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LONESOME WAY, MONTANA

 

A charcoal and rose dusk streaked above the Crazy Mountains as Sophie McPhee turned her Blazer onto the private gravel drive that would lead her home.

The drive was called Daisy Lane, and the rambling two-story timber house looming a half mile in the distance was the Good Luck ranch house built by her mother’s grandfather more than ninety years ago.

Three generations of her mother’s family had called it home, and it had been her home the first eighteen years of her life. Sophie wondered with quiet desperation as darkness stole over Lonesome Way if it truly could be her home again.

Would this house or this town feel like home, after all this time, after everything that had happened? Would any place ever again feel like home?

She swallowed, hoping it would. But the emptiness  inside her seemed as if it would never go away, never allow her to feel anything but loss and anger ever again.

Back in San Francisco, friends had told her she wouldn’t always feel this way, that things would get better. The platitudes sounded nice and Sophie knew they were well-meaning, but they bounced off her like drops of cold water hitting a sizzling skillet.

Her throat tightened as she neared the head of Daisy Lane and the Blazer’s headlights caught the gleam of the big white house and the familiar landmarks of the now empty Good Luck barns and sheds and paddocks. The same-old, same-old words of encouragement weren’t doing a thing right now to help her fight the fist of pain squeezing her heart.

She didn’t have any idea what—if anything—ever would.

All she’d been able to think to do was to leave her old life with all its tears and mistakes behind, and to start over.

And here in her hometown of Lonesome Way was the only place where she’d imagined having the strength to try.

As the flaming rose sun slipped behind the mountains, and darkness swallowed the foothills, a tiny flicker of hope made Sophie catch her breath. The sage-scented air, the vast miles of rugged rolling land, were familiar. Comforting.

Home.

On that thought, the kitchen window suddenly glowed with a bright, cheerful light. Her mother was expecting her. Sophie had called from the road. Next on was the living room lamp, gleaming with welcome. And then the porch light sprang to life, illuminating the old white  wooden swing and her mother’s carefully planted rosebushes.

A crystal wind chime tinkled sweetly, swinging in the night breeze, and there were the wide porch steps where she’d perched on countless summer afternoons as a girl, playing jacks with Lissie and Mia.

A rush of emotion filled her as she switched off the ignition and climbed down from the Blazer on tired feet. Even as she grabbed her purse, the front door of the house swung open and her mother appeared in the doorway. Not quite as tall as Sophie, she was thin and angular, wearing a loose blue cotton top and jeans, her feet bare in the summer night.

Diana McPhee hurried out onto the porch. Her chinlength fair hair was peppered with gray, her eyes reflected a mixture of eagerness and concern. Sophie was struck by the fact that nearing sixty, her mother was still a strikingly pretty woman.

“Sophie! Thank heavens. I was starting to get worried.”

As Sophie moved toward her, her throat ached with unshed tears.

“I’ve been holding dinner. Guess you must’ve hit some major traffic on—”

Then her mother saw her face and broke off. Sophie knew how she must look—pale, sad, tired, with the tears that were always close shimmering in her green eyes. She was so sick of the tears. She blinked them back and forced a smile.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Mom. There was construction, and at one point, believe it or not, I was so distracted that I took the wrong turn and had to backtrack.”

“Well, now, that happens. You have a lot on your mind.” Her mother’s arms went around her, hugging very gently as if she were afraid Sophie would crack in pieces. But her voice was brisk and bracing as she touched her daughter’s toffee-colored hair, tumbling in soft curls around a beautiful face with wide cheekbones a model would covet, a generous mouth, and dimples when she smiled. But Sophie was definitely not smiling now.

“You’re here, Sophie, that’s all that matters.” Her voice was overly cheerful. “Leave your bags, we’ll get them later. Let’s go inside. I’ve fixed your favorite—meatloaf and biscuits, garlic mashed potatoes, and a big salad—oh, Sophie . . . honey, what’s the matter?”

Sophie’s feet had frozen on the threshold of the ranch house. Behind her flowed the night, full of stars and a crescent of moon, the buzz of insects, the lone cry of a hawk. The cool night wind rustled delicately through the ponderosa pines. And ahead of her loomed her past, the house of her childhood and teen years, warm and faded yet so familiar it was startling.

She felt herself teetering between two worlds.

She couldn’t move, could only stare past the entry into the rectangular living room, with its big chintz-covered sofa and matching love seat, warm maple end tables, and the black walnut TV stand centered along the far blue wall. She took in the massive stone fireplace, the bookshelves, and her father’s favorite tan leather chair in the corner beside the reading lamp.

How many times had she torn through this door, or downstairs from her room, to see his long legs stretched across that chair, his feet propped on the footrest, his hooded eyes intent as he watched a football game or devoured the newest Tom Clancy novel—or slanted a stern  glance at her as she hovered uncertainly in the doorway, just as she was doing now?

Her father’s granite voice seemed to scratch the air around her, blasting his opinion of all the ways she fell short of his expectations.

You forgot your spelling list at school. How do you expect to pass the test? That’s just plain irresponsible, Sophie. You’re eight years old. I expect more from you than that.

How much time have you wasted talking to Lissie Tanner on that phone? You weren’t raised to spend half your day jabbering about nonsense.

All your daydreaming is nothing but foolishness. Stop living in the clouds, Sophie. There’s plenty of work around here that needs to be done.

Worst of all, that F in Geometry during her junior year.

Damned laziness. You wouldn’t know hard work if it kicked you in the butt. Why don’t you use your God-given brain, girl?

She’d never been able to please Hoot McPhee. But then, no one had. Not even her mother, though, somehow, for most of the years they’d been married, she’d put up with him—Sophie didn’t know how. And finally, when he stepped way over the line, even her mother couldn’t look the other way anymore.

Hoot had perhaps been hardest on her brother, Wes, who’d responded to the never-ending reprimands by leaving for Missoula and the University of Montana at the age of eighteen, and never looking back.

Wes had gone on to law school at the University of Texas, taking out student loans and working two jobs all the while so that he never had to ask his father for a dime  above basic tuition. And he hadn’t called home or come home more than three or four times in the years after his high school graduation. He hadn’t returned to Lonesome Way for Hoot’s funeral either.

Hoot McPhee had been gone five years. But for a dizzying instant as Sophie stared into the living room, she could have sworn she sensed her tall, formidable father in that chair.

“It’s the first time I’ve been back . . . since the funeral,” she murmured as her mother came up behind her. “For an instant, I could almost see him sitting there—”

Sophie drew a breath and told herself to stop acting crazy. She walked into the living room, her flats clicking across the hardwood floor, and touched her hand to the back of the tan chair.

“Sorry, Mom. I know if he were here, you wouldn’t be.” After her mother had divorced him, Sophie’s father had spent the last few years of his life living alone—or with one or another of a succession of women—in a cabin on Bear Claw Road. “I probably wouldn’t be here either,” she added with a rueful smile. “I’m just being stupid. Emotional, as he would say.”

“No, you’re not, not in the least. I don’t wonder it seems strange to you to come in here and not see him. But a lot of things are different on the ranch now, Sophie. I’ve sold all the livestock and leased most of the grazing land. It’s not the same as when your father was here, running cattle, running everything.” Her mother’s gaze held hers. “All the years you lived at home, he was here—we both were, together. So you’ve barely been in this house without him here—of course it feels odd to walk in and not see him.”

Sophie studied her mother. She didn’t look the least bit upset. Which was a wonder. Sophie couldn’t imagine how her mother could talk about Hoot so calmly, almost dispassionately, as if he hadn’t been discovered having an affair with the mayor’s wife, Lorelei Hardin, during Sophie’s junior year of college—and who knew how many other women he’d cheated with before that?

Sophie was still reeling from finding out about her own husband’s infidelity. When would it stop, that icepick-to-the-heart pain? After a year—or two—a decade?

It’s only been a few months, she told herself. You won’t always feel this rage, this pain. This blinding sense of betrayal. Mom survived. She’s a normal, rational human being. You’ll become one again too.

But she knew she’d never trust any man again. Sophie couldn’t ever see that happening. No way.

And she would be careful not to share her heart again, much less give it away. To anyone. The pain was too intense. The risk too great. She understood that now.

“You know, Mom,” she said quietly. “It’s because of Hoot that I tried so hard to make things work with Ned. I always dreaded the possibility of a second generation of divorce in the family. I needed someone different from Hoot, someone who’d hold to his vows. Who’d encourage me and laugh with me and not tear down the people he was supposed to love. I thought I found him. So I kept trying for so long even after . . .”

Even after Ned became so distant, burying himself in his work. Putting Sophie and their life together on the back burner.

Somewhere along the line, Ned had let go of her and their marriage, and committed himself instead to his drug of choice—his own ambition.

In the end he’d had much more in common with Hoot McPhee than Sophie could have dreamed the day she walked down the aisle in swirls of white silk, seed pearls, and taffeta, making promises to love, honor, and cherish.

But she didn’t know that—not until the day she found out about Cassandra Reynard.

“I really thought we’d last. Forever.” She turned away from her father’s chair. “Which just goes to show how much I know.”

“There’s no sense in blaming yourself. None at all.” Taking her hand, her mother determinedly led her into the kitchen, lips pursed and concern sharpening her gaze. “Not one bit of this is your fault. I know Ned told you it is, but he’s full of it. Don’t let him screw with you any more than he already has. Divorce isn’t a family curse, passed on from one generation to another. It just happens. And he cheated, not you. You gave him countless chances to keep your marriage together. A damn sight too many, if you ask me.”

Sophie had to grin as she carried the wooden salad bowl brimming with greens and tomatoes and peppers to the square table. Her even-keeled mom rarely got so worked up. Obviously, Ned was high up on her shit list.

“Good to know you have my back, Mom.”

“Family sticks together.” Diana brought over the platter of sauce-laden meatloaf surrounded by garlic mashed potatoes and set it down. “That man better never show his face around here or he’ll really get a piece of my mind.”

The table was set with a robin’s egg blue tablecloth and her mother’s prettiest blue and yellow dishes. Matching napkins were folded atop each plate. Sophie’s gaze was drawn to the bouquet of wildflowers filling an oval white vase in the center.

It all looked so festive and inviting.

Mom’s trying so hard to make this easier for me.

But nothing was easy these days.

Sophie needed to lift her own mood, or else fake it, for her mother’s sake. Which meant not thinking about Ned or about how she had to find a job, or wondering how she was going to restart her life.

“Everything looks great. You made too much food, though, Mom.” Especially since these days I have the appetite of a flea. She slid into a chair, reached for the salad bowl. “How’s Gran?”

“Same as always.” Diana gave a tiny smile at the mention of her mother. “She still has more energy than a windstorm and still thinks good always wins out in the end. Not such a bad philosophy, I guess. She’s coming to dinner tomorrow night. Be prepared, she’s planning to tell you how to fix your love life.”

“What love life? I’m done with a love life.”

“Not if your grandmother has anything to say about it. I give her a week at most before she seriously gets on your case.”

“Maybe coming home wasn’t such a great idea.” Seeing her mother’s alarmed expression, Sophie regretted her flip words. She felt a rush of warmth for her mother, for this house, for the Montana night that seemed to enfold them, at least at this moment, in a cocoon of safety.

“I’m just joking.” She hugged her mom. “I’d rather be here than anywhere else in the world right now.”

And she meant it.
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After putting away her clothes and storing her suitcase in the back of her walk-in closet, Sophie gazed around  her small, high-ceilinged room brimming with knickknacks and memories. The familiar lemon scent of Pledge, freshly washed cotton sheets, and fresh air wafting through the open window stirred her senses.

With the soft white lace curtains rustling in the breeze, she realized how little these four walls had changed since she’d left the ranch for college. She was twenty-nine now, single again, and staring at the remnants of innocence and childhood.

From the photographs and posters hung on the walls to the peach and yellow quilt folded neatly over her double bed, the room whisked her back through time, to days when she and her best friends Lissie Tanner and Mia Quinn spent almost every minute together, and if not together, gabbing on the phone.

All of her old stuffed animals from kindergarten through senior year in high school, including the huge stuffed lizard Wes had won her at the state fair, still slouched on the top shelf of her oak bookcase, which took up half a wall, and her creaky old six-drawer dresser occupied the other half.

Her mother had told her at dinner that Lissie—now Lissie Norris—was pregnant. And that Mia was throwing her a baby shower a week from Saturday.

I’ll look for a gift in town tomorrow.

She was thrilled for Lissie and Tommy—they’d been together since high school and had been trying to have a baby for over a year.

But suddenly, the hollowness inside Sophie became a hard, tangible ache in her chest. So many of her friends were pregnant or had babies now. She’d gone to all of their baby showers. Watched them hug and feed and bathe their infants, bundling them into tiny coats and  hats, strapping them into strollers and car seats, caring for them with a joy and total intensity that Sophie could only yearn for.

Soon, Ned had told her, over and over. Be patient. We’ll start trying soon. In six months. Then it was another six.

Then a year.

The timing needed to be perfect, according to him. And that meant after his career was firmly on track, rolling along in the ideal groove. After he landed a cable or network job and could cut his ties with the local affiliate crap Ned felt was so beneath him.

Her ex-husband had been a local news producer on WBBK in San Francisco, and he was good at his job. Damned good. Under his direction, the nightly news ratings had climbed from third place to number one in just under a year. But Ned had wanted more, a whole lot more. He wanted to become executive producer of a cable or network news show, one that was big and important and would get national attention—and that would thrust him into the big time.

With the big budgets, he’d told Sophie, pacing across the bamboo floor of their Potrero Hill condo, wound up the way he used to get before a final exam in college. Not to mention big players, big media attention—and big money.

Sophie wasn’t sure exactly when the cute, brown-haired guy with the serious eyes and a cleft in his chin, with the perfect manners and a double major in journalism and business, the guy she’d studied with in the library, gobbled pizza with at Dewey’s, lived with in a tiny studio apartment off campus their senior year, and married ten months later, had morphed into a man with  tunnel vision—burrowing straight ahead toward his career goals and forgetting the life and family and home he’d promised to build together with her.

Maybe it was sometime after her own small bakery business, Sweet Sensations, had taken off, becoming as popular as her cinnamon buns, which flew off the shelves every morning and were gone by noon.

Sophie had gradually expanded the offerings in her shop beyond baked goods and coffees. She’d added a couple of soups and a handful of sandwiches and several unique gourmet salads to the menu, and eventually, at the suggestion of her friend Rosa, she’d begun taking on some catering jobs.

Somehow, over the next few years, the orders ratcheted up until she had to add staff and take out a loan for more equipment and supplies.

Sophie Sinclair’s Sweet Sensations soon earned a designation as one of San Francisco’s top three go-to caterers for upscale corporate events. Her business had grown beyond her most optimistic daydreams. Written up in local gourmet magazines, in newspaper food columns and online reviews, Sweet Sensations had flourished, and the clients had poured in.

But all along, Sophie had been prepared to hire managers and as much staff as were needed to take over, just as soon as she and Ned got pregnant.

She’d been craving a baby ever since she turned twenty-five. Day after day, she’d found herself smiling at every infant and toddler she encountered at the grocery store or the movies, or being swung by the hands by his or her parents down the street, and the ache of wanting a child of her own filled her with a pang that was almost physical.

But things hadn’t gone the way she’d hoped. They’d originally planned to start trying for a family early in their marriage, but Ned had changed his mind, persuading her that they should get more established in their careers first. So they’d put it off.

By Sophie’s twenty-eighth birthday, her biological clock was in full racing mode, turning her yearning for a child into a longing that reached into the deepest parts of her heart.

But by then, Ned’s head—and a lot more of him than that, Sophie reflected bitterly—was fixated elsewhere.

Cassandra Reynard, to be exact.

The vice-president of the cable network that was tops on his list, and that had been considering hiring him for months, was carrying Ned’s child. The baby Sophie had longed for.

And to top it off, Ned was enough of a bastard to blame her for the destruction of their marriage.

“You caused this, Sophie,” he’d had the nerve to tell her on the phone two weeks after she accompanied a pregnant friend to the obstetrician, only to find her own husband seated in the waiting room, holding hands with another woman.

Cassandra Reynard, a red-haired, Julia Roberts lookalike, had still been nauseous at the beginning of her second trimester.

“All you could think about was what you needed—a baby. You couldn’t let up on the pressure, Sophie. You didn’t give a damn about my needs, my goals. Just because your stupid bakery took off like a firecracker, you thought it should be easy for me too. You have no idea what I’ve been going through to give us a shot at the life we wanted—”

“I definitely know what you’ve been going through, Ned.”

“Don’t—”

“Sleeping your way to the top must be terribly hard work. Pure torture.”

“I was doing this for us, Sophie. Things just got out of control. It doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“Sophie, look, I gotta go. Cassandra’s beeping in, I’ll get back to you.”

Her hands were shaking so much as she punched off her cell that she dropped the phone on the floor.

For a moment, she’d struggled to fight back her sobs, then had given in to them and let the tears burst from her. She’d snatched up her leather notebook and a pen as tears streamed down her cheeks, and had sat down to scribble an addition to her list.

Imagine Ned as a football. In the center of the stadium. And it’s kickoff time at the Super Bowl.

A sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob escaped her throat. A counselor at a group divorce session she’d attended at the library a few days before had suggested the participants keep a list of thoughts that made them feel good—or bad—so they could get in touch with their inner selves as a way to relieve stress and deal with anger toward their former spouses.

“How’s that for being in touch?” Sophie had wiped the tears with the back of her hand and shakily stuffed the notebook into her tote bag.

She wasn’t sure how, but somehow she’d held it together through the next few months. Packing up the condo, listing it with a Realtor, meeting with lawyers.

Yesterday, she’d signed her name to a contract officially selling Sweet Sensations to the Cramer Restaurant Group, and faxed it, and her divorce agreement, back to her attorneys.

Then she’d rolled her luggage into the hall and closed the door forever on the chic San Francisco condo where her marriage had begun—and where it had ended.

Catching Ned with Cassandra had shaken her out of the dream that they could somehow save their marriage and have the life she’d thought they’d been building. She’d been fooling herself for much too long, ignoring the truth.

That was over now.

Grabbing an old comfortable hoodie, Sophie hurried into the hall and down the old stairs. Softly, so as not to wake her mother, she eased open the front door and stepped out into the Montana night.

The gentle movement of the porch swing did little to soothe her. Pushing the swing with her foot, she breathed in the chilly late-summer air sweeping down from the mountains and forced herself to focus on right now. The sweet tinkling of the wind chimes, the sage-scented breeze. There were insect sounds and mysterious animal scurryings coming from the darkness surrounding the cottonwoods, and a hawk flew high in the night.

Gradually, she felt the tension in her shoulders ease. She got lost in the beauty of the dark sky and wisp of moon, in the wink of stars above.

But the familiar gliding motion of the swing soon stirred more memories.

All of the times she’d sat out here doing homework, struggling to complete extra credit in Geometry so she could eke out more than a D from Mr. Hartigan, the geometry teacher from hell.

Whispering secrets to Lissie and Mia on the phone. And, when she was even younger—eleven and twelve—curled on this swing, foolishly daydreaming about Lissie’s oldest brother.

Rafe.

A faint grimace touched her lips at the memory of Rafe Tanner. She’d never looked twice at Lissie’s other brothers, Jake or Travis, even though both of them were closer to her age and as handsome in their own right as Rafe. But Rafe was seventeen when she was twelve—and not only impossibly older and out of her league, but wildly sexy. At seventeen, he was already six foot three. Lean, dark, and reckless. With eyes so dark a blue they reminded Sophie of a wild indigo sea.

And like a wild sea, the heartthrob of Lonesome Way High had definitely seemed more than a little bit dangerous.

There wasn’t a football he couldn’t catch, a horse he couldn’t tame, or a girl he couldn’t get.

But he was far too mature and cool for skinny, gawky twelve-year-old Sophie. Still, she’d barely been able to speak whenever she was over at Lissie’s house and Rafe came barreling through the kitchen door.

Of course, that was all before her last encounter with him—that humiliating moment on a hot August day when she was fifteen. An immature and impulsive fifteen—who’d made a complete idiot of herself in Rafe’s beat-up old truck.

A rush of mortification still swept her whenever she thought about it. Fortunately, she didn’t think about it much. And she hadn’t laid eyes on Rafe Tanner since.

Sophie couldn’t even begin to picture him as a grown-up. She leaned back against the swing, shaking  her head wryly in the darkness just as, out of the blue, a cell phone chirruped.

The sound wafted down from one floor above. Her mother’s bedroom. The window must be open. But, who’s calling this late?

Worried that something might have happened to Gran, her feet suddenly hit the porch and she stopped swinging. She was about to rush inside when she heard her mother’s voice, calm and faint above the wind.

“No, no, I haven’t told her yet.”

Then, surprisingly, what sounded to Sophie like soft laughter. “Yes, we had a nice dinner. Everything’s fine. She’s going to be just fine. I didn’t have an opportunity to mention anything to her. . . .” A sudden gust of wind drowned the next words. Then: “I know, but there’s no rush. . . .”

Uncomfortable, Sophie pushed off the swing and slipped inside. She didn’t want to eavesdrop. But as she hurried up the varnished stairs, she wondered about what she’d heard.

Had that been Gran on the phone? Or Wes? Or one of her mother’s friends? And what didn’t her mother have the opportunity to mention to her yet?

They’d spent the entire evening together, and she could have brought up anything on her mind while they were clearing the table, tidying up the kitchen, and having coffee in the living room for almost an hour before Diana invited her out to the old barn—which was now her mother’s workroom—to show Sophie her latest project.

While Sophie was growing up, most of her friends’ mothers had hobbies like reading, knitting, or gardening, but for as long as Sophie could remember, her mother had made things. All sorts of things. Beaded jewelry,  fabric purses, decoupage frames and mirrors, scented soaps, and potpourri.

Now though, Diana had thrown herself into crafting wind chimes.

The one tinkling from a hook on the porch was one of her newest creations—a pretty, delicate thing made of dangling copper tubing and nuggets of stained glass, shells, and colored beads.

There were a half dozen others on her worktable, some constructed of sleek metal tubes, others of wood. With pride, her mother had shown Sophie the finished pieces, each one unique. She’d explained that she planned to sell them at the upcoming fund-raiser for the Lonesome Way Public Library, which was badly in need of renovation.

But she hadn’t mentioned anything out of the ordinary during the entire evening—so what was that phone call all about?

By the time Sophie sank into bed, she was too tired to wonder anymore. Except for bathroom breaks and fastfood runs and five hours’ sleep in a dingy motel outside Salt Lake City last night, she’d driven nonstop almost two days straight from San Francisco to Lonesome Way.

For the first time in months, the moment her cheek touched the pillow, she sank into sleep.




End of sample
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