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      1890   Bent, Colorado

      Adeline Miller loved the feeling of a blank page. She smoothed her fingers across the surface, the slight swooshing sound making her smile, and picked up her pencil. Inhaling a breath of sweet-scented hay and the faint musk of horses, Adeline took in the scene before her.

      Lush, green pastureland led up to the base of the Rocky Mountains just outside of Bent, Colorado. If she squinted, she could make out the dense copse of trees that congregated at the bend of the river nearest her and led to the denser forest beyond. The sight never failed to take her breath away.

      It was so unlike Richmond, Virginia.

      The memory of home brought an ache with it, one she wasn’t ready to face. Biting her lip, she forced her focus down to the page before her. It was ready to accept her words, but what was there to say?

      She could write about the chores she’d been assigned. Or the beauty of the area—though she’d used that as her muse more times than she cared to count. She could also recount one of the many funny tales that Clarence—or Beans as everyone called him—told after dinner was served. Any of these options appealed to her more than the thought of her family or her missed opportunities, but the topic her mind brought her back to surprised her.

      A husband. Or, perhaps, the lack of one.

      Adeline let out a huffed sigh and dropped her pencil into the folds of her skirt. No matter how hard she tried or how many times she pestered poor Chance Redburn, she could not get a straight answer out of the man as to her fate, married or otherwise.

      It had all been understandable when they first arrived. Or, to be frank, she had understood the situation while other girls had been less forgiving. To be sure, Adeline had been caught off guard, but she’d understood. For a time. But wasn’t it time for Mr. Redburn to step fully into his role as matchmaker in his aunt's place? And didn’t that mean that all of the women his aunt had brought out west would gain the husband they’d been promised?

      A bitterness entered her mouth, and she licked her lips as if the action could whisk away the taste and the thoughts. Hadn’t her tune changed? She blew out a puff of breath that made her bangs fly up and drop back down onto her forehead. She had not desired a husband, at least not through the means her father had attempted to acquire one for her.

      Alfred Miller, while a kind and caring father to Adeline and her two sisters, was not a patient man. Perhaps his job as an esteemed railroad tycoon had convinced him that his every desire could be fulfilled if enough money was thrown at it, but it seemed a husband for his eldest—and as of yet unmarried—daughter was simply not one of those things.

      She could remember the day he approached her in the sitting room with his ‘news.’ He’d been all smiles and compliments. He’d mentioned how lovely her dress was. Asked if her hair was done in a new style. Asked if she’d like a new pair of shoes. Then he’d dropped the news of his ‘surprise’ with all the grace of a speeding steam engine. She was to be married by a well-known matchmaker in the West.

      He’d assured her that it was much better than that ‘mail-order bride business,’ as he’d put it. It was time, he told her, to assume the responsibility of married life. As if a woman only found her role in life by taking another’s name.

      While he hadn’t stated it outright, Adeline knew that her father compared her to her sisters. At sixteen and nineteen and already married, her sisters had proven that twenty-two-year-old Adeline was already behind in life. Not to mention her odd obsession with journalism and writing. Yet another thing her father didn’t understand nor approve of.

      And now, here she was, surrounded by the natural beauty of the West but still without a husband. At least she had her journal.

      Her gaze returned to the blank page before her, and she retrieved her pencil, newly sharpened by Beans. Perhaps writing out her questions about her future husband would ease some of the restlessness she’d felt over the last few days as some of the girls had found their perfect match, some in not-so-perfect ways, but ultimately, she’d seen happiness in them. A happiness she found she craved.

      Her pencil touched paper.

      

      It is at times such as these that I desire to understand more of who I am by exploring the deepest feelings within myself on this page. It is an odd pursuit, one I am not naturally accustomed to, to focus so exclusively upon myself. While it is true that I can accurately compose my thoughts upon many subjects into coherent prose, I cannot always mine the depths of my own soul for contemplation.

      Thus, this will be my crude attempt at self-reflection:

      

      1) I feel as if I have been forgotten—perhaps by both my family and by Mr. Redburn. It is a difficult feeling, to be sure.

      2) Ashamed though I may be to admit this, the green monster of jealousy has reared her ugly head as I watch my fellow travelers find their match. Were I to respond to this in one of my practical advice column articles, I would likely tell myself to be happy for my neighbor and stop focusing on what I lack and instead on what I have. Would that it could be that easy.

      3) I find the qualities that most draw me to a man are as follows: Confidence, self-assuredness, decisiveness, skill, kindness, and (dare I say it) handsomeness.

      4)I sometimes wonder if such qualities can exist in one mere man.

      5) I fear Beans comes by his name too honestly—please, dear God, let us have something other than beans for dinner tonight.

      

      Adeline dropped her pencil back into her lap, observing her somewhat-successful self-reflections, though noting with a sigh that she’d gotten somewhat off track at the end. Then again, she’d stated plainly at the beginning that she didn’t often do this type of writing.

      “Miss Miller?” Her name yanked her gaze from the page to collide with that of Beans, the cook. “Is it too much trouble to ask you to give me a hand with supper?”

      “Not at all,” she said, closing her journal and pocketing the pencil. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Thank ya kindly.” He nodded and shuffled back toward the kitchen.

      Was this to be her fate? To help in the kitchen and watch every other young woman matched with an eligible gentleman?  Letting out another sigh, something she’d been doing too often recently, she stood and turned toward the kitchen.

      Perhaps one thing she wished for would come true today—maybe Beans would make something different for dinner.

      “Here I am, ready and willing to help.”

      “Good, good,” he said, not looking up from the bread he was kneading. “Mind stirring that pot of beans on the stove there?”

      Then again, maybe things had stopped going her way the day she left Richmond for a new life in the West.
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        * * *

      

      Harley Swinney looked out over his herd of cattle grazing among the tall grasses and let out a contented sigh.

      “You’d be proud, Pa,” he whispered to the wind, readjusting his Stetson before pulling the reins of his horse back. He’d spent enough time lost in thought this morning and needed to get back to the ranch.

      Still…

      He took one long, surveying look around. He knew what he’d said was true. His father would have been proud to see what Harley had done to build up the ranch, fill it out, and improve where there was need.

      The Swinney Cattle Ranch had gone from making ends meet to profitable, or relatively so, in just the last few years. It was a shame Ma and Pa couldn’t be here to see what he’d built—it was for them, in a sense.

      He thought of how Pa would ride an extra turn around the fences some days just to double-check that things were all right. And how he’d taught Harley everything he knew about cattle ranching, starting almost before Harley could walk. Ma had always chided his father that there was more to life than ranching, but neither of them believed that.

      And Ma—a special ache pushed into his chest at the thought of his mother’s loving smile, ready word of kindness, and almost-psychic intuition when Harley needed a hug because she knew he’d never ask for it.

      Even now, Harley could close his eyes and feel her firm arms around him, squeezing with just the right amount of pressure.

      Taking in a deep breath, he forced his eyes open. Reminiscing didn’t do him or the ranch any good. In fact, it likely distracted him from work that needed to be done, improvements to be made, and business decisions to make. There was no room for softness—especially not the memory of how his mother’s home-cooked meals tasted.

      He could hear the boy’s ribbing now. They couldn’t believe that he was twenty-seven and not married. They chided him every chance they got. He’d finally put a stop to them pointing out every potentially-available woman in town, at church, at the hotel, or even from the porch of the Hair of the Dog—not that he spent time there.

      The fact that he didn’t have time for leisurely card games or idle gossip proved that he didn’t have time for a woman.

      He spurred his horse forward, the hoofbeats of the animal loud against the mornings quiet. He loved this time of day when the world still seemed fresh and the possibility to get more done laid out before him like a freshly finished quilt.

      Up ahead, he saw a few of his ranch hands congregating at the wagon. They’d go into town for some supplies today, but he’d stay back. He had plans to go over for the back pasture and the potential of purchasing another section of land from his neighbor. He also needed to run numbers and—

      “Hey, boss,” Johnny said, flagging him down with his bandana.

      “What is it, Johnny?” Harley didn’t like the worried look in his worker's eyes.

      “Otis isn’t doin’ very good.”

      Harley bit back a curse, an out of character habit for him, and instead took another deep breath. “What do you mean? Was he out at the saloon last night?” He’d told his workers time and time again—

      “No, nothing like that. He’s sweatin’ and moaning about how his stomach hurts and,” the man swallowed, looking queasy himself, “he’s not doing good.”

      Resignation took over, and Harley nodded. “Have Beau fetch the doc when you all go into town.”

      “We’re gonna be shorthanded,” the man said, shifting on his feet.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said, offering a forced smile to reassure Johnny.

      “You got it, boss.” He set off back toward the wagon, and Harley rubbed a hand over his face before steering his horse toward the barn.

      Just what he needed. Yet another ranch hand sick. He was the second in the last two months, though the first had a liking to too much whiskey and not enough common sense to know when to stop. It sounded like Otis had fallen prey to something worse, which meant his recovery time would be longer as well.

      After taking off his horse's saddle, brushing her down, and feeding her, Harley went inside the house to look at reference letters again. He’d gotten several from an advertisement he’d put in the local paper, but he’d only needed one man at the time. Perhaps it would be prudent to hire another even if Otis recovered more quickly than expected.

      When his stomach growled an hour later, Harley realized he hadn’t yet had breakfast. He meandered into the kitchen and found a leftover plate of biscuits and gravy, now cold. Not much caring what the temperature was, he shoveled the food down and was about to go back to work when a knock sounded on his door.

      Perhaps the doc had made better time than he’d expected. He took long strides to the door and blinked in surprise when he opened it to see Chance Redburn.

      “Chance? What are you doing out this way?”

      “Mornin’ to you too,” Chance said with a grin. “May I come in for a minute?”

      “’Course,” Harley said, stepping back to let the man inside. “Afraid I don’t have anything to eat at the moment. Everyone’s gone into town for supplies.”

      “Don’t need anything,” Chance said. “Beans takes real good care of all of us.”

      Harley tried to bite back his grin. He, along with the rest of the town, had heard of Chance’s inheritance. More like trouble, if Harley had a say. When Chance’s Aunt Viola had passed away, she’d not only left him her home, but her business, which happened to entail a whole herd of unmarried women come on the train ready to be matched with grooms. Harley didn’t envy the man one bit having to deal with all those emotional females. Give him cattle and land any day instead of the needs of a woman.

      “Have a seat.” Harley indicated the chair opposite him at the kitchen table.

      “Thanks.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      A sly grin slipped onto Chance’s lips, and he leaned forward. “Today is your lucky day.”

      “Pardon?” Harley’s eyebrows rose.

      “As you know, I’ve taken over my aunt’s business,” he cringed, belying the reality Chance was facing each day as Harley had expected. “And while it’s been a challenge, to be sure, there’s been some good things happening too. I’m sure you’ve heard of some of my matches.”

      He looked…proud. That was the only way that Harley could put it, though he wasn’t sure if Chance had been that instrumental in the matchmaking if rumors could be believed. Then again, what did Harley know about any of this?

      “I’m sure it’s been…rewarding.” That sounded like a statement his mother would have approved of. She was always his guide to social cues in situations that didn’t involve cattle or the ranch.

      “It sure has. And your time has finally come.”

      Harley balanced. “My…time?”

      “Yep. I’m sorry that I’ve kept you waiting, but I’ve had a bear of a time going through all of my aunt's files and papers and whatnot. I came across your name the other day and said to myself I had to move you up the line. But don’t worry; I think you’re going to approve.”

      It felt like all of the air had been purged from the room. Was it getting hotter in the kitchen? Harley grasped for words as he tried to suck in a free breath.

      “Approve? Approve of wh-what?”

      “Your bride, of course.”
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      “You’re saying tomorrow. As in the day after today?”

      “Yes. Midmorning, if that’s amenable.” Chance smiled, but something about it seemed off, as if the action didn’t reach his eyes. Then again, it was possible Adeline was seeing—and maybe hearing—things.

      “Just like that?”

      There was that smile again. “You’ll meet first, and we’ll see what happens after. Thank you for your patience, Adeline. I know it’s been…different than what you imagined, but Mr. Swinney is a good man.” Chance nodded once, patted her on the shoulder like an elderly man, and left the back porch with purposeful strides.

      Was it possible that she’d sat in this very place only a little over a week ago lamenting her current situation only to have things change so drastically now? She would be meeting her match tomorrow.

      A nervous flutter took up residence in her stomach, and she placed her hand over the spot to quell the feeling. Yes, she wanted this—didn’t she? Especially when the alternative was her living as an old maid in a matchmaker’s house.

      She scrunched up her nose. No, Chance wouldn’t let that happen. Still, who was this man he’d mentioned? Mr. Swinney? What was his first name? What did he do? Was he young? Old? Kind? Ugly? Handsome?

      She blushed and pushed to her feet. Rather than sit around and stew on this, she’d set about her next chore, which was tending to the kitchen garden. Penny, a woman from town, would be coming soon to help her, and Adeline had to admit she was looking forward to seeing her. They had grown to be friends, and the woman’s advice would be helpful now. She was a widower and always seemed to have the right things to say at the right time.

      Losing herself in weeding near the string beans, Adeline didn’t even hear the woman approach until she stood over her, the shadow she cast startling Adeline.

      “You scared me,” Adeline said, leaning back on her heels with a smile.

      “Not my intention. You were pulling those weeds as if they’ve personally offended you. Is something the matter?” Penny asked, slipping down to her knees next to Adeline.

      The sigh that escaped from Adeline’s lips told the beginning of the story, and Penny’s eyes narrowed. “Something is the matter. Tell me what it is, and we’ll talk it through. That always helps.”

      Adeline smiled and explained everything to the older woman as they worked in the garden. She had shared the tale of how she’d come to the West, but now she admitted her dueling desires and the reality that she’d be meeting her potential match the following day.

      “You desire to write, but you also want to be married?” Penny asked in summation.

      “I think so…” Adeline blushed at her foolishness. “Listen to me. I don’t even know my own mind.”

      “What woman does?” Penny said with a laugh. “But I can understand how this would be difficult for you, dear. On the one hand, you were at peace in Virginia. You had the ability to write as you desired and you were near your family. I’m sure it was a shock for you to find out that your father had made plans such as sending you to the West without consulting you.”

      “He cares for me—for our whole family—but he often doesn’t see past what he thinks is best. It’s as if his way is always the right way. I knew there was no changing his mind, so I went along with it all,” as if I’d had a choice, she thought. “When I got here, I think perhaps I’d made peace with the thought of marriage. But,” here she blushed again, shocked that she would admit this to her new friend, “I think I’d hoped that the man I’d marry would…understand.”

      “You mean, about your love of writing?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you don’t think he will?”

      “I have no idea.” Adeline started to feel helpless. “That’s part of the problem. I don’t know who he is or anything about him. I’m afraid that Mr. Redburn, while acting with the best of intentions, didn’t take into account who I am so much as the fact he’s got another groom waiting for a wife. That’s not exactly matchmaking.”

      “Ah, yes, I see where the problem lies.”

      “You do?” Adeline met the woman’s kind gaze.

      “Yes, dear. You are living in fear.”

      Her answer shocked Adeline. “What do you mean?”

      “I never told you my full story, but I suppose it could be helpful here to you. You see, I was a mail-order bride myself. I escaped from a terrible life to come marry a man I had naught but details about. How tall he was, his hair color, eye color, and the description of ‘kind’ when it came to his demeanor.”

      “That’s all you knew?”

      “Yes. And much like you, I was terrified of marrying a monster. On the train ride out here, I prayed and prayed that God would make him a man like I wanted and had dreamed of. Handsome and strong, kind and brave. You know, the things we women desire.”

      With pink cheeks, Adeline nodded.

      “But do you know what I discovered?”

      “What?” Adeline had abandoned her weeding, engrossed in her friend’s story.

      “The Good Lord showed me that I was so afraid of what I wanted my future husband to be, that I wasn’t focusing on who He was.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “God, dear child. And the fact that, when we trust Him, things work out in the way they should. It’s not always easy, nor is it always happy—when my Jack passed, it was the hardest thing I’d ever lived through. But through it all, God remained trustworthy. He knows who it is that you’ve been matched with. Put your worries in His hands. That’s the only place they are safe.”

      While Penny’s answer was simple—almost too much so—Adeline found her heart longed for that type of trust. Besides, she reasoned, what good was her anxious thoughts doing?

      “You’re right,” Adeline admitted.

      “It will be all right, my dear. God has not forgotten you. And I don’t think that Mr. Redburn would place you with a cruel man. Just do your best to show this young man exactly who you are.”

      “I will. Thank you, Penny. And, may I ask one question?”

      “Of course, dear, ask as many as you’d like.”

      “Was Jack all you hoped for?”

      A wistful smile took over Penny’s lips, and Adeline thought she saw the glistening of unshed tears. “Dear, he was more than I could have hoped for and completely different than any man I would have chosen. In the end, he was the perfect husband for me. Not that he was perfect or that I was, but that together, we were the right match. I hope the same for you.”

      Later that night as Adeline lay in bed, tossing and turning as her restless thoughts went to the meeting the next day, she thought of what her friend had said. Jack had been different than what Penny would have chosen, but he’d been the right man for her. Was it possible that she could have the same experience with this Mr. Swinney?
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        * * *

      

      Harley had dodged a bullet with Chance Redburn, that was certain. As he attached the harness to the wagon to take the delivery of beef to the Redburn house, he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself about the man’s misfortune. He’d been saddled with a parcel of women and was making up things to get them married off.

      Harley shook his head. There was no other explanation for the man saying that Harley’s name was in Aunt Viola’s files. There was no way on God’s green earth that he’d have given his name to the matchmaker. Nope. Not even a chance.

      His hands stalled on the buckle. He wouldn’t have…but would his mother?

      Shaking his head to shake the thoughts away, Harley climbed up into the wagon, ensuring the men had loaded the right meats there. Satisfied, he clicked his tongue and flicked the reins to urge his horse forward.

      Was it possible that his mother, in her last effort to ensure her son's happiness, had given his name to Viola Redburn?

      Unease twisted his stomach. Was that something of a binding agreement? Could someone do that on someone else’s behalf? No, it couldn’t be possible…

      His gaze searched the road and surrounding areas for answers, but nothing showed. Was it possible that his mother, out of love for her one and only son, had set him up with the town’s matchmaker and died before she could tell him? Was he—or, rather, his mother—the cause for one of those poor women being stranded in a western town without a groom?

      The reality that Viola Redburn had passed was yet another weight on his shoulders. Would the truth ever out? Or would he always wonder what his mother’s involvement was in all of this? Surely there had to be notes in Viola’s office. Something that indicated who had made the request.

      Then again, all Chance had said is that he’d come across Harley’s name in his files and he had the perfect bride for him.

      A bitter taste entered his mouth at the thought of marriage. Besides the reality that he was much too busy for a wife, there was the fact that a woman around his ranch would only complicate things. The inner workings of the ranch were like a finely oiled machine. It worked because it incorporated exactly what it needed. Not more hands nor less. Not more land nor less. Not even more cattle than they needed—just the right amount.

      A woman thrown into that mix could only spell trouble.

      He scoffed at the mere idea, laughing at himself for even taking time to consider it.

      Then again, the thought of having the right amount of hands to the right amount of work caused him to remember that he needed to check the post to see if the new hand had responded to his inquiry.

      Entering town, Harley nodded greetings up and down the main street, making his way toward the Redburn house. He’d deliver the beef asked for, and then he’d head to the post office and maybe the general store. Otis was doing better, but he could use some medicine the doc had ordered. It was likely in with the arrival of the train the day before.

      Up ahead, Harley saw the house, his hands starting to sweat at the mere appearance of several women doing chores outside. It was silly, really. He had set Chance straight. He’d told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t interested in a wife and he wouldn’t come to the house for anything else but business.

      He had nothing to worry about—so why was he sweating like a pig?

      “Howdy,” Beans said, coming out onto the porch as Harley pulled up. “See ya brought us some o’ that good old meat of yours, Swinney.”

      “Sure did.” The tightness of Harley’s chest eased at the familiar sight of Beans. Harley could conduct businessman to man, no problem.

      “Head on in. Chance is in the office and will pay you. I’ll get this inside.” He eyed the side of beef greedily.

      “Thanks.”

      Harley jumped down from the wagon and nodded at a woman cleaning the window from the outside. He had a feeling this was the cleanest this house would ever be.

      Once inside, he let his eyes adjust to the space, getting his bearings. It had been a long time since he’d been inside Viola Redburn’s house. He took a few steps forward and remembered the parlor was to the right. He stepped into the doorway and froze.

      A woman stood in a light blue gingham dress. Her dark blond hair was pulled back into a braid, but strands fell around her face, framing it like a golden halo. Her eyes widened at his presence, and he suddenly felt all of the dirt and grime of the last week caked on his skin and clothes. Why hadn’t he washed before coming into town?

      He roughed a hand over his chin and felt the prickles there as well. Rats! He’d forgotten to shave too.

      But what did it matter?

      He reminded himself he was here for a delivery only. Get in, get paid, get out.

      “I see you’ve missed your bath for…what? The last few months?”

      At her sharp-tongued reply, Harley felt gut-punched. “Wh-what?”

      “Were you even going to try? Or were you just going to come and take what you wanted?”

      Her cheeks turned a violent red and Harley couldn’t help but notice it brought out the color of her cornflower blue eyes.

      “That’s why I’m here,” he said dumbfounded. What did she think he was doing?

      “So that’s the way of it?”

      Was she shaking? He took a hesitant step toward her, some long-buried instinct to help surfacing in the presence of this fiery but beautiful woman.

      “I-uh, shouldn’t you be off meeting your future husband or something?” He decided humor was the way of it. He wasn’t sure what was happening, why she was looking at him like she was, but he figured if they could both laugh, perhaps the tension would break.

      “My…my husband?” she said. Her anger was a living thing now, as if sizzling from the very tips of that golden hair. She took a step toward him.

      “Yes.” It came out more like a question than an answer.

      A humorless laugh escaped her rosy lips, and she shook her head slowly back and forth. He tried desperately to read the situation, to see where he’d gone wrong, but for the life of him, he couldn’t understand her anger. He’d just walked in, for heaven’s sake. How could he have angered this woman already? Then again, women were unreasonable creatures at times. Perhaps she wasn’t having a good day.

      “Well, Mr. Swinney,” she said, surprising him that she knew his name, “it seems that I have met my future husband and you are very much lacking.”
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      Adeline thought she might be sick. Was this really Mr. Swinney she’d just met with his dusty chaps, clanging spurs, and sarcastic attitude? She couldn’t even see what he looked like beneath all that scruff.

      She yanked her gaze away from its perusal of his buried facial features and tried to take a calming breath.

      “I—there’s been a big old mistake, miss.”

      Her gaze flicked back to his. Had she been wrong? “You’re not Mr. Swinney?” Her tone sounded too hopeful.

      “No, I am,” he said, “Harley Swinney, but I am not anyone’s future husband.”

      “I—I don’t understand.” She swallowed, trying to comprehend what he was saying.

      “I—”

      Just then, Chance Redburn stepped into the doorway. His clasped hands and darting eyes betrayed his nervousness. But why was he—

      “Tell me you did not say I would marry her,” Harley said, thrusting an angry pointed finger in Adeline’s direction.

      “I—well, hello and good morning, Harley. Perhaps you and I could talk about—”

      “We already talked. I told you that I was not interested.”

      Adeline gasped. Was this true? Had Mr. Redburn already known that Harley wasn’t interested in marrying her and yet he hadn’t told her?

      “You didn’t say a word,” she said.

      Both men’s eyes snapped to hers.

      “What?” Harley snapped.

      “He didn’t say anything to me. He said you were coming today to meet me and—”

      “Chance,” Harley ground out, his piercing gray eyes reminding her of a storm.

      “I…uh…I might have not mentioned that part. I mean, you had to meet her. I did have your name down, and I think that—”

      “No. I told you in no uncertain terms yesterday that I am not interested.”

      Adeline watched as Harley stood his ground, his decisiveness coming out in his firm words. He stood taller than Chance by several inches and, now that she was closer to him, she could make out the definition of muscles beneath his loose cotton shirt pulled tight by his fisted hands. His jaw was barely visible beneath the unshaven scruff and, despite the situation and his angry demeanor, she found that he was indeed handsome.

      Blushing for her traitorous thoughts, she looked to Mr. Redburn. “You lied to me,” she said. The quietness of her voice drew both men’s attention back to her, and she fought back the tears that threatened to come.

      “I—I—I—” Chance stuttered.

      “I’m sorry,” Harley said.

      Her eyes moved to his, and she felt another type of heat course through her at the shocking warmth of his gaze. What had been ice and granite had turned to warm pools of gray as he looked down at her. “I tried to avoid this very thing by telling him it wasn’t me who gave my name. I,” he frowned and dropped his gaze.

      She immediately missed the warmth of his eyes when he looked away, and boldly, she took a step forward. “And I’m sorry for accusing you.” She blushed. “I was under the impression that you’d come to take me as your wife and,” her gaze traveled over his appearance.

      “Gosh,” he said, and she caught the first glimpse of a smile. It sent a lightning bolt of awareness through her. He was handsome beneath all of that scruff and dirt. “Believe me, ma’am, if I’d come for a wife, I’d have taken care with my appearance.”

      She smiled, and something shifted inside of her. The anger she’d felt at his carelessness was quickly replaced by something akin to attraction.

      “A little soap and water can work miracles,” she said, happy to see his responding smile.

      “My Ma used to say the same thing.”

      They stood like that for what felt like several lifetimes but was only mere seconds until he turned away. Was there reluctance in his action? Or had her own hesitance caused him to turn away?

      “I don’t appreciate the deception, Chance,” Harley said. “You’re a good friend and I want to do good business with you, but I can’t have you lying to me and this nice woman here.”

      His eyes trailed hers again, and her butterflies returned in a flurry.

      “You’re right. I just…I wanted you two to meet. That’s all.”

      The situation turned awkward in the silence that followed Mr. Redburn’s statement, but Harley broke it with a shrug.

      “How about paying me for the meat?”

      The abrupt change in subject shocked Adeline and left her mind whirling with questions. Had he not felt…whatever it was that she’d just felt? Was he really so oblivious to the situation—to her?

      “Right. Yes. Well, this way, Harley.”

      Chance turned and left, and Harley made to leave, but paused, turning back to her. “I…I’m sorry about all of this, Miss.”

      “Please, it’s Adeline. Adeline Miller.”

      “Miss Miller then.”

      A brazen part of her wanted to insist he call her Adeline, but it wouldn’t be proper, as it wasn’t truly proper for her to be standing this close to him in the sitting room unaccompanied. And yet, she couldn’t seem to pull herself away as propriety dictated.

      “Mr. Swinney,” she said, dipping her head.

      “Uh, have a good day.”

      She couldn’t find words to offer him and instead nodded her head in return. She watched as he left to go and felt an odd sensation taking over her body. Her hands trembled, and her stomach pooled with warmth.

      Harley hadn’t come to the Redburn house for a wife, but Adeline was fairly certain she was going to marry him no matter what it took for her to break through the gruff exterior that was Harley Swinney. She was going to marry that man.
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        * * *

      

      Harley slammed into the wood with a grunt of pain.

      “Watch out there, Harley. If that woulda been a cliff, you’d have walked right off,” a fellow rancher said with a chuckle.

      Harley stepped back, rubbing the sore spot on his shoulder where he’d connected with the porch post and thankful that all of his ranch hands hadn’t been there to see that.

      Shaking his head and grinding his teeth in anger at his foolishness, he set off for the post office down the creaking boardwalk. Why was he so distracted?

      Adeline Miller. That was why.

      The mere thought of her caused his heart to pound in his chest and his stomach to puddle in warmth. This was ridiculous, and he had to put a stop to it, but when he tried to stop thinking about her, he only thought about her more. That’s why he’d—

      “Ummmph!”

      “Hey there,” an angry voice said, “watch where you’re going.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, head down as he slipped past the man he’d just run into. This was getting out of hand.

      Pausing in the opening of an alley, Harley tried to compose himself. He shook his head again as if the action might shake the memory of her out of there too. No such luck.

      Golden hair. Flushed cheeks. Sparkling blue eyes. Pretty enough to make a man forget—well, everything. Including the check he hadn’t gotten from Chance.

      It was odd to Harley. He’d never noticed a woman like he did Adeline, but that didn’t mean anything. Just proved that he had eyes in his head. Any man could see her and see her beauty. What was more important was the reality that he was not among the men who were looking for a wife. While his name might have somehow, mysteriously appeared on Chance’s list, it was a mistake, plain and simple.

      He had more important things to deal with instead of spending time convincing a pretty young lady that he wasn’t the man for her. And that’s what it had come down to, hadn’t it? He’d had to look both her and Chance in the eye and say thanks, but no thanks. It had been the right thing to do.

      So why did it feel as if he’d made a mistake?

      Forcing away the thoughts that said he could have taken her to tea at the Black Barrel Inn or at least offered her a stroll before turning her down, Harley burst from the alley like a man on fire. No flames licked at his boots, but the memories did their best to follow him. He forced them away with another shake of his head and shoved open the post office door.

      “H-h-howdy, Harley.” Rafe Adams nodded toward Harley from where he stood with a telegram in hand.

      “Hi.” Harley furrowed his brow in concentration. He just needed to finish chores in town so he could get back to the ranch. He knew once he was there, the things that needed attending would bring his attention back to what mattered.

      “How are y-y-you?” Rafe’s stutter didn’t bother Harley, but he could see the man’s frustration with it. Though he usually hid it well, something felt off about the man today.

      “Doin’ well,” unless you count my thoughts being plagued by a golden-haired beauty. “You?”

      Rafe shrugged. “Jilted a-a-again.” This time, his grimace had nothing to do with the stutter.

      Harley frowned. While his thoughts were filled with a woman he wanted to be rid of, poor Rafe still hadn’t found the match for him. How was it fair that the man who wanted to be married wasn’t?

      “Sorry to hear it, friend.” He slapped the man on the back. “You’ll have luck soon, I’m sure.”

      Rafe shrugged in reply, not looking hopeful, and went back to his telegram.

      Unable to offer any more platitudes, Harley strode up to the counter.

      “I’ve got nothing for you,” the postmaster said with an apologetic look.

      “Nothing?”

      The man offered a look that clearly said, Didn’t you hear what I just told you?

      “Right. Thanks.”

      Harley turned around in a huff and, tossing a wave at Rafe, stepped back out onto the boardwalk, making his way back toward his wagon. This was not good news. Not only was he distracted, but he also was down a ranch hand. They’d managed so far without Otis, but he would need to find someone—and soon—if they were going to make it through spring branding in the next few weeks.

      He cringed at the thought of being shorthanded for that and nearly ran into a man. He managed to stop himself before completely knocking the man over and took comfort in the fact that Adeline had moved to the back of his thoughts already. Just like he thought would happen when work came into the picture.

      “Sorry,” he muttered and moved to walk around the man.

      “Uh, Mr. Swinney?”

      Harley came to a stop, turning to face the young man. He had ruddy cheeks and untamed blond hair. His roguish grin spread wide, and he extended a hand.

      “Yes?” Harley said, shaking the proffered hand with slight hesitance.

      “Sorry, name’s Earl Peters.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Harley still had no idea who this kid was.

      “I think you got a reference letter of mine? I’m looking for a job and was recommended your ranch.”

      Harley tamped down his excitement, knowing he needed to vet the young man first. Many ‘ranch hands’ came around looking for work, but many of them played on a rancher's needs rather than their smarts. They said they could do the work, but once their contract was instated, they proved to be less than knowledgeable.

      “Who told you about my ranch?” he asked, eyeing the man for truthfulness in his response.

      “Honestly, sir, I can’t remember his name.”

      That didn’t bode well. “I’m sorry but—”

      “But he had a long beard, cold blue eyes, and a laugh that made you want to burst out yourself.”

      Sounded like Vince, but Harley wasn’t going to say that.

      “He kept talking about how cold it was last winter.”

      Now that did sound like Vince. “I think you might be talking about my hand, Vince.”

      “Sounds about right. Look, I know this might be presumptuous of me, but if you need a hand, I’m in desperate need of work.”

      Harley’s eyes narrowed. The man, though looking rough and asking for a ranch hand position, sounded as if he’d had more schooling than most. Still, Harley was in need, and this kid might just be the solution.

      “You have your own horse?”

      “I do. A reliable buckskin.”

      That was good, though not necessarily a requirement for work on his ranch. He just needed to assess the level of the man’s competency.

      He tried again. “If I asked you to be my tally-man, would you do it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And if I told you to muck out stalls, would you do it without complaint?”

      “With the best of ‘em, sir. And,” he stuck out his chest, “I could head up the chuck wagon; ain’t much of a peeler, could be a night hawk, or even be a jigger if you need it.” At the last offer, he waggled his eyebrows.

      Harley assessed the young man; his cocky attitude was a bit of a turn off for him, but he seemed to know what he was talking about. He’d agreed to tally the cattle branded or even stay up at night to circle the cattle.

      “I don’t need a jigger—got a second-in-command already—but I could use a good cow-puncher if you’re willing.”

      “You got it, boss.” The young man shook his hand again.

      “You know where my ranch is?”

      Earl nodded enthusiastically. “Someone told me where I could find it.”

      “Good.” Harley assessed the daylight left. “Gather your things and head out. We’ve got room in the bunkhouse for you.”

      “Sure enough. See you in an hour or so.”

      Harley nodded and watched the young man bound from the boardwalk in the direction of the blacksmith’s shop where his horse was likely being stabled. What he may lack in skill, he’d make up for in excitement.

      Nodding to himself at his good fortune, Harley continued back to his wagon. His supplies had been loaded, and he climbed up into the bench seat to head back to the ranch. The silence of the road home was daunting, considering his earlier dilemma in keeping a certain woman from his thoughts, but now he had a solution to that.

      Think of work and work only. He had a feeling that approach was going to work wonders for him.
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      “I can keep looking. There’s bound to be someone else in this town looking for a wife. It’ll all work out; you’ll see, Miss Miller.”

      Adeline found her attention wandering as she sat in Chance Redburn’s office, formerly Aunt Viola’s office, and stared out the window at the wind rustling through the leaves of the trees she could see.

      “Would you like that? To meet a few other eligible bachelors?’

      “What?” She drew her attention back.

      “Bachelors. To meet them?”

      “I’m sorry,” she wrinkled her forehead in concentration. “What happened to me marrying Mr. Swinney?”

      “I, uh, well…” Mr. Redburn struggled for purchase on the slippery slope of his excuses. “I’m not sure that will work. He’s a stubborn man, I’m afraid.”

      Adeline scoffed. “Stubborn? More like bull-headed.” She’d seen the man all of twenty minutes—if that—and she knew that about him already. “That doesn’t mean he knows what’s best for himself and his future.”

      Mr. Redburn opened and closed his mouth two times before he found a reply. “What do you propose?”

      She smiled. “Mr. Redburn, I learned many things during my time as a journalist.” There was no need to qualify the fact that she’d merely written the women’s practical advice column. People were alike, whether writing to a paper or avowing they did not want to marry. “The main thing is that persistence is key. It pays off, and I plan to see that it does.”

      “Which means…what?”

      “Which means I shall try to convince Mr. Swinney that he has made a grave mistake by refusing to marry me. He may not know how his name ended up on Viola’s list, but I believe it is there for a reason. I intended to do all I can to give him the opportunity to step away from his hesitance of marriage to see the blessing it could be.”

      The words sounded good, they almost convinced her as well, but there was still a small seed of doubt lingering. Was it possible that he simply did not want to marry? She had thought that her persistence in pursuing journalism would pay off with something of a career as a writer until she’d come up against the immovable wall that was her father. Would Harley Swinney be the same way?

      “While I admire your tenacity, Miss Miller, do you think this is wise?”

      She considered the question but came to the same conclusion. As with her writing, she would regret not trying.

      “I believe it is. For a time, sir. I will not push myself into an unwise or unhealthy situation. You may have my word that, should Mr. Swinney truly decide against marriage, I retire my efforts and we may begin this process with someone else. But I would be remiss if I didn’t at least try to have one,” or several, “more conversation with him. When he’s not suffering from pretense or misinformation?” She deftly mentioned Mr. Redburn’s failure to remind him that he was in no position to judge her at this juncture. The action seemed to work.

      “You drive one hard bargain, Miss Miller. In fact, I can already assist you with the first part of your mission.”

      “Oh?” She felt the prickle of hope threaten to blossom in her chest.

      “During the, uh, confusion,” was Mr. Redburn blushing? “Mr. Swinney left without collecting his payment for the beef he brought for us. If you’d like to play the role of my executor in paying our bill with him, you are more than welcome to borrow my horse and make the trip to his ranch tomorrow.”

      Adeline could barely contain her smile. “Yes. That would be most agreeable.”

      Mr. Redburn excused her from his office with the promise of having his check and horse ready in the morning and Adeline left for the peacefulness of the back porch. It was slightly underhanded, creating a reason for her to visit the ranch unaccompanied, but even as she considered the alternative, it seemed harmless when any other outing would require a chaperone. Instead, she was merely going to the ranch of a business partner of the Redburn house and paying a bill. As simple as that.

      Sitting on the steps and leaning back against the porch railing, Adeline closed her eyes and allowed the sweet scent of the first blooms of spring to wash over her.

      She had told Mr. Redburn in no uncertain terms that she would be successful in winning over Mr. Swinney, but was that merely a whisper of a hope? The man, while seeming to be attracted to her, had told them both that he was not interested in marrying.

      Then again, not interested in marrying and not interested in her were two separate things.

      Her thought caused her to blush and look around as if someone might have overheard her thoughts. Of course, she didn’t know what the man’s thoughts were, but she was thinking brazenly to suspect that he would be interested if given the right motivation. What that might be, she had no idea, but she also wasn’t willing to tarnish her reputation to find out.

      No, she would take the old fashioned approach. The approach she would tell those who wrote looking for advice on a similar subject. She had written back to tell them that the gentle approach was always best.

      Yes, she could be gentle, and beguiling all at the same time.

      Adeline thought of the strong, handsome man she’d met that day. There had to be a reason Mr. Redburn had his name in his files. His firm statements that it had not been his desire to have his name recorded among the husband-hopefuls still begged the question: then who?

      Perhaps divine intervention?

      Adeline grinned and rested her head back against the roughshod post. Her hair caught on a splintered piece of wood and she pulled it free but leaned her head back again. The post reminded her of Mr. Swinney—Harley? Would he let her call him that? It was rough but sturdy. Functional and, while not exactly pretty, it fit where it was supposed to.

      She tried to imagine what he would look like without all of that scruff and in clothes that were cleaned of dirt and grime.

      Handsome. She knew that without question.

      Letting out a long sigh, her fingers itched for her journal. It was inside in the room that she shared and would take too long to fetch. She would need to retire to bed soon anyway if she were to be up in time to wash her hair before she left for Mr. Swinney’s ranch.

      Yes, she would do her absolute best to have at least one more honest conversation with Mr. Harley Swinney. She would see where his priorities lay, whether he was merely scared of marriage or completely opposed, and then she would see if there was any softness she could press in to. Any hint that he felt a modicum of the attraction she had earlier that day.

      Then, bearing his response to all of these things, she would proceed from there. Perhaps toward him or perhaps away.

      But secretly, she hoped it was to, for the handsome man had caught her attention in a way she had only read of in books.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That okay, boss?” Johnny said. “Boss?”

      “What? Sorry.” Blast, I’m doing it again! “Yeah, that’s fine. See you in the morning.”

      The hands nodded their goodbye and shuffled off toward the bunkhouse, all but the young man he’d hired earlier that day.

      “You seem distracted,” Earl observed.

      Leave it to the kid to notice something like that.

      “Lot on my mind. That’s all. Why don’t you head off to bed?”

      “Soon.” He stared into the fire pit in the yard behind the house where the hands and Harley congregated many evenings when the weathered abided.

      This kid sure had guts. “What’s on your mind?”

      “I’ll tell you if you tell me.” He caught Harley’s gaze with a grin.

      Guts indeed. “Nothing that won’t keep.”

      “’Bout the ranch?” Earl asked.

      “Nope.” At least Harley could give a straight answer there. “More personal than that.”

      “Then a woman.”

      Harley’s gaze shot to Earl’s and the young man laughed.

      “Nailed you on that one.”

      Harley shook his head, gaze returning to the fire pit. He had nailed him on that. “It’s not really anything.”

      “Sure.” The silence stretched out for almost a minute, and Harley thought the subject had dropped, but then Earl said, “She pretty?”

      Harley couldn’t help it. He laughed. “You don’t give up, do you, kid?”

      “Not usually.” Earl shrugged “I had a girl once. A really nice one. Thought about marrying her.”

      “What happened?”

      “I tell you, and you fill me in on who’s occupying your thoughts?”

      Harley tilted his head to the side.

      “Fine,” Earl said, huffing out a breath. “I’ll tell you anyway. My brother up and stole her out from under my nose.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, my trouble ain’t looking so bad.”

      It was Earl’s turn to laugh. “I dare say you got it good if your brother’s not stealing your woman.”

      Your woman. The words lodged in Harley’s mind like a rock in a horse’s shoe. Adeline Miller was not his woman, and yet a small part of him—one that he wouldn’t even acknowledge to himself—wanted her to be.

      “So?”

      “Not how this works, kid.” He took a swig of water from his tin cup and used the rest to toss on the dying embers. He shoved to his feet, saying, “Have a good night.”

      “Not fair,” he heard Earl say as he shuffled off toward the bunkhouse.

      While he appreciated his new hand’s openness with him, he felt no compulsion to share in kind. Especially about a woman he’d never see again.

      Harley finished up the last minute chores around the house and then made his way to the master bedroom. It had been his parents and, when they’d passed, he’d decided it was time to take full ownership of the house and the ranch.

      The day he’d moved into their room, he’d allowed himself to feel the grief as well as the responsibility. The weight of the ranch rested on his shoulders, and he took that charge seriously. It had been the first time in his adult life that he’d felt the freedom to make his own choices—for himself and the ranch.

      Laying down in the bed, his eyes searched the darkness above him. He was happy. He felt fulfilled working the ranch, growing their stock, thriving despite the difficulties he faced. He had good friends—even if they were mostly ranch hands and worked for him—and he went to church most Sundays. That spelled out a good life.

      So why did he feel empty in the particular moment?

      An image of corn-silk hair and sky-blue eyes floated in his mind’s eye, and he squeezed his eyes shut as if he could erase the memory, but it was useless. If anything, the image of Adeline was even stronger in his mind. The pink tint on her cheeks mimicked how she’d flushed at his presence.

      Her boldness, infused with a little fury, had reminded him of his mother. It was a foolish thought, he’d barely spent enough time with her to know much about her at all, but there it was.

      He huffed out a sigh and turned onto his side. Forcing his eyes closed again, he demanded sleep take him, but it remained elusive.

      He didn’t want to be married. He didn’t need more distractions. He needed to make sure the ranch succeeded. The ranch needed him. All of him.

      Then why was your father married to your mother? Why does anyone get married? Why can’t you get Adeline out of your mind?

      The questions plagued him, but he wouldn’t consider their answers. Life was simpler this way—he and his ranch and his men. No complicated woman-emotions, no soft things in the house, no cleaning up for dinner, no kisses—

      His eyes flew open, his breathing labored at the thought of those rosy pink lips on his.

      Nope. He was not going there.

      Turning over onto his other side, he began reciting his list of chores for the next day. Placing them in a logical order and considering what he would tell his men to do. When images of the beautiful, petite blond loomed larger, he added another task he’d try to accomplish.

      He’d admit to himself that she was pretty and there was something about her, but he’d not go further than that. Work would be his salvation, his sanity. His ranch would be his mistress, and he’d devote all attention to her.
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      Adeline checked her hair in the mirror one last time before making her way out to where the horse waited for her, tied to the hitching post out front as Chance had said. She patted her pocket for the check to pay Mr. Swinney with and the mounted the horse.

      Perhaps it had been foolish of her to care so much about her hair, the wind picking up along with the pace of her horse, but she had needed something to distract herself until it was time to go. Leave the house too early, and she’d be at the ranch at an unseemly hour.

      The route toward the Swinney Ranch was easy enough from the Redburn house. Chance had drawn her a hasty map in case she got lost, but she had a keen sense of direction and, after Chance had explained to her how to get there, she felt confident of the route.

      Chance had also told her how to get to town after she left the ranch. She would go there and treat herself to a nice cup of tea with Penny, should she be available. Perhaps Adeline would have good news to tell her friend.

      The closer she got to the Swinney Ranch, the less confident she felt about the result of all of this being good news. In her mind, she replayed their encounter the day before, but she worried that she’d read too much into the man’s actions or perhaps seen what she wanted to see. There was also the reality that she was alone and going to a strange man’s ranch. While Chance had assured her things would be fine, even going so far as to point out a few homesteads along the way in case she needed assistance of any kind, Adeline began to feel uneasy.

      They were merely nerves, though. She’d felt a similar way when she’d gone to the Richmond Tribune to inquire about a columnist position. Then again, almost any meeting could go more smoothly than that had.

      Maneuvering her horse around a large hole in the road, she thought back on how the lead editor had laughed at her. He’d continued to laugh his way through turning her down, but she’d held her ground. In fact, she’d had to come back three times after in order to ensure her position as the practical advice columnist. And even then, she’d had to agree to write under a masculine pen name.

      Either way, it had been her persistence that had won over—or perhaps exhausted—the man’s good graces.

      Could she do the same with Harley? She blushed, thinking of him by his first name. Then she chided herself for wanting to wear the poor man down. Wasn’t it better to have a man choose you rather than you convince him to choose you? Still, what if he didn’t know what was best for himself and only thought he knew?

      Up ahead, nestled between two large groves of trees, sat what she could only assume was the Swinney homestead. It was large, larger than she’d expected for a bachelor. Past it and down a ways was what she guessed to be a bunkhouse. Then, opposite the main house sat a large barn. It towered above both other buildings, and she could see the front door sitting wide open.

      Her stomach twisted into knots and she swallowed several times, wiping her palms on her dress in an effort to quell their dampness. She was here to deliver a check. Yes, that was her business here. She had every right. She was running this errand for Mr. Redburn.

      While she continued the self-talk, she found that her thoughts mainly centered on seeing Harley Swinney again and what his reaction to her would be.

      When her horse entered the main yard, a mangy dog ran off the porch and started barking at her. He looked more harmless than frightening, but she wouldn’t take a chance on that being true. Remaining on her horse, she directed it toward the house and waited.

      The dog continued to bark, and she began to feel self-conscious. Surely someone would hear the dog and come out. Wouldn’t they?

      Five minutes later, and even the dog was tired of waiting.

      Slowly at first, then gaining courage when the mangy mutt didn’t move from the spot he’d reclaimed on the porch, Adeline climbed off her horse and straightened her shirtwaist. She tossed the reins a few times around the hitching post and walked up to the door. Three solid knocks and another handful of moments waiting showed her that she would not find anyone in the big house. Spinning on her heel, she set off for the barn.

      It was a ranch, after all, she mused. Wouldn’t the barn be a logical place for a rancher to be? That or out tending to his cattle. The thought made Adeline pause. It was still early, but was it early enough to catch Mr. Swinney before he set off for whatever chores he had planned for that day?

      Renewing her determination, she jutted her chin upward and made a beeline for the open barn door. As she approached, she heard humming coming from inside. Slowing, she peered around the open door.

      There, with a brush in one hand, stood Harley Swinney. He hummed to the horse he was brushing and, eventually, he murmured the lyrics soft and low. It wasn’t a song she recognized, but she could tell he had a handsome voice.

      Caught between wanting to talk to him and wanting to observe this gentle side of the man before her, she froze in place. She didn’t want to startle him, but could she go out and come back with more noise this time? Or would he know he’d been observed?

      Just then, the horse tossed its head and, to avoid the snorting creature, Harley stepped back just enough that she came into view. Before he could get the wrong impression, she stepped fully into the barn.

      “Good morning, Mr. Swinney.”

      Confusion was quickly followed by irritation. “What can I do for you, Miss Miller? As you can tell, I’m busy.” He turned back to the horse.

      Yes, very busy brushing a horse. She nearly smirked at her thoughts but managed to keep her facial features impassive.

      “Yes, I’m sure you are. I came about some unfinished business from yesterday.”

      Letting out an overly dramatic sigh, at least Adeline thought so, Harley stepped back from the horse and tossed the brush into a bucket with a loud clanging sound.

      “Look, Miss Miller,” he said, striding toward her. His eyes bored into hers, and for a moment, as he neared, she felt their heat sear her through. “I appreciate you coming out here but—”

      “Boss,” a voice interrupted from the other side of the barn. “We’ve got that heifer you were talking about and—oh, sorry. Didn’t know you had company.”

      Harley looked annoyed. “Not company. She was just leaving.”

      Adeline felt her indignation rise. “I was not—”

      “Be right there. Go ahead and check for infection but I’ll double-check to make sure.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” The man lumbered back the way he’d come, and the full force of Harley’s gray eyes landed on her like clouds crowding out the sun.

      “I know you probably feel jilted by me. I get it—you came all the way out here and were promised some poor cow-poke. The thing is, that’s not me. I’m perfectly fine here on the ranch doing my job. Don’t need the distraction of a woman around. You hear me? I’m sorry for your plight, but I can assure it was not me who gave Viola my name and whoever did, they weren’t acting on my behalf.”

      Adeline couldn’t stop the smirk that quirked her lips.

      “What?” he said, noticing it.

      “It’s just that you’re trying so hard to convince me you don’t need a woman that I almost think you’re trying to talk yourself out of it.”

      He looked back at her, stunned.

      “But, as flattering as it is for you to continue to tell me your lack of need for a woman such as I, I am not here about that.”

      “You’re…not?”

      “No.” She allowed her smirk to become a full-fledged smile. “I’m here to deliver your pay for the beef you brought yesterday. In the,” she paused, willing herself not to blush, “confusion of yesterday, you weren’t paid, and Mr. Redburn wanted to see that you were.”

      “And you deliver payments for Chance?”

      She offered a light shrug, handing him the check. No need to alert him to her real intentions. “I do what I can to help him, as do the other ladies. He’s been stuck with a household of women, and we do best with tasks.”

      Harley laughed. “I’m sure you do. Got some light housekeeping to do when you get back? Dusting perhaps?”

      He was making fun of her! “I keep the garden, but I can also cook, clean, and mend. Though, if we’re being completely honest here, my best talent is something you’d never appreciate.”

      His eyebrows rose. “What? Butter churning?”

      She wanted to throw out the fact that she’d written for a major news outlet in Virginia, but that would have only been a half-truth, and he didn’t deserve to know her heart’s true passion.

      “Are you always this rude to your female guests?” she countered.

      He laughed. “I don’t have many of those. And not rude, just humor.”

      “Mmm,” she mused.

      Her head tilted to the side, and she sized up the man before her. He still had the scruff from the day before, with a day’s addition, and wore the same dirty shirt and pants. She wanted to cringe, but something in his look softened when their eyes met, and she forgot about the dirt and grime and even the ill-timed humor.

      The man before her, while adamant about not wanting a wife, was perhaps not as convinced about that truth as he made it out to be. She could see the way he took in her hair, her dress, her lips. It made her heart beat faster, and it gave her hope.

      While Mr. Swinney might be playing hard to get, she wouldn’t give up so easily.
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        * * *

      

      This woman before him really was a force to be reckoned with. He’d tried humor to mask the reality that she threw him off, but it had fallen flat, and now he was stuck. His eyes were glued to hers, and he felt himself slipping below the surface, liable to drown.

      “I, uh, have cattle to tend to.”

      “I’m sure you do. Perhaps I could have a tour of your ranch sometime.”

      A tour? What was she saying? She was coming back? “I, uh…” He didn’t know how to respond to that.

      “I enjoy the outdoors and have always been fascinated by the process of things. Perhaps finding out just how a cattle ranch works could be helpful.”

      “Helpful?” he scoffed.

      “Yes. I mean, since you aren’t interested, there is the possibility that I could marry another rancher. It would be helpful to know what I’d be marrying into.”

      For some reason, her words made his gut twist into knots. Another rancher? She wanted him to show her around so that she’d have knowledge for the next guy she’d marry? What was this about?

      “I’m pretty busy.”

      “I’m sure you are,” she agreed, her words laced with sweetness. “I’d promise not to be in the way though. Silent as a church mouse.”

      The sly smile on her rosy lips made him feel like he was the mouse and she the cat.

      “Just consider it,” she said with a practiced shrug. “I’m sure I’ll see you at church on Sunday.”

      “Yes,” he said, then felt as if he’d agreed to something he hadn’t intended.

      “And thank you again, Mr. Swinney,” she said with a brilliant smile that stole his breath. “For your forthrightness and integrity. I hope you are happy with your life as it is.”

      And with that, she swirled around, the scent of rosewater wafting toward him in her wake. His gaze followed her form as she strode out the door, and he couldn’t help but take a step toward her to watch her further.

      Harley swallowed, the lump in his throat constricting. That’s when he saw Earl walk up to her from the far side of the house. His smile was wide, and he even offered a small, ridiculously formal bow that apparently made Adeline laugh because she lifted her hand to cover her mouth.

      As they talked, Harley felt his hands fisting and heat surging through him. There was no reason for his reaction but the fact that it was happening made him even angrier. He forced himself to turn away and stomp to the back of the barn and out to the corral where Johnny and Beau were working with a few cattle from the herd.

      Ignoring the look that Johnny gave him, the one that begged him to tell them about the woman, he snapped at them to tell him what they’d found.

      He was almost able to lose himself in work for the next fifteen minutes, but when Earl finally came striding up to them, a confident smile on his face, Harley was not in a good mood.

      “You think you can just take breaks whenever you want?” he snapped.

      “Uh,” Earl looked to the other men who promptly looked away.

      “You going to do work, or you going to chat up a pretty girl?” Now he’d gone and done it! The men’s heads snapped up, and he almost made a face at his words. “I hired you to be a ranch hand; you got that?”

      “Yes, sir,” Earl said, the smile slipping from his face. “Sorry.”

      “Get to work. I’ll be back.” Harley tossed down the rope he’d been holding and started back toward the barn. He had to cool down and regain his level head if he was going to make it through the afternoon.

      Where had those angry words come from? It was very unlike him to snap at his men. Sure, there had been times when he’d been stern with them, but it was always in pressure situations or when someone had messed up. This was neither of those things. Then again, Earl was working for him, and he had taken an inordinately long break. Perhaps Harley hadn’t been too hard on him after all.

      Harley took a swig from the ladle in the water bucket and then poured some over his hands. He then rubbed his face with the water and cringed when it came away with a muddy brown. He needed a bath. And a shave.

      He thought of the fresh, clean scent of Adeline. Her perfect porcelain skin. Her tidy skirt and shirtwaist. Those rosy lips—

      Grinding his teeth, he suppressed the urge to throw the ladle across the barn and instead angrily shoved his hat back on his head. She was getting into his mind again. He’d told her—yet again—he wasn’t interested in marriage. Her words about him trying to convince himself came back into his mind. That was a foolish notion.

      He didn’t need a wife. He didn’t need a woman around at all.

      Nodding to himself as if to confirm he truly believed what he’d said, Harley spun on his heel and headed back for the corral. Thoughts of Adeline would only distract him, and he had work to do.
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      Adeline kicked her feet back and forth in the cool water of the bubbling brook just down the path from the little white chapel on the hill. The service that morning had been about extending grace even when it wasn’t deserved, and she’d found herself casting sideways glances toward Harley on the other side of the church.

      Miraculously, he was shaven and cleaned up, though his dusty hat had seen better days. She’d caught his glance just once, quickly averting her gaze from his, and hoped that others thought her flushed cheeks were due to the stuffiness of the small church.

      When the service was over, she’d gone straight for the shaded path that led down to the stream. Thankfully, the church wasn’t too far from the Redburn house, so she could walk back at any time.

      She’d needed the space though. The time to get her mind off of Harley Swinney and her interest in him, as well as the notion that he was decidedly not interested in her, or any woman for that matter. It should comfort her, knowing that he wasn’t opposed to her but to all of her kind, but it didn’t. It made her more determined than ever to find his weak points and dig in a little closer.

      She flushed again, her brazen ambition taking her by surprise. Why was she so focused on this? Just a few months before and she wouldn’t have been bothered by the thought of a man—no matter how handsome he was, nor how stubborn.

      She had been focused on her writing and enjoying life, albeit a single one, for the time being. Meeting for shopping trips with friends, visiting her sisters, and enjoying tea with her mother at various local shops.

      Yes, she was twenty-two and getting ‘on in years’ as some had put it, but she wasn’t unhappy. She didn’t feel unfulfilled. In fact, she’d felt content.

      Then she’d met Harley, and those feelings flew out the proverbial window.

      Shaking her head in frustration at herself, Adeline picked up a rock and skipped it across the bubbling water.

      “Nice aim there,” a voice said behind her.

      She jerked around, surprised to have company. When she saw who it was, she was even more surprised.

      “Mr. Swinney.”

      “Afternoon,” he said, dipping his hat. “I see you found my favorite after-church spot.”

      “You come here too? I’ve never seen you here.” She’d found the spot a few weeks prior and had made it an after-church habit.

      He stepped forward, plunking down on the bank next to her but not too close. As he proceeded to pull off his shoes, she felt the blush creep up her neck at the sight of his bare legs.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve had the freedom to come down here. Been so busy up at the ranch, but I do fancy quiet time to think after the Sunday message.”

      She could relate but was his comment about quiet time a hidden jab at her presence?

      “I feel the same way,” she said, her gaze trailing to the other side of the creek and then back.

      They sat in silence for a time, the only sounds that of the bubbling brook and the occasional chirp of a bird. It was peacefulness personified, and Adeline almost forgot that she had company until he spoke up again.

      “What’s your story, Miss Miller?” he asked, giving her a side glance.

      “My…story?” She shook her head. He wanted to get to know her now?

      “Yeah. We’ve all got one. Me, the rancher. You, the…what? Bride? Is that it?”

      The way he said it made her send him a sharp glance. “It? Do you think there’s nothing more to me or my character than becoming a bride?”

      “I didn’t say that.” He hunched his shoulders. “I’m just…curious.”

      He looked away quickly, and for a brief moment, Adeline had a spike of hope. Curious, hum?

      “Well, if you must know, it has not always been my aspiration to be a bride. In fact, I was mostly opposed to it and all but forced into coming to the West.”

      “Really?” Shock registered on his handsome features.

      “Yes. I lived in Richmond, Virginia and have wonderful parents, two sisters—both married—and enjoyed an active and fulfilled life.” Odd how she was now speaking her thoughts from mere minutes ago.

      “So…why go to a matchmaker? There had to be plenty of fellas back East looking for a pretty girl.”

      Pretty? She swallowed and looked away. Had he just called her pretty?

      “I wasn’t exactly interested in suitors…to my parents’ chagrin.”

      “Why not?”

      Now was the time. She could tell him about her love of writing. She could share with him one of her deepest desires. But what would he think of it? Or her dream?

      “I had other things to occupy my time.”

      “What? Buying dresses and gossip?” He laughed and tossed a large rock into the center of the brook. It landed with a plunk and a splash that splattered the front of her dress. He had the decency to look as though he felt bad about getting her wet. “Sorry.”

      “Actually,” she said, meeting his gaze with a pointed one of her own. “I wrote a column for the local newspaper. I had aspirations to become a journalist, or to at least use my writing for good.”

      “A…journalist?” He looked at her as if she’d spouted another head.

      “Yes. I am very passionate about writing and found investigating stories and their veracity to be a highly entertaining endeavor and—”

      “Can a woman even do that?”

      His words, and the following laugh, took the breath from her and her eyes widened to the size of saucers. “Can…a woman…what do you think? That no woman can think for herself? Well, Mr. Swinney,” she said, jumping to her feet, “I can see that all the time you’ve spent around cattle has affected not only your mind, but your manners. Good day.”

      She spun on her heel, tears prickling her eyes.

      “Oh, come on now,” he said. She heard him splash around to get off the ground, the sound of his bare feet slapping the mud. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Then,” she said, spinning to face him, “how did you mean it?”

      She was breathing hard when she turned to look up at him only to realize he’d slid to a stop closer to her than she’d anticipated. They were caught in the moment, eyes glued to eyes, bodies nearly touching, breaths comingled between them.

      “I—” he began. Then swallowed. Then started again. “I just meant that I didn’t think women could be journalists. That’s all.”

      “Women are adequately prepared to do many things men don’t think them capable of. Some men understand that. I’m sorry to see you are one of the many who do not.”

      And with that, she left him standing there, the masculine scent of strong soap tingling her nostrils as she sucked in another breath. And then another. She had to get him out of her mind. Though, the way he’d stood so close to her, his hair falling over his forehead and those mysterious gray eyes boring into hers, she’d almost felt something from him.

      She had likely invented it. He clearly had no respect for her or women in general. How had she made the mistake of thinking he was the man for her?
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        * * *

      

      Harley watched Adeline’s lithe frame tromp up the path from the river. He would have gone after her again, but he’d left his boots, and soon the wet mud would turn to sharp rocks on the path. No sense bruising up his feet just to set some woman’s mind at ease.

      Then again, she wasn’t just some woman, was she?

      He fisted his hands as he made his way back to his boots, nearly sliding to his bottom a few times. He rinsed his feet in the water and pulled on his boots, yanking his pant legs down. When he stood, he surveyed one of his favorite spots. Was it ruined now that this petty argument had happened here?

      Then he remembered the way the light had sparkled off of Adeline’s hair and the indignant look she’d worn when he asked her about just being a bride. He hadn’t meant to rile her, but he had to admit she was cute when she was fired up.

      Cute and pretty.

      He shook his head. Nope, he was not going there.

      He’d come to his favorite spot for some peace and quiet. He’d come to think about life and the ranch and…to not think about Adeline Miller. Imagine his surprise when the subject of his thoughts sat on the bank right in front of him. He’d have turned around, but something drew his steps forward. What could a little conversation hurt?

      Apparently, a lot. He’d been surprised by her admission of contentment working as a journalist, or whatever it was she’d done. He didn’t think women were like that. Didn’t they all just want to get married and have babies? Then again, what she’d said was true—women were capable of a lot more than men gave them credit for. He’d seen the strength in his own mother, getting up before the sun, working all day, staying up late to darn socks and shirts. She’d been a powerhouse, and she’d had a passion too.

      He smiled now as he made his way up the path toward the bluff overlooking the town. His mother had loved to read. It had been her passion first and foremost, though most of her life had been dedicated to her work on the ranch and to him. He’d often caught her sitting on the back porch in the early evenings with a novel between her hands. Her chores were always done, and supper was always on time, but he knew she would be on the back porch the moment after the day was done to catch the fading rays of the sun while immersed in her book.

      He sighed, feeling shame weigh down his shoulders. He shouldn’t have reacted the way he did to Adeline’s passion.

      Grimacing, he crested the hill and placed his hands on his hips, surveying the town just down the sloping hill. He could just make out her blond head turning the corner onto the main street.

      He ground his jaw and set down the hill toward where he’d left his horse. This was foolishness; he felt bad for saying what he had but was it now going to stick with him for the rest of the day? He had chores to get back to and things to take care of on the ranch.

      And yet, part of him wanted to go after the young woman he’d offended and apologize to her. As if stating a fact had somehow been the worst thing he could have done. He rolled his eyes, unlooping the reins from the hitching post, and climbed onto his horse. He turned the mount firmly away from the Redburn house and set off for his ranch.

      Yes, he felt bad, and perhaps he’d say so if he saw her again. Maybe.

      Still, he had ranch business, and no woman would get in the way of that.
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      Can a woman even do that?

      Even now, walking toward town with a basket over her arm and list of groceries to get, Adeline steamed from Harley’s words and subsequent laugh. How dare he judge what a woman could and couldn’t do, as if writing something of importance was too great a task for the female mind.

      She passed by a young woman from town and only after she’d passed her did she realize she hadn’t returned the kind greeting.

      Harley was taking over her thoughts—and not in a good way. She had to reclaim them. Refocus on what was truly important. Aside from picking out the right items while shopping, finding another potential for a husband was rapidly rising to the top of the list.

      She hadn’t yet told Chance that she was open to that, but she would. Soon.

      It was just…

      Pretty.

      The word lodged in her mind and wouldn’t let go. Like a stinging nettle gripping your skirt, she couldn’t detach the word. He thought her pretty, and he had sat with her at the creek for quite some time before she’d stormed off. Perhaps she should have stayed to unearth what his true feelings were in regard to women, but she’d judged him rather harshly for what he had said.

      Moving toward the step up onto the boardwalk, Adeline picked up her skirt and raised the hem an acceptable height to safely maneuver the stairs. Once she was off of the dusty ground, she refocused her thoughts to her shopping list and away from Harley Swinney.

      “Good morning, Miss Miller,” the grocer said.

      She smiled toward him and set off to pick out a few fabrics for one of the young women to make new dresses for some of the girls. Not everyone had the opportunity—nor the luxury—to have their wardrobes filled with nice dresses as Adeline did.

      While she hadn’t been compensated much by the paper, she did have a bit of her own spending money, and she’d offered to buy the fabric for the ladies. Now, seeing the selection, she allowed her creativity to take over and lost herself in the process.

      When she’d indicated what she wanted, she began to search for a few other items in the shop when, upon turning around, she nearly ran into a tall figure behind her.

      “Oh, my,” she said, stepping back, hand to her collar bone. “My apologies.” Her eyes met those of the young man from Harley’s ranch.

      “Not at all, I’m afraid I’m at fault.” He whisked the hat from his head and pressed it against his chest in an overly dramatic way. “Can you ever forgive me, Miss…?”

      It was a coy way of finding out her name, but she allowed it. “Miss Miller,” she said with a smile.

      “Ah, Miss Miller. Lovely to see you again. We never did formally introduce ourselves at the ranch. Name’s Earl Peters. Though I know rules dictate we continue on in this Miss this and Mr. that, could I convince you to call me Earl?”

      His forthrightness surprised her, but she wasn’t put off by it. “I suppose I could if you’d agree to call me Adeline.”

      “With such a lovely name as that, how could I refuse?”

      This man, obviously a ranch hand on the Swinney Ranch, had audacious manners and a smile to match.

      “Thank you,” she demurred.

      “And what is it that I have caught you doing today? Shopping?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I had to pick up a few things.”

      “For your…husband?”

      She laughed. He was fishing for information in a very bold way, and he knew it.

      “For the house where I am staying. Mr. Redburn’s home.”

      “I don’t believe I know it.”

      “He, uh,” she knew this might come across sounding odd, “he took in his aunt’s clients when she passed. She was a matchmaker.”

      “Matchmaker?” Earl’s eyebrows rose. “Are you to be…matched?”

      “I am,” she said, but felt a rush of heat to her cheeks. Why it should bother her telling him that she was to be married made no sense. Though the thought of admitting to him that she had been intended to marry his boss made the heat intensify.

      “Soon?” he asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Good.” There was that smile again. “I believe we met, though briefly, at the ranch I work at. Do you have business with Mr. Swinney?”

      “Of a sort,” she admitted. “A payment on some meat the house bought.”

      “I see.”

      “I didn’t see you at church on Sunday, though I did see Mr. Swinney and his other hands.” It wasn’t so much a judgment as it was her curiosity getting the best of her.

      “I was away visiting family, though if I’d known I’d see you there, I may have skipped going to see my mother.”

      She laughed, the sound light and slightly flirtatious. “Since you skipped church to visit your mother, you are forgiven.”

      “Those words area balm to my heart.” He flashed her an utterly roguish grin, and she found she had to dip her eyes from the intensity of his gaze.

      “Sadly, Adeline, I must say goodbye. Boss sent me here to pick up an order, and I don’t think talking with a beautiful woman would incline his kindness to me upon being late.”

      “I understand,” she said, thinking that his boss would certainly not understand that seeing as how his view of women was so poor. “It was nice to meet you, officially.”

      “The pleasure was all mine.” He bent toward her in a silly type of bow that was wholly charming and then turned to leave. Right before he got to the door, he turned to her, that smile still in place. “Perhaps—should God smile upon me—we’ll meet again.” Then he was gone.

      Adeline fanned her face with the shopping list. Handsome, confident boarding on cocky, and a flirt. It was obvious to Adeline that Earl Peters was dangerous, but part of her didn’t mind his attention one bit. At least there was one man in this town who wasn’t playing hard to get.
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        * * *

      

      Harley ground his teeth. This was a foolish idea, though he was positive that no one would see through his ruse. At least, he wanted to be positive they wouldn’t. Instead, he was only mildly certain.

      He glanced behind him at the meat in the bed of the wagon. Would Chance buy his excuse that he’d assumed it was a bi-weekly order? It was a little thin, he’d admit that, but Harley had decided that he couldn’t go on thinking he’d insulted Adeline.

      Whether he had to leave the meat and dash, so she’d bring him the check or if he had to ask Chance to see her, he was going to apologize. It was thoughts of his mother that had brought him to this place, remembering that she would have insisted he go apologize and make things right.

      That and the reality that he could not get the blond woman out of his mind. He hoped that, once he apologized, he could rest easy knowing she was no longer upset with him. That and, should he run into her again, he wouldn’t be having this conversation on the street. He cringed at that idea as he pulled his horse to a stop outside of the Redburn house.

      Climbing down, he made his way around back and knocked on the kitchen door. As he’d expected, Beans was there. “Got a delivery for Chance.”

      “Ya…do?” Beans looked confused.

      “Yep. In the wagon.”

      The older man looked at him then shrugged as if to say, What do I know? I’m just the cook.

      Then Harley made his way to the front of the house again and knocked. It took almost a minute before he heard footsteps coming toward the door. When it swung inward, Harley almost grinned to see it was Adeline. He managed to hold it together, offering her a quick nod.

      “Miss Miller.”

      “Mr. Swinney,” she said, her displeasure at seeing him nearly tangible.

      “May I come in for a moment?”

      “Mr. Redburn is in a meeting with a client, but he should be out soon. You can wait in the sitting room.”

      “Thank you.” He followed her in and then turned to face her. “I—I was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute as well.”

      She registered surprise but tried to hide it as quickly as it had appeared “Yes?” Her coldness wasn’t shocking but what was startling was how pretty she looked in the morning light.

      Harley blinked. He needed to snap out of this, do what he came for, and leave.

      “I’m sorry.” He blurted the words and then cringed.

      “You’re…sorry?” Her look was at once suspicious and curious.

      “Yeah. About the other day. I…you shared something that was important to you, and I made fun of it. I didn’t mean to, mind you. I was just surprised is all. But I’ve been feeling really bad about it and…” He looked down, twisting his hat in his hands. “I just wanted to make it right.”

      At her silence, he finally forced himself to look up. Her gaze registered shock as well as the hint of a smile.

      “Mr. Swinney, did you just apologize to me?” she said.

      His expression soured in a good-natured way. “Come on now. Give a man a break.”

      “I’ll do no such thing,” she said, raising her chin. “Say again how wrong you were?”

      Now he laughed, the sound full and bold. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? For me to say I was wrong?”

      “It wouldn’t hurt. In fact, it would go well toward me forgiving you.”

      “You mean you don’t forgive me already?” The light teasing made his chest swell with relief.

      “I suppose it is the Christian thing to do.”

      “That it is,” he reminded her.

      “Fine,” she said, placing her hands on her thin waist. “I suppose I do forgive you.”

      “I’m a happier man because of it,” he said, resting his hand on his chest as if he felt relief.

      They stood there, amused expressions locked in a good-natured gaze until the full weight of her deep blue eyes penetrated the humor and ran past the wall of defense he’d erected.

      Her triumphant smile slipped into another kind of smile. A softer, more intimate one. It rocked him back, though he stood rooted to the spot. What was this between them? This…understanding? This connection?

      When Harley thought about it too long, like he was doing now, he couldn’t avoid the fact that everything within him wanted to come close to her. To know the feeling of her soft body in his arms. Of her lips on his.

      He gasped and took a step back. He had to get out of there. This had been a terrible idea.

      Without completely turning tail and running, he dipped his head. “Thanks for agreeing to see me. I—I brought more meat. Chance can give me a check at church or something. I—I’m just glad you’re no longer sore at me.”

      Then, without waiting for her response, he turned around and nearly ran from the house.

      He wasn’t proud, nor did he feel brave, but at least he’d gained his forgiveness and set things to right. If he never got paid for the meat, he’d count this experience as both a good thing and a terrible idea.
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        * * *

      

      Adeline was still reeling from the intensity of the look Harley had given her before he ran out of the house. She’d thought for certain that, after he apologized, he’d realized there was something more between them than simply being acquaintances. But instead, he’d run away.

      Had he really only come to make sure she wasn’t mad at him? Was that the only reason?

      She felt sick to her stomach and rested her hand there. From where she stood at the window, she could see Harley flicking his reins to send the horse off back toward his ranch. His straight back disappeared around the bend, and with it, her hope to grasp an understanding of the man.

      When she’d seen Harley pull into the yard with a side of beef in the back of his wagon, something she didn’t expect Chance to have ordered again so soon, she’d wondered at his appearance.

      Then, when he’d seemed pleased that she’d been the one to open the door, she’d found herself surprised and yet happy to see him again. After their meeting at the brook, she’d not thought that possible, but when he stood there before her, she couldn’t deny that she still had feelings for the man.

      But what was she to make of this? How was she to reconcile their obvious connection with him running away—again? Did he mean to push and pull her back and forth? Was he as uncertain of his own emotions that he couldn’t begin to understand hers? That seemed likely as most men she’d known were like that.

      Yet what was she to make of his appearance today? Was she really to believe that he couldn’t bear for her to be sore at him? If that were the case, then shouldn’t he consider that there was something much greater than a simple misunderstanding?

      A smile slipped onto her lips, and she let out a small sigh. Perhaps she’d been too hasty to discount Mr. Swinney after their last encounter. Perhaps there was still hope for him yet.
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      “I don’t think I can go.” Jasmine burst into another fit of tears and buried her face against Adeline’s shoulder.

      Adeline rubbed soft circles against the girl's gingham dress and waited until her friend calmed down somewhat.

      “Now, dear,” Adeline began when it seemed the woman had somewhat composed herself. “I know that things are…difficult right now.” More tears brimmed in the woman’s eyes. “But you’re only going to harm yourself if you don’t come to the dance tonight. You like to have fun, don’t you?”

      The woman nodded.

      “And you enjoy dancing, don’t you?”

      She nodded again.

      “Then why don’t we get you all dolled up and show that fella you don’t need him to have a good time. That you are just fine on your own.”

      “On my own,” Jasmine said, more tears flooding her eyes and spilling over onto her cheeks. “All alone.”

      “Well, not exactly, dear. You’ve got me and the other ladies. You won’t be alone, I promise.” She looked on the edge of yet another breakdown, but Adeline tried again to redirect her attention. “Perhaps you’ll meet someone new at the dance.”

      “Do you think so?” she said, sniffing.

      Adeline thought it impossible that the woman wouldn’t at least meet a few someones, whether or not they were eligible young men was another matter, but Jasmine Rose Hammond was known for her ability to create conversation out of thin air, so Adeline had a feeling she’d have no trouble at the dance.

      “Positive,” Adeline said.

      Jasmine sniffed, wiping at her eyes with a dainty handkerchief. “Thank you, Adeline. You are so kind.”

      “Not at all. You are my friend, so of course, I’ll listen to your troubles.”

      Jasmine let out a self-depreciating laugh. “You want troubles, I’ll give you a list a mile long. I cannot believe I was jilted—yet again.”

      Adeline looked over at her friend, worried that this line of conversation would bring her back to tears, but she seemed to be past self-pity. “It is hard to believe.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Jasmine said, leaning closer to the mirror and examining her puffy eyes. “I’m not a catch like some women, and I chatter—I know I do—and I’m allergic to chickens and cows and, for goodness sake, I can’t even cook, but I thought this man would be different.” She let out a burdened sigh and looked over at Adeline. “You know?”

      Adeline’s mind flashed to an image of Harley, his gray eyes locked on hers. “Yes, I know,” she said, turning her attention back to the mirror and fixing her hair.

      “Perhaps there is no one for us.”

      “Now don’t talk like that,” Adeline said more firmly than she’d intended. “You’re not hopeless, and we’ll find men to marry. I know we will.”

      Jasmine offered her a kind look that said she wished it were true but wasn’t holding out hope. “Now let’s get into our dresses before Chance leaves us behind.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the barn where the dance was being held was a short one from the Redburn house, and the moment they neared the barn, they could already hear music. Jasmine’s spirits were much improved from earlier, and Adeline found that even she was looking forward to an evening of fun and dancing.

      They walked into the barn and many eyes—those of men and women—turned toward them. It was no secret in Bent that Chance had a whole passel of women under his roof and that most would be married off to the available men in the town.

      Adeline couldn’t stop herself from looking into the faces of those in the crowd, her eyes searching out one particular set of muscular arms and the firm set of a certain jaw. Before she could find him—if he were even there—Jasmine pulled her onto the dance floor, and they hopped into a lively jig.

      The night wore on, Adeline still looking for Harley and mostly giving up when she only caught a side glance of him before she was asked by yet another young man to dance. Now, as she sipped punch in an effort to cool down from the last jig, she thought she caught sight of his mussed hair. Considering the ramifications of going up to him and asking for a dance, she had just set her cup down when a hand alighted on her shoulder.

      “Miss Miller—Adeline.”

      She jolted away from the touch, surprised, only to turn and see that it was Earl. “Oh, hello, Mr. Peters.”  He raised his eyebrows as if in reprimand and she capitulated. “Earl.”

      “How are you this fine evening? Enjoying yourself?”

      His cotton shirt was damped at the neck with sweat and opened a button too low in her estimation. She’d seen him on the dance floor with pretty girl after pretty girl, and now to find him speaking to her gave her a sort of thrill.

      Her gaze wandered to where she’d thought she’d seen Harley.

      “Would you care to dance?”

      Adeline opened her mouth to say no, but then she caught Harley’s gaze. He looked between her and Earl and if she wasn’t mistaken, she caught shock in his gaze. Perhaps a little competition would be good for him.

      Turning to Earl, she extended her hand with only a modicum of shame for her devious plan. “I’d love to.”

      His grin widened, and he pulled her out onto the dance floor with a flourish. They slipped into an easy dance, the conversation centered on the usual things like the weather and how the evening had been for them both. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she caught the towering shape of Harley leaving the barn.

      “Would you excuse me?” she said abruptly, only then realizing that she’d cut Earl off in the middle of what he was saying.

      “Won’t you finish the dance with me?” he asked, holding her a little tighter.

      She grimaced inwardly and chastised herself for the petty trick she’d played on Harley, even though he didn’t realize it. She had never been a woman to play games like this, but here she’d done just that.

      And the worst part? She’d not only injured Harley; she was about to disappoint Earl, too.
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        * * *

      

      Harley scuffed his boot along the dusty ground. He’d just needed air, that was all. Or so he’d told himself and those who asked if he was leaving. It would be rude to leave too early, but if it meant staying in the barn and watching Adeline grin and cling to one of his hired hands, he’d pass.

      He shook his head in disgust as he walked toward the fence line. He leaned up against it, his forearms pressing to the rough wood, and stared up to the heaven of stars above him. Now that was a stunning sight.

      A memory of his father taking him out to the middle of their field with a blanket over one arm and a few hot, sweet rolls wrapped up in the other. They’d laid out the blanket and sat down, enjoying the rolls then laying back to take in the night sky.

      His gut ached thinking about that memory, the time with his father now over. His mother only a memory as well. Why did the good things in life have to pass so quickly?

      “Har—uh, Mr. Swinney?”

      He jerked forward and uttered a silent oath.

      “Are you all right?”

      The scent of sweetness followed the appearance of Adeline Miller. “What are you doing out here?”

      “You jerked forward. Did you get a splinter in your arm? That wood is awfully rough.”

      He wanted to roll his eyes, but something about the look of concern in the expression stilled his words. “I—I might have.”

      “Let me see,” she said, angling him toward the light. She stood to the side as he rolled up his cuff, then leaned in close to see.

      He felt her warm breath on his skin and her soft touch against his arm. It made his heart pound in an unfamiliar rhythm, and he had to swallow several times to help gain his composure.

      “There,” she said, yanking back with her fingers. “Got it.” And, right between her pointer and thumbnail rested a good-sized splinter.

      “Thank you,” he said, quickly rolling down his sleeve and taking a step back from her.

      “Do you prefer to be outside when there is a party on?” she asked, her head tilting in a teasing manner.

      “Not always. But sometimes.”

      Her face was half in the shadow of the darkened pasture and half-lit by the lanterns surrounding the barn. It made her features more pronounced but did nothing to mask her beauty. He looked away to the night sky.

      “It’s nice out here.”

      She followed his gaze. “It is,” she admitted. Then her hand jutted out to latch on to his arm. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “I lost my balance.”

      He turned away so she wouldn’t see his grin.

      “Are you having a good time?” he asked. Though he really wanted to ask why she was dancing with Earl. Had she already moved on past him to the next available man? And what did Earl have that he didn’t? Then he had to remind himself that it was his doing she had been turned down.

      “I suppose,” she said.

      “That doesn’t sound convincing.”

      He caught her shrug in his peripheral vision. “You didn’t ask me to dance.”

      Now he felt more than saw the full force of her attention on him. He kept his gaze skyward but tried to remain calm. “You looked…busy.”

      When she didn’t answer right away, he looked over at her. She had her arms crossed and was giving him an assessing look.

      “What?”

      “I would have said yes.”

      “What?”

      “If you’d asked me to dance. I would have said yes.”

      He didn’t know why, but Harley felt a peculiar warmth puddle in his middle at her words. At the simple way she said them. There was no chastisement, only raw honesty.

      “I’m not a very good dancer.”

      “Neither am I,” she countered. Then she took a step forward. “Do you not like to dance, Mr. Swinney?”

      “Call me Harley,” he said before he could think better of it.

      “All right. Do you not like to dance, Harley?”

      Harley felt the internal battle he waged grow to a deafening level at her use of his name. The sound of it rolling off her lips felt right somehow.

      “I—I do. Sometimes.”

      “Then would you like to—”

      “There you are!”

      Both Adeline and Harley took steps back from one another at the same time. Apparently, both of them hadn’t realized how close they’d moved to the other person.

      Earl bounded up like a puppy and grinned, as if oblivious to the awkward situation he’d just stepped into.

      “Earl,” Harley acknowledged.

      “Howdy, boss,” he said with a grin.

      Adeline looked between them then back at Earl, who looked back at her. After a moment of this, he spoke again. “I was, uh, looking for you for another dance. You know, you said you’d be right back.”

      While it was hard to tell in the dim light, it looked to Harley like Miss Miller was blushing. Was that because she was embarrassed to be found outside with Harley? Or did she not want Earl seeing them together?

      “I’ll be in shortly if you’d like to claim another dance,” she said, though it sounded diplomatic and stiff to Harley.

      “Right. Sure thing,” Earl said. He looked more cautiously between them then turned to go.

      “You’d better head in,” Harley heard himself say, though the last thing he wanted was for her to leave. “Wouldn’t want to miss that next dance.”

      She looked over at him, the half-shadow hiding her true emotions. “I suppose I’ll say goodnight then, Mr. Swinney.” And with that, she walked back toward the barn.

      He watched her go, and a strange ache emanated from his chest. He wished it were him she was going to dance with. That she’d called him Harley instead of Mr. Swinney. That he’d made her smile before she went.

      You have no one to blame but yourself.

      He cringed at the internal monologue, though he knew it was right. He’d missed his chance to ask her to dance. She’d even told him she’d have said yes. There was almost no risk in it. In fact, he could go back into the dance now, find her, and ask for the dance he’d craved. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

      Running a hand through his disheveled hair, he turned back to the darkened pasture. The memory with his father coming back into his mind. What had they talked about that night?

      As if on cue, his father’s words resonated in his heart. “Son, you never know when life will ask you to take a risk. Maybe it’ll be about the ranch, or maybe it’ll be about a woman. Always say yes to that, son. Always.”

      He remembered his young-self asking what his father meant, but the only explanation he’d been given was to say yes when the chance appeared.

      Were those words for now? Was marriage really the last thing he wanted? Or, could marriage to a woman like Adeline be better than he could imagine? Was it possible that he’d had it wrong this whole time?

      He remembered her gentle ministrations as she pulled the splinter from his arm. Was that a small view into what marriage could be like? Each helping one another? Not the distraction he’d imagined but a blessing instead?

      Filled with a courage he hadn’t anticipated, Harley strode toward the open barn door. He had a mind to dance, and he wanted to dance with Adeline Miller. Perhaps he would also see if he could call her Adeline instead of Miss Miller.

      As he stepped into the doorway behind a few others catching the light breeze from outside, he stopped where he stood. She was in the middle of the dance floor with Earl again, but this time he had pulled her close. The song was slower and, as they swayed back and forth, Harley saw something that made him feel sick to his stomach.

      Her smile. It was warm and genuine and…focused on Earl.

      Stepping back into the night before she could see him, Harley turned toward the corral where he’d put his horse. He’d spent his time convincing himself that he didn’t need a wife and then, when he was open to considering the idea, he came to find it was too late.

      Maybe that’s what his father had meant. You seized something when you were given the chance or else it would be snatched away from you like chaff in the wind.
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      Adeline barely slept that night. She tossed and turned, her mind going back to her conversation with Harley. He had asked her to call him by his Christian name, something she’d hoped for from the beginning, but then when Earl interrupted, he’d all but pushed her into his arms.

      The reality made her mad and more than a little frustrated. It was clear for her to see that Harley fancied her, at least on some level, yet he wouldn’t do anything about it.

      The early morning fingers of dawn stretched across her room, and she decided to stop fighting the bedsheets and get up instead. Taking her journal, she went down to the back porch. Wrapped in a thick shawl and armed with a blanket, she sat down and took in the beauty of the sunrise.

      Breathing in deeply of the crisp spring air, she recounted the night's events in her journal ending with her dance with Earl. He was handsome and a good dancer, but there was something about him that felt…wrong. As if a part of him were missing from the picture that made up Earl Peters.

      She’d like dancing with him and found his stories to be very entertaining, but she’d still caught herself wondering what Harley was doing and if, perhaps, he’d come and ask her to dance. When he hadn’t, she’d gone home tired and dissatisfied with the night. The only thing that had made her genuinely smile was to see Jasmine almost recovered from being jilted—yet again.

      While Adeline knew it would take time for her friend to completely heal, she felt better knowing that the night’s festivities had been just the distraction she needed.

      Adeline wrote out the night's events then turned her pencil over in her fingers a few times before composing an article about the Swinney Ranch. She felt foolish doing it, not knowing much about ranching in general, but she had the inspiration, so she wrote with passion and made a few connections to the railroad industry that could see Harley’s beef going much further than the small area of Bent.

      When the back door slammed shut, she nearly dropped her journal.

      “Sorry about that,” Chance said, looking apologetic. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      She smiled back. “It’s all right. Were you looking for me?”

      “In fact, I was.” He reached into his pocket. “Beans told me we received yet another order of beef from Mr. Swinney. Would you be able to drop off this payment? Perhaps tell him we’d like to be put on a bi-monthly delivery schedule. While we may have many ladies in this home, we don’t eat that much beef.”

      Adeline was at once terrified and elated at the prospect of seeing Harley again so soon.

      “I—you want me to go?”

      Chance smiled. “You went last time, and things seemed to work out well. If you have the time, I’d be much obliged. You may use my horse again.”

      “Thank you,” she said, hoping the pink in her cheeks didn’t betray her thoughts too vividly.

      “No, thank you. And,” he shifted his weight to the other leg, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you again. Did you have an interest in me searching out another potential match for you?”

      She wanted to say no, hoping upon hope that Harley would see her as a potential in his life, but she also wanted to say yes so she didn’t have to explain why she said no. You couldn’t go on a hope that someone might show interest in you at some point.

      “You know, how about this,” Chance said, “you have an open door to come to me when you’re ready. If you’re ready. I could still find a way to explain to your father what happened and see you back on your way to Virginia if you so wish.”

      It was the first time she’d heard the offer of going home placed on the table. Was it true? Did he mean that he could get her back to Richmond? And if he could, was that what she wanted?

      “Thank you, Mr. Redburn. You’ve been so kind to me and all of the women.”

      He dipped his head and left her alone with her thoughts.

      Back to Richmond? Stay here and see if there was a future with Harley? Pine away when there wasn’t?

      She felt like a foolish schoolgirl who couldn’t make up her mind. The thought of going back home was tempting. The reality that she could pick up where she’d left off made her eagerly consider this option, but then she thought of what she would do. How could she go back to how her life had been before? It almost seemed hopeless that she’d get Harley’s handsome smile and irksome indifference off of her mind. And her parents had sent her away for a reason.

      In her mother’s latest letter, she’d told of the dinners they’d gone to and the trip her father would be taking her on soon. Things that they hadn’t done while Adeline was at home. Had they put life on hold because of her? It seemed foolish, but perhaps she had kept her parents from a new stage of life. Had she also kept herself from one?

      Determination written in every move, Adeline made her way to the barn where the horse was waiting for her. She set off to the Swinney Ranch and decided she would let the day take her where it may. Either to Harley’s side or perhaps away from him. Only time, and his reaction, would tell.

      When she came into the open area between house and barn at Harley’s ranch, the old dog didn’t even bark this time. He merely raised his head, sniffed the air, then went back to sleeping with one eye open.

      She took that as a heartening sign and directed the horse to the barn. At the open door, she pulled back and called out. “Hello? Anyone here?”

      “Hello?”

      Her heart skipped a beat until she realized it was Earl coming out of the shadows of a stall, pitchfork in hand.

      “Why, if isn’t Adeline.” He grinned wide, and she appreciated the look on his handsome features. He was bold and overly outgoing at times, but she had to admit that Earl was good looking and seemed to know what he was after. He’d made it obvious the previous night that he’d been interested in dancing with her for as many dances as she’d allow him.

      “Good morning, Earl.” She pulled back on the reins as Earl came close, his arms extended to help her down. He did, and she fell the last foot or so. Caught off balance, his hands on her hips steadied her.

      “Miss me?” he said, leaning closer.

      Her heart beat rapidly. She’d never been this close to a man before—well, aside from Harley the night previous.

      “I—”

      He looked down at her, so close she could feel his warm breath on her nose and cheeks. “You are the prettiest creature I ever did see.” He spoke the words in a soft, husky tone, and while they were disarming, to say the least, she felt uneasy about his attention.

      Her thoughts had been on Harley the night previously and that morning. She hadn’t come here to see Earl, and yet that’s what he thought she’d done. She had to set this to rights if—

      “I’m going to kiss you now, Miss Miller.”

      The words completely took Adeline by surprise and, before she could say no, Earl pressed his lips to hers. His hands slid around her waist, pulling her closer. Panicked, she pressed her palms against his chest, but he was an immovable force. When he finally pulled back, she sucked in a deep breath, wiping at her lips.

      “If you could get back to work whenever is convenient for you, that would be good.”

      Adeline jolted back, her shock at being observed in this situation, and by Harley, mortifying her.

      “Sorry, boss,” Earl said, a grin in his words and on his lips. “We’re almost done here.”

      “No, we are done.” She looked up at him. “You should not have done that, Mr. Peters. I—I’m not interested in you like that and—”

      He winked at her and walked back toward the stall he’d been cleaning. “You keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”

      His condescending tone angered her, and she looked to the doorway to make sure Harley had heard her words, but he was gone. Was it possible Earl had just ruined any chance she could have had with Harley?
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        * * *

      

      He should have known better. Harley barely held his hands back from pulling out his hair, the frustration at the sight he’d walked in on playing on every emotion, every thought.

      He was a fool for thinking that Adeline could still care for him. A fool for even considering a woman like her and a ranching man would be a good fit. Sure, some men did it, but they likely only wanted a companion for the lonely winter nights and perhaps a good cook. He wasn’t that desperate. In fact, he had done better than he’d thought since his parents had gone. And, even if he was a little lonely in the winter and the thought of a warm body appealed to him, what he’d seen was exactly why he couldn’t give his heart to anyone.

      Women were fickle. Ruled by their emotions. They couldn’t be trusted, and Adeline was just like every other one—except his mother, of course.

      “Harley—Mr. Swinney, wait. Please.”

      Head down, Harley pretended not to hear Adeline’s cries for him to stop.

      “Please,” she said. This time her words were breathless and closer to him.

      He couldn’t help himself and looked to the side to see her nearly running to him. He clenched his jaw and kept walking.

      “Please. I—I need to talk to you. I have a payment for you.”

      So she’d come to pay him from Chance again. Wonderful. Why not kill two birds with one stone—pay him and kiss the hired help.

      He stopped so abruptly she ran into him.

      “Ouch.” She stumbled back, and he turned around to face her.

      “Sorry.”

      Her eyes shot daggers at him, but she didn’t say anything. “Here,” she said, holding out the payment.

      He snatched it and turned to go, but she reached out a hand, staying him with a gentle touch.

      “What you saw—”

      “I didn’t see anything of interest.” His words were ice.

      “But Har—"

      A loud clap of thunder echoed overhead, and Harley nearly cursed in front of Adeline. Not more rain. They’d had a bucket load after the dance last night, and if more came, he wasn’t sure he had the help needed to move the cattle from the river pasture in time.

      “Look, I need to get going. If it’s going to rain again,” more thunder, closer this time, “then we need to move a herd of cattle, and I’m short-staffed.” Yet another man had taken to his bed last night—worst possible timing.

      “I’ll help.” Her statement was so abrupt and so matter of fact, it caught him off guard.

      “You’ll,” he laughed but sobered quickly with the look she gave him. “Uh, thank you for your offer, but I need capable men to do the job.”

      “I can ride, well if you must know, and I’m here now. You won’t have time to get someone from town if that cloud drops what it’s holding.”

      He followed her gaze and knew she was right. The large thunderhead was surrounded by dense rain clouds that would pour forth any moment. He was a fool even to consider her help, but he’d seen his father use his mother—also an experienced rider—as help when needed.

      He held back another curse, his anger getting the better of him. “Fine. You can help. But you’ll need a rain slicker. Go to the barn in the tack room and find one that fits as best you can. A hat too. Get on your horse and meet me there,” he pointed to the gate of the pasture. “Bring along Earl.” He spat out the last name and turned to go.

      She muttered something, but he couldn’t hear it. Instead, he turned all of his focus onto finding a way to move the cattle to the right pasture without losing any of the precious stalk.

      His mind threatened to replay the kiss he’d walked in on, but he mentally forced it back. He couldn’t be distracted like this, but he also felt the agony…of what? Was it loss? That was foolish since he was the one who had turned her down.

      At the moment, he wondered, though briefly, if his name showing up on Chance’s list had been more divine appointment than motherly intervention, but seeing as how it had turned out, he wondered if it were more of a practical joke now.

      Groaning, he pulled his own rain slicker tighter around his neck as fat drops of rain let loose from the clouds above. He had a job to do, and neither his thoughts nor his attraction, for that’s all that it was, to Adeline could get in the way of saving this expensive herd of cattle.
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      Adeline felt a mixture of adrenaline, fear, and determination as she strode toward the barn again. She was going to do the best she could to help Harley, even if it was something she had no idea about. Herding cattle? No experience. Writing about herding cattle? Now that was something she could do…but that would not help in this situation.

      She burst into the barn’s tack room and began searching through the available gear. She needed to find a jacket that wasn’t overly large on her and preferably one that smelled the least like mold. Wrinkling her nose, she dug through the bulk of jackets until she came to one that was smaller in size and smelled much less…masculine.

      When she tried it on, she found it was only slightly too large around the middle for her, but the arms and length of the coat were perfect. She placed the hat that had been next to it on and found it fit as well.

      Thanking her lucky stars, she turned to go and caught Earl in the doorway. Swallowing hard, she stood up to her full height, though that didn’t mean much to his tall frame, and approached with what she hoped was confidence.

      “Listen, Earl,” she began, but he came forward like he was going to kiss her again.

      “Stop,” she said, holding out her palm. His chest ran into it, and he halted.

      “What?”

      “You should have never kissed me. I—I was not, am not interested in you in that way. You are a kind gentleman, but my heart,” belongs to another, “is not yours for the taking.”

      His brow furrowed. “Really? I thought we had something.”

      “No. We don’t.”

      He seemed to consider her words for a time and then nodded slowly. “I suppose it’s for the best. I won’t be around here forever.”

      She wasn’t sure what that meant. Perhaps he had plans to move on to another ranch one day, or maybe he was planning on leaving Harley’s employ soon. Either way, it seemed like things were working out in her favor.

      Unsure of what to say, she dipped her chin and walked past him. Her horse was still tied up at the front of the barn, so she unhooked the reins, mounted, and rode over to where Harley had said he would be. His other hands were there, also mounted, and she filed in next to them. Each of them tipped their hats, though they didn’t take them the full way off. She didn’t blame them seeing as how the rain had increased in intensity.

      “This way, Johnny.”

      Harley was speaking, and Adeline hoped she hadn’t missed anything important.

      Harley paused, his gaze going to her jacket and hat and—was that softening she saw there?—then he continued explaining what they would be doing.

      He hopped off his mount and opened the gate when he was done and watched them ride through before he closed it up before them. Earl was oddly missing, but it didn’t seem like Harley wanted to wait for the other hand.

      “Just make sure you do what I say,” Harley said, riding up next to her. “You’ll be safe enough on your horse, so don’t get down, no matter what, and listen and watch for my signals. Got it?”

      “Yes.” She desperately wanted to tell him that she hadn’t wanted Earl to kiss her. Hadn’t given permission for the kiss. And yet, this was not the time. The look of determination and focus on Harley’s face told her all she needed to know.

      He was focused on the business of saving his cattle, and she should be too.

      He nodded one last time then rode off toward the front of the herd. She pulled her horse around to the back as he’d shown her, just on the other side of the hand named Beau, and with shouts from the men, the cattle began to move.

      They worked tirelessly, the cattle taking a slow pace as if they couldn’t see the raging river climbing its banks with the influx of torrential rain, but finally, after hours, they made the progress they needed and moved all of the herd to another, safer pasture.

      Back at the barn, Adeline nearly fell off her horse, but suddenly someone was there to catch her. She recoiled, thinking it was Earl, but when she turned, she saw Harley’s slate-gray eyes.

      “Oh, thank you.”

      He lingered, assessing her features with a keen eye, then nodded. “Come to the house. You can eat and warm up a bit before heading home.”

      At least he wasn’t kicking her out, she thought with a wry smile to herself. She followed him and the other men up to the house. They each made her feel welcome and not at all like the outsider that she was. It might have had something to do with the fact that she’d worked alongside them out in the rain, but she’d take their courtesy and honest remarks before well-bred men making a fuss over a woman any day.

      When Harley handed her a bowl of steaming soup and a hunk of bread, their fingers grazed, and he met her gaze. Nodding his thanks, he moved on to the next man.

      Earl had finally shown up in the pasture halfway through their maneuvering the cattle, so he was served last, but she was glad to see he sat on the opposite side of the room from her. Did Harley notice that too?

      The men talked and laughed, keeping the jokes appropriate for the company of a woman, and soon they nodded their goodbyes to her and set off for other indoor work in the barn. It left her standing awkwardly with Harley cleaning up in the kitchen. It was odd he didn’t have a cook, but she thought perhaps he enjoyed the cooking. He clearly knew his way around a kitchen.

      “Thank you for your help,” he finally said, though he didn’t look up at her when he spoke.

      “It was a pleasure.”

      Now he did meet her gaze with a quirk to his lips. “You must be joking.”

      She shrugged. “I like the rain.”

      “I’m sure you do.” His chuckle warmed her, and she took it as a good sign.

      “I’m glad I could be here. Honestly. I…” she wanted to say so many things. To tell him the kiss with Earl was a mistake, but the stormy look in Harley’s gaze reminded her of the rain clouds, and the words died on her lips. “I suppose I should be going.”

      She turned, but he stopped her at the door. “Take the jacket and hat. They were my mothers.”

      “I—I couldn’t.”

      “They fit you. And they’re of no use to me here.”

      Something about the way he offered them to her seemed almost personal. Almost.

      “Then thank you. They do fit relatively well.” She smiled, looking down at the bulky jacket.

      “They do.”

      She looked up and saw his gaze taking in her form beneath the jacket and finally reaching her eyes again. She saw the heat creep up his neck and he looked away. She sensed rather than saw his embarrassment at being caught looking at her. It made her feel even safer with him for the fact that he wasn’t one to take even a look lightly.

      Still, he hadn’t warmed to her as she’d hoped—and there was a good reason for that. Perhaps if she set him straight about Earl…

      “Thank you again for your help,” he said suddenly, the sound making her flinch slightly. “Have a safe ride home.”

      She paused, noting that something in her heart longed to stay, to bare the truth of what she was thinking and feeling, but the way he looked past her showed her that now wasn’t the time. Perhaps, Lord willing, there would be another time that was right.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the fact that he told himself to walk away, to look away, he couldn’t. Harley’s gaze was all but glued to Adeline’s back as she climbed onto her horse and rode toward the road that would lead her past the town and back to the Redburn house. Just at the curve, she happened to look back and their eyes collided. He should have pulled back but couldn’t. Her horse moved her out of view, and he went back inside.

      The emptiness of the house ate away at him. He had chores to do, more clean-up in the kitchen before the next meal, and even a pile of dirty laundry he needed to haul down from his room so that the washing woman could have easy access when she came next, but he didn’t have the energy to do any of it.

      Instead, Harley stepped out onto the back porch and sat down in one of the old rocking chairs. He moved back and forth as light rain dropped onto the roof. He briefly wondered if Adeline would make it back safely. Had the river swollen to cover the road?

      But he knew the rain and its patterns. This was a lot of rain and enough to warrant moving his cattle, but it wasn’t to the flooding stage…yet.

      Harley forced himself to rock back and forth, emptying his mind of everything but ranch business. But truth be told, now that the cattle were moved, his day had dramatically opened up. He hated that fact.

      Sure, he could scrounge up things to do, go check on the men in the barn with their various tasks, but none of that sounded appealing. None of it made him invigorated like he was most days at work.

      Movement across the yard caught his attention, and he watched as Earl walked from the barn toward the bunkhouse. Retiring already?

      Harley frowned at that and decided to go check on his men anyway. He pulled on a rain slicker and hat and made his way across the wet earth to the barn. His shadow darkened the doorway, and a few of the men looked up from their various chores, smiling his way.

      “Hi-ya, boss,” Johnny said.

      Johnny was his right-hand man and had been with him from almost the moment that Harley had taken over the ranch after his parents’ death. He was a few years older than Harley but a solid worker and still enough of a free spirit to not want to settle down.

      “Howdy,” Harley said. “Thought I’d come see how things are going.” He motioned for Johnny to follow him outside and the man did, dropping the tack he was working on.

      “What is it, boss?” Johnny asked, looking worried.

      “Nothing for you to fret about,” he said with a grin. “You’re my best worker, and I know I don’t have to worry about you.”

      Johnny let out a relieved laugh and nodded. “Glad you’re taking notice.” He was teasing, of course, and the laughter felt good.

      “No, what I came to talk to you about is my new hire.”

      “Earl?” Johnny said, and even the way he said it showed his true feelings.

      “That’d be him.”

      “Boss, gotta be honest here. He’s a fast learner, knew way more than I’d give him credit for, but…”

      When Johnny hesitated Harley prompted him. “Go on. No tattling here; just be honest.”

      “He’s more trouble than he’s worth, if you ask me. He knows what to do, but he doesn’t always do it. Like he’s too good for the work or something.”

      “He’s already left for the day, huh?” Harley asked.

      “Said he wasn’t feeling well, but I doubt that’s the truth. I play a little poker; I can tell when a fella’s lying.”

      “Thanks for letting me know, Johnny. I appreciate it.”

      “’Course, boss.”

      After checking in with the rest of the men, Harley said his goodbyes and headed back up to the main house. He was now in an awkward situation. He had a feeling that Earl wasn’t cut out for his ranch and he wanted to let the kid go immediately…but that begged the question of whether Adeline would think his actions were as a direct result of the kiss he’d observed.

      Even thinking of it now made him gag. How had a kid like that gotten a beautiful and proper woman like Adeline to kiss him? Was it mutual or…?

      He shook his head. He was looking for an excuse to dock the kid. He didn’t like him, that was true, but he needed more if he was going to send him packing. They’d signed a contract after all.

      Resignation weighted his shoulders as he stepped back inside the house. He’d have to observe Earl not meeting his duties and perhaps he’d even have to break the news to Adeline that her sweetheart was no longer employed by him. The thought made him sick, he knew she’d think it was because of the kiss, but he couldn’t keep a hand on who didn’t pull his weight.

      Time would tell what Earl was made of, and perhaps what he and Adeline were to each other. But that was something that Harley didn’t need to be thinking about. No, work needed to take precedence in his mind, and that’s what he would focus on.

      No more images of beguiling blue eyes and damp tendrils of hair framing beautiful features.

      Harley kicked a chair and ran his hands through his hair, gripping and pulling slightly. Adeline Miller needed to be gone from his memory. Now.
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      “You comin’, boss?” Harley was yanked from his thoughts by a light tug on his arm from Johnny.

      “Huh?”

      “To lunch? We’re going to grab a bite before going back to the ranch—nothing against your cooking.” He grinned widely, and Harley returned it.

      “Uh, no. I’m going to take a walk. See you back at the ranch later.”

      “Sure thing.”

      While it felt like a fool’s errand, Harley picked his way down the path toward the stream, hoping upon hope that he might see Adeline there. Surprisingly, he hadn’t seen her at church that day, and part of him was worried that she’d caught a cold from the dip in weather they’d been experiencing. Just when they’d thought true spring weather was upon them, it had dropped below freezing for a few days.

      It was warming up again, but he’d expected to see her as he had for the past two weeks. Her back straight, hair done up nicely, and nary a glance to the side or the back. But no, she wasn’t there, and he was concerned.

      As he rounded the last bend toward the stream, he saw that the space at the bank was empty. His heart sunk a little and he kicked a stone to the water’s edge. There was only one thing that made him slightly encouraged though, but he felt guilty just thinking about it.

      It was the fact that he’d very clearly seen Earl spending time with a new young woman. He’d had to take a second look since the young woman had looked very similar to Adeline, but he’d seen almost instantly after that that the woman wasn’t her. She was taller and not nearly as beautiful.

      Feeling abashed for his thoughts, he skipped a few rocks before taking the trail back up. He’d started to wonder if what he’d heard was true. He’d counted them as rumors at first, things he didn’t usually listen to, but now he was wondering if they deserved more credence. He’d seen Earl with the same young woman again this Sunday and no hint of Adeline. Had she been jilted in some way?

      Anger burned in Harley’s gut and his fists clenched. If Earl had hurt her—

      But no, that wasn’t part of what was circulating. What was going around between the men in the areas was that Earl had taken liberties to kiss a woman—Harley had a feeling he knew which woman—and she’d told him to stop in no uncertain terms. If there had been more to the rumor, perhaps Harley would have spoken to Earl, but it seemed as if the whole thing had been a misunderstanding. Or was that only from Earl’s side?

      Harley burned to know the truth, but short of asking Adeline point blank, he wasn’t sure how to go about finding out what had happened.

      Back at the church, he untied his horse and climbed up. On his way home, he stopped by the post office to see about his inquiry for a cook. He’d been on the lookout for one for months now, but as things had increased in busyness for him at the ranch, he’d gotten into the routine of cooking for himself and the men. He wasn’t the best cook, but he did fairly well. Still, he needed help freeing up that side of his life.

      “Howdy, Harley,” the postmaster said.

      “Got anything for me?”

      “Just one letter.” The man handed it over, and Harley accepted it, tearing open the paper to find a response to his advertisement.

      Smiling, he stepped outside and began walking back to his horse while reading the letter. He wasn’t watching where he was going, and soon a quiet voice spoke out just in front of him.

      “Good letter?”

      He stopped, slowly lowering the paper to meet the brilliant blue gaze of Adeline Miller. “Miss Miller.”

      She offered him a soft but tired smile. “Mr. Swinney.”

      “Are you well?” He knew he should have said anything but that, but it had been the first thing to come to mind.

      “I—I am.” She looked down at her fingers covered by delicate lace gloves. “I stayed home from church to help with another woman who was ill. She’s in need of medicine so—”

      “Don’t let me keep you,” he said, stepping to the side of the boardwalk.

      Was it his imagination, or did she look sad that he was letting her go?

      “Th-thank you, Mr. Swinney. I hope things are well at the ranch?” she inquired.

      “They are. Thank you.” He knew he should add more, say something to keep the conversation going, but if she needed to get medicine, he shouldn’t keep her.

      “Well, that’s…good. I—” she pressed her lips together. “Good day.” Dipping her head in an elegant way, he watched as she continued to the general store.

      He climbed up onto his horse and internally yelled at himself. He could have said something more. He could have offered to walk her to the store. He could have offered to get the medicine and bring it back to her. Anything more than what he’d done.

      As his horse made the curve out of town and back toward the ranch, Harley felt a strange ache as the distance between him and Miss Miller grew. It made no sense, and he knew he should fight the feeling, but he was getting tired of fighting.
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        * * *

      

      Adeline administered a cool compress to the young woman’s forehead just as another one of the women stepped into the doorway.

      “You’ve been here for hours. Let me take over, and you can get some fresh air and rest.”

      Thanking the young woman, Adeline stepped outside into the garden she’d neglected for a few days now. She knew that Penny would chastise her for the weeds that were growing alongside her plants, but human needs superseded those of the plants.

      Even now in the early evening, she felt the tug to walk among the rows and dig her fingers into the earth. She would wait until tomorrow when she was properly rested, but she would find joy in doing the gardening she hadn’t had the chance to do yet.

      The thought of Penny made her crave the older woman’s company and wisdom. Something about seeing Harley in town that day had awakened her heart to him, not that she had actually cut herself off. She had forgotten just how handsome he was. Sure, she would have preferred for him to stay and talk with her, to even have asked after what she was doing now, but he’d heard her plight and given her what he could. Space.

      Though the last thing she wanted was space from him. The notion was foolish. She’d gotten no indication from him that he had interest in her, but she wanted to explain what had happened with Earl. Short of blurting it out in the midst of normal conversation, she didn’t see a way to tell him. Perhaps a letter?

      Adeline returned to the porch and sagged against a pole. What she needed was someone to bounce her ideas off of. Someone with wisdom that would give her an honest opinion.

      Penny. She needed to speak with Penny.

      With determination, Adeline stepped inside and made a beeline for Chance’s office. Knocking once, he beckoned her in, and she made her request.

      “If you are going into town tomorrow morning, could you perhaps get a message to Penny Brown for me?”

      “Absolutely,” Chance said, leaning back in his chair. “I can do that. And, while I have you here, dare I ask if you’ve thought more about my offer?”

      She grimaced. “I know you’ve taken on many matches since your aunt's death and I’m sorry to say that I’m one of the more difficult ones.”

      “Oh, no that’s not what—”

      “It’s all right,” she interrupted his apology. “I’m just wondering if I’m more of a burden here? Do you need me to make a decision tonight or perhaps I could talk with you after I speak with Penny tomorrow?”

      Chance leaned forward. “That would be more than fine. I just want to make sure I’m doing right by you. And right by what my aunt set out to accomplish.”

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      He nodded, and she left his office, but she felt only moderately better. She needed to know what her future held, but she had a strange feeling that that reality revolved around Harley Swinney. But if he wasn’t paying her any mind, was she supposed to ignore her feelings and move on?

      Again, the answer her worries got was to have patience and to talk to Penny. She could do that. She would have to do that tomorrow. Until then, she was going to bed early to be truly rested for their talk and a long day of gardening. Hopefully, after that, answers would be in abundance.

      

      Adeline woke early due to her early bedtime, and she washed her face and hands, had a quick breakfast, and set out into the garden just as the first rays of true sunlight shone on the green plants.

      By the time the sun was fully up, she’d already made great progress, enough to allow herself a small break in the shade of the large tree at the back of the garden space. She leaned up against its rough bark and took a long draught of water from the bucket she’d brought out with her.

      “There you are,” Penny said, moving to sit next to her.

      “Do you want to sit on the porch?”

      “Out here suits you and it suits me. I think the tree will enjoy the company too.”

      Adeline laughed at this. “I think that, with as long as they live and as much as they’ve seen, they’d prefer to be left out of the troubles of humankind.”

      Penny grinned. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it is interesting to them. Either way, tell me what it is that troubles you. Chance came to see me this morning.”

      Adeline was surprised at her words. “So he told you I was in need of someone to talk too?”

      “He did, but he is also concerned about you.”

      “Do you mean he wants me to get out of his hair?” She smiled to soften her words. “I do feel bad. He’s offered many times to find me another match but…”

      “That is the curious thing to me, my dear. You are young, beautiful, and there are many eligible men in this town. Why are you not matched to one?”

      Adeline realized she hadn’t shared news in quite a while. She filled Penny in on what had happened between her and Harley and then Earl ending with the chance encounter with Mr. Swinney the day previous.

      “You fancy Mr. Swinney, Mr. Peters kissed you without permission, and you don’t want Mr. Redburn to match you with someone else?”

      “When you put it like that, I sound like an awful, fickle woman.”

      “Hardly,” Penny said, grasping her hand. “To me, you sound like a woman who is in love, was caught in a misinterpreted moment, and now doesn’t know what to do.”

      “I can’t be in love if the man I care for won’t even talk to me.”

      “Not true; he asked you how you were.”

      She conceded that point. “But he saw Earl and I and—”

      “Dear, did you tell him what actually happened?”

      Adeline’s silence answered Penny’s question.

      “Did you try to ask to see him again yesterday?”

      Again, no response.

      “It would seem to me that clear communication at this point would be best for both parties.”

      “But how? Do I show up to his ranch and ask to explain why he caught me kissing a man he’d hired?” That sounded awful and with the potential for much embarrassment.

      “I think you can ask to speak with him, perhaps after church next week? You’ll have privacy but not be alone if you go off a ways from the rest of the church. Tell him what happened, how you feel, and leave it to him to respond.”

      Adeline’s eyes grew wide.

      “He may not respond in kind that day, but he will think it over. I’ve known men like Harley, and they need time to think things through. Give him the courtesy of having all of the facts as he does this thinking.”

      Adeline considered her friend’s advice. She wanted a chance to talk with him. She also wanted the chance to explain that Earl had taken advantage of her in the moment. Then Penny said something else that gave her an idea.

      “Just remember, my friend.” Adeline met her gaze. “Harley is a man with a mission. His focus is his ranch and, while he may fancy you—as it sounds from what you’ve said—he will put the ranch first as it is his job. Men gain a lot of confidence from their jobs. Just be sure to acknowledge that, whether in your own heart or out loud to him. Whatever it takes so that he knows you aren’t expecting him to shirk his duties, but that you still desire his company.” Penny’s face lightened into a smile. “I think it would be a wonderful match and good for both of you, but the Good Lord must do His work to make it happen.”

      Adeline nodded, accepting her friend's words, but something else began brewing in the back of her mind. A way that her writing and her care for Harley could come together. Perhaps to make a perfect union, not only in matrimony, but in business too.
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      The next Sunday came around and found Adeline jittery with nerves. She’d talked with Penny multiple times during that week, working on what she would say and how she could broach the subject. Penny had even agreed to help her get Harley away from others if need be, but now that the day had come, Adeline wasn’t sure she could go through with it.

      She walked up the front steps of the little white chapel on the hill with a bundle of nerves in her stomach. Would Harley even look at her? Would he agree to listen to her quiet request for a conversation? Or would his attention be on another woman in the church? Or perhaps he was too busy with ranch duties? What if he wasn’t even there?

      That thought both filled her with slight relief and then sadness. She wanted to have this conversation with him. She wanted to set things right.

      She stepped inside the wood-lined space filled with chattering parishioners and nervously glanced around. Her eyes came to rest on broad shoulders and dark hair. Harley. He was here!

      The next moment, her eyes searched the room and found Penny, her gaze already trained on Adeline. She nodded gently, and Adeline made her way to her seat. They had both agreed that she would wait until after the service, to be respectful of the Sunday morning focus, and then she would make her move.

      Sitting through the service without distraction proved to be impossible. As many times as Adeline tried to refocus on what the reverend was saying, she found her gaze continually being drawn to Harley. Once she’d caught him looking at her as well and yanked her gaze back, heat flushing her cheeks.

      When the service came to an end, she felt cold dread pool in her stomach, hardened to an uncomfortable lump. She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t ask him to talk with her. Couldn’t face him with the truth. And yet, she had to.

      Setting her jaw in determination and taking a deep, fortifying breath, Adeline marched up to Harley and lightly tapped him on the shoulder. His ranch hands all bid her good morning, thankfully Earl was not among them, and she willed her gaze to meet Harley’s.

      “May I speak with you?”

      His slate-gray eyes registered surprise, but he nodded immediately. “Of course.”

      She turned before she could lose her cool and marched out of the church. She felt rather than saw him follow her, and she only stopped when she came to rest under a large oak.

      “I’m sorry for interrupting but—”

      “It’s all right.”

      His amused smile surprised her. “Oh. Well.” This was where it got even more difficult. She already felt her cheeks heating and wasn’t sure she’d be able to continue when he spoke up first.

      “Are you well?”

      “Do I look well?” she asked, her gut reaction coming out before she could stop it.

      “I—oh, well yes. Very well. I…sorry.” He looked almost bashful, and it made her smile for the first time that day.

      “Again, I’m sorry for taking you away from your friends, but I had something that I needed to say to you.”

      “All right,” he said, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “The kiss you saw between Earl and me was decidedly not mutual.” Her face was aflame now, but she forced herself to meet Harley’s gaze. “I feel ashamed on two levels. One, that he felt he had a right to kiss me, and two, that you saw that kiss.” Her gaze dropped as shame was heaped onto her shoulders. “I can promise you I did not give my permission. One minute he was helping me from my horse and the next—well, he was kissing me without my permission. I can assure you I am not someone who goes around kissing men. I’ve been distressed considering what you must think of me, and I couldn’t go any longer without explaining it to you. And I’m sorry that—”

      “It’s all right, Adeline.”

      The use of her name made her head jerk up. In place of the condemnation and disgust she’d expected to see in his eyes, she saw compassion.

      “But it’s not. I—”

      “He shouldn’t have kissed you. If he didn’t have your permission, he had no right, and,” Harley’s jaw twitched, “it was wrong of him. Very wrong.”

      Her relief was palpable.

      “I’m glad you told me what happened. I was going to have to have some words with Earl if you and he were together.”

      “Why?” she asked but stopped herself.

      “He’s been seen with several other women since that day in the barn. Plus,” now Harley looked uncomfortable, rubbing the back of his neck, “I’ve been considering letting him go. He’s not a good worker, and he’s been slacking on his duties. But I was afraid you’d think it was because of what I’d seen and…”

      She wanted to ask what he meant, but then it hit her. He was afraid she’d think he’d done it out of jealousy. Would he have?

      “Anyway, I’m glad you told me. And I promise I don’t view you any differently.” His voice sounded strained at the end, and she caught something behind his gaze, but his words rested on her heart in a comforting way. While she wished he saw her differently in a romantic way, at least she could be comforted by the fact that he didn’t see her in a bad light.

      “I—thank you, Harley.” She looked down, but his light touch on her arm brought her gaze up in surprise.

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      “Of course. I just couldn’t let you think—”

      “Harley?” The shout cut her off, and they turned to see a few of his ranch hands. “You ready?”

      He turned back to her. “Sorry. I promised them if they finished a specific job, I’d buy them lunch today.” He shook his head. “I’m going to regret that. They eat like starved lions.”

      She laughed and caught him looking at her with a soft smile on his lips. There was something different in the way he treated her. Something almost gentle. It caught her off guard, but then the men were making their way toward the two and Harley stepped back

      “Gotta go. And…thanks.”

      She nodded, and Harley was enveloped by the men. He cast her one last look and another odd smile before joining in with the joking men. She found an odd ache had taken up residence in her heart, but it was joined by one simple fact. She’d told him the truth, and she could do no more. As Penny had said, it was now his opportunity, and she would have to wait and see what he did with it. Well, wait and do a bit of writing.
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      Harley was distracted. He sat there at the table with his guys—Earl excluded—and tried to find ways to interject into the conversation, but it became harder and harder the more he went over the conversation with Adeline in his mind.

      She hadn’t wanted Earl to kiss her. She’d made it a point to tell Harley that. But why?

      His gut felt like there was more to the conversation. Things he should instinctively know by her making an effort to bring him aside despite the fact he’d been surrounded by men in the church. And then there had been her flushed cheeks. They had to mean something too, didn’t they?

      “Will ya look at that,” a voice said next to him. “Completely twitter pated.”

      Harley jerked out of his thoughts. “What?”

      The men laughed as one.

      “Come on, guys,” he said, dipping his head to cover the color rising from his collar. “Eat your pie.”

      “Oh, we are,” Johnny said, slapping him on the back, “but we know you’re thinking about something even sweeter.”

      The men guffawed again, and Harley found he was trying his best to keep a smile at bay. Each of these men had given him a hard time about not pursuing women in the past, and now they were just aching to have their go at him. He wouldn’t let them…yet.

      The reality of that thought shocked him. The mere fact that he was considering them teasing him at all—or better yet, having a reason to tease him—was unthinkable. And yet…

      Adeline’s vibrant blue eyes filled his mind’s eye, and he felt the tug of his heart toward her. He would never have thought a softening of this kind could happen to him, and yet here it was.

      “So when are you going to ask her on a walk or a drive, boss?” Otis asked. He’d finally recovered from his illness and was back to work, thankfully, since Earl had proven less than reliable of late.

      “I—” he stopped, looking around the table at expectant eyes. “Who says I’m going to do anything of the sort.”

      The men burst into laughter, shaking their heads. “If that puppy dog look don’t mean nothing,” Beau said, his deep voice reverberating around the table, “then it’s gonna take more than three blockheads to tell you what’s what.”

      The men nodded as one, and Harley felt both outnumbered and amused at the same time.

      “You all get on,” he said, studying his last bite of pie.

      “You think we’re wrong?” Johnny asked. His look was a mix of humor and honesty.

      “Well, I don’t rightly know.” And that was the truth.

      Harley wouldn’t consider himself a complicated man, but feelings—especially when they involved a woman—weren’t easily understood. He knew he enjoyed Adeline’s company. He knew he couldn’t get enough of her smile or her laugh or the way her cheeks turned pink under his gaze. He also knew he felt a longing inside of himself to draw her near. To wrap his arms around her and feel her close.

      But did that mean he should toss out his whole ideology? He’d known it would be best for the ranch if he could keep his focus on it. Improve and work as hard as possible to accomplish his father’s dream.

      And yet… hadn’t his father married? Weren’t most of the ranchers he knew married? What had he been thinking?

      It clicked into place right then and there. He was sweet on Adeline Miller. No—he might actually be in love with her!

      He sat back with a huff, every man’s eye on him. They looked curious, but he didn’t think it was right to share this information with them before he shared it with Adeline. Then again, could he share it with her? How did a man go about telling a woman his feelings?

      A cold sweat broke out over his brow, and he stood up. “I—I need to go.”

      They all looked at him, shock and worry etched onto their faces.

      “It’s nothing bad,” he explained, trying to help them feel at ease. “I’ll cover the tab, and you guys have fun. I need to…take a ride.”

      He wasn’t sure the men understood, but the look on Otis’s face made him think they’d figure it out soon. He tossed a hand over his shoulder in goodbye and sped outdoors.

      His first thought was to rush to the Redburn house and demand to see Adeline. Then the tug of his stomach to empty its contents made him rethink that. He wasn’t even sure he’d know what to say. He was also a man who spent a considerable amount of time thinking things through. It was also why he enjoyed working in the kitchen as he did. The time alone to think while doing mostly mindless tasks gave him plenty of space to process the days thoughts.

      These feelings—they felt like things that needed even more space than cooking a meal could bring. They needed solitude and a whole lot of courage to wade through.

      Climbing onto his horse, Harley turned the mount toward his ranch. He’d grab a few supplies and head out of town a day, maybe two. The men might worry, but he’d leave a note saying to keep business going as usual. He’d be back when it was time, and hopefully, by then, he’d know what his next move was.

      The one thing that wouldn’t change were his feelings for Adeline. He just needed to figure out what to do about them.
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      Adeline wasn’t sure what to think. She’d confessed all to Harley on Sunday, and yet it was already Thursday, and she hadn’t heard from him. Part of her knew that was foolish. Just because she’d told him Earl had initiated the kiss didn’t take away the fact that he’d seen them. And she also realized that she hadn’t exactly shared her feelings for Harley in her moment of honesty.

      Even now, walking toward the post office, Adeline felt foolish. Naturally, Penny had come to the house to talk with her on Monday and, while they gardened, she’d explained everything she said to Harley. Penny had been pleased to hear that things had gone well, but then she’d asked if Adeline had explained her feelings for him during the time they spoke.

      She hadn’t.

      Even now, Adeline felt beyond foolish at that reality. How could she have missed one of the biggest points of the whole conversation? Perhaps it had been due to the fact that Harley himself was distracting, not to mention they had been cut short. Still, she wished she’d been able to go back and try again.

      Since do-overs weren’t part of life, she’d moved ahead with her plan, one that was shaping up to be her best idea yet.

      “Morning, Miss Miller,” a familiar voice said. She stopped short, hesitating in turning around. When she did, she saw Earl leaning against a post.

      “Good morning, Mr. Peters.”

      He flicked away the hay he’d been chewing on and stood upright. “How are you this fine day?”

      He wasn’t exactly flirting with her, but she was cautious, nonetheless. She didn’t need Harley walking up seeing them looking like friends; it would undermine everything she’d told him.

      “I’m well, thank you. But I must be off.”

      “Got some important letters there? I know you said you like to write. What are you writing now?”

      There was something genuine about his smile. It lacked the edge of flirtation he’d added before and, despite the fact she still didn’t like the man, she felt less threatened by him.

      “It’s actually a special project involving the Swinney Ranch.” She beamed, happy to show this man that she cared more for a ranch than she did his administrations.

      “You don’t say. About what? Call me intrigued!”

      He was so excited she told him everything, from the inception of her idea to help the Swinney Ranch by lining up buyers further than the small surrounding towns and using her writing prowess to get others on board. With her father as a railroad magnet, it had been easy to find the right contacts and to agree to mutually beneficial deals.

      She was just sending off the last letters today that would seal the deal for the ranch and then she was going to tell Harley. It was her next step to see him and, while she hoped they could talk of more than ranching and shipping, it would be a start.

      “That is plumb amazing,” Earl said. He looked genuinely interested, asking questions and praising her for her smarts in putting it all together. She almost took offense, but he looked honest as he spoke, and she decided to allow the past to stay there.

      “Thank you, Earl. That means a lot.”

      “So that’s it then, huh? Those letters seal the deal?”

      “They do.” She glanced down at her pocket watch and then back up. “But I’m sorry, I’m running late. I need to get these to the post and then meet Penny for tea.”

      “Then allow me,” he said, extending a hand out. “I’ll drop off the letters for you. It would be my pleasure.”

      “Really?” This new, helpful and non-flirty side of Earl was much preferred to the young man she’d kissed.

      “Yes. No trouble.”

      Adeline felt her anxiousness ease. “That would be much obliged. Thank you, Earl.”

      He accepted the letters. “Now get going. Wouldn’t want you to keep your friend waiting.”

      “Will do. Thank you.” She offered him a kind, friendly-type of smile and turned to go.

      For once, as she crossed the dusty street, she felt a type of ease slip over her. Her idea for helping Harley was going well, better than she could have expected, and she was going to see her friend. Soon as the post came back, she’d have something to tell Harley and a viable reason to see him.

      As she stepped into the local tearoom, she flashed a brilliant smile at Penny. This would be a joyous time, and she would soak up her friend’s wisdom about future conversations with Harley. For a reason she couldn’t put her finger on, Adeline had a sense of peace that everything would work out just how it was supposed to.
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        * * *

      

      Harley came back a new man. Or, perhaps it was more a confident man who knew what he wanted. As he rode into the yard area between the barn and the house, his men whooped and hollered at him, his own confident grin unabashed.

      “You are looking good there, boss,” Johnny said with a laugh.

      “You’d think I never smile or something,” he muttered to himself as Otis and Beau elbowed one another with a laugh. “Where is Earl?”

      The laughter quickly died down. “Found his bunk cleared out the day before. You were gone, so I just let it go. Not sure where he went but…”

      “Good riddance,” Beau said under his breath.

      “No great loss there,” Harley admitted, “I was going to let him go anyway.”

      Thankfully, the men didn’t know enough about the situation to tie letting Earl go to Adeline, but Harley’s mind made the connection anyway. Thankfully, he could honestly say that it had nothing to do with her, and now that the man was gone, he didn’t have to think about it anymore.

      “I’m going to the house to freshen up,” he nodded to the men. “Have an errand in town later. You got any questions about what you’re supposed to be up to?”

      “Not a one, boss,” Johnny said. His grin was much wider than usual, but Harley chose to ignore it. Instead, he turned and made his way to the house, his smile wide.

      It didn’t take him long to clean up, though he took special care trimming his hair and shaving off the few days’ growth that shadowed his jaw. He put on his best, cleanest shirt and pair of pants, and tried his hardest to clean some of the dust from his Stetson. It felt like a feeble attempt, most of the dirt stayed right where it had been, but he felt better for having tried.

      Finally, glancing one last time in the one mirror that had been his mother’s, he set toward the door. The nerves in the pit of his stomach coiled like anxious snakes but he tried his best to ignore them—and the catcalls from his men—as he rode off toward the Redburn house.

      He’d never done anything like this. No woman had ever captured and held his attention as Adeline had. To think, he could have saved them all of this if he’d simply allowed Chance to set up a picnic or afternoon buggy ride. But no, as always, Harley had been stubborn and thought his way was best.

      It was something he’d thought a lot about when he’d been away for the last few days. He’d promised his parents that he’d do the best he could. As they’d lain in their in their bed, both taken ill by the same sickness, he’d felt powerless to do anything but make promises they’d never live to see. But those promises hadn’t been empty ones for him.

      He’d spent the greater part of his life since their death working himself to exhaustion to do his best for the ranch—for his family. And yet what had it gotten him? Some money, security for the ranch itself, a comfortable home, and even good friends that were also workers. But it hadn’t gained him anything lasting.

      Where would the ranch be when he was gone? What would it mean if he had no kids to pass it on to? Could he truly enjoy it without a woman like Adeline by his side, encouraging him and making him laugh with her stories? Life seemed fuller when she was around and, while he didn’t know how to tell her that, he was going to try.

      The Redburn house came into view, and Harley felt his pulse speed in response. This time he had no beef, but he wasn’t here on a ploy. This time he was going to do what he should have done a long time ago. He was going to ask to court his match, Adeline Miller.

      Tying his horse up, he strode up the steps and knocked confidently on the door. The knock was the only thing about him that was confident though. His knees shook, and his palms were sweaty. Even his mouth was dry. Still, he wasn’t going anywhere until he spoke with Adeline—and Chance if need be—about courting.
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      “This can’t be happening.” Adeline shook as she read the words her father had penned. She felt sick.

      “What is it, dear?” Penny asked. They were in the garden having just finished picking a few rows of green beans when Chance had come with a letter for her. He’d been in town and agreed to bring it back.

      She’d opened it with greedy anticipation of what her father and his business partners would say, but the words had been worse than a slap in the face.

      “I—it’s terrible news. I’m such a fool.”

      Penny moved toward her, ready to comfort her when a voice called from the porch. “Miss Miller, Harley Swinney is here to see you.”

      Both women looked up as one toward the porch where Chance Redburn stood with Mr. Swinney next to him.

      Adeline’s stomach lurched, and she nearly fainted. This was terrible timing. Simply terrible. And yet part of her whispered the question…why is he here?

      “Are you up to seeing him?”

      Adeline looked back at the letter in her hand and then met Penny’s gaze. “I suppose now is as good a time as any. This news concerns him and…I must get it over with. I—it’s too awful…”

      “Oh dear,” Penny patted her shoulder. “It’ll be all right. Just tell him the truth. I’ll have him come to you.”

      While seeing Harley at the current moment was the last thing she wanted, Adeline knew it had to be providence that brought him here. Providence or truly awful luck.

      “Adeline,” the deep voice said.

      She looked up at Harley and gasped. Close up, he looked different. He was shaven, and his hair even looked tidier than normal. He wore clean clothes and—did his hat look less dusty? She couldn’t be sure, but overall, she knew that he looked just as handsome, if not more so, than he always did. That would make this even harder.

      “I have terrible news.” The words burst from her, and she covered her mouth. She hadn’t meant for that to come out as it did.

      “I…well, all right.” He looked around and then gestured to a large tree. “Is it improper to ask you if you want to sit down?”

      He looked almost boyish in his request and, despite the news in her hand, she smiled. “Not at all. That is one of my favorite spots.”

      They went toward the tree, and he helped her to sit. His rough hand was warm and strong, and she felt the strength of him not only in his grip, but in his shoulders as he sat close to her.

      “Whatever this news is, it can’t be as bad as all that.” He looked over at her, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Right?”

      How she wished she could agree with him. But when he found out what she’d done—and now what Earl must have done—he would be furious.

      “Mr. Swinney, I—”

      “Please, make it Harley.”

      She blushed and dipped her head. He was being so nice to her—showing her interest. She would ruin all of that with what she had to tell him.

      “Harley, I have terrible news, and I must get it out right away before…before anything else is said.” Despite the fact that she didn’t want to tell him, would rather hear why he’d come to visit her in the first place, she had a deep feeling that this would color everything.

      She knew the place his ranch played in his heart. Harley was not only a man, he was a ranch man, and that was more important to him than almost anything else. She’d seen that in his devotion during her time on the ranch but also believed it to be true from what Penny had said. It was not only in his blood; it was his identity. And she had just made his job harder.

      She started to cry and hid her face. “I’m sorry,” she sniffed.

      “Adeline,” he lightly placed a hand on his back. “Adie, tell me what it is.”

      His gentle words, so unlike him, only fueled her remorse and her pain.

      “You are going to be so angry.”

      His hand stopped its gentle motions, rubbing circles on her back, but soon picked up the pace again. “Why don’t you tell me, and we’ll work it out together.”

      She took one long moment to compose herself, then looked up at him. She knew the tears in her eyes had to make them look glassy and red, and her nose was about to start running, but he looked at her with such compassion that she nearly dissolved into tears again.

      “I will explain, but you must promise not to interrupt me until I am done. Will you do that?”

      He nodded immediately.

      “Not a word.” She held his stare until he agreed again. Then she jumped into her explanation. She told him of her idea, how she’d written to her father, and how he’d gotten her in contact with suppliers all over the country. Some were too-far reaching for a small ranch like Harley’s, but she’d kept a careful record in case he ever got to the point where he was able to fulfill larger orders.

      Through it all, Harley’s eyes widened in surprise. She had to stop him a few times when he’d started to speak, and he’d quickly stopped, letting her continue. When she got to the letter in her hand, she paused for a breath, and he jumped in, thinking she was done.

      “This is incredible, Adie. I’m…speechless. I can’t thank you enough but—”

      “Wait,” she said, new tears coming into her eyes. “I’m not done.”

      A flicker of fear skittered across his gaze, but he nodded for her to continue.

      “I was hopeful, expectant really, waiting for this letter. This was to be the final notice affirming that things could begin as soon as you were filled in and on board with it all. It was…supposed to be joyous news.”

      The sick feeling returned in full force, and she had to look away for a moment to catch her breath.

      “But it informs me that another ranch has superseded your claims. They have come in bidding lower and are primed to take your spot. My father says there was nothing he could do.”

      Harley’s eyes remained impassive, so she continued.

      “I—I didn’t know what to make of this all. No one knew about this. But then I kept reading, and he names an Earl Pearson as the arranger.”

      “Earl—”

      She nodded. “I foolishly told him about this the other day as I was about to leave to go to the post office. I—he was acting nice and not at all off-putting. I was so proud of what I’d accomplished with paper and a pen and I…I suppose I wanted to brag.” She fought back tears. “It was wrong of me, but I thought that Earl was just a ranch hand. Your ranch hand. I thought…I thought he’d be happy because of the business you’d gain. How it would help his job.”

      “He left. Yesterday.” Harley’s words were flat.

      “I don’t know why he told everyone his name was Peters but—”

      “I can hazard a guess.” Adeline looked up to see Harley’s gaze fixed on the rows of corn husks in front of them. “Pearson is a large ranch on the other side of the valley. They are my direct competition. For a long time, I’ve outsold them and done pretty well, but I suppose they sent in a spy—Earl—to find out what I was up to. It’s low, but it would make sense seeing as how he hardly worked and was the worst hired hand I’d ever had.”

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t.” Harley’s words weren’t angry, just determined. “He stole not only your idea but the best business opportunity I could have had. I…I don’t know if we can come back from this.”

      And with those words, Adeline saw in Harley’s face a look that made her blood run cold. It wasn’t anger; it wasn’t hatred; it wasn’t even annoyance—it was defeat. Her grand gesture for the man she cared for had fallen flat on its face.
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        * * *

      

      “Harley, please, you can’t—”

      Adeline’s words held a pleading tone that tugged at his heart. Part of him wanted to stay, to have her comfort him and remind him that they could still make it through this, but after hearing the extent of her plan, he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to afford to make it. The Pearson Ranch would gain the bid for the land that he was looking at—they’d be able to afford it—and they’d expand while he’d slowly diminish until his stock was gone and he had nothing left.

      “I—I’m sorry.” He stood, dusting off his pants. “I’m glad I’ve got this information. I can get a jump on things and see if I can’t get out in front of this.”

      “But Harley—”

      He wasn’t angry at her. He really wasn’t. But he didn’t have the energy in him to reassure her. He didn’t have it within him to make her feel better when he felt like he’d been trampled by a herd of cattle. Or was it more that his dreams had been trampled?

      “Look,” he stopped and turned to face her, “I need to get back to the ranch. I need to think through things. I have a lot of planning to do if this thing is going to happen, and that means making decisions now. It’ll take a lot of time and…” And what? Was he not going to see her again? Had his feelings lessened?

      As he looked down at her, golden hair framing her face like a halo, he knew he couldn’t do that. He just couldn’t be here right now.

      “I promise to come see you again. Okay?”

      “I—I understand.” She lowered her gaze and took one small step back.

      The separation was what he wanted, but at the same time, his traitorous heart wanted him to forget the ranch trouble and pull the woman into his arms. To wipe her tears away. To reassure her that it was all right.

      But it wasn’t all right.

      He balled his fists and spun around. “Bye.”

      The word was all he could muster from the depths of his confusion and hurt, even though he knew it wasn’t enough. That it would hurt her.

      He was almost to the porch when he heard her stifle another sob. It was almost his undoing, but then an image of his Ma and Pa flooded his mind, and he forced his feet up the steps. He’d promised them long before he’d promised Adeline anything. He’d said that the ranch would survive—and more than that, he’d make the ranch thrive. Was that all being threatened now?

      Had one well-intentioned woman, no matter how beautiful she was, gone and messed everything up for him?

      He was on his horse and nearly out of town before his fingers finally relaxed from their clamped position. His shoulders remained tensed, but that was to be expected. He had a lot to take care of, and no certainty of a good outcome.

      It was only a matter of time before he knew how badly his business would be affected. Only a matter of time before he knew if his dreams would come crashing down around him or not. Until then, thoughts of Adeline were out of the question.
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      Adeline faced the next days like a specter in her own life. The other women noticed, Penny noticed, and one day, Mr. Redburn noticed as well, though he knew better than to ask her himself. Instead, he sent Penny to talk to her.

      “You know, moping about like this won’t help things,” Penny said, taking a slow sip from her iced tea.

      “I’m not sure that knowledge is helpful at the moment.” Adeline nearly tasted the bitterness of her words.

      “Have you tried to write about this?”

      Adeline threw her hands up into the air in desperation. “Writing has gotten me into too much trouble at this point; I don’t think it’ll help now.”

      “But at your heart, you were trying to do something good. Surely Mr. Swinney sees that.”

      “I don’t know what he sees,” Adeline confessed. “I…I endangered his ranch. As you said before, that is one of the most important things to him. I don’t know that he could ever forgive me for that. Perhaps I’m destined to be an old maid.”

      “Now you’re being dramatic.”

      Adeline set down her glass and looked over to her friend. “You weren’t here. You didn’t see the…hurt in his eyes—like I’d betrayed him. You didn’t hear how he spoke to me after. He was very angry and I wouldn’t be surprised if he never came to see me again.”

      “Is that really the man you think he is? If so, I dare say you are better off not to have him in your life.” Penny narrowed her gaze. “But, if you don’t truly believe that is who Mr. Swinney is, then you must give him the benefit of the doubt. He may just need more time than you’d think to work this through.”

      “But I want to fix it,” Adeline admitted the words she’d been thinking ever since Harley left. “I don’t want to see him upset. I don’t want to see him unhappy. I…I want to see his ranch thrive. Perhaps if I wrote—”

      “I think you should wait on the writing,” Penny said. Her soft smile made Adeline look down.

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I don’t say that for any other reason than, though a rightly penned word will do wonders, you don’t know where your words would be best spent. Am I right?”

      “Yes,” Adeline agreed.

      They sat in silence for a time, both looking at the garden surrounding them.

      “It’s funny,” Penny finally said. “We’re surrounded by so many plants. So many small little vines that depend on just the right amount of sunlight and water. They need tending, and yet if they were left to their own devices, they would still do well. In fact, sometimes what we do hurts them—like too much water.”

      Adeline looked over to her friend for an explanation.

      “I think,” Penny hesitated, obviously searching for the right words, “Mr. Swinney is one such plant. He could be tended and pushed, but I think he’d do better without further administrations. He must come to his own conclusions. Nothing you say or do will fully convince him of anything at this point. He must decide it for himself.”

      Adeline heard the wisdom of her friend. She even knew she was right, and yet it wasn’t as easy to simply agree to something just because you knew it was right.

      “What you need is patience, my dear. Like we have when waiting for the crop to come to its fullest. Pick too early, and the fruits of our labor will not be as good as they would have been had we waited.”

      “Do you really think that good could still come from this?” Adeline asked, her eyes blurry with unshed tears.

      “I do, my dear. I hold out the best of hope for you both.”

      Adeline nodded her head, accepting her friend's wisdom-salted opinion. Patience. The one thing you could not be in a hurry to gain was the one thing Adeline was most in need of.
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        * * *

      

      Harley found himself on the road to the Pearson Ranch before he could talk himself out of it. To his credit, he’d taken several days to think things through and cool off as best he could, but warring thoughts about Earl juxtaposed with a longing to see Adeline, and finally, he’d made the decision to figure things out once and for all.

      He took a path mirroring the crow's flight toward the Pearson ranch and hoped they didn’t patrol their borders with shotguns. It was a risk, but he was still so incensed at the betrayal that he knew he wasn’t making smart decisions, but he didn’t care enough to stop.

      Up ahead, he saw the roof of what he assumed was the barn. As he drew up closer, he saw that it was, in fact, the house. These Pearson’s sure had money.

      Taking a cue from his possibly foolish, possibly brave attitude, Harley directed his horse to the hitching post in front of the house. He climbed down, secured his horse, and tromped up the front steps.

      After his third knock, the door was opened by a small, plump woman with dark hair and tanned features.

      “Yes?” she said with accented English.

      “I’m here to speak with Earl Pet—Pearson.”

      “Pearson is here. Please, come in.”

      He followed the short woman down a hallway and into a well-appointed sitting room. She indicated he take a chair, so he did. When she asked for his name, he merely said to say a friend was calling. She looked concerned about this, but there was no way he was cluing Earl in on the fact that he was here.

      Finally, after almost forty-five minutes of waiting that would have likely made any friend leave, he heard boots clomping down the hall. Earl appeared in the doorway and shock registered.

      “I—uh, what are you doing here?” Then his eyes flashed to the pistol at Harley’s hip

      “Relax,” Harley said, “I’m not here to shoot you.” Though the thought crossed my mind.

      Visibly relieved, Earl took a seat across from Harley. “Well?”

      “Well.” Harley’s word was a heavy statement.

      “Look, whether or not it was the right thing to do, it’s been done,” Earl admitted, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “That’s all you’ve got to say? You lie to me to spy on my ranch, steal a shipping deal practically out from under me, and you—” He’d almost said, ‘You kissed my girl’ but held himself back. Adeline was not his girl—not yet, and perhaps not ever.

      “I know. I did a mean thing,” Earl said, his eyes rolling upward. “So God’ll smite me or something.”

      His irreverence irked Harley. “It’s more than that.”

      “What? What did you expect? I was supposed to sit around while you made a deal that could wreck my family’s ranch? No way.”

      “Your family—” Harley shook his head. “Clearly you all are doing just fine by my estimation.” He pointedly looked around the room at the expensive objects.

      “We’ve had all this for a long time now. Inherited it. We’re still struggling to survive, just like you.”

      Harley wasn’t going to put up with this song and dance from some kid. “We both know you stiffed me. You took advantage and you had no scruples about it, but if you think I’m going to take it lying down, you’re out of your mind.” It was a resolution he’d all but come to on the ride over and now, saying it out loud, he knew that it was right. He wasn’t going to sit back and take this. “I suppose I just came here to tell you I’m not backing down. You can steal that deal out from under me, but it just won’t work.”

      “I…I,” Earl rubbed the back of his neck. “I admit it was a low move. I’m not saying I’m proud of it, but when it’s your family, you’ll do anything. Right?”

      Harley felt strangely uncomfortable at the young man’s statement. He’d used that same logic to justify his own actions at times, though he’d never stooped to something like this, but was he doing that now? Was he putting everything—putting Adeline—on the line for what he wanted? What he thought his parents wanted?

      “I just…I didn’t know what to do. Our ranch hasn’t been doing as good, and then Adeline handed me that letter, and it all clicked.”

      Harley just stared back at Earl.

      “Well, either way, you shouldn’t have come. This deal isn’t going to benefit anyone.”

      “What…what do you mean?” he asked.

      Earl tried to push away a look of hurt, or was it annoyance? “It’s impossible. The price I quoted won’t even cover our expenses. No wonder they jumped at it. Besides, they want livestock—and I do mean live livestock. We don’t have that kind of cattle to ship off. So, you win.” He said this with a flick of his wrist and a dejected sigh.

      Harley nearly laughed out loud but did his best to tamp down his excitement. They wouldn’t be going through with the plan? Their ranch couldn’t sustain it? Perhaps his could—or, better yet, perhaps he could grow to sustain it.

      As suddenly as he’d fallen into the hole of dejection, Harley felt himself soar to the mountain tops of excitement. In that same moment, his thoughts turned to Adeline. He’d all but ignored her since she’d given him this news, and it wasn’t fair to her. He’d all but punished her for trying to do something good for him. For using her writing talent to help him.

      “Thanks for clearing that up,” he said, jumping to his feet.

      “Could I offer you a drink or something?” Earl offered, but Harley could tell it was only out of obligation.

      “Nope. Got a ranch to get back to.” And, without a backward glance, he strode away and out the front door. His steps felt lighter than they had in a long time. But soon, as he maneuvered his horse back the way they’d come, he began to feel something else. Something more like regret.

      His mind supplied him with the image of Adeline’s tear-streaked face.

      She’d finally opened up to him about so many things and, with the same trust, she’d told him a hard truth. And what did he do? He’d turned his back on her.

      The feelings of elation were quickly replaced with sickening dread. What had he done? Had he pushed her away for good? Would he ever be able to regain her trust?

      The scenery before him blurred into a wash of green and tan pastureland as his mind worked through what he would do when he returned to his ranch. He had many things to put in place, to potentially work out a new deal with those Adeline had corresponded with, but most importantly, he had a woman who needed to be apologized to.

      He felt the weight of discomfort at that thought but shoved it aside. Sometimes a man needed to do the hard things to prove to a woman that they were worthy.
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      Adeline dipped her toes into the cool, bubbling water. It wasn’t Sunday, but she’d found that a walk to the little white chapel on the hill was in order. After spending time in thought and prayer on a wooden pew, she’d wandered down the trail to one of her favorite places.

      Even as she surveyed the area, changing rapidly as spring progressed, she felt his absence keenly.

      Harley.

      It was foolish. His reaction to her news about Earl should have told her to leave well enough alone. It should have convinced her that there was no way Harley could care for her. And yet…was she just foolishly optimistic? Or was it her determination, something her father had always teased her about, that was ruling her thoughts?

      She pulled out her journal from the small satchel she’d brought with her. Her pencil came next, and she opened the book to a blank page. The white space both invigorated and intimidated her as it did nearly every time she sat down to write.

      As she tended to do when she wasn’t sure where to start, she smoothed her hand across the pages. The resulting smile wasn’t as bright as it should have been, but she did feel a little better.

      But what to fill the pages with? A story about how she’d nearly stepped in the milk bucket that morning? No, she didn’t feel in the mood to write something humorous. Perhaps a letter home? That fit her mood even less. The thought of explaining to her parents that she was still unmarried left a bitter taste in her mouth. Then her gaze traveled the brook and surrounding trees. It was lovely, but still held no inspiration for her.

      Her mind brought up an image of Harley and her fingers twitched.

      Words, her own words, came back to her: confidence, self-assuredness, decisiveness, skill, kindness…handsomeness. Harley was all of those things and more.

      No. She had done enough thinking, crying, praying about Harley to last her for the next several months.

      Still…

      “Adeline?” His deep voice spoke behind her, and she stiffened. Had her thoughts imagined him saying her name? “Adie?”

      Definitely not her imagination. She slowly closed the pages of her journal and turned to see him standing at the widening of the trail behind her.

      “Harley?” Her voice was merely a whisper, but it elicited a smile from his full lips.

      “I hope I’m not intruding.”

      He shifted nervously, his gaze flicking to the water and then back to her. Suddenly, she realized that her dress was still pulled up to reveal her feet dipped in the water. Flushing red, she pulled her feet out and her dress down.

      “I, um, sorry. No. I mean, you’re not. Intruding that is.”

      His smile widened even more, and he came to her, extending his hand to help her up. She accepted the kind gesture, and her heart nearly leaped from her chest at the warmth and strength of his hand around hers.

      “You’re…here,” she said lamely.

      He gave a small chuckle, and she risked a glance at those slate eyes. They were now the color of calm, deep water, and she wanted to stare into them forever.

      Catching herself before she did just that, she looked down where his hand still held hers.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, pulling back as if it were her fault they’d held hands.

      “Adie,” he said, his use of her nickname doing funny things to her stomach.

      She paused and looked up at him, deciding boldness was her best defense. When their gazes collided, she realized there was no defense against him. He was handsome, hard-working, kind…

      “I’m sorry.”

      And he was apologizing?

      “I…” he scratched at the back of his neck. “I acted a fool. Here you did something kind for me—more than kind, amazing. And what did I do? I made you cry, then walked away.” He grimaced.

      “I should have asked you first.” The words were an admission she’d made to herself a few days before, realizing they were true. “I let my impulsiveness get the best of me. I wanted to prove to you that my writing was valuable, and I wanted to help, and—”

      “And you did.” This time he stepped close and reclaimed her hand.

      She bit her lip and noticed that it drew his gaze. “I did?”

      He met her eyes and grinned. “I went to talk with Earl.”

      “You did?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

      He told her about the meeting and what had happened. “It may not be something I can do either, but maybe it is. I want to find out. And I want you to help me.”

      “Help…what do you mean?”

      He released a slow breath as if preparing himself for something. Her heart pounded in her chest at the question of what he would say next. Still, his nearness did funny things to her mind as well, and she had to force herself to focus on what he was saying, not just on his features so near to hers.

      “You had a wonderful idea. One that any businessman should be proud to take into consideration. I should have asked you more about it when you first told me. Should have looked into it with you rather than felt a threat against a dream I’d once held.”

      “What do you mean, once?”

      “I thought that just because I promised my folks I would do my best with the ranch, it meant I had to go above and beyond what they would have wanted. It became a life mission to me. I had to be successful or else I was letting them down. But they aren’t around anymore.” His expression softened, and she squeezed his hand in a show of comfort. “And I can have new dreams.”

      Then, without preamble or warning, he leaned toward her. She could see the question in his eyes. Could he kiss her?

      In response, she tipped her head up and closed her eyes. The next instant, his lips were on hers, and she felt a peace she’d never known before.
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        * * *

      

      Harley hadn’t exactly thought this through. He’d wanted to tell her about the conversation with Earl, about his plans for the ranch, and especially about how wrong he’d been, but now those things seemed less important than the woman in front of him. The woman he was kissing.

      His hands slid to her waist and pulled her closer. Her fingers slid around his arms, and he felt her clutching at him. He pulled back, afraid he was taking liberty with her, but the hunger in her eyes drew him in for one more kiss.

      When they parted again, he was breathing hard, and her cheeks were flushed.

      “I—I hope that was all right.”

      She giggled behind a hand. “More than all right.”

      His eyebrows rose at her bold statement. That’s what he liked about her; she said what she thought. Why had he kept her at a distance?

      “So,” she pushed, “what are your new dreams?”

      It was his turn to grin back at her. “I’ve been a fool, Adeline. It was all there—my name and yours as matches, and I messed things up.” He snuck a glance at her and noticed her hopeful expression. “Adie, you’re my new dream.”

      Her goofy expression sobered. “Harley—”

      He held up a hand to stay her questions. “I knew that when I came to see you before. I think I knew it a long time ago, but it had to work its way through my thick skull. I can be a rancher and a…” he hesitated, meeting her gaze. “And a husband too.”

      Her eyes widened. “Husband?”

      His shoulders moved up near his ears, then dropped. “That is, if you’ll have me.”

      “Harley Swinney, first you play hard to get, and now you’re proposing?” She burst into laughter. “You are the most difficult man I’ve ever known.”

      He waited there, in the moment between her next words, and stared back at her.

      "But I do think I love you.”

      “I know I love you.” And he did. He loved her more than he’d thought possible. He didn’t feel as if he deserved her love. Didn’t deserve a talented and strong woman like Adeline Miller. And yet he felt so grateful she seemed to want him too.

      “And he finally admits it,” she said with a teasing grin.

      “I do. Very willingly.” He stepped in close, his hands encircling her waist. “And you should know something else.”

      “Yes?” she asked, her eyelashes sweeping up.

      “I hope that you’ll keep using your writing skills to help with the ranch. Do you think you could do that?” He saw something shift in her eyes as they filled with tears. “Did I say something wrong?”

      She laughed, reaching up to wipe the moisture away. “No. You said something completely right, Mr. Swinney.”

      He was confused, and she knew it.

      “All my life I’ve wanted to use my writing for something and…this is perfect.”

      He couldn’t help it: he leaned in and kissed her again, though he pulled back before he wanted to. They’d have plenty of time for that after a ceremony in the little white chapel.

      “So you’ll be my wife, Miss Miller?”

      She grinned up at him, her hand falling into his as if it were meant to rest there. “I will, Mr. Swinney.”

      He waited for her to pick up her satchel and journal, and then they walked back up the hill. It was time to talk to Mr. Redburn about the courting process. It seemed that Aunt Viola—or whoever had placed his name beside Adeline’s—had been right after all.

      She was his perfect match.
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