, as always.’ Hunter stroked the mane of the beautiful black horse and smiled fondly at him.

The horse nickered in response.

Hunter picked up Dallas’s front right hoof and gently removed the debris that had got stuck there during their latest training sessions. He repeated the process with the other legs, checking for any signs of cuts or swelling as he did. Everything looked in order. Hunter picked up the curry-comb and brushed in a sweeping motion, working his way across Dallas’s body from behind his ear to the top of his tail. Dallas snorted a few times as he got too close to his head and when he went over his spine. As he combed through the mane and tail, he heard slow, heavy footsteps behind him.

‘Almost done,’ he said without looking to see who it was.

‘Good. Mama sent me to tell you that dinner’s going to be ready soon.’

Hunter didn’t need to turn round to know his sister had her arms crossed. Every member of the Jackson family had found their own way of dealing with the recent uncertainty. They were all sidestepping the impending grief, hoping there would be no reason to turn back and fall into it.

‘I didn’t say I was staying for dinner,’ he said.

Megan snorted. ‘She thought you’d say that and said she knows you won’t cook anything yourself and that she’s starting to worry you’re not getting enough hot meals.’

He put the brush away and turned round to face his sister. ‘I guess I have no choice then.’

‘No, you don’t,’ Megan said.

Hunter untied Dallas’s rope. ‘I’ll be out in a minute.’

Megan didn’t respond. The sound of her boots told Hunter she’d gone outside.

He led Dallas into his stall and closed the gate. When he walked out, he found Megan leaning against the barn’s entrance.

‘I’m gonna convince Daddy to let me have a glass of red with my steak.’ she announced, peeling her back from the red-painted wood.

Hunter laughed. ‘Like that’s going to happen.’

Megan shrugged. ‘I’m eighteen. It isn’t like I’ve never had alcohol before.’

‘Maybe don’t say that to Dad.’ He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. ‘It’s hard to remember at times how old you are, Meg. Because the older you get, the older I get. I don’t know, I just thought that by the time I was twenty-six, I’d have done something with my life. Yet here I am.’

‘Don’t worry, Buck’s practically ancient. You’re still a spring chicken compared to him.’ She grinned and hugged him back.

Buck was their older brother who lived in Tulsa with his wife, Lorna, and their two children, Morgan and Cody.

‘You have time, Hunt. Besides, it’s not like you’ve been stuck here all the time. You’ve been to college,’ Megan added.

‘And then I came back …’

‘Nothing wrong with that. I was over the moon when you moved back home. I’m not sure how Mama and I would’ve coped if you hadn’t been here for us. And for Daddy. It was the right thing to do,’ she said in a slow, comforting voice.

His jaw tensed. She was right. It was the only thing to do. As much as he was angry at the universe for the circumstances that had brought him home, he wasn’t angry at his father. He could never put even a morsel of blame at his feet.

Megan hit him in the shoulder, snapping him out of his trance. ‘What are you thinking about?’

‘Dad.’

His simple response wiped her smile away.

Shit. He shouldn’t have said that, shouldn’t have worried her.

She looked into the distance, where the sun was setting above the treeline.

Hunter followed her gaze. The silhouettes of cattle grazing in the pasture completed the picture imprinted in his memory. Cicadas disturbed the humid July air, the smell of which he doubted he could ever rid himself. Soil, horses, manure and hay. The sturdy fence surrounding the western paddock was only finished last week. A devastating tornado, EF-3 grade, had wiped it off in April. Other structures were higher on the priority list. Hunter assessed the work from where he stood, his eyes moving in a practised fashion to look for any possible escape routes for the horses or weak spots. He found none. Satisfied, he pushed his hands deeper inside his pockets.

Megan was quiet for a minute, deep in her own thoughts. Finally, her lip quivered, and she said in a shaky undertone, ‘He’s going to die, isn’t he?’

Hunter instinctively put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Meg, look at me. Please.’

She raised her glistening eyes.

‘Dad has a chance. The oncology team has a plan for him, and we just need to be patient. I think it might work,’ he added, seeing that she was still on the verge of tears.

No matter how bleak their father’s prognosis was, Hunter was going to do what he could to keep her tears at bay. She was still so young, and she loved their father so much. Losing him would break her into a million pieces. Alan Jackson loved all his children, but Megan was the apple of his eye. He’d give her the world if he could. She reciprocated this love in every fibre of her being. Daddy was her hero, her favourite person. He’d got sick when she was just starting high school, and it had distorted her world.

The diagnosis of metastatic melanoma, a type of skin cancer that had now spread to his brain, had pulled the ground from underneath the Jackson family’s feet.

Over the past four years, Megan and Hunter had become even closer than before. Shared pain tends to do that to people.

‘Do you really believe that?’ she asked.

Hunter nodded. ‘I do.’

He didn’t, not the way he wished he did. But this was his burden to carry. Megan didn’t need to know that. If he could put on a brave face for her, protect her somehow, he was going to do just that. Even if it only brought her comfort for a short while.

‘There you both are! I was going to walk down to the barn myself if you didn’t turn up in the next ten minutes!’ Mary hurriedly shooed them inside and closed the door.

Hunter gave his mom a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. ‘Hi, Mom.’

She swatted him away with a white fluffy towel. ‘Hi, honey.’

Mary Jackson was a petite woman with short, dark hair. As he hugged her, Hunter noticed her grey roots were more pronounced than the last time he saw her last week. He hadn’t remembered ever seeing a single grey hair on his mother’s head. Mary took pride in her appearance and visited the hair salon regularly.

Hunter supposed it hadn’t been on top of her mind lately. Not that it mattered to him, but the realisation that his mother must be so worried she hadn’t done something that he knew brought her joy lodged another stone in his throat.

‘I told you I was going to bring him, and I did.’ Meg walked up to the stove. ‘Mmm, mac’n’cheese. I love when you serve steak with it on the side.’ Her wide smile made Hunter chuckle.

‘I also made some fries for your daddy. He said they’ve been on his mind for the past few days. And there’s also some salad.’

‘Even better, I can eat both!’ Megan exclaimed happily, sitting at the table, which was already set for dinner.

Mary shook her head in disapproval, but Hunter saw a small smile on her lips. She put on checkered oven mitts and took out the tray of golden, crispy fries.

‘Do you need any help?’ Hunter asked, looking around the kitchen.

Mary shook her head. ‘No, it’s all right, honey. Everything’s ready. Sit down and relax. You had a long day.’

He did as she said, taking the seat opposite Megan.

‘Al! Dinner’s ready!’ Mary shouted in the living room’s direction.

The distant sound of TV stopped, and a moment later, Alan walked into the dining area. If someone who knew him before he got ill saw him now, they would never recognise him. He used to be called ‘Big Al’ by everybody in town due to his height and muscular build. In the past four years, Alan had lost close to forty-five pounds. He rarely had an appetite, and when he did, he often wasn’t able to eat much. But stopping chemotherapy had helped a lot with that, and he was enjoying his food again.

Hunter made a mental note to take his father shopping for some new, better-fitting clothes when they were next in Oklahoma City.

‘Ooh, steak and fries, that’s a Friday night treat.’ Alan smiled happily as his wife passed him the first plate laden with food. Then, he turned towards Hunter. ‘How’s Dallas doing? That horse cost us a fortune. I hope he has as much potential as the old Raffery sang about.’

‘He’s coming on great. There’s definitely potential. I’m thinking he might be ready to go to the Deepwater Springs rodeo.’

‘That’s what, less than three months from now? You’re sure?’

‘If we keep making progress, absolutely. It’d be a good occasion to see how he performs in a smaller event. Then maybe next year, we can take him further.’

Alan seemed to be satisfied with this as he responded merely with a curt nod and concentrated on cutting his steak.

Hunter tried to ignore the way Alan’s glasses kept sliding down the bridge of his nose. Instead of taking them off, Alan kept pushing them up. He was stubborn that way. Or maybe he was afraid of losing them again. He always seemed to misplace those damn glasses.

The rest of the dinner passed in pleasant small talk, focused mainly on Megan starting college next month and chores that needed to be assigned and done at the ranch. Just as Hunter had suspected, Alan decisively refused to let Megan drink some red wine with the rest of them. She scoffed into her glass of lemonade. Once everyone finished, Hunter piled up the plates and took them to the sink.

Mary followed him into the kitchen. ‘Thanks, honey. Just leave them at the side for now. I made a blueberry cobbler for dessert.’ She took out the deep casserole dish and started scooping out four portions into shallow bowls.

On autopilot, Hunter opened the freezer and took out a tub of vanilla ice cream. He put it on the counter, and she reached for it and started dishing it out next to the cobbler.

‘You know, I’m worried about you.’

Hunter raised his eyebrows. ‘Why?’

‘It’s been five years now. You were so young … I mean, you’re still very young. But you can’t keep yourself closed off to the world forever.’

Not this again, Hunter thought as he let out an exasperated sigh.

‘I’m not closed off. I’ve just been busy. First with finishing college, and then coming back when Dad got sick. It’s been a tough time. Dating’s been the last thing on my mind, trust me.’

Mary put the ice cream scoop into the sink and faced him. Her eyes were full of sadness, so deep that you could fall into it and drown. She was a beautiful woman, but she seemed to have aged rapidly in the past few years. Her hair wasn’t the only feature Alan’s illness had touched.

‘I know it’s been tough. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry,’ she paused, shaking her head vigorously as if she hoped the movement could keep her steady. ‘I’m so grateful that you’re here for him, for us. But you also have your own life to live. You know your daddy. He doesn’t want you to put your life on hold on his account.’

‘Mom, it’s fine. You have nothing to be sorry for,’ Hunter said in a sharper voice than he intended. It pained him that his mother thought being there for his family was a chore he resented. ‘I just haven’t met anyone worth my time.’

He winced as the bitter taste of lie flooded his mouth.

Mary looked at him with a sad, knowing smile. ‘I’m sure you will.’

The image of Caroline’s hypnotising smile flashed before his eyes. He bit his bottom lip. She was definitely someone worth his time.

But she didn’t think you were. Otherwise, she would’ve given you her number.




CHAPTER FOUR

Caroline

Caroline woke up with a start to the sound of a truck reversing outside. Disorientated, she looked at her phone – 7.17 a.m. She yawned, stretching in the double bed. Her alarm was set for half past, so there was no point trying to get back to sleep. She needed to get to work for nine.

It had been two weeks since Caroline had started her job as a research assistant at the Rouken Cancer Center. She had always thrived on challenges and the feeling of satisfaction at the end of the day. So far, the job was great. Intellectually stimulating and engaging. Dr Anna Kennedy, her aunt and the attending oncologist who supervised the exchange programme Caroline got onto, didn’t give her any preferential treatment, which was something she had worried about before. She wanted to succeed in the role based on merit, not her family ties.

Two weeks had also passed since she kissed Hunter.

Her cheeks instantly flushed at the memory of his confident smirk and deep voice. She hadn’t told anyone about him or the kiss, still too shocked with how brazen she had been. Once or twice, Caroline wondered what would have happened if she had given him her number. Would they have met again? Gone to another bar? Maybe they would’ve kissed again, too?

Or maybe they would’ve done more than kissing …

A soft knock sounded at the door, pulling her mind from wondering how those calloused fingers would feel pressed against her bare back.

‘Come in!’ She quickly sat up in bed as the door to the guest bedroom opened.

Gian, her aunt’s wife, popped her head in, smiling broadly. ‘Do you want some coffee?’

Gian was a tall Korean American woman in her early forties with a warm disposition that made everyone around her feel at ease. Anna and Gian had been together for just over ten years now. They were that couple everyone wanted to invite over for dinner parties and game nights. Despite being raised in different cultures and having totally different careers, they were like two peas in a pod.

Caroline smiled. Having been busy with medical school and then the first years of working as a doctor, she hadn’t had a chance to spend much time with her aunt’s wife before coming to stay with them now. Gian was lovely and Caroline knew they would get along really well. But she was still finding her feet in their interactions. ‘Morning, Gian. Coffee would be great, thank you.’

‘Sure. Do you want me to bring you a cup or …’

‘No, that’s fine. I’m going to come and sit with you in the kitchen, if that’s all right.’

‘Perfect, see you there.’ Gian closed the door behind her.

Caroline got out of bed and threw on a thin peach cotton robe, tying it around her waist. She was going to jump in the shower before getting ready for work.

She glanced out of the window.

Anna and Gian’s second-floor three-bedroom apartment was in a fantastic location with an amazing view of the Oklahoma River. It was on the buzzing doorstep of Bricktown, just east of the downtown business district. The medical school buildings and the Rouken Cancer Center were a stone’s throw away as well. Which was apparently the reason they bought it – Anna said she hated being stuck in traffic. From here, she could walk to work, and so could Caroline. At least for another year. Something that wasn’t possible in Glasgow, unless you only lived either in the West End or the city centre and didn’t need to commute anywhere outside their boundaries. With awful public transport links, having a car was really a must, especially after a gruelling night shift.

When she walked into the kitchen, Gian was already sitting on a pine bar stool at the breakfast bar.

Caroline sat next to her and sniffed the contents of a steaming mug. ‘Mmm, I’ve probably already told you, but I love your coffee. Best coffee ever.’ She let out a contented sigh, then raised an eyebrow at Gian. ‘Shouldn’t you be at the café? You’re usually there by five.’

Gian laughed. ‘The perks of running a coffee shop. And we’re closed today. We’re getting new fridges put in. I’m meeting the workmen there at nine.’

‘Ah, that explains it. Hope all goes well. You said you’re looking to expand your dessert menu, right?’ Caroline’s stomach grumbled as she thought of Gian’s flourless polenta lemon and almond cake.

As if she could read her mind, or maybe she just heard the sound, Gian walked to the counter and lifted a lid from a plate filled with blueberry muffins.

‘Yes, we are.’ She put two of them on a small plate and came back to the breakfast table. ‘Here you go, I baked these last night. They’re Anna’s favourite. She’s been having a hard time at work lately and I thought coming home to these might cheer her up a bit.’

‘You’re so good to her.’ Caroline grabbed a muffin and took a big bite.

Gian shrugged and lazily peeled the wrap off her muffin, breaking off a small piece. ‘We’re good to each other.’

Caroline watched Gian’s hands. ‘How’s your arthritis?’

‘Fine. I mean, I have good days and worse days. But since I started the new treatment last year, it’s been keeping it mostly in check.’ She looked down at her hands and flexed the fingers. ‘Can’t complain.’

‘You can if you want to. At least to me.’

Although she hadn’t spent much time with Gian before, she knew Gian used to be a piano virtuoso. She attended the San Francisco Conservatory of Music. In her second year, she was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis. Gian’s words from the first time they met stuck in Caroline’s mind.

I could still play but it wasn’t at the same level. I didn’t want to just be a pianist. I wanted to be a great pianist.

Gian sighed. ‘You’re just like Anna. Or it is how all doctors are?’

‘We get classes on how to be insufferable in med school.’

That made Gian laugh. ‘I’d actually believe that.’

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, savouring the flavours, until Gian popped the last crumb in her mouth and looked at the clock above the microwave. ‘Oh, is it that time already? I’ll need to get going to the café soon.’ She slid off the bar stool and put both mugs in the sink. ‘How was your muffin?’

‘It was delicious. It was blueberry and … orange?’ Caroline tried to identify the flavours still tingling the tip of her tongue. She frowned, not convinced she’d guessed correctly.

‘Grapefruit, actually. I was experimenting a bit with different citrus fruit in this recipe. Lemon is always the most obvious pairing, but I wanted to see how others taste. Made a batch of blueberry lime last week. Unlikely but delicious.’ The way Gian’s face lit up every time she talked about baking was positively contagious.

Caroline couldn’t help but smile warmly in response. ‘Now that you said it, I can tell it was grapefruit. Such a good flavour combination. I loved it! Happy to do any other sampling of your experiments if you need a guinea pig.’

They both laughed heartily.

‘Feel free to pop into the café later if you want to, I might have some more then.’ Gian was on her way out of the kitchen when she suddenly stopped. She turned round and looked at Caroline, concern in her eyes. ‘How are you doing though, really?’

‘I’m fine. Still adjusting to the time difference.’ Caroline tried to sound casual. Without meaning to, she touched her bare ring finger. It was a force of habit. She had caught herself doing it a lot more lately. ‘I think the work’s going to be so different from what I’m used to.’

‘In a good way or …?’

‘I don’t know yet. Just different.’ Caroline shrugged, looking at Gian. ‘I’m trying to decide if I want to continue being a doctor. I mean, as in a practising one,’ she added, unclasping her hands as Gian’s brow furrowed in confusion.

‘Is that why you agreed to take the research position? To see what’s out there beyond clinical medicine?’

‘Exactly.’ She wasn’t sure why she was telling Gian that. Maybe muffins were the way to her locked-up anxious soul. Even if it was only a tiny peek into its shadows.

Gian put her keys in her pocket and sat back on the bar stool. She gave Caroline an encouraging smile. ‘I can stay another few minutes if you want to tell me more about it. Only if you want to.’

Caroline winced. She didn’t know if she was ready to talk about it with anyone. She loved Gian, even though she didn’t know her that well yet, but she didn’t think she’d understand. It wasn’t Gian’s fault; it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Previous attempts at explaining her doubts about her career had left her feeling ungrateful. But you’re a doctor. You studied for all those years. You help people.

She craved turning time back to the first day of medical school so that she could steal her own enthusiasm and rose-tinted glasses, and sneak them through time into the present. Saving lives and helping people every day were the reasons she applied to study medicine. Eleven years later, she had completed six years of medical school, two years of foundation training and three years of the acute care common stem training pathway. She had been working as a doctor for five years now. Just when she had got onto a higher speciality training and was a mere three years away from becoming an emergency medicine consultant, she stumbled.

One Saturday afternoon before she was meant to go on a night shift, she’d woken up and couldn’t get out of bed. There wasn’t any single thing she could pinpoint. She supposed she just felt burnt out. If there was even a slight chance she would come back to speciality training, to being a practising doctor, she needed a break.

Caroline didn’t know if she had it in her. She needed to know if she missed it when she was in Oklahoma, unable to treat patients under the conditions of her one-year visa and the lack of US medical licence. 

Gian’s phone rang but she declined the call without checking who it was. She looked at Caroline with a mix of sadness and empathy. ‘I’m glad that you were able to take some time off from the training and explore what comes next.’

Caroline rubbed her temple and took a deep breath. ‘Truthfully? It saved my sanity.’

‘That’s good. And you don’t have to decide anything right away. Whether you want to quit altogether or just get away from emergency medicine and do something else … I hope that these few months working in clinical trials and taking time for yourself will help you make up your mind.’ She got up and enveloped Caroline in a long hug.

Caroline felt close to tears. She hadn’t been hugged like this in a very long time. Without the weight of broken promises and awkwardness, driven simply by the kindness and feeling.

‘Thank you. I really needed that,’ Caroline uttered into Gian’s black hair before she let her go.

‘You know you can always talk to me, right?’

She swallowed her tangled feelings with a sniff. ‘I do. Have a great day! I’d better get going too or else I’ll be late.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Hunter

Hunter’s day started early, but this was the norm on the ranch. The roof of the western barn had suffered some damage during the most recent storm, and it had to be repaired as soon as possible. Anything that was salvageable from its stores would have to be moved elsewhere for the time being. This was normally something the ranch hands did, but Duke and Luke had taken the morning off so they could go to some gig in Tulsa the night before. Plus, he tried to run the ranch the hands-on way he’d seen his father do his entire life.

Halfway through his morning, his brother, Buck, popped in to say hi. He was a truck driver and spent a month at a time on the road, followed by two weeks home in Tulsa. Buck helped to move the last of the stores into another outbuilding, then suggested grabbing some coffee and now, almost an hour later, they were sitting in a small, cosy café in Purcell.

‘This is very … hipster. Is that the word I’m looking for?’ Buck put his white mug on the table. He leaned back in a high leather armchair and looked around with curiosity. The café was small, with only seven haphazardly arranged tables and mismatched colourful chairs. The walls were a mix of exposed red brick and dark wood panelling, complementing the wooden floor. Soft music played in the background, adding to the overall picture of serenity.

Hunter let out a short laugh and took a long sip of his coffee. ‘If you say so. I like coming here. They have great coffee. And it’s the only place where the cakes could rival Mom’s.’

‘Better not tell her that. So, you come here often?’ Buck slowly turned his head and looked suggestively at a young woman behind the counter.

Hunter glared at his brother. ‘It’s just coffee, Buck. Michelle is very friendly. She’s the owner’s granddaughter. Though I’d probably say she’s closer in age to Meg than to me.’

‘So? You’re only twenty-six. There are tons of guys dating younger women.’

‘Like you did?’ Hunter asked.

Buck’s wife, Lorna, was eight years younger. They met, fell in love, got married and had two beautiful children. They rarely fought and seemed to agree on most things.

Buck grinned in response and drank some coffee. ‘Yes, like I did. Although, without my good looks, you might have less luck getting a younger gal to fall for you.’

‘You mean your bald head and big forehead? I’m doing just fine with my own, thanks!’

Buck moved closer to him and hit him on the knee.

Hunter instinctively pushed further into his chair.

‘Careful, Hunt, you should show some respect to your elders. Anyway, dating is what I wanted to talk to you about.’

Hunter groaned. ‘Ugh, not again. Don’t tell me – Mom called you?’

‘She’s just worried about you. You know how she is. She just wants to see you happy again.’

Hunter bit his lip and measured the words. ‘Why can’t you all get it in your heads? I’m happy as a bunny. I don’t need to be in a relationship for that.’

‘Don’t you, though? You haven’t been the same since—’

‘Sometimes it’s better to mind your own business,’ Hunter interrupted.

Buck looked pensive as he nodded several times. ‘Mom doesn’t know half of it though, does she?’

Hunter didn’t meet his brother’s stare.

‘How you banged every buckle bunny after rodeos when you were in the circuit?’

It was a rhetorical question. Of course she didn’t know. What was he meant to do, broadcast it to the world? One-night stands weren’t a big deal. He never promised anything to any of these women. And they didn’t expect anything of him, apart from a good time and maybe a few drinks. He always made it clear that he wasn’t looking for anything that’d last past the morning.

A strange void deep in his gut opened, pouring confusion onto his thinly scarred wounds. Realistically, Hunter knew he couldn’t grieve forever. It hit him that he didn’t want to. Lately he had started thinking that maybe there was something … well, not necessarily missing. He wouldn’t say that. He knew better than to try to base his happiness on the presence of another person. No, it wasn’t that. But gradually, as the time went on, he started craving the conversation. The morning-after coffee and breakfast. Having someone out there who he wanted to be the first to find out everything good and bad that happened to him.

Luck had it that shortly after that realisation he had met Caroline. And as much as he didn’t want to think about her, because he knew there was no point, the other night when ‘White Horse’ by Chris Stapleton came on the radio in his truck, he could almost taste that kiss again. He thought he would never be able to listen to it again without thinking about her. The buckle bunnies Buck mentioned weren’t the same. Maybe because the kissing was always followed by sex.

‘As it happens, I decided I might be ready to meet someone new. For real, not just to have someone in my bed on a Friday night,’ Hunter finally announced as Buck quirked his eyebrow sceptically.

Just then, Michelle came over and asked if they wanted anything else. Hunter ordered another cup and a lemon bar. Buck just asked for a glass of water. They didn’t speak to each other until she brought the order over.

‘You actually mean it?’ Buck asked. ‘You’re ready to go on a real date?’

‘Well, not sure what you mean by a “real date” … but yes. If I meet someone interesting, I’ll ask her out,’ Hunter said, picking up the steaming mug.

Buck’s timid joy disappeared as quickly as it showed in his smile. ‘If you meet someone …’ he echoed, staring at Hunter blankly. ‘You’re going to set up a profile on dating apps or websites, right?’

Hunter didn’t answer, breaking off a piece of a lemon bar instead and chewing it slowly. It was delicious. Just the right level of sweet and sour.

‘Hunt, tell me you will. How else are you planning to meet a woman?’ Scepticism and concern danced together in Buck’s eyes.

Hunter swallowed the last bit of the bar and laced his fingers together. He didn’t look at Buck when he spoke. ‘I don’t like the idea of using these apps. They sound like a lot of work and not much fun. Whatever happened to chance meetings and connecting with real people?’

‘They are real people, and you can connect with them in real life after you chat with them online.’ Buck grimaced and laughed tensely, disbelief echoing in his words. ‘When was the last time you heard of people meeting by chance?’

‘You mean, aside from you and Lorna?’ he asked, and Buck nodded once.

Caroline.

But something stopped him from telling Buck about her. The sad embarrassment that he was still dwelling on their meeting despite not having any means of contacting her. He had gone back to The Rogue Scot two nights ago, grabbing drinks with his best friend, Mitch. His stomach had flipped whenever a blonde woman walked through the door, just to drop down in disappointment when it wasn’t her.

He didn’t know if he’d ever see her again.

‘I don’t know,’ he finally said, avoiding looking at his brother.

‘Well, I think you might be looking for a very long time.’

‘I’m a patient guy.’

Buck raised his empty water glass and clinked it against Hunter’s half-full mug. ‘Cheers to that, little brother. Can’t wait to meet whoever you deem special enough to measure up to your expectations.’

‘We’re going to be late. I told you we should’ve left earlier. Now the doc will be annoyed – you know that she has other patients to see, right? She’s a busy woman.’

‘We won’t be late, Dad,’ Hunter replied patiently, tightening the grip on the steering wheel. They were on the way to Alan’s biweekly visit to the cancer centre. Normally they arrived in plenty of time to find the best parking spot. However, today they had left the ranch late because Alan couldn’t find his glasses again. The traffic also seemed to be worse than usual, and as soon as they got into Oklahoma City they ran into pretty much every red light.

Alan was starting to get visibly agitated, drumming his fingers on his thighs. He huffed, fiddling with the brim of the straw hat sitting in his lap. Hunter glanced to the side at the next set of lights and squeezed his father’s knee.

‘Dad, don’t worry. We’re almost there. Now, are you really worried about the time or about the visit in general?’

Alan brushed his son’s hand away and pointedly turned his head to look out of the Ford F-150’s window. When he spoke, his voice was small. ‘I know that I don’t have much time left. But this clinical trial gives me a sense of purpose, you know? That even if I don’t make it, maybe thanks to me and people like me, others in the future will have a better chance.’

Tears welled in Hunter’s eyes. His knuckles whitened on the wheel.

It wasn’t often that his father spoke about his feelings about his prognosis or dying. Usually, he put on a brave face and brushed off everyone’s concerns. Right now, he was probably the most vulnerable Hunter had seen him since they were told his cancer was back.

‘Dad, don’t say that. It’s not over yet. I thought that you’d been feeling better?’

‘I’ve been feeling pretty much the same, which isn’t bad. But the doc told me at the last visit that I might feel all right until one day I don’t anymore. I’m thankful that this treatment doesn’t seem to have many side effects though. And that I can eat real food, unlike last time.’ Alan pushed his glasses up his nose.

Hunter bit his lip. This clinical trial was Alan’s only option. He’d exhausted all other lines of treatment. He was tired and Hunter couldn’t blame him. Most days, it felt like waiting for a miracle, even though no one in the family spoke about it that way. They all tried to stay optimistic, at least as a front.

‘It’ll be OK, Dad.’

‘Yeah … I guess it will be, one way or another.’ Alan cleared his throat. ‘Turn right up here.’

Hunter pursed his lips, holding back from saying he knew. Rouken Cancer Center featured in his nightmares. It was a massive hospital, with a medical school attached to it. All six floors of gleaming white and glass. There was a separate research wing with laboratories and whatnot. Alan had received his care here from the very start of his treatment, which meant that when he enrolled onto a clinical trial, he didn’t have to change the doctors or the hospitals. Everything stayed the same. They even recognised the nurses and porters now.

Hunter swallowed as he put the truck in the underground car park.

In. Out. In …

He counted his breaths to ten, preparing himself to be there for Alan without the gloom of his own stress hanging over them. Then, he helped his father out of the car and lent him his arm to steady him as they walked up to the entrance.

They made it with enough time to spend a quarter of an hour
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