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The Lord is near the brokenhearted; he delivers those who are discouraged. (Ps 34:18 NET)



[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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THEIR FACES RED, POSTURE stiff, father and daughter circled the kitchen island like two cats about to tangle on the fence line. Brenna Stratton was volatile on a good day, and Malcolm, moody at his best. Truth was, they were much alike, and that caused their problems. It also put her between them as a mediator on a regular basis, a job she’d not been prepared for.

On the surface, spending time with her stepmother’s ex-husband and daughter seemed like a bad idea, except Beverly had always given the best impression of him:  how hard-working he was, how dedicated to the lifestyle, and how much he loved Brenna. All true things. But she should have realized that the Norman Rockwell vision painted in her head came from someone who hadn’t lived with them in over a decade.

“I can solve this,” Sierra Trask said, interrupting. “I’ll go with him.”

Brenna straightened, her hands falling to her sides. “All the way to Butte?”

“If Malcolm doesn’t object.”

Malcolm pulled in a breath and appeared to calm himself. A lock of his dark hair dangled, rakish, between his eyes.

That was another thing Beverly hadn’t mentioned, that despite his periodic despondency, or maybe because of it, Malcolm was an attractive man. Then again, maybe Beverly knew it ... she’d married him once, after all. But she didn’t see him that way anymore, and she wasn’t aware how deep his bouts of depression ran.

Sierra had a good relationship with her stepmother, but being honest with herself, when her dad and Beverly married, she was in her twenties, so they’d never grown close. They shared recipes and the occasional shopping trip. They never discussed relationships. If they might have ever discussed them, if she’d gotten past the awkwardness of the subject, she wouldn’t have described Malcolm as her type anyway.

He was fifteen years older for one thing. That was supposed to be a detriment, but instead, it gave him confidence younger men didn’t have. He knew who he was and made no apology for it. There was no bumbling around or trying to pull the wool over your eyes. He’d aged well physically, too. He was lean from hard work, his hours in the sun and years riding, toning his muscles and bronzing his skin. 

She’d seen a photo of him in his youth, a picture Beverly kept hidden, and she remembered saying she’d have had a hard time walking away. That’d been strictly based on looks. Knowing him better and having a fondness for Brenna, she had doubts now about Beverly’s reasoning. It wasn’t her job to judge, nor did doing so help in any way, but she couldn’t shake the thought her stepmom had been selfish to abandon her family strictly over living in Montana.

“I’ve made this trip hundreds of times and didn’t need a nursemaid,” Malcolm replied.

His resentment in the statement seemed focused on Brenna and not her. Sierra chose to overlook it.

“I won’t get in the way,” she replied. “In fact, I’ll bring my notebook and work on my outline. I don’t mind the travel and haven’t seen Butte yet.”

Her other reason for making the trip, besides spending time with Brenna, which hadn’t completely worked out, was a desire to see something outside of Georgia. Montana was beautiful, but so far, she’d mostly seen the airport and the long road north.

“Take her with you,” Brenna said. “You’re not going alone. That’s a two-day drive, one direction, with no good stopover.” Brenna shifted her gaze to Sierra. “You might have to sleep in the truck. Is that going to bother you?”

Sierra made a face. “I cannot begin to tell you the horrors of being a thirty-year-old in a college dorm full of twenty-somethings.”

Brenna’s tight expression returned to her dad, and he seemed prepared to make yet another argument. He didn’t, staring at her, and her stomach erupted into a million butterflies. She caught her breath. 

That was the final thing she couldn’t get past where he was concerned. He hadn’t said anything to her other than the usual pleasantries and conversations over dinner, but he looked at her sometimes as if he wanted to get out of the rut he’d buried himself in. She pictured him happy, smiling, and enjoying his life. She saw him as capable of being a healthy man, instead of a shell. The shell was safe, but it kept him from feeling anything ... pain and disappointment, sure, but joy as well. 

As with everything else that involved the Stratton household, though, doing anything about it was more than she’d agreed to. She’d come here to write a book, to make friends with Brenna, and see more of the world than the streets around Atlanta. She hadn’t come to repair a broken cowboy.

“There’ll be no drinking,” Malcolm said, once more, not directly to her. 

This sounded personal, and she wondered why, but didn’t ask.

“We’ll be gone five days, at least, maybe longer if they don’t have what I want.”

Brenna snorted. “We’ve got cows. I don’t see why you need to trek so far for another one.”

“If you did see it,” Malcolm replied, “then we wouldn’t be having this argument.”

Sierra agreed with him there, though she didn’t understand cattle ranching. Brenna was immature and too eager to shirk responsibility. She liked her dad here, doing what needed to be done. That way she could ride off after her fiancé, Kees. But there came a time when a girl had to grow up. She’d faced hers when her mom died and again when her dad married Beverly. This was Brenna’s moment of awakening.

“We’ll be fine,” Sierra said in a motherly tone, aware of it. “You’ll take care of the animals. Get Kees to help you like your dad said ... and I have a cell phone you can call anytime.”

“Well, at least, there’s that,” Brenna replied.

Malcolm said nothing, but glanced at her again, and warmth swept across her cheeks. Five days, maybe longer, cooped up with a handsome older man, who was the loneliest person alive, even in a crowded room. 

[image: image]

AFTER YET ONE MORE admonition from his daughter, Malcolm retreated with the excuse he needed to pack. He also wanted to put space between Sierra and himself. She was an attractive redhead with curves in all the right places, and though he’d seen pretty women plenty of times, she made him consider things he hadn’t since his divorce. He saw himself sharper, his ragged behavior as a man and a father. He heard himself speak louder, regretting half his responses to Brenna on any given day. 

He’d doubted himself for years; he grew angry at those doubts now, angry that Sierra had turned his planned existence in a new direction.

It was nothing she’d done on purpose but had happened anyway. More than simply helping him and Brenna connect, she reminded him he had life left in him, and that was, perhaps, the hardest thing to face. Because he’d given up. Beverly hadn’t rejected him for any of the normal reasons. He’d provided anything she wanted. He’d loved her more than he’d loved himself. They’d had Brenna together. None of that had been enough, and he’d stopped trying.

I hate it here. I’m leaving, she’d said.

The sound of her voice still played in his head as real as it ever had, the ache of that moment squeezing his heart so tight it might burst.

A soft knock at his door interrupted his brooding, and Malcolm inhaled, his pulse doubling. Wandering across the room, he opened it and peered out, speechless for a moment.

“I need to do laundry. I know you have a basket full.”

That was the other problem. Sierra filled a need here and did so without complaint. Brenna needed a motherly influence, and he saw the positive change in her since Sierra had arrived. He would never have considered driving to Butte for the cow before. Brenna would have balked far worse over having to run the ranch while he was away. He’d known Sierra would take his side and had dared to bring it up.

Now, he was on the hook for a week-long trip side-by-side with her. He was sure she’d be as unobtrusive and subdued as always, helpful even. She seemed to adapt readily to most any situation, and he knew she could navigate from his ex-wife’s recent visit. But she’d be in the truck with him, an arm’s length away, hour after hour.

“We should talk,” she said.

Malcolm reversed, pulling the door wide, and Sierra entered, pausing to search for the basket. Skirting the room, she snatched clothing strung here and there and dropped it atop the rest. She slid the basket toward the door, halting once more.

“Pride will choke you to death, you know.”

He frowned. “You’re giving me advice?”

“Seems like you need it. I see the distance growing between you and Brenna, and though I agree she should grow up, keep forcing your hand with her, and pretty soon, there’ll be no one around but yourself.”

“Maybe that’s what I want.”

“Do you?” she asked. “I see happiness begging to come out.”

He hadn’t had happiness in a long time, not since he’d married Beverly. She’d been the light of his life, a rare delicate flower who, for some reason, genuinely liked him. He’d waltzed through his days, his every breath dedicated to her, yet denied that what he wanted and what she needed were two different things.

When she remarried, a couple years after their divorce, it’d been a particularly sharp pain, as if his insides had been carved out. He’d fallen into depression, knowing that’s what it was, but unwilling to do anything about it. Then the troubles with Brenna began. He saw Beverly in her, and a lot of himself. He couldn’t bear the thought that she’d see what he’d become, and so he’d tried, with all he could think of, to encourage her to go to college in the south. He’d failed, as he’d failed with everything else. His marriage, parenting, humanity.

“I was a girl without a mother, too, you know.”

This sobered him. He knew only vague details about her mom, mostly things Brenna had said within his hearing.

“Brenna’s been independent longer and from a younger age. Plus, the way you raised her ...”

Malcolm released a loud puff of breath. “Let’s go there,” he said.

“Malcolm, I am not Beverly.”

She didn’t exactly snap at him, but it was close to it. Hearing the crackle in her tone, he backed down. She was right anyhow. He shouldn’t take out his frustration with his ex on her.

“It’s not my place to say,” Sierra continued, “and maybe I shouldn’t, but Beverly made her own share of mistakes. You’ve been blaming yourself all these years when she walked away. The person who held strong and provided love and stability for Brenna was you.”

Struck hard by her words, Malcolm curled his fingers into fists, rigid at his sides. Sierra blamed Beverly? Greater, why didn’t he? Because he’d loved her so much, and surely, love that big would have kept them together. Instead, it’d had the opposite effect, tearing them apart, or so he’d thought.

Sierra bent for the basket, resting it on one hip. Her blouse pulled taut across her breasts. He stared, distracted, his gaze lifting to pink cheeks, her bottom lip folded between her teeth.

“I’ll get these washed, so you can pack,” she said softly, a few seconds passing. “I take it we’ll leave early?”

He nodded, words failing him again. Beverly used to make him feel this way, discombobulated, his tongue tangled around itself. That was long ago, and this wasn’t Beverly. He was in his mid-forties, and the girl gazing back at him was her very pretty stepdaughter. 

Beverly would be upset with him. But then, as Sierra had pointed out, she’d walked away.
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BLEARY-EYED, THE MOUNTAINS still enfolded in the night sky, Sierra stumbled from the house to Malcolm’s truck. The metal handle cool to her touch, she gathered her breath, her gaze drifting to the livestock trailer hitched to the back. 

“Thanks for doing this,” Brenna said.

Startled, Sierra straightened and tried to appear perkier than she felt.

Although they were night and day in personality and physically unrelated, Sierra liked to think they’d formed a sister-type bond, enough she could guide her toward some semblance of maturity and ease the burden on Malcolm. Her dad would say she was being her mom, and she considered that the highest compliment. Her mom had been a calming influence in any situation. She’d had a way of speaking that resolved conflict, and many times, after she’d passed, Sierra had wished she could hear her advice. Probably in the spirit of that, she imitated her. She couldn’t hope to be her but found comfort in trying.

“You’re welcome. But you know, your dad is relying on you. He’s extended himself pretty far with your engagement ....”

Brenna opened her mouth, as if to speak, but Sierra held up one hand. “If you want to show him that you’re ready to run your own household, you need to start by impressing him here. My dad didn’t hand me a set of car keys until I’d gotten my license, and yours loves you, but he’s afraid. Only you can lessen that.”

Malcolm strolled toward the truck, and their conversation ended abruptly. Sierra climbed in, leaning her head back on the seat. A shiver coursed down her frame, and she wrapped her arms around her chest, her gaze drifting out the window, where Malcolm hugged his daughter. His lips moved, his words masked by distance, and Brenna glanced upward. Kissing the top of her head, he released her and climbed behind the wheel. 

He wrapped one hand around the keys. “Thank you.”

Having just been thanked by Brenna, Sierra withheld a smile. She liked to think her mom would be proud and that the world was a better place, or at least the area around the Strattons. In her next breath, the trip she was setting out on with him laid strong on her slender shoulders because this was bigger than simply ending arguments and mending feelings. This was days and days beside a man with a personality as solid and forceful as his daughter’s, and where she could partially identify with a nineteen-year-old’s struggles, the attentions of the man gave her doubts.
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