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      It had been a long day. Dinner service was now over; the kitchen cleaned to pristine perfection and ready for another insane day. Falyn leaned against the stainless-steel countertop, her feet burning and back aching from slaving over the hot stove. Nodding her goodbyes to her sous chefs and kitchen staff, she watched them leave out the back door When all was quiet, she inhaled deeply, proud of another successful night at the restaurant. Glancing around the now empty kitchen, she smiled. The large commercial space for their posh eatery, a dream to cook in.

      Her thoughts drifted to Pierre, her handsome restaurateur husband of seven years, who built this kitchen with her needs in mind and used it to not only persuade her to be his Executive Chef but also his devoted wife. They had become a team, making La Fleur one of the most popular French bistros in the trendy and historic neighborhood of Gastown in Vancouver. With its fresh takes on classic French cuisine, superior curated wine list, dark, moody lighting, and swanky décor, it was a hot spot and, without question, one of the most sought-after restaurant reservations on a Saturday night.

      Falyn slipped into the office, reached for her jacket and grabbed her purse, stopping a moment to take in the wedding photo of her and Pierre sitting next to his computer. She frowned. No texts from Pierre. She was hoping to hear from him. A sweet little ‘I love you’ or ‘how did the night go’ at the very least. It wasn’t too much to ask. Just a text to say he was thinking of her. Like the old days when they were first married and before life became complicated and far too busy.

      She sighed, pushing through the kitchen door. She entered the darkened dining room, the only light illuminating her way from the back light of the glass bar shelving. Falyn ran her hand over the elegant, smooth surface of the marble bar top and glanced around the empty restaurant. She loved this time of night when no one was around; the silence was a welcome reprieve from the craziness of the night. A brief moment of peace before going home. Home. An unexpected wave of homesickness washed over her as she thought about her hometown. La Fleur was a far cry from the greasy diners of small-town Manitoba that started her culinary passion. A nostalgic smile tipped up Falyn’s lips as she thought about flipping burgers at her first cooking job at the Eazy Café in Primrose, Manitoba. If only they could see me now.

      With a reminiscent smile, Falyn reached the door, taking one last look around as her phone chimed with a text from her Uber driver telling her he had arrived. Exiting the building, she locked the door behind her and climbed into the car, giving the driver her address.

      Pierre had gone home earlier, right after dinner service, stating he was exhausted and had phone calls to make regarding a potential second restaurant he was considering opening in Fairview along the waterfront. She admired his drive and resourcefulness and couldn’t wait to see what he had planned for their next venture.

      Falyn rested her head back against the leather of the backseat, thinking about the soothing bath she was going to soak in when she got home and about climbing into her warm, soft bed with Pierre. Keeping the same hours as her, Pierre was likely still awake, and she couldn’t wait to run her hands through his dark hair and get seduced by his sultry brown eyes and smooth, handsome face. Despite her exhaustion, he would inevitably pin her to the mattress with his hard, lean body and coax her into having sex. She would protest, but eventually give in, getting swept up in Pierre’s passionate embrace. Her husband had a ravenous appetite in the bedroom, and she was sure it was normal for a couple, especially a couple as busy as they were, to simply fall asleep at the end of a long night wrapped in each other’s arms. Yet if she denied his seduction, Pierre would pout, saying the spark wasn’t what it used to be and asking where it had all gone wrong. Her European-born French husband was dramatic with a capital D, and some days that was part of what added to her overall exhaustion.

      Arriving home, she paid the Uber driver, exited the car and entered their posh apartment building. Greeting the night security with a wave, she made her way to the elevator. Before she could press the up button, the elevator chimed and a young, raven-haired woman quickly exited the elevator. Dressed in a red figure-hugging dress and sky-high designer heels, she was beautiful and modelesque, standing at least six inches taller than Falyn’s petite frame. The younger woman, obviously in a hurry, didn’t notice her at first and nearly knocked Falyn over as she hurried out of the elevator. Finally, noticing her, she met Falyn’s surprised gaze, her red painted lips smudged at the edges, and instantly Falyn recognized her as one of the hostesses at La Fleur.

      “Oh, hi!” Falyn exclaimed as the woman stopped dead in her tracks, both recognition and trepidation in her eyes.

      The young woman’s dark eyes grew wide, and she went to open her mouth but instead closed it tightly and hurried out of the building, leaving a trail of her floral perfume and Falyn standing there completely bewildered by her reaction. What the hell was that? Falyn frowned and shook her head as she climbed onto the elevator and pressed the penthouse floor button. When the doors opened, Pierre was there, leaning against the opening shirtless and in silk pajama pants slung low on his narrow hips.

      “There’s my gorgeous wife,” he said, his hands sliding around her waist to her behind and giving it a squeeze. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Falyn smiled, not sure she had the energy for his flirtation and what that led to, but choosing to give in. Pierre leaned in, capturing her lips in a scorching kiss. He tasted like red wine, and she melted against his embrace, her exhausted body protesting as she did. Pulling away from him, she gave Pierre a weary look.

      “It’s been an exhausting day, Pierre. Can we rain check till the morning? All I want is a hot bath, then to curl up into bed and fall asleep.”

      “Whatever you need, babe,” he said uncharacteristically agreeable as he released her so she could walk past him towards the bedroom down the hall. When she entered her room, he went straight for her dresser, pulling out a slinky silk chemise that he had bought her recently and she had yet to wear. Falyn frowned at it, wishing he had grabbed her cozy cotton pajamas instead. She didn’t have the energy to say anything, so she collapsed onto the soft down comforter.

      Pierre let out a sardonic laugh and jutted out his bottom lip teasingly. “Oh, my poor petite cracheur de feu.” He sauntered over to her, giving her his sexiest bedroom eyes, and she groaned as she reached for her pillow, burying her face in it. She inhaled deeply, expecting to smell the lavender laundry soap she always used, but instead, a familiar rich floral scent assaulted her nose. Her eyes widened as she turned and bolted upright, discarding the pillow to her side.

      “What’s wrong, baby? Have you changed your mind and are going to let me have my way with you?” he asked with a low chuckle as he leaned in to kiss her.

      Her hand came up, bracing against Pierre’s bare chest as her eyes flitted to the side table where a lone wine glass stood, the rim painted in traitorous red lipstick.
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      Falyn gazed out over the Prairie Charm Bed and Breakfast property, taking in the huge, castle-like house that oozed country character. The house was charming, just as the worn-out wooden sign next to the door indicated, and Falyn smiled. The For Sale sign creaked as it swung back and forth in the winter wind, and Falyn pulled down her toque over her ears and wrapped her arms around herself as her eyes drifted over to the smaller cottage tucked towards the back of the property. It was European in style, cute and quaint, and a perfect little home for her to start her new life in.

      A new life. Never did she think she would be here, both back in Primrose and in this limbo place in her life. Her seven years of seemingly contented marriage ended so unceremoniously that she hardly had time to process. After she caught Pierre cheating and sifted through his years of lies and betrayal, their divorce went smoothly, all things considered. Of course, the reason Pierre was as amicable as he was, pushing for the divorce to be finalized, was because his mistress, almost 20 years his junior, was expecting their first baby. The news hit Falyn like a direct kick to the gut of her already fragile psyche. She and Pierre had decided that children didn’t fit into their long-term plans and goals of owning a chain of high-end restaurants. The “bust your ass” lifestyle wouldn’t allow for it. And in many ways, at the time she agreed. As a chef, it was hard to juggle the long, late hours with a family, and when she and Pierre got together, she accepted the fact that to be with him would mean she had to sacrifice. Now, at 32, divorced and childless, she wished she had made other choices.

      Falyn sighed and glanced at the For Sale sign. This was her opportunity to build something that was truly hers and start over in a place that, no matter where she was in this world, always felt like home. Primrose, Manitoba was a small town 30 minutes from the provincial capital of Winnipeg. It was thriving with a resurgence of businesses and development over the past ten years and had become a haven for those wanting to escape the big cities with its small-town charm and slower-paced lifestyle. With her substantial divorce settlement now in her account, she not only had the money to buy this property, but the money to renovate the bed and breakfast and the cottage to her liking.

      The sound of a car horn startled her from her thoughts as her realtor, Saige Runo, pulled in next to her car. Saige exited the vehicle, her long strawberry blonde hair blowing in the winter wind, her smile wide as she waved to Falyn and strode over to her with a portfolio in her hands. Falyn lifted her hand to wave back, happy to see her high school friend again after so many years.

      “Falyn! Oh my gosh, you look fantastic! Seriously, how long has it been? Ten years at least, can you believe it!” Saige exclaimed as she wrapped her in a friendly hug.

      Falyn laughed, not expecting such a warm personal welcome, almost forgetting how friendly everyone was in a small town. Saige let go of her, and Falyn couldn’t help but grin at her old friend.

      Saige Runo was a Primrose resident, top realtor in the area, a dynamo at design, and every bit the effervescent personality she remembered from high school. Saige tossed her perfectly styled long hair behind her, wrapped her arm around Falyn’s shoulder and turned to face the large guest house in front of them. “What do you think?” she asked. “Has it got potential or what?”

      “It sure does.” Falyn agreed with a nod. “What in terms of renovations do you think I would be looking at?”

      “A new roof for sure, but other than that, mostly aesthetic changes. It needs to be brought up to date a bit, but the bones are fantastic and the kitchen, well, let’s just say, I don’t cook but the kitchen makes me want to learn.” she said with a cheeky grin and a wink. “Let’s go inside and check it out. I truly think you will fall in love.”

      The women made their way to the front door. Saige pulled out the key, turned the lock, and met Falyn’s gaze with a big, bright smile as she slowly opened the door and said, “Welcome to Prairie Charm.”
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        * * *

      

      Falyn pulled onto her parents’ driveway, seeing the old white two-story farmhouse she grew up in. Getting out of her car, she was literally vibrating with excitement to tell her parents the great news as she strode towards the front door.

      “Hey there, Cookie!” The gruff voice of her father sounded behind her. She turned, seeing the round, weathered face of her father, Duncan Isley, decked out in his usual barn coveralls, his favorite Hastings Hardware hat on his head and big muck boots on his feet.

      “Hey Dad!” she replied, slipping her arm around his thick waist and curling up her nose. “You stink. Coming in from the barn?”

      “Yep. Just checking on my hens. Egg production is down with this cold weather, but I have them nice and cozy under the lamps,” he said, lifting the pail he had in his hand for Falyn to see. Inside the pail were approximately five dozen eggs. “We usually get more, but those girls need warmth to produce.”

      Falyn laughed at the way her father babied his chickens. The man was a farmer through and through and loved not only the lifestyle of farming but the science behind it all. If you wanted to get into her father’s good graces, all you had to do was ask him about his chickens, and suddenly you were best friends. There was nothing like farm-fresh eggs, and Falyn was without question going to take advantage of this connection in the future.

      The wind whipped up, causing a small snow squall to swirl around them, and Falyn shivered, gripping the lapel of her wool coat.

      “Let’s get out of this wind,” her father said, opening the front door.

      Falyn and her father slipped inside the front porch where her father shed his coveralls and boots and stepped inside the house. The heavenly smell of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies wafted from the kitchen. Falyn breathed deeply, the familiar, comforting scent reminding her of all the times she and her brother, Brooks, came home from school after her mother had baked their favorite treat. Removing her jacket, boots and toque, she hung them on the hooks by the door and made her way into the farmhouse kitchen. The space was small and cozy; the cabinets were plain and painted white to give the illusion of openness. Off white laminate countertops that were chipped and scratched created an L shape and housed exactly two small appliances on the counters. A coffee maker and a toaster. A small microwave stood in the corner on its own stand that also acted as a bookshelf for her mother’s well-loved cookbook collection. A modest rectangular pine table took up most of the remaining space, seating four comfortably and six if in a pinch for a family dinner.

      Her mother, Dorothy Isley, was at the stove with a cheerful, frilly, floral apron around her waist and was humming to an old Reba McEntire tune that was playing on a little radio that sat on the window ledge. She was transferring cookies onto a wire cooling rack with a spatula in hand.

      “Smells amazing in here.” Falyn said as she approached her mother and planted a kiss on her cheek. Her mother beamed, her round, red-cheeked face bright and welcoming. Her snow white shoulder length curly hair was pulled back at the sides with comb clips, and her blue eyes sparkled at the sight of her daughter.

      “I’ve been waiting for you. How was the property?” she asked, her attention returning to lifting cookies off the sheet pans.

      “It was amazing,” Falyn replied with a contented sigh as she pulled a glass out of the cupboard then opened the refrigerator, pulling out the jug of milk. Her father gestured for her to pour him a glass too, and once she had two tall glasses of cold milk poured, she returned the jug to the refrigerator.

      Taking a seat at the table, she handed the second glass to her father and reached for a cooled chocolate chip cookie on the platter that was set on the table. Dunking her cookie in the milk, she bit into it, her eyes rolling back with appreciation. “Mom, you still bake the best cookies.”

      Her mother offered her an appreciative smile as she transferred more cookies onto the platter. “Tell us more. Are you going to put in an offer?”

      “Already done,” Falyn replied. “The asking price was under my budget, so I offered them a full-price cash offer. The best part is I’ll have more than enough money to renovate and decorate.”

      “I’m proud of you, Cookie,” her father said as he leaned back against his chair. “I know Primrose isn’t exactly what you’re used to anymore, but I can’t think of anyone better to take over that property and make Prairie Charm Bed and Breakfast a thriving business again. If there was anything good that came out of your marriage to that dipshit, it’s at least this.”

      “Dad!” Falyn chided her father with amusement.

      “Sorry, fuck turd,” he said with a wink.

      “Duncan, watch your mouth,” her mother scolded as she strode over to him, patted his face and smiled lovingly down at her husband. “No need to get all vulgar. Calling Pierre a simple idiot will do.”

      Falyn laughed, amused by her parents’ candor and impassioned distaste for her ex-husband. Her parents never did care for Pierre, even when their marriage seemed good. Pierre had only been to Primrose a handful of times; but each time he turned up his nose at her family and her hometown. Pierre was all about the city and couldn’t imagine life beyond the cityscape. The few times he did visit, he would balk at her parent’s aged farmhouse and small poultry farm and always brag that he turned his simple hick wife into a sophisticated city girl. That should have been her first clue to bolt in the other direction.

      “I’m going to call Jaxon to do an inspection and Saige said she would love to help me decorate once we get to that stage. It’s all going to take several months to renovate and get the rooms ready to be rented, but I hope to get it finished by April. That gives me almost five months to restore it to its former glory,” she said with a big smile.

      “And what about the cottage on the property?” her mother asked, taking a seat with them at the table.

      “It’s livable. It’s small and needs upgrades for sure, but it’s cute inside,” Falyn replied. “I’m going to work on the big house first so I can get the business running and then work on the cottage. But if my offer is accepted, I’ll probably be able to move in before Christmas.”

      As she said this, her phone chimed with a text. Picking up her phone, a slow grin curled her lips when she saw Saige’s name on the notification. Swiping her phone open, she clicked on her text and beamed as she read: It’s yours.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling up to Prairie Charm, Falyn parked her car next to the cottage. Getting out of her vehicle, she opened the back door to retrieve a box of her most prized possessions: her professional knife set along with a few of her favorite pans and utensils to cook with. They were all she had insisted on taking from her kitchen back in Vancouver, and with this box full of kitchen tools, she was sure any meal was possible.

      Walking across the yard towards the guest house, trying not to slip on the ice that had formed on the driveway, she made it safely across and carefully strode down the stone walkway to the front door. Falyn glanced at the modest sign that said Prairie Charm Bed and Breakfast. The sign was worn, faded and needed replacing, so she added it to her mental to-do list. Balancing the box with one arm, she unlocked the door and entered the home, her eyes darting around the space. The large front entrance was wide and welcoming, with a large staircase to the second floor and a check-in desk tucked to the side of it. Her eyes drifted around the space, putting herself in the shoes of a potential guest, and she smiled at the thought. Turning, she walked into the great room, featuring a tall, beamed ceiling and a gorgeous stone fireplace. Everything about the room screamed ‘come in and sit down’, and in her mind’s eye she saw multiple seating areas with large, lush furniture that matched the grandness of the room itself. It would have quiet nooks to read and open spaces to socialize. Something for every guest. Off to one end, French doors opened onto a large back patio that overlooked the back lawn. She glanced to the far corner where the ceiling peaked, and she imagined a large Christmas tree, perhaps a Douglas fir, dressed in colorful handmade ornaments from local artisans, curated personally by herself so she could help promote their small businesses. Coming back through the cased opening of the great room, she crossed the front entrance and stepped into the dining room, already furnished with wooden tables and chairs, covered by drop cloths. Having inspected the space earlier, she was happy to find the tables and chairs in good condition to reuse, and she just needed to give them a coat of paint to freshen up their look. There was a long bar-style counter that was perfect for serving up breakfast buffets and space for a coffee and a juice bar. Serving breakfast buffet style wasn’t exactly the caliber of the posh dining she was used to, with her fancy culinary training. However, it was cost-effective and would allow her to serve up a variety of delicious offerings that would please everyone. As Falyn was more of a chef than a baker, she had already arranged to outsource decadent baked goods from Marnie Baxter, Primrose’s baker extraordinaire and owner of Everything You Knead, located right on Main Street. Glancing around the room, she smiled, almost hearing the happy chatter of guests, the clatter of silverware and the satisfied sighs as they ate the incredible food she had planned: Dishes like brioche French toast, rich Saskatoon buttermilk pancakes, crispy bacon, plump savory sausages and perfectly cooked scrambled eggs sprinkled with fresh herbs. She could almost taste the warm maple syrup. Prairie Charm was going to be a destination not only to stay but to eat, a place that ensured all her guests left well-rested, bellies full, and so charmed they simply had to book their next stay.

      Pushing her way through the swinging door of the kitchen, she flipped on the lights, and the large commercial kitchen illuminated. Setting her box down on the stainless-steel island, she glanced around excitedly, taking it all in. If the charm of the house didn’t sway her to buy this place, the kitchen certainly would have. With a giant stainless steel prep island taking up the middle of the room, upper floating cabinets lining the walls and deep lower cabinets for storage, along with butcher block counters, she had more than enough space for all the tools and dishes she needed. There was a commercial-grade dishwasher and cold storage tucked into one corner of the room. And the grand dame of the entire kitchen was the large eight-burner gas stove, with a giant overhanging hood vent. It was a dream stove, and Falyn was itching to cook with it. Rummaging through her box, she pulled out her new chef’s coat, her name along with Prairie Charm embroidered onto it. A sweet gift from her parents signifying her new start and a bright, exciting future ahead.

      The doorbell sounded, breaking Falyn from the endless to-do lists in her head. The chimes sounded like a regal English estate and made her laugh as she exited the kitchen and strode across the dining room to the front door to let in her movers.
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