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Freelance Photographer Monica McCray has one goal, never pass up an adventure. Coming to Crawley Creek Ranch, she finds one. 

Kyler DeWitt’s inner demons are close to killing him. Booze and self-pity leave him a ticking time-bomb. 

When these two forces collide, a passion like no other ignites. Now Monica realizes the adventure she wants includes North Dakota roots, but will she be enough to keep Kyler grounded or will she be just like the dust on one of his bottles?
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Dedication

 

For everyone who’s ever run from their past into the waiting arms of their future. Don’t look back, just keep moving forward.


 

Prologue
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Waking up on a park bench in the middle of the day, with vomit crusted on his shoes, should have been a turning point for Kyler DeWitt. Unfortunately, addiction wasn’t an easily broken cycle. It took almost four more weeks before he overdosed on cocaine and had to spend four days in the hospital. The day he signed the hospital release papers, he signed himself into a rehab program. 

That was almost two years ago. 

He’d done rehab a second time since then, and every time he took a step forward, it felt like he got knocked back two steps. Now he sat across the table in the main house at Crawley Creek Ranch facing his mother, Amelia DeWitt, and a man he respected like a brother. 

Drannon’s jaw ticked with anger, but it was his mother’s tears of disappointment that really cut him to the quick. 

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Kyler said, slapping his knee in frustration. “I’ve been here for months, and I can’t find a damn job. Scooping cow shit every day is driving me to drink.”

“Don’t make excuses for your drinking,” Drannon snapped. “Or for breaking into Jeanette’s place. It’s beneath you. What were you going to do with that stuff? It’s not like there’s a black market in Montford, North Dakota.” 

“I don’t know. I thought I could take it into Minot and pawn it or something. She’s never around, so I figured by the time she realized the stuff was missing, she’d blame the sick fuck that’s been causing trouble around here.” Kyler admitted. “I just wanted… Aw hell, I don’t know.”

“I don’t understand, Ky. Drannon’s paying you a fair wage.” Amelia shook her head and blew her nose loudly in a tissue. “You should have money for what you need.”

Kyler shrugged. He knew she was right. Drannon didn’t charge him rent to live in the cabin, and he paid him decent money for the little work he did on the ranch. It just felt like it was charity, and Kyler hated taking it. 

“The way I see it, you have a couple of options,” Drannon said, leaning back heavily in his chair and giving Kyler the stink eye. “You can keep trying to kill yourself with a whiskey bottle on someone else’s property, or…”

Kyler held Drannon’s gaze even though his words were like a punch to the gut. He had to force himself to keep breathing as he waited for the other man to continue.

“You apologize to Jeanette, and I’ll take the cost of the broken door out of your wages this week.” 

“Done.” Kyler felt relief wash over him. They could have called the cops and had him arrested. It seemed a small price to apologize and pay for the damages.

“I’m not finished. I also want the keys to your truck. I don’t think you should be driving until you can be trusted to stay sober.” 

Kyler’s mouth dropped open and he sputtered, “What? That truck is mine. I own it. Why should I hand the keys over to you? You’re not my father?”

“No, I’m not, but I’m the closest thing you have to family besides your mama, and I care about whether you live or die.” Drannon’s voice remained calm and steady, but Kyler’s nerves were dancing. 

“It’s a fair offer, Ky. You should take it. Please don’t run away from this. You said you wanted a second chance.” Amelia reached for his hand, and Kyler allowed her to link her fingers with his. He stared at the veins protruding under her skin and wondered again at the weight she’d lost in the last several months. 

“Without my truck, I’ll be trapped here,” Kyler protested. 

Drannon shook his head. “You can ask for the keys when you need them, and if you’re sober, I’ll give them to you; otherwise, I’ll hold on to them. I can’t take a chance on you getting behind the wheel drunk, man. I have too many people I love on this ranch to protect.”

Kyler thought about the growing population of Crawley Creek and silently agreed with Drannon. Besides Drannon’s pregnant wife, Lacy, and their foster son, Michael, there were at least a dozen other family members living on the ranch. That didn’t even count the ranch hands who lived there, or the ones who lived in Montford and just worked on the ranch. There were easily fifty people wandering the property on any given day. 

“I’ll do it,” he grunted.

Amelia’s face lit up with a smile, and she shot to her feet to wrap him in a hug. He returned his mother’s embrace trying not to cringe at the way her ribs poked out from under her clothes. “Thank you, Jesus! I was afraid you’d head back to Seattle this time,” she gushed, kissing his cheek before she turned to offer Drannon a hug. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Drannon warned. “The ball is in Kyler’s court. If he screws up again, he’s out. It’s not personal, Ky, but I have to protect what’s mine.”

Kyler dug into his pocket and extracted his keys, dropping them loudly onto the table. “Yeah. I get it.” 

With the deed done, Drannon turned to Amelia and gave her a warm smile. “How about you stay for dinner, Amelia? Lauren has a brisket in the crock-pot for tonight.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t. I have to work early in the morning to make up for leaving early today.” 

Kyler winced as guilt filled his chest. He was twenty-six fucking years old, and Drannon had had to call his mother when he’d been caught doing something stupid. How the hell did he get here? The fact that his mother had already sacrificed so much financially to help him get through rehab and get out of Seattle kept him awake at night. Why couldn’t he just get his shit together? 

It wasn’t like he set out to be a screw-up. When he’d left Montford after high school, he’d had dreams of making a life for himself in a big city. Seattle was only meant to be a starting point because his friend Dustin needed a roommate. If he’d known then about Dustin’s predilection for dealing drugs, he might have stayed in North Dakota. 

It was water under the bridge now. He couldn’t change his past any more than he could predict his future. Anyone who’d met him in Seattle after the first year he lived there, would probably expect him to be dead by now. Thank God expectations didn’t equate to reality.

He hated disappointing people. Drannon had hired him on because he had faith in his ability to stay off drugs. While Kyler had stayed away from them, he hadn’t been able to avoid the temptation to drink himself into a stupor regularly. Hell, he barely remembered most of last week. At this point, he needed a goddamn miracle to get his life back on track. If only he had a guardian angel.

~ ~ ~ ~

“If you put one foot behind you, and tilt your hips it will make you look thinner.” Monica McCray instructed the smiling woman in front of her. The girl couldn’t have weighed more than a buck twenty, but she’d mentioned several times during the shoot how self-conscious she was about looking fat in the photos. “Yes, like that. It’s about angles. When the light hits you like this, it makes your whole body look leaner.”

Lifting her camera, she snapped several shots of Deandria Fulsom from one angle, and then shifted and snapped a few from another. She was careful to get the gym equipment in the background of each shot, as that would make the image more stimulating to readers. 

“Thanks, I think I have something we can use now.” Monica, scrolled through the photos she’d already taken, mindlessly noting imperfections to fix later. 

“Thank God. I seriously hate being the center of attention.” Deandria pulled a hair tie from her pocket and quickly drew her curly brunette hair up into a messy top knot. 

Laughing, Monica carefully stowed her camera in its case, and collected the long sleeved flannel shirt she’d tossed aside as the day’s temperature rose. “You picked the wrong career altogether then.” 

“I know, right? It’s not like I understood what all would come with this gig when I was three and wanted to sign up for tumbling.” Deandria hadn’t just done gymnastics, she’d become gymnastics. The entire world idolized her, and even Monica
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