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      But those who trust the Lord will find new strength. They will be strong like eagles soaring upward on wings; they will walk and run without getting tired.


    

    
      Isaiah 40:31 (CEV)
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  Chapter 1

  
  




The dusty Texas plains stretched out endlessly in every direction as Anna stepped off the Greyhound bus in Cotton Creek. She squinted against the bright afternoon sun, so different from the towering skyscrapers and perpetual crowds of Chicago. A warm breeze rustled her sun-blonde hair, carrying the faint scent of livestock.


Anna smoothed her hands over her yellow sundress, taking a deep breath. This tiny rural town was her new home, at least for now while she cared for her ailing grandmother Betty. She couldn’t resist a pang of trepidation - it had been years since her last visit, and she wondered how much had changed.


The rusted pickup truck that pulled up promptly at 2 pm didn’t seem too unfamiliar, at least. Frank Wilkins, an old family friend, stepped out with that same warm smile and well-worn cowboy hat.


“Why, if it isn’t little Annie Price, all grown up!” Frank enveloped her in a bear hug. “You’re looking more like your mama every day.”


Anna laughed, the sound trailing off wistfully as she thought of her mother. “It’s so good to see you, Frank. Thanks for picking me up.”


“Shoot, anything for Betty.” Frank took her duffel and stowed it in the truck bed. “She’s been having a rough go lately, but was just ecstatic you were coming to stay a while.”


The familiar drive to the Johnson ranch was a blur of sprawling fields and rustic fences. Anna couldn’t fight a fluttering thread of nerves. The last time she was here as a gangly pre-teen, this whole dusty world felt like a foreign planet light years from her city life.


But one sight never failed to make her heart swell with joy. “Tilly!” she exclaimed as the majestic chestnut mare trotted into view.


Tilly had been her grandmother’s faithful horse for over twenty years now, an endless source of comfort and companionship. Anna remembered brushing Tilly’s silky mane for hours, whispering all her childish troubles and dreams that the loyal creature seemed to listen to with a gentle nicker.


As Anna stepped closer, drinking in Tilly’s warm brown eyes and velvety nose, she felt the tension in her chest loosening just a bit. This noble animal was a connection to simpler times, before her parents’ divorce and her dad’s disappointments that had jaded her heart.


Maybe, just maybe, this return to Cotton Creek’s pastoral rhythms was just what her soul needed to heal.


The next morning, Anna awoke to bright sunlight filtering through the lace curtains of the ranch’s guest room. She stretched lazily, her body still adjusting to the quiet serenity after the constant din of the city.


“Annie? You up, sugar?” Her grandmother’s familiar raspy voice came from the hallway.


Anna beamed as the petite woman’s smiling face peeked into the room. Despite her skinny frame and faded blue housecoat, Grandma Betty’s hazel eyes still danced with that signature spark of spirit. Short wisps of silver hair framed her face, escaping her haphazard bun.


“Good morning, Grandma.” Anna slipped from the cozy quilt and crossed the wood floor to envelop her in a hug. She tried not to focus on how delicate and bony Betty felt these days.


Her grandmother gave her an affectionate pat. “Well, aren’t you a sight for these old eyes! Let’s get you some breakfast, city girl. Then we’ll see if you remember how to handle yourself around the ranch.”


Over a hearty spread of bacon, eggs, and biscuits, Betty filled Anna in on her latest doctor’s orders and treatment plan for the cancer. Anna nodded, her smiling face hiding the anvil of dread in her chest. She knew this wasn’t going to be an easy road.


“But before all that,” Betty said firmly. “We best go pay Tilly a visit, get you properly reacquainted.”


Anna couldn’t resist grinning at the mention of her favorite childhood pal. Soon they were strolling across the green pasture, Tilly’s majestic chestnut head bobbing into view.


Up close, Tilly looked just as regal as Anna remembered. The gentle mare stood tall, her glistening brown coat rippling with muscle. Thick white blazes covered her snout and forehead, with one piercing deep brown eye peeking through her long ivory forelock. Tilly’s intelligent gaze seemed to drink Anna in, judging this grown version of the little girl she remembered.


“Well hello there, you beautiful old lady,” Anna cooed, offering her flattened palm. She tried not to think about how Tilly’s muzzle had grayed substantially.


With a contented whicker, Tilly leaned in and nuzzled Anna’s hand, velvety lips exploring her skin. Anna’s lungs instantly released the tension she’d been holding as Tilly’s warm, horsey scent and gentle presence enveloped her senses. Her worries melted away in that blissful moment of reacquainting.


Over the next few days, Anna quickly found her rhythm at the ranch. Every morning started with a tranquil routine of feeding Tilly her hay and supplements alongside Grandma Betty. Anna marveled at how the wise old horse seemed utterly unchanged in her patience and calming presence.


While Betty rested in the afternoons, Anna took over Tilly’s brushing and occasional gentle exercise rides through the back pastures. The simple cadence of a horse’s steady gait soothed Anna’s soul like an age-old lullaby. Out here under the vast Texas sky, surrounded by rustling prairie grass and awash in Tilly’s earthy aroma, Anna felt layer by layer of her city stresses peeling away.


In the evenings after caring for the other ranch residents, Anna joined her grandmother’s nightly traditions of iced tea on the porch. They’d watch a spectacular palette of pinks, oranges, and reds dance across the heavens as dusk crept over the plains.


Under that calming spell, Anna found herself instinctively confiding her innermost thoughts and fears to her patient grandmother. Their conversations meandered from Anna’s challenges finding her purpose after a difficult divorce, to Betty’s adventures as a bold young ranch wife decades ago, to their shared faith that had anchored them both through life’s incessant waves.


“You just have to keep puttin’ one boot in front of the other, honey,” Betty would murmur, petting Anna’s hand. “Count those blessings, big and small. Don’t you see - even when it felt like I lost everything, God brought me right here to this ranch, Tilly, and a life I can hardly believe.”


As the two women gazed out over Betty’s beloved pastures bathed in twilight, Anna felt like an immense weight was dissolving from her shoulders. Day by day, the generational bonds of this timeless place were wrapping around her like a healing balm. Feeding and brushing Tilly, watching her nibble contentedly on oats in her stall, listening to Betty’s reassuring wisdom - all of it was steadily reminding Anna of the abiding strength and joy she’d forgotten amid so much turmoil.


Maybe her unexpected journey to this rustic world harbored a deeper purpose than just tending to her grandmother’s needs, Anna mused to herself. Perhaps God was nudging her to open her heart, fully shed the past’s baggage, and prepare for an unfolding new chapter.


One cloudless afternoon, Anna made her way to Tilly’s pasture with a brimming bucket of oats and fresh-picked apples. The gentle mare was becoming an oasis of solace amid the worries of her grandmother’s treatments. Anna lost herself in the simple routines of grooming Tilly’s gleaming coat and murmuring thoughts she didn’t want to burden Betty with.


As Anna unlatched the wooden gate, she was startled by a deep voice nearby. “Well hey there, miss. You must be Mrs. Betty’s granddaughter.”


Anna turned to see a ruggedly handsome cowboy striding across the meadow, tipping his black Stetson hat in greeting. Her breath caught for just an instant, captivated by his effortless confidence and ease.


He moved with the bowlegged swagger of someone who’d spent his whole life in the saddle. Faded jeans hugged his muscular legs, paired with scuffed cowboy boots, a plaid shirt, and a dusty brown vest. Laugh lines crinkled the corners of his warm green eyes, crinkling with genuine friendliness.


“Oh! Uhh…yes, that’s me. I’m Anna.” She cleared her throat, regaining her composure. “And you are?”


The man’s gaze flickered briefly to the retreating curve of her hips before returning to her face, a faint smirk playing across his lips. “Name’s Gabe Johnson. I’m the head wrangler and ranch manager here.”


“It’s nice to meet you.” Anna couldn’t resist drinking in admiring Gabe’s chiseled jawline and the dark stubble shadowing it. She gave herself a mental shake - she hadn’t anticipated running into anyone quite so…robustly appealing here.


“I was just about to give Tilly here some special treatment,” she continued, hoping she didn’t sound as flustered as she felt. “Grandma mentioned you look after her when she can’t get out here herself.”


“Well aren’t you sweet,” Gabe said warmly, crossing over to give Tilly an affectionate pat along her sleek neck. The horse seemed to perk up at his presence.


“This big girl and I go way back, don’t we gorgeous?” He scratched behind Tilly’s ears, his voice a deep, rumbling murmur. “She’s about the finest ranch horse a fella could ask for. Gentle as can be, but with a mischievous streak.”


Anna watched, taken aback by the tenderness in Gabe’s calloused hands as he doted on Tilly. There was an unguarded, genuine care in those gestures that countered his outwardly imposing exterior. Like he was scratching the coat of a beloved pet rather than a thousand-pound beast.


“Mrs. Betty always talked about how bonded you two were,” Anna remarked. She set down the bucket and carefully offered Tilly a ripe red apple from the ones she’d gathered.


“She’s one of the herd’s elders for sure. I’ll admit, I’ve gotten mighty attached,” Gabe chuckled, stroking Tilly’s velvety muzzle. The Mustang’s eyes fluttered shut in bliss, long lashes brushing her cheeks.


He turned that earth-toned gaze back toward Anna. “But enough about me and this pretty lady - I want to hear about you, Miss City Girl. Word is you moved here from Chicago just
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