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ANA SET DOWN HER EMPTY mug. That was a metaphor for her state of being lately. She shrugged off the melodramatic feeling and leaned into the window, too cold to press her cheek against. This window seat in the kitchen seating area at her cousin’s house had become a favorite spot. Ana liked to have favorite spots, favorite people, favorite poems, and more. The first two—favorite spots and people—had shifted since she and Nora moved here to Loving, Montana.

Glancing out at the still-frosty landscape, Ana sat tall again. Snow blanketed the flat expanse of yard, but the surrounding trees reached their limbs, bare as arms basking in the warmth of a spring day back home in Arizona. The winter seemed to drag on forever here in her new home of Loving. It wasn’t even winter anymore, but spring.

Sighing, her gaze flicked over the verse from the book of Rosario Castellanos poemas her sister Nora had given her years ago. But the words only made Ana more homesick for Delgado Ranch—and her Tucson community—where she heard Spanish daily, where she could get good sopes and cuernitos, where her family had been rooted in for four generations. Where it only snowed up in the mountains, and not for months and months on end. Sure, the snow had seemed romantic, and so had the name of this Montana town, but after almost three months, it wore on her.

With another sigh, she let the curtain fall on the view. She walked every day, no matter what. Or so she’d thought. In blizzard conditions, she couldn’t walk. But today seemed clear, if cold enough to freeze her breath in the air. Okay, she exaggerated, but no one was here to care. Her cousin Maya had gone out with her boyfriend, Dean, and Ana’s sister, Nora, and her fiancé, Cutler, were visiting his family ranch. Her new friend, of sorts, Dean and Cutler’s older brother Brandon, had disappeared on some business or other, so she couldn’t turn to him for a listening ear and companionship as she had been for the last month. 

So here Ana was, at Maya’s house, alone. How was she the one with no boyfriend? Over a year now, Ana had been alone, without a special man in her life. Without Papá either. And Mamá died when Ana was a little girl. She was an orphan.

At least she could say she was married to herself now, and her circumstances rivaled that of any of her favorite tragic heroines... Well, enough to be satisfying. Maya had mentioned digging up some of the bulbs—she thought there were some heirloom varieties of daffodils, Ana’s favorites—on the far side of the property. Ana loved gardening almost as much as reading and watching love stories.

She pulled on her boots and other winter gear, grabbed her gardening tote, and headed out the door. The nippy air chafed her exposed cheeks, but she crunched through the icy snow, moving toward the trees lining the edge of Maya’s property about a half mile outside downtown Loving. Ana was still exploring the area, and navigating where she could go without trespassing on neighbors’ property.

She reached the tiny iced-over creek among the trees quickly. Trespassing was how she’d met her last boyfriend. Throwing a rock into the ice, she once again let go of that mess. They’d seemed to have so much in common, from their favorite poems and songs, to their impulsivity. Unfortunately, his impulsive side had led him to cheat on Ana, and she wouldn’t tolerate that. So here she was, the lonely, orphaned heroine of her story, thrown into a strange land and dependent on the kindness of strangers... Or, her wealthy cousin... All right, her cash-strapped cousin with a house and new business. ¡Caray! She couldn’t even enjoy a good exaggeration anymore without facts intruding.

Facts. That was what Cutler’s older brother Brandon seemed to be all about. He’d breezed into town, all six-foot-one of him, looking like a movie-ready lumberjack but acting like a starchy fact-checker, and caring and kind person. Nora, being herself a similar combination of starch and caring, thought Brandon was great, and teased Cutler that she’d met the wrong brother. Which all of them knew was total nonsense. Cutler’s wild-ish and loose self was the perfect foil for her sister’s straitlaced, ramrod self.

Not that Ana had been given much of a chance to formulate an opinion about the couple, as Nora had kept hers and Cutler’s relationship a secret for over twelve years. Nora had been in love, had her heart broken, and been reunited with her first love, and Ana hadn’t known a thing until after the fact. So much for sisterly love and closeness.

She finally saw where she was and cursed her other habit of getting lost in her thoughts. Now she was deep in the woods, and she wasn’t sure how to get back. And it was cold. A wind started, whipping through her, even past the silky long johns she wore under her jeans and sweater and parka, scarf, hat, gloves, and boots.

“Why am I here?” she wondered aloud, again missing the desert, where she could’ve been plenty snug in just the jeans and sweater.

“That’s a good question,” a male voice said from behind her.

She jumped and spun around, her fists raised, landing in a defensive stance.

Brandon Manning put up his arms in surrender. “Don’t take me down.”

She let out a long breath. “You’d deserve it, sneaking up on me like that.”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I called out to you.” He rubbed his hand over his short beard. His tanned cheeks reddened, as much as she imagined hers were, but hers weren’t just red from the cold.

“What’re you doing way out here?” she asked.

“Surveying. You shouldn’t be out here by yourself.”

“But it’s okay for you? Why are you surveying?”

He studied her for a moment, and she crossed her arms, forcing herself to face what she felt was some sort of challenge from him. Unlike his vociferous brother Cutler, Brandon was quiet, kind of like their younger brother Dean. But there was something more intense, more thoughtful, about Brandon. Dean’s easy-going, shy nature wasn’t like Brandon. But both were good listeners, and Brandon had proven himself a friend these last weeks.

“Point taken,” he said. “But I know the area better, and someone knows where I am. Does anyone know where you are?”

How did he know she hadn’t told anyone? Oh, right, he probably knew she was alone this weekend. Surely brothers talked, just like she and her sister and cousin did, or used to. What had happening to las tres hermanas? The three cousins would spend summers together at Delgado Ranch when they were little, and Mamá used to call them that once they gathered about her after a long day running around the ranch, exploring, playing, dreaming. Those days were long gone, seeming part of a dream themselves. Ana wasn’t just out in the cold today—it seemed like her new state.

“You didn’t answer my other question,” she said.

“You’re right.”

She frowned. “Okay, Mr. Mysterious.”

He shrugged, not responding to her teasing, as usual. “Let’s get you out of the cold.”

“I like being outside.”

“Your nose is red. You should get some better gear if you’re going to be out here in the snow for extended periods.”

“Thanks for the advice.” She said it sarcastically, but he didn’t seem to notice. It was just as well, since he was right, and she knew it. At least he wasn’t lording that over her like her ex would’ve. She shook her shoulders, as if to leave that past on the icy ground instead of carrying it with her again.

“Come on, I’ve got my truck nearby.”

“Thanks.” This time she said it sincerely.

“I have an ulterior motive.”

She gave him a side-eye as they crunched along where his footsteps had carved a path. He met her gaze and she was struck by the crinkles around his dark eyes, as if he were amused, just a little. He was actually a handsome guy, if you could get past the seemingly boring old guy exterior. Okay, he wasn’t that old—just thirty-eight to her twenty-four. The way he acted just made him seem older somehow. Though maybe that was a maturity she wasn’t used to in men younger than forty.

“Do I meet your approval?” she asked when he held her gaze so long she wanted to squirm.

He looked ahead, his cheeks becoming redder.

She followed him toward the truck parked over by a wood fence in a clearing. “Seems like I’m not the only one who needs to get out of the cold.”

“We could both use a warm-up.”

Why did his words send a shiver of heat up her spine? He did have the kind of voice that both excited and soothed; he could probably read the phone book and she’d feel somehow relaxed. Problem was, he didn’t read anything to her. He said things that bothered her, and he didn’t say a lot more. His kind of silence made her uncomfortable, almost as if he were judging her and finding her lacking. Not that he’d ever said that. But her family sure had a time or two. She was too unfocused, too much of a dreamer, too impulsive and impractical. Her family was one long line of ranchers, scholars, politicians, business people—focused, practical, sure. Ana wasn’t any of those things: she was a bright, stretching palo verde among a stand of somber, straight pines.

Brandon opened the door for her and she stepped up and sat in a cushy leather seat. It was the first time she’d been in his truck. Usually, they ran into each other in town, or when she was out walking.

Once he was in the driver’s seat, he started the engine and cranked on the heater. They pulled off gloves and hats. The low strains of a Benedictine monks’ choral wove around her.

Shooting out his hand, Brandon made to turn
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