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From The Back Cover:

Who says you can’t come home again?

Brawny cowboy Mustang Holt spent his twenties working cattle in New Mexico, growing from the boy he’d been into an image of a man. But let go, along with the rest of the crew, and now rudderless, he heads north on his last few dimes to spend Christmas with his little brother in the city.

An unplanned invite from the girl, who used to live across the street, to spend the holiday with her and her father seems like a good idea for them both. His brother’s long-time relationship has fallen apart, and there’s the recent death of his own mentor he can’t seem to deal with. Perhaps, having people around who know them will help them heal.

But the girl he couldn’t stand, years ago, is now a beautiful woman with her own baggage, and her dad, too familiar with him and his brother’s greatest loss. Overwhelmed and fighting feelings he doesn’t want to have, the peace he’s searching feels hard to find, except that it’s Christmas and what he needs could be what he’s been looking at all along.

CHAPTER 1

He liked Christmas, generally speaking, the whole idea of generosity and spiritual focus. The lights and baubles lifted his spirits, or usually did. Mustang Holt caught his expression in the store display window, his face wavering atop a woman's red sweater, pulled taut over faux breasts, and released his tension in a blasted breath. 

He looked older than his thirty-three years, forked lines at the corners of his eyes, dark circles heavy on his cheeks. The result of hours in the sun. And the loss of his employment. He’d spent thirteen years working for the same outfit and gone from a greenhorn, wet behind the ears, to what he’d like to think was a man. He’d had no idea it'd end so suddenly.

He reached up and adjusted his cowboy hat, then continued down the sidewalk. The lights of a dance club flashed red, yellow, red, yellow, a dancer's leg carved in neon extending and folding behind a tattered Christmas wreath. Shrugging deeper into his coat, he glanced at the streetlight and jogged across the intersection, his boots scuffing the curb on the other side. 

He passed the club and a bar, spilling over with rowdy customers, aimed for a church, sandwiched between two modern buildings. He paused in front of it, more inclined to stand there and shiver than go in, except his baby brother was supposed to sing tonight, and he’d thought he’d surprise him. 

The double doors opened, and a man in gray slacks and a black wool coat exited into the cold. The sound of voices warming up leaked out into the night sky. The man caught his gaze, and Mustang forced his feet forward.

He could only imagine what he looked like. Less the iconic cowboy image, a man one with his horse, dirt between his teeth, and more his pockets turned inside-out, his last meal twenty-four hours ago. Climbing the steps, he approached the man and saw he wore a name tag with the word “greeter” scratched into it.

“I drew the short straw,” the man said. The wind caught a lock of his hair and flipped it backward. “Coldest day we’ve had all winter, and I’m out here shaking hands.”

Mustang tried to smile but feared his face betrayed him. “It’s cold,” he replied. 

“That it is.” The man stuffed his hands in his coat pockets. “Well, welcome. You go on in. No need for both of us to suffer. Oh ...” The man spoke as if in afterthought. “There’s coffee and hot chocolate in the church library.” 

He pressed the door open again, and Mustang stepped through. If he’d felt out-of-place on the sidewalk, now he was a crow in a canary’s cage. He gazed around the ornate architecture, some turn-of-the-twentieth-century style, the choir’s loud voices echoing overhead. If he closed his eyes and reopened them, he might be in some other time, amongst people without a clue of the future. Wouldn’t that be a shock?

“Mustang Holt? Is it really you?”

Lowering his gaze, he met that of a woman in a sparkling red dress. Her eyes bright, brown pupils reflecting a joy of the season he didn’t quite have, she pulled back rouged lips and paced in his direction. His heart skipped a beat of its own accord.

“Wow, you look ...”

Tired. Defeated. Depressed.

“Fabulous.”

His interest perked. Not what he’d expected her to say.

“You do remember me, right?”

She stepped closer, and he swam in her perfume. Happily. 

“Livia Steppingham,” she said.

“I remember,” he replied. Little girl, a year younger than his brother, who’d lived across the street and come over all the time, trying to do whatever he and Marshall happened to be doing. They’d mostly flung her off, not being at an age where girls mattered much. 

“You grew up,” he said.

She smiled, the kind of smile a man could eat, only his pride wouldn’t let him.

“Inevitable. Older. Fatter.”

Not fat. Thin, her waist barely wider than the span of his hands with a seductive rise of hips and long graceful legs. The annoying girl who talked too much had become a lady.

“You, on the other hand ... a girl could get lost in the eyes of a cowboy.”

Despite his mood, he smiled. Livia had always known her way around words. Himself, not so much.

“Hey ... You here to see Marshall? I know he’s not expecting you ....”

How she knew that, he wasn’t sure, but he pulled his gaze away, looking past her toward the partially opened sanctuary doors. She followed it, turning her head, and spoke, her voice muffled by the angle. “Not to dig a hole where there isn’t one, but him and Mackenzie broke up.”

“They broke up?” he blurted. His brother hadn’t mentioned that.

Marshall and Mackenzie had been together since high school. Kids used to call them “M&Ms” like the candy. People joked about wedding bells and all the rambunctious children they’d have. He knew they’d had some adjustments of late on where to live and how to spend time together, his brother’s business vying with Mackenzie’s ambitions.

Livia sighed. “Not to gossip, but you are family, and he’s hurting. She dumped him, cold, and took a job transfer to Thailand.”

Thailand? Shocked at first, after a minute’s passing, he wasn’t so much. That sounded like her. She’d always joked about how she ought to live overseas. His brother had always laughed it off. Mustang bit his bottom lip. His own unhappiness took a backseat to what his brother must be going through.

“I’m glad you came,” she said. “He needs someone who loves him right now.” She straightened. “Want me to take you to him?”

He nodded, and she stepped ahead, her hips swaying enough he forgot where he was for a second. The fragrance of the church, a mix of cleaning products, mustiness, and parishioners brought him to reality again. He forced his gaze upward toward the group clustered on the stage. In various styles of Christmas dress, splashed with red and green and gold and an occasional dot of blue, they pealed a portion of a familiar Christmas hymn.

Livia halted at the beginning of the center aisle, facing the podium, and his brother spotted him, his eyes widening. The song faltered, others noticing, and Marshall dropped out and dashed down the steps, two at a time. He pulled him into an enthusiastic embrace.

“All the way from New Mexico ...” he said, squeezing tight.

Mustang chuckled, though it wasn’t all that funny. 

“How’d you get free?” Marshall asked, pushing him to an arm’s length. Without waiting for an answer, his brow furrowed. “Oh. They let you go? Why? You’ve been there forever.”

“New owner has new ways of doin’ things,” he replied. And Ernest had passed on. That’d been a lot of it. The man who’d mentored him, taught him how to ride, how to rope, and been his “dad” was now catching cows in heaven. The death too fresh, too familiar, Mustang found he couldn’t speak of it. 

“So, what’s your plan?”

Something eager held in Marshall’s tone. Something needy. Mustang draped one arm around his brother’s shoulders. “I came to celebrate Christmas. After that ...” He shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Hey, why don’t you both come out to the house?”

Having forgotten, temporarily, about Livia, Mustang twisted his gaze. Age fifteen, he would’ve said no way. The idea of more than five minutes with that overeager tomboy would have sent him running. But as she’d said, he’d grown up, and frankly, he had no idea how to handle his brother’s breakup when he didn’t have his own hat on square.

“Can we?” Marshall asked, sounding like that fifteen-year-old.

He needed the distraction, something to take his mind off who he missed, and as the older brother, it was his job to see to it.

“Of course,” Livia replied. “We have more than enough room, and besides, we can use the muscle. Dad needs help resurrecting the Yule goat.”

“Yule goat?” Mustang asked.

She laughed, the sound good enough to eat. “I’ll let him explain it.”

“On that note ...” Marshall said. “I have to get back on stage. My apologies in advance for any sour notes.”

Mustang grinned, and his brother, matching it, whirled and retraced his steps. 

Livia paced to his side. “I’m glad you’re here.”

For Marshall? He didn’t ask, unsure why he wanted the answer to be more personal, except an attractive woman had turned his head and, like his brother, he could use the distraction. 

“Me too,” he replied.
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She wasn’t a fool. Mustang Holt had trouble written all over him, but less in the bad-boy sense than an air of sadness and a lack of footing. He’d lost his job, a hard thing for anyone to take, but especially him and his brother. They’d gone through a pile of loss already, their parents dying when their boat sank on a pleasure cruise, ages seventeen and twenty. She’d cried buckets when her dad had told her, clasping the crush she had on him tight to her chest.

The crush she still had in part, although the paths of their lives had separated since then. He’d gone to work on a ranch in New Mexico and done well there, she’d heard. His brother had lived with a friend, for the remainder of his seventeenth year, then gone off to college on scholarship and returned a businessman. In that period of time, she’d married, suffered a miscarriage, and gone through a relatively mutually minded divorce.

Life had happened, and life had brought them back together. Maybe hormones and memories played a part in her invite, but so did a belief that good things happened at Christmas and this opportunity was God-given. 

She couldn’t see him when the service started. She had a part to play in the night’s festivities and so needed to stay up front. He’d opted to sit further back. Thinking of him being here, for the first time, she felt nervous. An unusual thing for her. 

She’d been the loudmouth in any group at any age. It embarrassed her somewhat to think about that. More than once, her talkativeness had driven possible friends away, but it’d all panned out in the end. She’d gotten her law degree, a profession that required skillful talking, and dedicated herself to child custody cases. Her long hours and a couple of particularly stressful clients combined with the baby’s loss had split her and Tom up. He’d begged her to do something else, as if she could not be herself, and her dander up, she’d defended her need for it until the rift between them became too big to cross.

The irony of it was, the divorce finalized and her emotions in tatters, she’d quit anyhow and moved out in the country with her dad to live in peace and quiet for a while. It’d been healing, and she had no regrets. This Christmas promised to be the best in a long time, a thought she’d had before tonight, but which had multiplied now.

The choir began a moving rendition of “O Holy Night,” and her thoughts changed to the reason for the holiday. The presence of God filled the sanctuary, bringing a tangible sense of calmness, so that by the time the song ended, and she rose to the podium, her fear had left. She scanned the curious faces, and the stage lights turning the world into a sea of moving dots, found Mustang’s sandy-blond head.

He was a lot of man with a lot of wrinkles to smooth out. Was she prepared for that? For that matter, why had she made it her job? Because she knew him? She’d walked past Marshall many times, knowing what’d happened with Mackenzie. Not until his older brother entered the picture had she taken any steps to help.

He still made her heart do cartwheels. It came down to that. But if her heart already overreacted, then maybe she shouldn’t have offered to spend the next couple of weeks with him. She didn’t need any more pain. She didn’t want to give anyone more pain.

“And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth, to a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph ...” she quoted.
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“Here’s the deal.” 

Livia’s gaze seemed locked on his, and Mustang wasn’t sure what to make of that. Not flirtatiously, although she’d been friendly both before and after the service. Instead, she looked unsure of herself, and given the years that’d passed, he thought he understood why. 

“I’m headed there tonight. Here’s the address ...” She extended him a business card, the address written on the back and beneath it a phone number. “That’s my number in case you need it. You and Marshall can come whenever suits you. If you need a day or two to pack, that’s fine.”

“You’re sure about this?” he asked. 

He couldn’t wrap his head around her being reluctant, and if she was, that introduced a load of guilt. He hadn’t come here to mooch off others, his brother included. At least, mentally, he hadn’t. In reality, he had only the last dregs of his paycheck and a handful of worn out clothes.

“I’m positive. Dad will love the company, and like I mentioned ...”

“The Yule goat,” they said in tandem.

Mustang flashed her a smile. She returned it, then her fingers curled around her purse strap, she spun on one heel and headed for the door. He stared, lost in the swing of her skirt until his brother punched him in the arm.

“Ow.” He rounded on him, grasped him by the collar, and hauled him toward the door. His arms swinging, Marshall clawed hold of the door trim, and they came to a jarring halt. Revolving in place, Mustang grasped his brother around the waist and tossed him, upside down, over his shoulder. He swung through the opening and strode down the steps, ignoring Marshall’s boisterous protests. 

He deposited him, upright, in a patch of frosty grass.

“Dang, you’ve gotten strong,” Marshall said, rubbing his shoulders. A second later, his expression changed, his lips puckering. “You haven’t eaten?” he asked. “You’re broke?” he asked next.

“Not completely, but I’ve been trying to stretch it out.”

Marshall exhaled. “Let’s go somewhere then. Not like I’ve got anything better to do.” He squared his shoulders and paced toward the street. A few steps in, he stopped and looked back. “Come on. We don’t need to drive for this. We’ll return for my car.”

Striding after him, they fell in side-by-side. Their breaths blowing frosty, they paced north to a chrome diner set back in a cracked asphalt lot. The inside smelled like a decade of grilled onions and burnt coffee. Marshall made his way down the narrow aisle to a booth at the end. The cracked vinyl blew a frustrated breath when he sat. Mustang removed his hat and dropped it on the seat.

Before either one could breathe, a waitress arrived. “What’s to drink, gents?” She leaned her weight on one fleshy hip, her pants straining at the seams.

“Cola,” Marshall said.

“Same.”

She gave a nod to both and disappeared in a blink.

“So, tell me everything ...” Marshall stretched his hands out on the tabletop, his coat sleeves riding up to reveal a crisp white shirt and brassy cuff links.

“I could ask you the same.”

His face falling, his brother sank back, his hands in his lap. There were only three years between them, but it’d always felt like twenty. Not that Marshall was immature. He’d certainly found success in business. He was incredibly smart. Yet then again, he looked ... small ... right then as he had so often growing up.

“What happened?” Mustang asked.

Marshall’s shoulders rose and fell, his chest deflating. “We wanted different things.”

That, he suspected, was a generalized version of the truth. Thinking back, he and Mackenzie had always wanted different things but been too young and head-over-heels to notice. Still, what had made her give up the man she loved to put half the earth between them?

“You could have gone with her.”

Marshall raised his gaze, and Mustang surprised to see anger in it. At her for leaving? At him for asking? 

“Liv needs to keep her trap shut.”

At Livia for telling him anything.

“I’m your brother, and need I point out, you didn’t tell me?” And Marshall had been happy enough to accept her invitation. That wasn’t entirely it either.

His brother exhaled. “I couldn’t. I ...” He sucked in another. “I’ve been trying not to sob my eyes out.”

A truthful statement, he suspected, and something his brother wouldn’t have said to anyone else. Mustang let it sit between them, and in the interim, the waitress returned. She deposited their drinks and held in place while they ordered, vanishing again after.

Beneath the bustle of the place, a modern version of “Jingle Bells” played, a boy around age eight singing along, out-of-tune.

“I’d rather talk about you. There’s really nothing else to say. She took the job, and we’re not together. There are other fish in the sea, as they say.”

His brother didn’t believe that. He’d loved her too long and given her too much. But Mustang accepted the switch in topic. He reached for his glass and took a long swig. “I’m a cowboy wandering the streets of ... where is this?” He glanced around. “Might as well be Santa Claus shaking hands with the Easter Bunny for all I fit in.”

“Great, use two pagan examples,” his brother said.

Mustang laughed, relieved to laugh. “You sound like Dad.”

As quick as the mood had lightened it deepened again. Their dad had been fun, always with a joke, their mom always reprimanding him for it. They neither one seemed to have inherited the trait well enough to come up with their own quips and not simply repeat his. 

“Dad would say, ‘Mackenzie is a fool,’” Marshall said. 

He gazed in his direction yet not at him at all.

“Ernest passed.”

Marshall’s vision cleared. “Really? You said he was sick.”

“It was bigger than that. He had a stroke ...” The memory rushed up, Ernest riding his faithful horse and his odd expression as he’d crumpled and fell. “While we were working. He fell off his horse and cracked his skull. He never really recovered.” 

He’d stood over him at the hospital, his hat in his hands, his future crushed at his feet. The new owner had already cut back their hours, substituting his own men, fancy trucks. Everything went electronic:  paperwork, rounding cows, even, in measure, dealing medicines and branding.

“I’m sorry, bro. I didn’t know.”

His statement struck them both at once. What one hadn’t said, the other hadn’t heard. Those same years that’d changed Livia had erected distance between the two of them. Distance he wanted more than anything to do away with. To be close like they were when their mom and dad died. At least, before he’d left for New Mexico. 

On the other hand, why did their friendship always have to be over something heartbreaking? This Christmas, he wanted to make happy memories again, and maybe that was a hard row to hoe, full of gravel. Or maybe God would finally hand them a shovel so they could dig their way out. 

CHAPTER 2

His brother really had done well for himself. As impressive as the church had been for its history, Marshall’s home was a modern minimalist design, part leather and wood, part retro-sixties, and that part screamed Mackenzie. 

“You’ll get a kink in your neck looking around so much,” Marshall said, off-handed. He crossed what was supposed to a living room, but resembled a doctor’s office, and vanished around a corner.

Mustang followed, pausing to glance in an office, the guest bath, and a pair of equally sleek furnished bedrooms. Double doors at the end of the hall gave a wide view of the master, his brother’s bed a glossy black frame amidst a sea of tall windows. He paused in the doorway, afraid to venture further.

Marshall dumped his keys and wallet on the nightstand and draped his coat over the end of the bed. He tugged his shirt from his slacks and glanced toward him. “I should have told you I moved.”

“Why did you move?”

Marshall straightened, unbuttoning his shirt. “Why do you think? I didn’t need all this.” He waved one hand outward. “Mackenzie insisted. She designed the place, and I pumped my hard-earned dollars into it. Now, I ramble around, alone, bumping into the walls.”

“So, sell.”

“I can’t. I owe more than it’s worth.”

They fell silent then. Mustang retreated into the hall while Marshall changed into a t-shirt and blue jeans. 

“You can have whichever room suits you,” his brother said from behind. “I guess it won’t matter since we’re headed north.” He snorted. “Can you believe we’re deliberately going to spend the holidays with her?”

Mustang laughed beneath his breath. “Not really.”

“She has the hots for you.”

He swiveled his head, meeting his brother’s frank gaze. “I’m not here for her. I’m here for you.”

Whatever Marshall thought of that, he didn’t say but left him in place, headed back down the hall. After a moment, Mustang followed, turning a corner into a blindingly white room, supposedly a kitchen in its past life. “Wow,” he said.

Marshall paced over to a fancy chrome coffee maker, pressing buttons and lifting levers. “A kitchen isn’t the heart of the home. It’s a selfie backdrop for your girlfriend.” 

“Have you told her how you feel?”

Marshall poked a coffee mug beneath a pointed spout and turned in place, leaning back against the counter. “She’s not exactly reachable.”

“But you could, and you ought to. How’d it happen? She had her things packed, one foot out the door, saying this was ‘for the best?’ Non-confrontational Mackenzie talking to Submissive Marshall, who’s let her run over him for years.”

“I haven’t,” his brother replied, petulant.

“You already admitted the house was her idea,” Mustang said. “The office sort of looks like you, then again, it doesn’t.”

“You don’t know what looks like me.” Marshall’s voice strengthened. “You haven’t been around.” 

The coffee machine prevented him giving a response, the end of cycle sputtering steam as if hell were made of coffee. His brother snatched the mug and brought it to his lips, drinking the scalding brew too fast, Mustang suspected, to prevent further talk. He waited until his brother lowered the mug and switched the subject.

“I need a shower.”

“You need new clothes.”

Mustang scowled. “The day you get me in a suit will be the day of my funeral.”

“Great,” Marshall replied. “Something else for me to look forward to.”

Unsure whether to laugh or cringe, he opted to retrieve his duffle bag and tote it into a bedroom. Standing alongside a bed he wasn’t sure would be comfortable, he removed his hat and shucked his shirt.

“Holy ... What the heck happened to your back?”

Hearing his brother, he paused. Mustang glanced over his shoulder as if he could see the damage. He dropped his shirt on the bed. “Hard work happened. Got a nice scar on my upper thigh too. Me and an ornery bull did the tango.”

“Who was dancing with whom?” Marshall asked.

Mustang turned in place and crossed his arms over his chest. “He wanted to test his boundaries, and I got elected to put him in line. But that’s over and done with. I just traveled almost one thousand miles north on a smelly bus to prove it. Maybe you need to do something similar.”

“I need my brother.”

“Well, here he is.”

Marshall stared at him for a minute, his gaze unsure, then shuffled in reverse. “Take your shower. We ought to go buy gifts for our hosts tomorrow ... or rather, I ought to go buy gifts.”

“Like I said, I have a few dollars, but hell if I know what to buy.”

What did you buy the girl you couldn’t stand, years ago? Or the brother you didn’t know how to talk to?

“She won’t care what you get her. Like I said, she has the hots for you.”

“She’s hot,” he replied. Unable to believe he’d said it.
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Her house sat on eighteen acres of wooded land complete with a creek and a meadow, both currently dusted with snow. The sky, thick and gray, promised to dump more before the week ended. She could only hope their guests wouldn’t get caught in it, although Marshall would probably know how to navigate it well enough.

Mustang’s moody gaze flickered in her thinking, and Livia held her breath until a wave of heat passed. Her memories of him as a boy didn’t predict him turning into such a hunk. Broad shoulders, thick arms, long awesome legs. She wondered briefly why he didn’t have a girlfriend, but then, maybe the lifestyle was to blame.

Or maybe he didn’t have the Christian morals she wanted in a man. This thought bothered her more than she wanted to admit. The girl with the crush hadn’t cared who Mustang Holt was, but the woman who’d went through a divorce couldn’t afford not to. No matter how handsome he was, she didn’t need someone with insurmountable issues, and she already knew the stupidity of thinking she could change a man. 

“Dad? Where are you going?” Leaving her coffee on the counter, Livia attempted to beat her dad to the door. He strode through it, a footstep ahead of her. “I told you the Holt boys are coming,” she called out.

Men. Not boys. But her dad still thought of them as those two undisciplined kids across the street. He used to complain about their parents. Ought to keep those kids in line. Sorry rascals, making such racket. And a lot of similar remarks. Until their parents died. Then it became, Tragic. Poor boys. God bless them. 

“They’ll get the tree,” she added.

Her dad stopped on the upper step. He didn’t look back. “It’s going to snow,” he said, waving his arms wide.

She smiled to herself. Whatever he’d been going to do, as per usual, he’d switched beats on cue. He was in relatively good health but hadn’t the strength of his youth, and overexertion could throw out the one thing that did bother him, his lower back. 

“Come inside, and I’ll make you pancakes.”

This garnered her a boyish leap and a wide smile. Livia laughed and vacated the doorway, giving him space to enter. She ushered him to the table and rounded it further into the kitchen. 

Who’d have thought she’d get so domestic? Working twenty-four-seven, she’d barely had time for coffee and a pastry, much less, mixing pancakes. Not that she couldn’t cook, but she hadn’t. Not even for her ex. 

“What’ll it be today? Blueberry or chocolate chip?”

“Blueberry would be nice. Thank you, dear.” 

She reached for a bowl and the pancake mix, carrying the weight of his gaze.

“You always did fancy that older one,” her dad said.

Livia tried to act nonchalant. “He was cute. But really, I’m doing them a favor. They have nowhere else to go, and it seemed like they needed family. We’re the closest they’ve got really.”

At least, that’s how she’d reasoned it out, wondering, all the while, if she was simply making excuses. 

“You sure you’re up to it?”

Livia abandoned the bowl in a search for milk, eggs, and frozen blueberries. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked, her head in the fridge. When she turned around, groceries in hand, her dad’s gaze created a flash of guilt. He’d held her hand as she sobbed over the baby and the divorce. He’d given her life meaning and, greatest of all, turned her eyes toward God, who had healed her heart. But though it was healed, reopening old wounds would be incredibly easy.

“Dad, I know what I’m getting into. I honestly thought inviting them was what God wanted. Yeah, I had a crush on him, but I was sixteen.” She set the things on the counter. “I understand ‘me’ far more than ever right now. Besides, I can’t rescind the invite. And I can’t control you. Turn my back and you’ll be out there with the sled, cutting down a tree.”

He smiled and laid one arm across the tabletop. 

Looking back at the bowl, she opened a drawer and dug out a stirring spoon. Mixing the ingredients, she let her thoughts of it all go. Not until the pancakes had been cooked, and she took a seat did her mind start churning again.

“This looks marvelous, as always,” her dad said.

She smiled and slid a pancake onto her plate. Her dad, on the other hand, took four. Good thing the doctor wasn’t worried about his sugar levels or cholesterol. 

“You know, your mother thought you and that boy would end up together one day.”

Livia halted her fork in midair. “What?”

Her dad slathered on an ungodly portion of butter, his expression calm, his gaze knowing. He reached for the syrup bottle. “Something she said to me once. She never let the thought go when you married Tom either.”

Meaning what? Her mom had passed a couple of years ago, long-term diabetes finally taking too big of a toll. Not a day went by that she didn’t miss her. Though, she hadn’t been a particularly huge fan of her ex. Was that why?

“I was married. Why would she think otherwise?”

“You’re not married now,” he said.

She had no come-back for that and took her bite, chewing slowly, the soft texture melting on her tongue. She wasn’t married now, like he’d said, and the most amazing man, physically speaking, was headed up to spend Christmas with them. But, truthfully, she hadn’t invited him for any selfish reason. Which didn’t mean she wouldn’t find one once he was here.

Despite her divorce, she believed in love. She wanted to be in love. She wanted someone to be in love with her. She wanted children and was afraid her chance had come and gone, that the little girl she should have had would be her only, failed, try at motherhood. 

“Let’s concentrate on Christmas,” she replied. She cut another bite with the side of her fork. Her dad followed suit, and the happy atmosphere they usually created took over. They finished the meal, and she gathered the plates and set them in the sink. “I need to air out the spare rooms,” she said. “If you want to be helpful, you can find me the clean sheets.”

Her dad nodded and strolled down the hall. She couldn’t help but wonder, his back disappearing from view, if his remark about her mom and Mustang was more him reliving his memories than any premonition about her love life. He’d thought the world of her mom and rightly so.

“No point in speculating,” she said to herself.

Mustang and Marshall were coming for Christmas regardless. She’d handle things well enough when they got here. At least, she hoped so.
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“Do you have to wear the cowboy hat?”

Mustang transferred his gaze from the department store display window to his brother’s inquisitive face and frowned. “Do you have to always be the boss man?” He looked forward again, oddly, at the same mannequin in a red sweater that he’d stared at last night. His expression wasn’t any better in the glass. “If anyone has a problem with it, I’ll just show ’em my scars.”

“You do that, and you’ll have every woman in the store drooling at your feet.”

Mustang laughed softly, and his brother joined in. Their amusement dying somewhat, they continued ahead. The atmosphere brightened inside, the sea of clothing and other possible gifts crammed in glittery displays, adorned with sale signs and well wishes. Overhead, silver streamers dangled red paper bells, which seemed to ring, blowing back and forth with each blast of cold as customers entered.

“We need two gifts,” Marshall said in his left ear. “I’ll look for something for Livia’s dad, if you want to find her a gift.” 

“Four gifts,” he corrected. “I’m buying something for you.”

Marshall’s brow drew taut. “Having you here is good enough.”

“Okay.” He nodded. “I’ll wear a great big bow then, and you’ll find me under the tree on Christmas morning.”

Marshall’s laughter returned. “I did say to find a gift for Livia.”

Mustang grinned. How had he let so much time go by without seeing his brother? 

He aimed for the perfume counter. The clerk looked up from perusal of her nails, her eyes alight. Mustang pretended he didn’t look like a colt taking a run along the train tracks. “I need a fragrance for a lady,” he said. “Picture her, sunshine talkin’ the petals off the flowers.”

The clerk chuckled, her wide sides shaking. “I have the very thing.” She reached beneath the counter and produced a sample bottle, spraying a portion on her wrist. 

Mustang leaned in and took a sniff. “That’s nice, but ...” He chewed on his lip. But what? But this thing she did for them was bigger than she knew. But he liked the idea of her hankerin’ for him and didn’t want to admit it. “Now, put her in a cotton dress, the breeze blowin’,” he said.

“Ah, gotcha.” The clerk returned the sample bottle beneath the cabinet and produced another, spraying this one on her opposite wrist.

Perfect. Smelled like spring rolling into summer and her lighting up everything around her. That screamed Livia. He returned upright. “I’ll take it.” 

Why’d he feel that way, though? This was a girl he hadn’t seen in years, one who’d irritated him. So far, they’d had one very brief conversation, mostly gossip about his brother.

The clerk rang up his purchase, placing the boxed perfume in a preprinted store bag. Mustang used most of what he had left to pay for it, leaving only enough to buy his brother something. The bag in hand, he aimed for the men’s department and spotted the top of Marshall’s head wedged between racks of ties.

“You don’t know he wears a tie,” Mustang said.

Marshall glanced upward. “You bought her something awful quick.”

He held the bag in his brother’s view. “Two things a woman likes from a man, something that smells good or something glittery. Bein’ as we aren’t personal, I went with the smell.”

Marshall’s gaze asked if he could afford it. Mustang didn’t offer the info.

“Get him a wallet or a pair of fancy gloves.”

“Good idea,” his brother said.

“I’m going to go find something for you now. No peekin’.” Mustang left his brother searching and buried himself amidst racks of shirts. The last thing he wanted to buy was a shirt. Or clothing, in general. He had a feeling his brother had enough of that already. No, he wanted something personal, which he wouldn’t find here. Maybe if he waited Livia could help him with it. 

None of this stuff had heart, and that’s what people looked for on Christmas morning. Love and emotions that said you mattered. Things that wouldn’t fit in a box and couldn’t be wrapped with a bow like the knowledge Ernest had shared ... and about more than cowboyin’. About living. About God. About women. You couldn’t pay for wisdom like that. 

“You done yet?” Marshall asked, approaching.

Mustang shook his head. “Naw. I’m goin’ to hold off, I think. Do something you won’t expect.”

“That scares me,” his brother replied.

Mustang grinned and wrapped one arm around his brother’s neck. Marshall squirmed, halfheartedly. 

“Well, I got you something,” his brother said as they stepped into the aisle. “You can share it with Livia.”

His eyebrows rose. “Now, what does that mean?”

“It’s supposed to snow,” Marshall said, not answering. “We’d better set out early tomorrow, or we’ll get stuck in it. I thought we’d go out for dinner tonight, one of my favorite places.”

“And why does that scare me?” Mustang replied.

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

They typically bought split wood from their nearest neighbor, a fifty-something couple named LeValley, but this Christmas, the helpful pair had traveled to be with their son in Wichita and not stocked up, thus having nothing to sell. Her dad would swing an axe but shouldn’t. She could, though not very well. 

Standing over their woodpile, she figured it’d last four days if she stretched it. Maybe, along with everything else, she could get Mustang to chop some. 

Livia frowned. She didn’t like the idea of inviting a guest and making them work, and so far, she needed a Christmas tree, more wood, and that silly Yule goat. Her mom’s Scandinavian roots were to blame and stories she’d told of the enormous figure erected in the town square. Theirs was a more manageable size, formed of hay crammed inside a wire frame. Concocting the darn thing wasn’t anything her dad couldn’t handle, but he needed someone stronger to push it out on the lawn.

She gathered several lengths of wood and toted them inside with a glance at the glowering sky. Settling them in the fireplace beneath a couple charred pieces, she left the lighting of it until later and circled back to her bedroom, taking a seat at the small desk she’d erected in the corner.

Giving up her law career had meant finding a new source of income. Fortunately, several wise stock market investments had, so far, kept her afloat. She’d also done a few consults, which paid out minimally. But, long term, she’d like something to bring in a steadier paycheck. Problem was, most of her ideas, as with this Christmas, required strong arms and way more brawn than she possessed. She could talk her way out of any corner, most times. She had no idea how to take care of animals or grow Christmas trees or any form of sellable produce. 

Switching on her laptop, she navigated to a biller’s website and clicked through the pay prompts. She checked her emails next and, finding nothing interesting, went to close the computer lid. 

A new idea jabbed at her, and she stopped.

Meddling in anyone’s personal life was a bad idea. It wasn’t her business what’d happened with Marshall and Mackenzie. Would it be so bad to find out though? At least, where Mackenzie had ended up. No need to contact her afterward.

Reasoning it out, Livia opened a browser and made her way to Facebook. She did a search for “Mackenzie Eaton” and, after a second’s hesitation, clicked the name at the top of the list. Mackenzie’s round face gazed back from an image of her seated with what looked to be locals, eating a native meal. 

“You don’t look happy.” Maybe that was a trick of the eyes, though. 

Livia scrolled down and paused on a post, dated a week ago. “’Had to move out of the apartment and into something smaller due to funds,’” she read aloud. “’I really miss having so much room back home. I’m trying to adjust to the job, but it’s way simpler than I imagined.’”

If the job hadn’t panned out, maybe she really wasn’t happy.

Another post caught her eye. “’I asked if anyone knew where to find pizza. My last meal made me incredibly sick.’” She’d included a frowning emoticon. “’I should have gotten a job in Italy.’”

Did Marshall know any of this? If Mackenzie was unhappy, maybe ...

“No,” Livia said. Most likely, taking the job was a symptom of other problems. She, of all people, knew how that went. “I should never have looked.” She closed the browser and pressed the lid down until it clicked. Now, she’d have to look at him and wonder, her legal mind aching to fill in the blanks. 

Blanks that’d have to stay empty. The least she could do was make Christmas special and help him forget. If that was even possible. She’d learned for herself that the memories eased, but they never fully vanished. Think long and hard enough and she’d be back in the hospital, the doctor gazing down at her, his lips downturned. “I’m sorry. It was a little girl.”

CHAPTER 3

A few fine flakes drifted down from the heavens, nothing, he figured, they couldn’t drive through. Mustang tossed his duffle bag in the trunk beside his brother’s fancier luggage and took a seat in an automobile that cost way more than he’d made in a year. 

“It’s like wrapping a piece of driftwood in Italian leather,” Marshall said, with an eye on him. He poked his keys in the ignition.

Mustang smiled at the apt description. 

“How long’s this goin’ to take?” he asked once they’d gotten underway. He jabbed one finger at the elaborate music display, and Christmas tunes pealed through the speakers. 

“A couple hours. It’s not too far, yet far enough. To think she drives it to and from church every week. Well, most weeks ... Sometimes, she brings her dad. Sometimes, she doesn’t.” Marshall slid his hands down to six o’clock and reclined. “You realize she would never have invited me if you weren’t involved.”

“What’s your hang up with tyin’ me to her?” Mustang asked. Not that he hadn’t done the same in his head.

Marshall replied succinct. “Maybe keepin’ you here.”

That bothered him. He had no plans to leave, but he guessed, seeing it from his brother’s angle, that was a legitimate fear. He could go most anywhere and find a cowboy job. He wasn’t sure he wanted to do that.

“I’m here until you kick me out or I start losin’ my mind,” he said. “Doesn’t take a woman to hold me in place.” Although, he admitted it would help.

The hum of the tires and the frolicking music took over the conversation for a time. His thoughts turning back to Marshall’s breakup, he ventured a question he wasn’t sure he should ask. “Why don’t you tell me the truth?”

“About what?”

Mustang made a face. Like his brother didn’t know. 

They’d done everything together growing up, were each other’s best friend. So much so, that if you’d told him the year before their mom and dad died that they’d spend over a decade in two separate locations, he wouldn’t have believed it. He wouldn’t have thought it’d be this hard to reconnect either.

“Why’d she go? The truth this time,” he said.

Marshall sighed, seeming to deflate. Time passed again, too much time, and he thought his brother wouldn’t comment when he finally did. 

“She wanted a ... proposal.” 

A distinct hesitation came before the word.

“And you broke up over it?”

“It was bigger than that!” Marshall snapped. “She kept after me every day, how she wanted a huge wedding, all 500 of her family members, what kind of music, what the reception should look like, the cake, the hors d’oeurves. By the time she was done, it would cost me fifty grand and months to prepare for, when I only needed me and you, and her and her sister, maybe, on a beach somewhere.”

“She broke up with you over the wedding?” he asked softer.

“Worse even, over the proposal. She had that planned too, when and where and had hired a videographer. She wanted it to look like a surprise and put it on the internet.”

Mustang winced. That sounded like Mackenzie.

“I refused, and next thing I know, she’s on a plane to Thailand. It’s like a hole’s been carved in my chest. I loved her. I only needed her, not everyone else. Not everything else. I would have bought her the ring she wanted. I built her the house she wanted. But it started to feel like she needed my money and my things more than me.”

Mustang reached out and clasped one hand on Marshall’s shoulder. His brother sighed, and the conversation faded. 

An hour in, the snow thickened, blowing sideways across the interstate, and turning off onto a series of confusing backroads, it grew worse. They slowed to a crawl.

“You sure this is right?” he asked.

His brother, leaning forward over the wheel, studied the disappearing landscape and, spotting a road sign, made a sharp left. A gravel road, now thick with snow, descended into a valley between a line of fir trees. The lumpy shape of a farmhouse poked its head over the drifts, upon time, and Marshall swung in behind a frosted SUV.

Their headlights carving a beam into the front windows, the door opened, and the porch light came on. Mustang hunched into his coat, already shivering. “On the count of three,” he said.

“Three.” Marshall vaulted from the driver’s seat, backward toward the trunk. 

Mustang followed, snatching his things and speeding after his brother up the front steps. Livia pushed the door open, and they leapt inside, immediately embraced in golden warmth. 

“I was praying,” she said. “I would’ve called but ...”

But they hadn’t exchanged numbers. Or, at least, her and Marshall hadn’t. He didn’t have a phone.

“I should have given you mine,” his brother replied.

Their gazes moved past her, further into the cozy room. A mishmash of furniture faced a fireplace, flames licking at a healthy pile of wood. In a chair, a blanket over his lap, Livia’s father fingered a Bible, the leather cover creased from much use.

Livia shuffled to the side. “Dad, this is ...”

“I know who it is.” He cut her off. “Those confounded Holt boys.”

The way he said it brought a goofy grin to their lips. Many an afternoon he’d yelled at them to get out of the street, get off of his lawn, stop horsing around, and such like.

“Good to see you Mr. Steppingham,” Marshall said.

“Good to have you here,” Livia’s dad replied. His gaze focused on Mustang. “Me and you need to have a talk.”

“Dad! They’re guests.”

Mustang wanted to laugh but didn’t.

“Yes, well, you’ve had your eye on that one for twenty years.”

“Dad, please ...”

Mustang cleared his throat. “I appreciate the invitation, sir. Feels almost like family.”

Mr. Steppingham’s expression changed, growing thoughtful. “Consider us family,” he replied. “Was a tragic thing that happened to your folks. They were good people.”

His throat tight, Mustang gave a nod, noting his brother’s silence.

“Still, look at Livia wrong,” her dad continued, “and you’ll be walking home.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” she said. “No one’s walking anywhere in this snow, and it’s my house anyhow. I can invite anyone I wish.” She waved toward a hallway on the opposite side. “Let me show you to your rooms, then if you’d like coffee or hot chocolate, I’m happy to prepare some.”

“Sounds good,” Marshall said.

They paraded after her down the narrow strip to a pair of bedrooms situated across from each other. Marshall slipped into one, and Mustang eyed the other. Simply furnished, a full-size bed faced a window with a view of a snow-laden tree. 

Livia paced to his side. 

“I’m sorry about Dad,” she said.

He dipped his chin. “He’s just bein’ careful. I don’t blame him.”

“I do. I’m a grown woman ...”

“Yes, you are.” 

He faced her, making the remark, and her mouth snapped shut, her cheeks shading pink.

“I found the bathroom,” Marshall said, returning. He came to a halt, his gaze shifting from one to the other. “You know ...”

“Don’t say it.” He and Livia spoke in tandem.

Marshall shrugged. “Seems obvious to me. Anyhow ... hot chocolate, you said?”

She pulled her gaze away from his. “Absolutely, and just like you like it. Whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles.”

“Wow, how’d you remember that?” he asked.

She squeezed between them, aimed for the kitchen. Once more, they fell in line behind her.

“Seriously, how’d she remember that?” his brother asked, his gaze twisted over his shoulder.
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After a cup of coffee and a garbled conversation, dominated primarily by Marshall, who’d come this direction once on some sort of business retreat, Mustang excused himself and closed up in his bedroom. Staring at Livia had already become a thing that he feared would drive him crazy.

Ernest had had words about women ... about most any topic, for that matter. He’d been married and divorced twice, swearing off relationships entirely after the last one. Frequently, he called himself “the apostle Paul,” in reference to biblical remarks about celibacy. He was joking, of course. Mustang had seen him wink at a pretty face, plenty of times. But his point was made. Sometimes what your mind said went against your heart. 

His heart didn’t know what it wanted. Staring at her was one thing, but probably anything more than that he couldn’t ... shouldn’t do. He couldn’t make promises on who he was, much less on where he wanted to be. His thoughts of her were influenced by the holiday and a good dose of testosterone anyhow.

Mustang reclined and prayed to his mom, something he did a lot. He figured God heard him anyhow. “Mama, you remember that little girl I told you I’d like to stuff in an oil drum and mail to Timbuktu? Well, somehow, me and Marshall are stayin’ at her place for Christmas. She’s not so annoying now and is doin’ us a good turn. Feels almost like I could walk out the door and see our place across the street.”

He quieted, picturing their old suburban lifestyle, matching homes strung along an asphalt avenue with a huge circle at one end for racing and driving the neighbors nuts. Skateboard ramps made out of warped plywood and cement blocks, sure to send a boy sailing high and landing twice as hard.

“I miss it. I miss both of you. I miss ...” Feeling solid. Having roots. Being home. It came down to that. Ernest had given him a home, but now Ernest was gone. His brother’s place was too cold. Even if he stayed there a million years, it’d still feel like a showplace. Maybe if Mackenzie was in it it’d seem different, but she wasn’t. “I miss hearing you sing Jingle Bells,” he said.

He smiled, saying it. She used to dance around waving her arms. She’d tried to pull them into it, but boys didn’t dance like that. Of course, his dad said that, dancing with her just the same. They’d really loved each other.

The wind howled, spattering snow against the glass, and his gaze strayed. Drive much slower, and they’d have gotten stuck. As it was, they were stuck here, and tomorrow, he’d rise, hungry, wanting breakfast, and find the tastiest bite parading around the kitchen. 

Her dad was right. Treat her wrong, and he walked home.

“I can’t tell you the rest,” he said, “on account of it’s about Livia, and no man with these thoughts shares them with his mama. You pray for me. And Marshall. And Mackenzie.” He meant that. The best healing for his brother’s heart would be for her to wise up and come home. The best healing for his required time and patience. 

Wisdom formed like a good pair of blue jeans. You used them over and over until the creases were made, the edges fraying, the fabric softening with your experiences. He’d been forced to leave most of his behind in New Mexico and shoved himself in a new pair, still stiff from the store. One bus ride, a Christmas concert, and a snowy ride into the hills wasn’t enough to break them in.

That’d take a hard ride on the back of a bronco, ropin’ a few cows, and landin’ on his backside. He simply wondered once he did, which way would be up.
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Left alone with Marshall, Livia resisted the urge to pry into his brother’s life and, after a word with her dad, turned in for the night. She drank in the storm, raging outside, long enough she shivered, then headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. Standing unclothed in front of the mirror, she was struck by the lack of scars on the outside, compared to how she felt within. Somehow, having physical scars would justify the loss, whereas continuing on, unscathed, did not.

She exhaled and turned away, switching the hot water on. 

Having Mustang beneath the same roof, in light of that, seemed odd. He was a tie to a part of her life she’d not really shared with her ex. A happier part of her life. Tom could never equal Mustang in her memories. Being honest, even during their marriage she’d been comparing the two, which gave her a lot of guilt for things falling apart. 

Of course, their arguments over the loss of the baby was the heart of it. They’d both been in so much pain. But it couldn’t have helped that she’d looked at him and wished he was Mustang Holt. Although, more because of the good memories that engendered.

There was no going back to that time. She couldn’t erase her life from then to now and forget what all she’d endured, and her ex was dating Cindy-something anyway. She’d bumped into them once at a New Year’s Eve event. 

Livia exhaled. Talk about awkward.

Burying herself beneath the spray, she focused on her shower and emerged, sometime later, wrapped in a robe. Digging her pajamas out of the dresser, she hurriedly put them on and buried herself beneath the bedcovers. 

Lying there, it all circulated again and with it, a good dose of fear. She’d invited the man she’d pinned her dreams on to spend Christmas with them, and if that went south, if for any reason, something went awry, she’d be a mess. She had to make this happy somehow and, at least, walk away friends. When it’d be so easy to let her daydreams turn into reality and give her heart away.
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“Where’s Mustang?” Livia came to a halt in the kitchen, surprised to find her dad and Marshall having coffee already. She’d seriously overslept, and didn’t that look great on their first day here? 

She met Marshall’s frank-eyed gaze. He and Mustang were more alike than they knew. Though Mustang was taller and more muscular, they had the same way of looking through you.

“Out chopping wood,” Marshall replied. “Imagine his surprise when he went to stoke the fire and he discovered your woodpile is so low.” He took another swig.

Under his scrutiny, her cheeks warmed. “I was going to speak with him about that. I usually buy from the neighbor, but they went off for Christmas.”

“If you want to speak with him, you’ll have to go out.” Her dad’s expression was more readable. He didn’t want her to forget herself around them.

“I’ll get my coat.” This required returning to her room. She came out bundled up – coat, scarf, gloves, knit cap and wool-lined boots. Ignoring her dad’s and Marshall’s stares, she plunged outside and halted. The landscape as she knew it had vanished entirely, replaced by shapes and shadows formed in the overnight snow drifts.

She paused and looked upward. The sky shone blue, if bitterly cold. At least, the weather was more positive.

The sound of chopping sent her slogging through Mustang’s leftover footprints toward the sound. She spotted him long before she got there, his bulky arms straining the sleeves of his coat, the hem of his blue jeans encrusted with ice. 

Blowing a frosty breath, she pushed ahead into his sightline. He swung the axe, and the wood cleaved in two. The axeblade cut into the stump, and he wedged it out. Catching her eye, he lowered it to his side.

“I was going to ask. You didn’t give me a chance,” she said.

His brow drew taut, his lips puckering. “I take it you don’t usually chop it?”

She shook her head. “I have plenty of trees. I guess you know that.” Since he’d gotten the logs from somewhere. “Being honest, I love it out here, but I’m frequently without the manpower I need. Dad tries, or he would, but he really isn’t able. He messed up his back a few years ago. I have good neighbors. They do a lot for me.”

He glanced east and west.

“You can see them in the spring with a little driving.” Which sounded sad, hearing it through his ears. “I’ll pay you for your time,” she added. “Chopping?” 

His expression quizzical at first, he hefted the axe again. “I’d say ‘no,’ except I’m broke, relatively broke, that is.” He reached for another log, setting it in place with one hand, then swung the axe and cleaved it in two. The halves fell on either side of the stump.

“Have you eaten?” she asked.

He glanced at her. “Coffee.”

“That’s not eating. I’ll make something. It’ll be ready when you’re done.” With that, Livia turned and retraced her steps. 

Back inside, she found herself eye-to-eye with her dad and Marshall again. “Seems like I remember you liked blueberry pancakes. I have a few left from yesterday and can add to the stack.”

Marshall had quizzed her last night on her remembering about the hot chocolate. Truthfully, part of it was how much she’d admired them. She could tell what their favorite color was, what sports teams they’d liked, and a dozen other unimportant facts. The other part was simply the way her mind worked. She’d always remembered details unlike anyone else. Except for her dad. He’s where she got it from.

“You were a lawyer, but now you’re not?” Marshall asked.

That was no secret. He’d probably picked it up at church.

“I do consults sometimes. Mostly. I live off of savings and stock investments.” Livia dug out a mixing bowl, the pancake mix, and a large spoon. “I’ve been fortunate to have some success in that area.” She glanced at him, fumbling in a drawer, with one hand, for measuring cups. “I heard you’re doing pretty well.”

“I skate by. As long as I can handle it on paper or electronically, that is. I’m not my brother.” He nodded toward the window.

She smiled. “He always was more athletic than you, but that’s not really a drawback, you know. Any woman with half a brain would value your friendship first.” Livia dug a carton of eggs out of the fridge. “Money is great, but kindness goes further. And faithfulness and humility.”

She noted Marshall’s serious expression. She’d not wanted to remind him of Mackenzie, but he ought to know he was a good catch.

“Speaking of that,” her dad interrupted, “my Liv is a generous woman. She won’t tell you this, but she’s done enough pro bono cases that she could be well set by now.”

“Dad.”

“No, sweetheart. Let an old man brag. I’m proud of you. You worked hard, free of charge, to help others.”

Marshall, turning his gaze this way and that, settled on hers. “Do I remember you worked child custody?”

She nodded. “Mostly. Parents squabbling with each other at the expense of their kids. It’s so sad. I get that
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