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The flight from New York to Montana had seemed never-ending. Once she landed, though, the journey really began. Julie Atwood took a bus, an Uber, and then had to catch a ride with a snowplow operator before she made it to her grandmother’s ranch. After several cups of coffee and almost as many pit stops, she was finally here. It had been a hell of a trip, but it had been worth it. She was home. Julie should have been back to visit sooner. It shouldn’t have taken her grandmother being hurt and asking for help before she did. 

Taking a deep breath of the fresh, frigid air, she stepped out of the car, stretching all the kinks out of her back and legs. The wind nipped at her face, and she tucked deeper into her red plaid scarf. The driver helped her wrestle her two enormous suitcases out of the truck’s cab.

“Thank you,” she said, and offered him some money, but he waved her off.

“Stay warm,” he said and then drove off.

The property was still as beautiful as she remembered. Around her, the fields glistened white with snow. In the distance, a fence and some scattered trees were pencil scratches on a white canvas. The large farmhouse’s shutters were now a faded red instead of the fire engine red that lived in her memories. The front porch had seen better days as well. Next to the house was a big, red barn. A fence began its long trail at the barn and stretched out into the distance around the miles of the ranch. Julie squinted around the property. Everything needed work. But ever since Grandpa Ed died five years ago, Grandma Tammy had her hands full keeping everything running. A pang of guilt hit her low in her stomach. If she had been better at ranching, she could have stayed here instead of going to art school.

Julie blew out a breath and saw a puff from the cold. She was here now. That’s all that mattered.

Her last memory of being at the Atwood Ranch for any length of time was the summer before college. She remembered the sound of the cows, the feel of the wind, and the comfort of being with her grandparents, who spoiled her rotten. Oh yeah, and losing her virginity to Luke Franklin in that very barn the night before she left to go to NYU.

It had been wild and wonderful, and she had never heard from him again. Of course, she hadn’t tried to contact him either, and when she had come home for Grandpa Ed’s funeral five years ago, he hadn’t been there. Julie wondered what ever happened to the handsome ranch hand. She remembered his mouth tasted like peppermints and he smelled like leather. Closing her eyes, she could almost still feel the hard loving he had given her. It had been a thrilling, dirty ride. And her grandfather would have buried him out in one of the pastures if he had found out. Grandpa Ed had been a tough old bird with a flash-fire temper, but he had treated her well, even if she was only his step-granddaughter. She missed him. 

Shaking off the heated memories, she tugged her bags toward the house. They were stuffed to near bursting and had cost her a fortune in baggage fees. But she was going to be here for a month, so she’d packed all the comforts of home—and of course, Christmas presents for her grandma. 

“Are you ever coming back?” her BFF Vivian had asked her while they drank wine and packed up all her gear.

“Of course,” Julie had said. But a part of her wondered what it would be like just to up and move across the country. She didn’t have much keeping her in New York aside from Vivian. Julie could work her job remotely anywhere, as long as there was Wi-Fi.

Montana was pretty remote, though, compared to New York. And Grandpa Ed hadn’t wanted her to “waste” her education by settling down in Montana and working on the ranch. Julie always wondered if it was because she messed up or had done something wrong during the summers she had worked on the ranch with him. He taught her how to repair fences and drive the tractor. She had helped the ranch hands roll out the large hay bales and move the cattle from pasture to pasture. That’s how she got close to Luke during her last summer there. Still, Grandpa Ed told her he didn’t need her help that next summer and the summer after that. Julie had stopped asking and her visits became shorter in length and longer in between. In a blink of an eye five years had passed and Ed suffered a fatal heart attack. Now here she was, five years after that, wishing she could turn back time and spend another Christmas with him.

Sniffing away nostalgic tears, Julie dragged the rolling suitcases along the snowy path to the front door. Luckily the path had been well-shoveled. There was a ramp that had been laid over the porch steps. She tugged her suitcases up it and rang the doorbell, watching her breath cloud in front of her. 

She heard her grandmother call out, “It’s unlocked.”

Frowning, Julie turned the door handle and pushed it open. Crime had never been a problem because the ranch was so far away from civilization, but times were changing. She made sure to lock the door behind her.

Once she stepped inside, she was greeted with the smell she’d cherished the memory of since childhood. It was part spruce, part oranges, and part the lingering sweet smell of baked goodies. And maybe a hint of peppermint that sent a thrill up her spine for no apparent reason.

“This hasn’t changed a bit,” Julie breathed, looking around at the staircase that had family pictures hung alongside it and the bookshelves covered in knickknacks, books, and DVDs. 

“I’m in the living room.” 

Julie left her suitcases by the front door and followed her grandmother’s voice. 

Grandma Tammy sat on the overstuffed couch and smiled indulgently up at her as if Julie was still a little girl. 

“Grandma!” Julie bent down to hug her. 

Grandma Tammy was a petite woman with warmly twinkling eyes and a toughness that most people wouldn’t expect from someone wearing a fuzzy pink sweater. She’d run the ranch for almost twenty years after her first husband had died and had made it a success. Her second husband, Grandpa Ed, had been a handyman and had let his wife do her thing while he tooled around in his workshop. The furniture was all handmade by him. Julie stroked her hand over a side table and fought the mistiness in her eyes. It felt strange to be in the house without smelling his familiar pipe scent or seeing him drinking a beer by the fire.

“Sit down and let me look at you,” Tammy said. 

Julie sat, waiting patiently until her grandmother was done scrutinizing her from top to bottom. 

“It hasn’t been that long,” Julie protested.

Tammy often came out to New York on visits, but her parents had always been so busy with their jobs that a family trip back to the ranch had never worked out. And there had always been something stopping Julie from coming back to Montana. The last time they saw each other was last Christmas when Tammy flew into the city. They had spent the day in Rockefeller Center and ended the evening with a show featuring the Rockettes.

“How are you feeling?” Julie asked. “Does it hurt?”

Tammy had gotten hip replacement surgery two weeks ago. She had paid for a nurse to help her out at home until she was back on her feet, but she needed help with the ranch and didn’t trust anyone but family. Julie’s mother worked in retail and wouldn’t be able to get off work. Her father was a tenderfoot, so that left it up to Julie.

“I feel great,” Tammy said. “Until I try to get up, but that’s what the good medicine is for.”

Julie smiled. “How are you getting around?”

Tammy tapped the side of the couch, where Julie saw a walker she hadn’t noticed before. “I can move fine inside the house with this,” Tammy said. “I’m sleeping in the guest bedroom downstairs for now, so I don’t have to climb any stairs.”
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