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      The room was dark, with only the yard light shining through the curtainless window. Shadows cast on the walls from the tall trees that framed the yard site, bending to the cold winter wind whipping outside. Rose glanced at her four-year-old sister, Lily, asleep in the twin bed across the room. Her angelic face peaceful in her slumber, the exact opposite of the torment churning within Rose.

      Today was her 18th birthday. A day that for most is a time to celebrate entering adulthood, but for Rose there was no celebration. No cake, no presents, no fanfare. Another forgotten birthday. Just like all the ones before.

      The low rumble of an idling truck and the loud slam of the storm door startled her as she scrambled out of her bed to the bedroom door and pressed the nob in to engage the lock. Raucous laughter echoed through the house; her mother’s voice accompanied by the deep ominous growl she recognized. Her on again off again flame and Lily’s father, Dane.

      Rose’s eyes darted over Lily asleep in her bed, unstirring and in that moment, she was grateful that she was such a heavy sleeper. The commotion downstairs grew louder, echoing laughter and the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs. Her heart hammered in her chest, as she leaned against the door, closing her eyes, trying to tame the fear that seemed to permanently live within her now. She could hear them approaching and her mother’s voice saying, ‘Baby, leave the girls alone.’ as Dane grunted just outside their door and the creak of the floorboards indicated that they were walking away.

      “Just let me get some things and we can get out of here.” Her mother said, their footsteps fading down the hall to her mother’s room. Rose let out a long exhale as her brows drew together in confusion. Where is she going? It wasn’t the first time her mother had disappeared without a word to her, only to return days, often weeks later, acting like nothing had happened and with a new bruise to show for it. Sometimes she was apologetic, swearing she was done with men and that she would never leave them again. Then, like clockwork, there was someone new, or one of her old haunts like Dane coming back into the picture. When one of them drifted back into their lives, she would simply say, ‘the heart wants what the heart wants’, and act like everything was okay. But it was never okay. A constant revolving door of men, who would drink too much and prowl around Rose with lewd stares and wandering hands that made her uncomfortable. Predators her mother was willingly bringing into their lives.

      Tears welled up in Rose’s eyes as that terrifying night resurfaced in her mind. The night that threatened to take away her innocence. That night she knew for certain that she was alone in this world and that her mother had turned her back on her. Rose swallowed back the bitter tears. Don’t go there. You need to be strong for Lily. You need to protect the both of you.

      The floorboards creaked down the hallway followed by her mother’s shrill laughter along with Dane’s gruff voice, as they descended the stairs. Rose closed her eyes tight, saying a silent prayer that they would just leave, the slap of the storm door confirming her hope and answering her plea. Rising to her feet, Rose tip-toed towards the window, hiding in the shadows so they couldn’t see her. Glancing outside, she saw her mother throw a suitcase into the back of Dane’s run-down old pickup and watched as they peeled out of the driveway, kicking up snow as they went. Her pulse pounding in her ears, Rose took a seat on her bed, and closed her eyes taking a few calming breaths trying to steady her racing heart. A moment of peace. A quiet safe house for the time being. She would take it. Climbing into bed again she pulled the threadbare quilt over her, trying to find warmth. Before long, her lids felt heavy, weighted from exhaustion, perpetual fear and uncertainty. Rose took in her sister’s angelic face one more time as she whispered in the darkness, “I will never leave you and always keep you safe.”, then fell asleep, the whistling wind outside lulling her to slumber.
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      Rose had never been invited to a wedding. The entire formality of marriage seemed like something so out of the grasp of her reality. She had never seen relationships flourish into something that even resembled long lasting, eternal love. Yet here, sitting at the back of the room, listening to the murmur of excited guests gathering, the groom anxiously waiting for his bride in his handsomely tailored suit in front of a beautifully decorated hearth, Rose couldn’t help to get just a little caught up in the romance of it all.

      “Rose, when is it going to start?” her nine-year-old sister, Lily whispered, fidgeting beside her.

      “Soon. I’m going to sing, and Falyn will come down the aisle towards Sylvio, right over there.” she said, gesturing over to the end of the aisle.

      Lily bounced in her seat excitedly, and Rose smiled; her enthusiasm was contagious. Rose looked up and turned just as Falyn’s sister-in-law, Georgie, peeked around the corner of the great room’s cased opening and gave her a thumbs up. Rose patted her sister’s knee and reached for her guitar resting against her chair. Rising to her feet, all eyes on her, she made her way to the front and lifted the guitar strap over her head, taking her position. Focused and trying not to think about the room full of eyes watching her, she took a deep breath and started to play. The melody of the classic song, “When a Man Loves a Woman” strummed from her guitar as she closed her eyes and delivered the first line. The sultry rasp of her voice cut through the reverence of the moment as all the guests stood and Falyn appeared at the end of the aisle. Rose glanced over to Lily and winked, making her smile as she stretched her neck, trying to catch a glimpse of the bride as she was escorted by her father down the aisle to her soon-to-be husband.

      As Rose sang, she was transported to another place, a place that embodied all her hopes and dreams. A place where anything was possible. Singing had the ability to take her there. To a happier place where the feeling of being unloved and rejected no longer consumed her. To a happier place where haunting memories could no longer touch her. To a place that felt truly safe.

      Singing the last line with the sweet strum of her guitar lingering in the room, she glanced at the couple, Falyn mouthing ‘thank you’ to her with tears welling in her eyes. Rose smiled, bowed her head in acknowledgement and carried her guitar back to her seat next to Lily. Lily’s big brown eyes beamed at her sister as she set her guitar back against her chair and wrapped an arm around her, planting an affectionate kiss on her head.

      As Sylvio and Falyn said their vows, her eyes caught on the handsome cowboy standing next to the groom. She had seen him earlier when he’d entered the guesthouse with Sylvio, his black cowboy hat catching her attention. From the chatter that followed his entrance, she had overheard that he was Sylvio’s son. At first glance, she could see the resemblance between them, even though Sylvio was more edgy rock and roll and his son was all country, from his black Stetson to his shined-up cowboy boots. He, like his father, was tall and broad, with a thick, muscular physique that stood out in the room. She wasn’t going to lie and deny she hadn’t checked out how nicely he filled out his black Wranglers. Rose was a hot-blooded woman after all, and he was more than pretty to look at.

      The cowboy turned, his eyes surveying the guests until his gaze landed on her and the corner of his mouth quirked up into a sexy smirk. Her eyes darted away, and her face flushed at being caught ogling. Attempting to stay focused on Sylvio and Falyn as they said their vows and tears and laughter surrounded her from the rest of the guests. Rose smiled, but she couldn’t hear what was being said, her heart thrumming in her ears, knowing the handsome cowboy across the room was watching her.
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      Thatcher listened to his father’s voice crack as he vowed his life and love to Falyn. It was sweet and he was genuinely happy for his father. He wasn’t sure if he believed in the whole one woman for life thing or for marriage in general, but he did appreciate the sanctity of the moment. His thoughts wandered as did his eyes, scanning the guests for the beautiful young woman that had just sung the most mesmerizing version of a Percy Sledge classic he had ever heard. Her voice was raspy, giving it a smoky sultry quality and he wasn’t sure if he had ever heard one like it before. It was unique and he liked it. He liked it a lot. As his eyes roamed the guests, he found her, seated in the back corner, her eyes on him. Already checking me out. Perfect. As their eyes met, he smirked, bestowing on her his signature smolder and much to his dismay she glanced away, not paying him any further notice. Thatcher narrowed his eyes at her, then turned his attention back to the ceremony. That’s strange. That look always works on the ladies.

      The ceremony ended with a passionate kiss from the couple, and as they made their way down the aisle into the front entrance, he couldn’t help but find himself searching for the intriguing woman who had caught his attention. For the next hour, pictures were taken around the bed and breakfast as the guests milled around the guest house until dinner was about to start. Thatcher kept looking for the woman, but it was as if she’d disappeared. Disappointment filled Thatcher’s chest, and he internally scolded himself for being so silly.

      Dinner was about to start, so all the guests filed into the dining room, and his eyes immediately caught on her, seated by the bay window, the winter sun cascading light over her rich dark brown hair, making it shine. Her face was turned, looking out the window, her profile delicate with soft, subtle lines and impossibly long dark lashes. As the guests entered, she turned, her thick-lashed mocha-colored eyes meeting his, and his heart did a flip-flop inside his chest. A feeling he had never experienced before. As if gravity was pulling him towards her, he weaved his way through the tables to hers, and as he approached, her big brown eyes widened, and she quickly glanced away, looking out the window again.

      “May I sit at your table?” he asked, gesturing to the seat across from her. She cleared her throat and smoothed down the skirt of her simple long-sleeved green dress before she slowly lifted her gaze to meet him, nodded quickly and turned back to gaze out the window. Taking a seat, he leaned across the table, his large hand outstretched in greeting. “Hi, I’m Thatcher Stevens, I don’t think we’ve met before, because if we had, I’m sure I would have remembered someone as stunning as you.”

      She scoffed, cleared her throat again and her gaze drifted over to meet his as she narrowed her eyes, causing her lightly freckled nose to scrunch up adorably as she pinned him with a glare. “We haven’t met and does that line actually work for you?”

      Feisty. I like it. Retracting his hand, he leaned forward elbows on the table and replied coyly. “As a matter of fact, it does, but that’s not why I said it. You really are extremely pretty, and you have a beautiful voice.” The young woman’s eyes softened a little with his compliment as she looked down at her hands and he persisted in question. “Are you a professional singer?”
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      Rose hesitated to answer. She loved to sing and dreamed of one day standing on a stage, microphone in hand, as she sang to adoring fans, yet that was just a pipe dream. Something she daydreamed about when she was alone and gave herself permission.

      “No, I work here at Prairie Charm.” she answered, immediately chiding herself for divulging that much information.

      “Oh, so you work for my dad and Falyn, or stepmother.” he confirmed, his brows drawing together with the word, and an awkward smile curved his lips. “That’s the first time I said it and it feels just a little strange. Sorry, what do you do here at Prairie Charm?”

      “A little of everything. I greet guests, check them in, do some housekeeping and help Falyn in the kitchen.” she answered, then turned the tables on him. “And you’re Sylvio’s son?”

      His gaze clouded over with the question. Thatcher looked off towards his father, sitting next to his new bride and his lips rose in a tentative smile as he answered. “I am. I only found out he was my father about a year and a half ago, so it’s still sort of difficult to think of him that way. But yeah, Sylvio’s, my dad.”

      Rose now leaned in, curious to know more as she responded, “Sounds like quite the story there.”

      Thatcher blurted out a discerning laugh and sat back in his seat, removed his hat, ran a hand through his hair and set it next to his place setting. “I think I could probably write a novel.”

      Just then Lily came bounding up to them, taking a seat between Rose and Thatcher, her big brown eyes bright as she exclaimed, “Falyn said she was going to save me the biggest piece of cake with the most icing!”

      “That’s nice of her, Lil. Did you thank her?” Rose asked Lily, smiling at her excited sister.

      Lily nodded and turned as if noticing Thatcher for the first time she said matter of fact, “You’re a cowboy.”

      Thatcher looked frozen for a moment and Rose could almost see his head spinning with questions as his eyes darted from her to her sister and back again. Lily was a carbon copy of Rose, with the same dark brown hair and large brown eyes, Rose’s more tanned skin tone the only distinguishing feature between them. Although they had different fathers, they both looked like their mother, her mother’s striking features something Rose saw in the mirror every day. Although she for the most part liked the way she looked, sometimes it was painful to take in her reflection, the memories of their long-gone mother staring back at her.

      Thatcher cleared his throat, breaking her from her thoughts as he turned his gaze to Lily and answered, “Why yes, I am, little lady. What’s your name?”

      “Lily and this is my sister Rose.” she said looking at Rose with an adoring smile. There goes my alias. Thanks, kid. Rose gave him a polite nod.

      “Sister?” he asked, leaning in, a look of relief washing over his face as he addressed Rose directly. “I thought for a moment there she was your daughter.”

      “It’s a frequent mistake.” Rose answered simply.

      “Yeah, people think that all the time.” Lily said, rolling her eyes. “Rose is like my mom, because she takes care of me, but she’s mostly my sister.”

      Thatcher looked slightly confused by this comment, and again Rose wasn’t surprised. She had pretty much raised Lily since she was an infant, changing her, bathing her, doing odd jobs to pay for formula and diapers. Her mother had left for days, sometimes weeks at a time from when Lily was only six months old. Often, they were left with little to no money to buy what they needed. Somehow, some way they always seemed to fly under the social services radar. Until she was 18 and her mother left for good, leaving her as her four-year-old sisters’ sole caregiver.

      Feeling the need to explain, she added, “I’ve raised Lily mostly on my own since she was a baby.” she said. “And it’s just been me and her since I turned 18.”

      Thatcher looked between them again, and she could see the mental picture he was forming in his mind. A teenager alone, barely legal and raising a child. It wasn’t exactly a pretty picture. Surely, he was reconsidering his earlier flirtation and planning his inevitable escape. Instead, he sat back in his chair, let out a long exhale and said, “Well there, Rose, I have a feeling you could knock my novel off the best sellers list.”
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      Throughout dinner Thatcher eyed the beautiful Rose cautiously. She had warmed to him ever so slightly through their conversation and only kept things vague, but mostly it was her precocious sister, Lily, that divulged her secrets. She was a mystery in many ways and knowing what he knew already, it was a mystery he was without question curious to unfold. There was something about her that drew him to her direction. And it wasn’t how pretty her eyes were or how kissable and soft her lips looked. It wasn’t even her petite slender body with just enough womanly curves to draw his attention. There was something haunting in her stare, guarded and untrusting and for some reason unbeknownst to him he wanted to find out what it was.

      As a man about town, having partaken in more than his share of lustful encounters, he prided himself on being able to seal the deal with a woman within minutes. Just a little wink, a sexy smolder with his captivating eyes followed by a reach of his hand smoothing his thumb over her pulse point and a ‘howdy ma’am’ and she was riding out her pleasure and his in the backseat of his truck. It was his superpower. But with Rose, he could see she wasn’t fooled by his rakish charms. Although he was more than attracted to her, something told him he shouldn’t play loose and careless with her heart. The mysterious Rose was different. She was special.

      A makeshift dance floor was set up in the great room, all furnishings pulled to the sides of the room to allow for the festivities to begin. The night started with the first dance, Sylvio and Falyn taking to the floor. As everyone swooned at that happy couple, Thatcher’s eyes scanned the room for any sight of Rose, but again she was nowhere to be found. Stealthy. The music went from a saccharine love song to some country classics and his sister Cassidy pulled him onto the dance floor to lead everyone in a line dance. As he shimmied and shook on the dance floor, that’s when he spotted her. Tucked into the shadows, watching, her body leaning against the wall, and it was obvious that she was trying her best to fade into the background. Her eyes watched the celebration closely, taking everything in, but not once meeting his gaze. Thatcher frowned, not liking her lack of attention. I’m going to get her on the floor. Confidently he dodged the dancers, finding his way off the dance floor, his eyes zoned in on Rose. Seeing him coming her way, she stood up straight, back stiffening as she glanced around her, not meeting his intense gaze as he approached her. Stopping in front of her he put his hand out and said, “No need to be a wallflower. Come dance with me.”

      “No…I…I don’t really dance,” she hesitated; her eyes wide as she shook her head.

      “Don’t dance or won’t dance?” he countered. Rose narrowed her eyes as she scrunched up her nose and put her hands on her hips, their contrast in size made them look like a chihuahua standing up to a rottweiler. He wiggled his fingers, inviting her to take his hand as he urged, “C’mon Rose, I know there’s a dancing queen in there somewhere. I promise I won’t step on your toes.”

      A smile tugged at her lips at his tease, and he wiggled his fingers at her again. Her eyes softened with mirth as she hesitantly took his hand, just as the music slowed. With a victorious smile, Thatcher twirled her, eliciting just a hint of a giggle from her lips before he brought her in close, his large, broad body eclipsing her tiny, petite one. She rested her hand on his forearm, and he placed his hand on her back, taking his other hand to gently hold hers. Rose tensed, then fidgeted uncomfortably, and he glanced down at her in his hold.

      “Is this, okay?” he asked, his brows furrowed with the question. As if by slow motion, Rose raised her eyes to meet his questioning gaze. With her big brown eyes as wide as saucers, all he saw in their depths was fear. Fear of what he didn’t know but suddenly his throat tightened, constricting painfully and his stomach lurched. Who hurt this woman?

      A tug at Rose’s arm brought him out of his confounded thoughts to see Lily standing beside them clutching her stomach. “Rose, I don’t feel so good.” she said, scrunching up her face in pain.

      Rose immediately broke from his hold and bent down to meet the little girl’s eyes. “Did you eat too much cake?” she asked Lily. She nodded, their dance forgotten, as Rose turned, rushing off the dance floor and hurrying her sister to the sidelines. Thatcher, unsure of what to do, followed. “Wait here, Lil, while I get our coats and say goodbye to Falyn and Sylvio.” The little girl nodded, and Thatcher stood there awkwardly with her sister as Rose disappeared into the crowd of guests.

      Thatcher glanced down at Lily, her sweet face looking tired, and pale and her eyes glazed over from what looked to be tears. Crap, please don’t cry, kid. He crouched down, meeting her eyes, his brows knit together in concern but the tone of his voice light. “Did you have fun?” he asked her. Lily nodded, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “It sure was nice to meet you and your sister today. Will I see you here again sometime?”

      “I go to school, but Rose is here every day.” she answered.

      “What grade are you in?” he asked, his idea to distract her from her worries working.

      “I’m in fourth grade. I have Mrs. Newton as my teacher.” she answered. “She’s very nice and she always helps me find books to read in the library.”

      “What do you like to read?” he asked.

      “I like to read Percy Jackson and Chronicles of Narnia.” she shared, excitement now creeping in at the subject. “Oh, and Wings of Fire too. When I don’t have school, I get to come here with Rose and read by the big fireplace. I like to do that.”

      A throat cleared and he turned to see Rose behind them with what appeared to be hers and Lily’s coats draped over her arm. Thatcher rose to his feet, offering the little girl another smile as he leaned towards Rose saying, “I figured I would distract her while you did what you needed to do.”

      Rose nodded and rather than thanking him, quickly helped Lily into her coat, as she slipped hers on as well and hurriedly guided them towards the door. Before Thatcher could blink, they disappeared into the winter night leaving him standing in the front entrance of Prairie Charm, wondering when he would see the mystery woman named Rose again.
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      Rose stood with Lily at the end of the driveway, waiting for her school bus. The January cold bit at their skin, and Rose immediately wished she had a car so she didn’t have to walk to Prairie Charm. It wasn’t that it was far; in fact, it was only the equivalent of one city block, but this bitterly cold winter was proving to be a challenge. Back in fall, her vehicle finally gave up the ghost, and she was left with only her two feet and a heartbeat to get to and from work. It wasn’t that she needed her vehicle often, only for trips to the grocery store or in case of emergencies, which thankfully were rare these days, so walking it was until she could gather enough extra money to replace her vehicle.

      The air brakes of the school bus a few stops down broke her from her thoughts as she glanced down at Lily, her worn backpack so laden with books that she looked like she would topple over.

      “Lil, how many books are you bringing with you? This is ridiculous.” she said unzipping the top of her backpack and looking inside.

      “It’s library day and I need to return all the books I took out so I can take out new ones.” She replied, staring up at her with those big brown puppy dog eyes that turned Rose into a puddle. She always had a soft spot for her smart as
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