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Come home to Bent Creek


A small town in Montana where everyone knows everyone, secrets live in the shadows of the mountains, and love is just waiting to be found. One by one, the Harker brothers return home to reclaim their ranch, face their family's past troubles with the Nobles, and find the love they didn't know they needed.  




Chapter One

Marybeth


October 
The letter was impossible.
And yet there it was in black and white, an offer to buy the building that housed my shop for a ridiculous amount of money.
I skimmed to the end. It was from a large development firm with a Chicago address. Some place miles and miles from Bent Creek, Montana, with the signature of someone I was sure had never even stepped foot into my small town. 
I refolded the letter and shoved it onto a messy shelf under the cash register, one that held a barrage of broken ornaments, torn Christmas cards, and discarded receipts. Why I was keeping it, I didn’t know. Selling this place was something I’d never do, not for anything. 
But I’d be lying if I said that amount of money wasn’t tempting, especially right now.
“Maybet!” The sound of a sweet, squeaky voice pulled me from my thoughts. I smiled when I saw Diego’s adorable, sticky face peering up at me from below the other side of the counter.
I pretended to study him seriously as I leaned over the counter. “You had peanut butter for lunch, didn’t you?”
His big brown eyes widened. “You know, Maybet!”
I nodded, serious as sin. Then I tapped my temple and said, “I know everything.”
Diego looked behind him to his mother—and my best friend. Larkin Reyes grinned and shrugged her shoulders. 
Diego glanced back at me. The telltale swipe of peanut butter under his lower lip gave everything away. I reached below the counter and pulled out the Rubik’s Cube that some tourist had left behind, and that I kept just for Diego. I held it out to him, and his chubby hands grabbed it on either side.
He toddled over to the corner between two sets of shelving and plopped down, twisting and pulling at the Rubik’s Cube. He had no idea what it was or what the point of the puzzle was; he just loved turning the different colors and admiring the patterns he created.
Diego satisfied for a few minutes, I stepped out from behind the counter to hug my friend. Larkin looked exhausted, but that seemed to be her permanent state ever since Diego was born. Raising a baby on her own and scraping by to make ends meet would do that to anyone. 
She chewed on her lip now, her attention on Diego in the corner. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. She looked more stressed out than usual today.
She shook her head. “Nothing more than the usual. Mom got called into work, and Mrs. Hopkins’s mother is in the hospital.”
I held up a hand. “Leave him with me. He can help me close up and you can pick him up at the ranch when the coffee shop closes.”
Larkin turned to me, her brown eyes—exact replicas of Diego’s—soft with gratefulness. “Are you sure? If a bunch of customers come in, you’re not going to want a toddler running around underfoot.”
I spread out my arms. “I think all these customers can handle it.” It was meant to be a joke, but the bitterness seeped through.
“It’ll get better, Marybeth,” Larkin said, grabbing one of my hands and squeezing it. “The tourists will come flocking in. They always do.”
I forced myself to smile, but what I couldn’t say out loud—because I could barely admit it in my head—is that I was afraid this year wouldn’t be like the others. 
That the bills to keep this place open would become too much. That I’d have to sell or declare bankruptcy. That I’d have to live the rest of my life on the ranch with my brother.
I took a deep breath, forced the smile even more because Larkin had enough on her mind without hearing my worries too, reassured her Diego would be fine, and shooed her out the door to her job. 
Leaning against the doorframe, my gaze flitted between Diego in the corner and Larkin walking half a block down to the coffee shop in the couple inches of snow that had fallen overnight. And I wondered if I shouldn’t just let the inevitable happen.
Opening a Christmas shop in Bent Creek was a novelty, but something I’d fully believed in. My brother Luke thought I was crazy when sweet old Mrs. Caldwell left me this corner building in her will and instead of selling it, I decided to open my shop. And it went well, for a couple of years. 
Bent Creek wasn’t a destination itself, but it was a cute, old town with a stunning mountain backdrop, located smack in between two popular ski resorts. When people got tired of the pretend, manufactured old-timey shops and restaurants in the ski resort towns, they came here for the real thing. 
But this last year had been different. The tourists still came, just not as many of them. And I’d noticed it in summer too, when the resorts were quieter, but the budget tourists came to enjoy hiking and mountain climbing and white water rafting. They’d stayed in the resort towns. Then fall arrived and the tourists kept staying away from Bent Creek. The skiing was due to start soon, and then I’d know for sure.
Sam Watson, who ran the soda and ice cream shop across Main Street from me, said it was because of the big development companies pouring money into those resort towns. They kept building and growing and there was no reason for anyone to leave to come here. The mayor said they’d get tired of it soon enough and come back. But we hadn’t seen it happen yet.
I blew out air, which sent my bangs flying up from my face as I crossed my arms against the October chill. Larkin disappeared into Mountain Roasters minutes ago, and yet I still couldn’t seem to leave my post in the doorway. The streets weren’t completely empty, but I knew most of the people I could see from here. There were a handful of obvious tourists, but a handful wasn’t going to keep Bent Creek Christmas open.
Are you crazy? Sell it. Luke’s words from back when I came up with the idea for the shop echoed in my head. Maybe I should have done just that. But I loved this place. I couldn’t imagine not coming here every day. 
I slipped back inside my empty store, wove around my displays and decorated Christmas trees, and offered Diego some crayons and paper, and retreated behind the counter. That envelope caught my eye again. 
It would be so easy. Sell it before the debt accumulated too much, take what would be left, and  . . . do what? Leave?
My heart constricted at the thought. Leaving might’ve been easy for my other brothers and my parents, but it wouldn’t be for me. But if I sold this place and stayed, I’d have nothing. 
There was the ranch, but that was more Luke’s than mine, now that he was okay most days. I didn’t have a college degree. No useful skills other than riding horses and making small talk with customers. No boyfriend. No impressive work history. No apartment. No nothing.
All I had was this shop and this town. Larkin and Diego. Luke, who needed me less and less as time went on.
Diego must have known something was bothering me because he abandoned his crayons, waddled over, and wrapped his sweet arms around my jeans-clad leg. I reached down and rubbed his back.
Giving up felt like betraying everything and everyone that meant something to me. And I wouldn’t do that. I couldn’t.
I’d fight for Bent Creek and the people I loved until I took my last breath. And that meant fighting to keep this shop going.
No matter what. 




Chapter Two

Gabe


December 
It was the sign that almost did me in. Almost made me spin around in my rental Ford F-150 and run right back to the airport and Chicago.
How was the same sign still there? That blue and white Welcome to Bent Creek with the snow grazing the top, the mountain background, and bullet hole nicking out the bottom left corner that Nick put there senior year. The memory burst open, and I gripped the steering wheel. Everything was falling apart that night, and Nick and I found ourselves with one too many beers and one of Pops’s pistols.
It was one of the last good memories I had with my brother, if you can call it good. I don’t even remember the last time we talked.
I forced myself to keep driving past that sign. 
I took the long way so I didn’t have to drive by Quarter Mile Road. If I didn’t see it, maybe I could act like the ranch never existed. Like my memories were some kind of fabrication, or like I was in some other town altogether.
There never was much to Bent Creek, and that hadn’t changed. Some of the houses I passed were painted different, a few trees were gone and others had grown. A couple of businesses on the edges of town were new. But really, it was the same place. Snow-covered, freezing, and postcard-perfect.
I tensed my shoulders as the truck approached downtown. I parked in the far corner of the free community parking lot next to the mound of snow the plow had already created, but I didn’t open the door. Not yet.
I needed a second.
Of all the people the company could’ve picked to send here to get one measly signature, it had to be me. I stayed quiet during the presentation. Didn’t say a word as the bosses identified the perfect downtown location. Kept it to myself as a million memories arced across my brain the second I saw my hometown flash up on that screen.
It was Darby Crispin who had given me away. With his smug grin, overpriced glasses, and designer suit paid for through his trust fund, he piped up with, “Hey, aren’t you from Montana, Creason?”
I’d like to think I wasn’t. If I had my way, half my childhood would be erased from my memory and I could pretend I’d lived most of my life in Chicago. But the bosses knew better. Hatfield’s eyes lit up and he snapped his fingers as he pointed at me. “Yes! That’s right. What town, Creason? Was it near here?”
I should’ve mumbled Billings or Helena or anything other than Bent Creek, but the company had my information on file. So I confessed to Bent Creek.
And now, here I was. The lucky one who got to “go back home!” as Hatfield put it, and “get that signature!”
I should’ve put up more of a protest, but I didn’t. They expected me to come here and work magic, and if I could, it would mean big things for me. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, I’d thought.
Until I opened the envelope containing the documents we needed to have signed.
An SUV pulled up next to me, jerking me out of my thoughts. I grabbed the leather folio with the paperwork and jumped out before whoever it was could see me. The last thing I wanted was to get caught up in a conversation with someone I hadn’t seen in ten years. Or worse, escape a glare or some other reminder of why I’d left this place. 
I needed to focus on what I was doing. Get the impossible signature. Get out.
The snow crunched underfoot as the cold air bit my face. It wasn’t exactly warm in Chicago this time of year either, but there was something different about winter in Montana. It was cleaner. Colder. More alive.
I kept my head down as I moved along the sidewalk. It was mid-afternoon, and I was starving. The granola bar I’d scarfed down before boarding the plane in Chicago was a distant memory, and I was too jumpy to even consider lunch when I landed in Billings. I could almost taste the potato soup when I walked past the Snowshoe Cafe. But I didn’t dare stop.
I didn’t dare make




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
HARKER BROTHERS RANCH

A Bent Creek
CHRISIMAS

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CATIE CAHILL







