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COWBOY ON THE RUN
Nicole Evans liked to think of herself as a sensible woman. Someone who made good decisions, and who always made th right choice. So then why was she going ahead with this? 

The train shrieked as it pulled into the station, the uneasy journey jostling Nicole in her seat. Through the little window she saw a dark, somewhat grimy train station filled with people, all bustling about and squeezing past each other. It hardly gave a good first impression of her new home, but she tried not to think about it too deeply. Hauling her suitcase from underneath her seat, Nicole slipped from her compartment and darted out into the station.

The smell hit her first, sour like stale sweat, but it was no worse than back home... except that place wasn't home any more, not since she had agreed to come here. Texas was her home now.

Wide blue eyes searched the station for a familiar face - the only familiar face, considering she was so far from her hometown. All she had to go on was a grainy little photograph of a smiling man with sharp cheekbones and messy hair. Charles Miller, her soon-to-be husband.

It was a moment before Nicole registered her name being called, the thick accent confusing her. She turned, feeling the weight of her suitcase in her hands, and saw him. Goodness, he was even lovelier in person - thick black curls and striking grey eyes, not to mention the freckles that dusted his cheeks and nose. Charles grinned wide as he saw her, immediately swooping in to relieve her of the suitcase.

She grinned up at him, stunned by his handsomeness, and murmured, "Hello, Charles."

"It's good to finally see you in person," he replied softly, "you're even more radiant than I realised."

Flushing a gentle pink, Nicole turned her gaze away. "Would you mind terribly if we hurried? This station is uncomfortably crowded."

"Of course." Charles hefted her suitcase as if it was weightless - Nicole herself had struggled just to wrestle it off the train - and put a gentle hand on her arm as he led her out. 

Not so long ago, Nicole had been worried. Anxiety had rolled in her stomach and her chest had skipped at the thought of meeting him. She had questioned every decision that led her up to this point. Yet with Charles' warm hand against her skin and his soft smile, everything fell into place. This felt right.

Outside, Nicole sucked in fresh air, turning her head to the sky. A breeze ruffled her dark hair, but it was still pleasantly warm. Brushing hair from her eyes, she turned to Charles. "Where to?"

"I only live across the street," he confessed, "that big townhouse, do you see it?"

It was hard to miss. Although all of the houses here were respectable, there was one that stuck out. Nestled between two much smaller buildings, Charles' home was huge, or at least by her standards. It even had a front garden, filled with beautiful flowers and a small, young oak tree by the garden fence.

"You must be well off, to own such a home," Nicole mused as they walked. This late, there were only a few stagecoaches on the road, most of which were waiting for people coming from the station. Crossing the road with ease, she watched Charles from the corner of her eyes.

He simply shrugged, an embarrassed smile flickering across his face. No, not embarrassment. Something else. Something darker. Then he spoke, his voice soft, and Nicole forgot to be worried. "I'm hardly rich, but I own a small business in town and it does well for me." He opened the little wooden gate, let her go through first. "A small carpenter's, and I make everything myself."

Nicole's heart jumped, a grin spreading across her cheeks. "I remember you mentioning it in some of your letters. How exciting!"

The front door swung open to reveal a dark hallway - yet even with so little light, the house looked impressive. The hallway led to a wide set of stairs, and beyond that was a large living room with a wood burning fireplace. Stepping inside, Nicole saw that the living room wasn't just spacious but nicely decorated with a huge rug and several photographs.

"My family," Peter answered her unasked question, "the tall woman is my mother, beside her is my little sister, Nelly. She's off and married now, living in New Orleans."

Nicole inspected the photographs with a small smile. He looked just like his mother - the same unruly curls, although in every photograph, hers were shoved beneath a bonnet. They had the same freckles too, giving her features a youthful look. Nelly was cute, with a button nose and round cheeks. Yet...

"You don't have any photographs of your father?"

From the corner of her eyes, she saw him wince. "We... didn't speak for a lot of years, when I decided to start my own business. We're on better terms now, I'll admit, but I don't have any photographs of him, no."

Her heart went out to him. Nicole's own father was estranged, his own choice, and it had left the rest of the family struggling. It was why she was here. Perhaps it wasn't the same thing, but she understood. Turning, she reached out to give his hand a squeeze. "It's good that you're on speaking terms now, at least."

Perhaps it was a trick of the light - or lack thereof - that made him look so pale. For a brief moment she had the absurd idea that he was hiding something from her. Then his expression cleared, that lovely smile falling across his features, and Nicole decided she was being silly. "Why don't you light the fire for me while I get the oil lamps. I know it's late, but I want to get to know you better. Perhaps I could give you a tour of the house?"

How could Nicole say no to that? The last of her anxiety disappearing, she nodded. "I'd love that."

——————————

Nicole squinted as she came back to consciousness, hands braced across her eyes. Ugh, she needed to invest in better curtains, but she didn't remember them being this bad.

Eyes snapping wide, reality jolted her awake. She sat up, brushing dark brunette hair from her eyes, and stared about the room. Right, she wasn't in her little bedroom back in North Carolina. She was in Charles' guest bedroom, across the hall from his own. He had kindly allowed her space to settle in, not expecting her to share a bed with him until they were properly married.

None of this explained what had woken her up, however. Nicole - as her mother often said - slept like the dead. Nothing short of an emergency usually woke her up, and she had forgotten to set an alarm for the morning. So what was wrong?

Her question was answered a moment later. The stairs creaked, the slow and careful creak of someone trying, and failing, not to make noise. Charles? Why would he need to sneak around his own home?

Slipping from the bed, Nicole quietly slipped on a skirt and blouse, then grabbed a shawl as she crept into the hallway. It was empty, but there was light downstairs. Wandering down, she pushed open the living room door-

To see Charles packing a suitcase? Her blood ran cold, mind going blank, and for a moment she couldn't speak.

Caught, Charles jumped to his feet. Hands raised, he said, "this isn't what it looks like."

Somehow, Nicole managed to fight past her confusion long enough to demand, "and what does it look like?"

He floundered, running a hand through that delightfully curly hair. "I'm not, I don't... I don't know." He refused to meet her gaze, staring down at the half packed suitcase at his feet. He hadn't just packed essentials, either, but a whole mess of things. Books, mostly, although there were a few ornaments and even, absurdly, a dark blue cushion.

"I don't know when we'll be able to come back and collect the rest, you see, so I'm taking everything I want now."

He was saying words, but their meaning was lost to her. Arms folded, Nicole hopped from foot to foot. What was he on about? "You talk as if we need to go somewhere," she said quietly, "as if it's urgent."

Charles winced. He looked up at her with wide grey eyes, his expression apologetic. Then, "I'm afraid I haven't told you everything. I had hoped to put it off for as long as possible, but I just received news that Father is sending a stagecoach for us today..."

"Why?" Nicole was lost, fumbling to make sense of this. She collapsed into the nearest armchair with a sigh, slender fingers pinching the bridge of her nose. Fighting down the urge to snap at him, she forced her voice to remain calm and continued, "what does your father have to do with anything?"

He at least had the decency to look embarrassed, his cheeks flushing dark red. He settled down on the armchair across from her, the coffee table and suitcase between them. "My business has been failing in these last few years, but recently I haven't been getting any sales at all. My father suggested that I should come back to the family home - and with this house about to be repossessed, I don't see an alternative."

Oh. Oh. Nicole's stomach plummeted. He had never said any of this in his letters, always sounding so positive. Whenever she had inquired about it, he made it seem like his dream job - made it seem like he was prospering. Had he been lying this entire time? Pretending, in order to convince her to come here? Dropping her head in her hands, Nicole fought back the urge to shout at him.

"I know that I should have said something," he murmured, "but I thought I could hide it for longer. A month, at least. I suppose that doesn't make it any better, does it?"

No, it didn't. Nicole wanted to be sick, nausea rolling in her gut, but she didn't have enough in her stomach. Besides, she refused to show weakness. Not in front of him. Straightening up, she tucked loose hair behind her ear and looked him in the eyes. Up close, they were less grey and more of a subtle green, but how could she admire them after what he said? Shaking her head, Nicole clasped her hands and looked away.

"I'm so sorry," he replied, "but we have no choice. My business won't survive another two months. I've tried everything, but the fact of the matter is that this isn't the kind of place that wants what I provide."

"Then move somewhere that is."

"It isn't that easy. Father, he would never forgive me if I left my hometown. He already disagrees with my career choice and where I live. He was right, when he said I could never make it on my own."

Nicol shot him a glare, only to soften a moment later. "It sounds to me like he needs to stop controlling you," she muttered, "and you need to do what's right for you, not your Father."

"He's been worse, since Mother died. Nothing I do is good enough for him, and now with my business failing... I might as well give up."

Nicole had known Charles for months, corresponding back and forth by long, detailed letters. Yet talking to him in person, having all of this landed on her at once - it was too much. Glaring down at the suitcase, Nicole climbed to her feet. "Then it's a good thing I didn't unpack," she snapped, "next time, try a bit of honesty." Turning on her heel, Nicole stormed from the room and darted upstairs, where she ducked into the bedroom.

The door slammed behind her - unintentional, yes, but she still hoped it made her point clear. Only when she was in the privacy of her own room did realisation truly set in, and when it did it rushed her all at once. She collapsed onto the mattress, staring up at the white ceiling, and let out a shuddering gasp.

Nothing was what she had anticipated. Had she made a terrible mistake?

—————————-

The one good thing about moving to the Miller's farm was the space. It was easy to tell that Nicole was using it to avoid Charles. Honestly, it was easy enough to do. He spent most of his days now working on the ranch, although he knew as much about ranch work as Nicole did, and it left her days open to just wander. 

Today though, was different. Charles and his father, Harvey, had been locked up inside the study all afternoon. Even through the closed door she heard their raised voices. Whether they didn't know she could hear or didn't care was unclear, but it was obvious that their argument was about her. Or, strictly speaking, everything Charles had done in the last months.

"The ranch was always supposed to be yours," Harvey snapped, his voice muffled by the door, "you've avoided your responsibilities for too long. First, moving into town to chase that dream of yours. Now, marrying some woman from North Carolina. You don't try hard enough, and that business of yours was always doomed to fail. If you can call it a business at all - a hobby, more like."

"It did brilliantly when I first started," Charles responded. His voice was getting louder and higher, frustration setting in. "If I could go further afield, start up again somewhere that isn't so... so boring, I know I could do it."

"Where would you find the money to do that?" Harvey shot back, "if you think I'll simply hand over my hard earned money-"

Nicole shouldn't have been listening in. It was rude, not to mention uncalled for. These were family matters, she knew that. Stepping away from the study door, she turned to dart back into the bedroom - it had been Nelly's old room, before she married, and it was far enough across the hall that they wouldn't suspect her of eavesdropping.

Before she had the chance to really move, the study door creaked open. revealing a haggard looking Charles. He hadn't been sleeping, with dark circles under his eyes and a pallor to his usually tanned skin. 

Frozen in place, Nicole offered an uneasy smile. "Hello, Charles. I was just about to-"

"I know you were listening," he cut in, although there was no anger in his voice. Frowning, he gestured to the study. "The floor creaks like mad and I heard you approach."

Oh. Oops. Nicole felt he face flush as she shifted from foot to foot. "Right. So... what was it about, exactly?"

Before he could reply, Harvey strode from the room, his eyes narrowed as they passed over Nicole and Charles. "Think about what I said," he suggested darkly, "I need an answer soon." Then he stalked off downstairs, the front door banging closed on his way out.

Nicole winced, wrapped her arms around her middle. "He doesn't like me," she concluded. 

"He doesn't like anything I do, and I'm afraid you're involved now, too. I didn't mean for this to happen, and I'm truly sorry."

The front door had brought a draft with it, and Nicole suppressed a shiver. Arms still wrapped around herself, she sighed. "What was he shouting at you for, anyway?"

"You heard most of it," Charles replied. He still looked exhausted, but with Harvey gone, some of the colour had returned to his face. "As the oldest, I was supposed to inherit the ranch - and Father is getting older, ready to retire. Now that I'm back, he expects me to pick up where I left off."

"But you don't know anything about how to run a ranch!" 

He shrugged, turning his gaze to the study. "I know. But it's good work and better pay, plus we'd have all of this land to ourselves. I can think of worse things than owning all of this."

Anger flared in her chest, bubbled underneath her skin. Unbelievable! She hadn't signed up for this, hadn't been told about
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