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      February 1867

      

      Melissa Miller sat stunned as she listened to her mother wail desperately in the background. Dr. McGraw’s dark head shook slowly at her, indicating that her father had passed. Her young life had been filled with despair and death for most of it. As if the screams of denial from the other room weren’t enough to indicate this already? Her father had suffered for the last several years since his return from the War between the States. The pain from the injury to his leg and the constant fever he had fought, had finally claimed him.

      They literally had nothing, and she felt so ungrateful right now.  He wasn’t suffering anymore. Neither were they. It had killed her to watch him deteriorate in front of her very eyes. Bitterness swamped her, clenching at her heart. She didn’t realize the guilty relief that would come with his passing. They had a roof over their head; they had their health and each other. Food was there, even if it wasn’t abundant. Melissa had kept up the business for the family, in order to ease the burden on her mother.

      When her father had left for the war, he promised to return quickly. Melissa’s mother, Eleanor, had taken the time to attempt to run the shop. Run it she had… into near ruin. Her mother could keep a home like no other. She could cook a meal so fine it would make the angels’ weep. Her recipes from the family had been perfected. Balancing the books or making ends meet – that had not been her forte.

      At thirteen, Melissa’s father had left to do his duty for God and country.  At fourteen, Melissa was now running her father’s barber shop with little help. She had grown up watching him, hiding in the background as ‘young ladies were to learn how to keep a home’. He always teased her that she would catch a man if she could cook like her mama. She could cook, but her time seemed to have been better spent with him now. There were no men to be had in town anyways. They were either married, older, much younger, or simply uninterested.

      A large crate used to be slid across the floor for her to be able to reach the customer’s hair easily. Now, the crate sat in the corner as a shelf. She had grown tall and blossomed. Menfolk didn’t balk at the idea of a young girl cutting hair anymore. Nor did they protest a shave. Melissa had given free shaves for a month for two reasons: simply to prove she could do it, and practice, practice, practice!

      Now, at the age of twenty, Melissa was as accomplished as any other trained barber, and her father was proud of her. The shop had maintained itself; they had a few dollars to their name, and things seemed to be going good until the reaper struck. One door closed, a window would open – or so she prayed.

      Prayers that went unanswered.

      His fever had spiked yesterday, and he had passed peacefully during the night. When he had been pale and sallow at dinner, she had insisted on fetching the doctor. He had refused, saying that it was indigestion. By the time she had helped him limp to the door, she had smelled the sour emanating from him. When questioned, he claimed it was time for a good soaking and that he had worked up a sweat tilling the garden for Eleanor. It was February in Texas. Nothing would be put in the soil for at least another month and if he was tilling the yard? She was a fairytale princess, and this rickety home, a grand castle.

      She needed a moment to compose herself, so she could be strong. Throwing a blanket around her shoulders, she stepped outside for fresh air. It would be a long night of tears and heartbreak. Melissa was barely aware of the men who carried her father’s body out into the night towards Buchannan funeral home; she was only aware that he was gone and her mother was clawing at his body in an effort to hang on to him.

      “Mother, stop it. He would want you to be strong and dignified. Ladies do not act distraught in front of others, remember? Behind closed doors you mourn. That is what you told me when my pup died.”

      “It’s not the same,” Eleanor cried out through her tears in a scathing tone. The betrayal and shock in her eyes burned hot through Melissa as she felt guilty at admonishing her. It had felt like the roles had reversed long ago for them; her mother the child and she was now the adult leading them both through each day.

      “I know it’s not, but loss is felt regardless of how we express it. Come, mother. Rest your eyes and we shall make arrangements tomorrow.” Melissa removed the blanket she’d tossed around her own shoulders to protect her from the cold night air. She lay it gently around her mother’s. She seemed so fragile, so lost.

      “Why aren’t you crying? Don’t you realize your father is gone?”

      “Mother, he was gone long ago and only a shell of him returned from the war. I did my mourning long before the war was ever lost and he came home,” Melissa told her gently, gathering her mother’s shaking frame into her arms in an effort to comfort her.

      “It will be okay. I will always take care of you.”

      

      Bitterness and helplessness made Melissa feel like an empty husk. She had seen no change in her future, no promise of hope, no faith in praying for intervention or guidance. She heard there had been talk of mailing off to invite men into town, but that only brought the worst of the worst. Desperados, bushwackers, degenerates, and slovenly men had been seen about town, ushering in a need for protection. She didn’t want to be dependent on someone like her mother had been, nor did she want to admit there was danger present. She had her father’s Colt to protect them, or die trying to.

      Her father’s death and funeral had been awful. The silence, the crying, the complete shutdown she had seen in her mother was infuriating. She could understand mourning, of course, who couldn’t? But the lying daily in bed despondent, refusing to eat what little food they had?  The complete abandonment of maintaining their home? It was wasteful and aggravating. Melissa wanted to run away.

      She wanted a change.

      Some sort of happiness, something to fill the emptiness that she felt. Some way to focus the blackening rage into something that would soothe her soul instead of crushing it. She missed laughing and smiling. Those days were long gone and each day seemed to drag by into nothingness- a great yawning void of soul-sucking depression.

      Melissa had seen a few strangers come into town, but none that seemed to ‘ring her bell’ like her father used to say. She remembered those days, crawling onto a knee as he would chastise her into behaving properly for her mother while he was gone. When she had been thirteen, she’d barely comprehended what leaving for the war would entail.

      All she remembered was that Father would be gone, she would be waiting, and until he returned? She was to act like a lady, be on her best behavior, and not be like those loose “nanny’s” beyond the railroad tracks that worked at the saloon. There had been a distinct difference in how you addressed women, as Melissa quickly learned.

      Governesses were well respected but a nanny? Well, a nanny in Texas was another word for a lady of the night. Much to her chagrin, she had said it aloud in public that they were getting a nanny for the house to help out before the war.

      That talk had Melissa apologizing to her mother for the disrespect shown to her. She had told others that a woman of loose morals would be at the house by mistake, but instead? It would be a new governess that had the strictest code for her to learn by. She had been mortified that she had bragged about their guest coming into their home…and yet? She’d managed to run her off a few weeks after her father had left by her scandalous behavior.

      It wasn’t scandalous or shameful, but more eye-opening. To learn that her father would not be coming back for some time and her mother had intended to let the shop be properly unattended? It was terrible! The second time that the monies had disappeared and word had spread that the Maypearl bank had been robbed? Fourteen-year-old Melissa had put two and two together… evicting her mother from the barbershop and showing just how headstrong she really was!

      Her governess had been fired immediately by Melissa. And with her shocked mother passed out on the floor, muttering for smelling salts? It was the fastest way to save money and keep a roof over their heads. There was no protest other than the sputtering from the governess and the slamming of the door. It was ridiculous to pay the woman for her to teach her to play piano, sew and cook. Those were things Melissa could teach herself, or by paying attention to her mother, especially for the extravagance that she cost the family.

      Melissa had taken over everything.

      The results of that decision had made sure they had food on the table, a roof over their heads, and a meager amount of the new money held fast in their pockets. After the robbery, she had split their funds in two. Half went to the bank for safe-keeping and half was hidden away at the house. They didn’t have much and she’d be darned if it would be stored in one place! Her end goal was to make sure that her mother could be taken care of if she ever chose to be on her own. Until then, Melissa would take care of the house, even if it took a toll.
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      April 1867

      

      Sweeping the broom over the clean floor just to pass the time, Melissa glanced over towards the funeral home out of the window of the barbershop. She had thought it comical to see the stuffy, prim, beautiful Mrs. Buchannan vomiting regularly whenever she worked on a corpse. No one else seemed to know how much it bothered her to carry on her missing husband’s role of undertaker.

      Melissa knew though, and it was hidden quite well by the frigid woman. She shivered in disgust and was a bit relieved that she had not married into the undertaker’s family! She didn’t see a corpse in the back room, but Ava was there working. The windows were open, and she had them closed anytime she left.

      Melissa fondly remembered attending the lavish Buchannan wedding. How angelic the bridal couple looked to her young eyes! Candles were everywhere, there were elaborate teacakes and punch, flowers, and lace creations were strewn all over the church. The thin veil had been a halo around Ava Buchannan’s dark head. Her succulent cream-colored sateen dress had been covered in flounces, as was the style.

      And her husband?

      Her husband had been what every young girl dreamed of! Blond, fashionable, and with a smile for everyone. His suit had been pressed with deep creases, and the silk cravat fluffed at his neck was pinned with a diamond. The two had been the epitome of what a perfect southern couple should look like. When Pastor Smith had announced, “you may kiss the bride,” it drew a cheer from the parishioners when Peter Buchannan had given a deep bow to Ava’s father first in respect, and then to young Ava.

      Melissa had been awed at first, and then envious a few months later when she realized that Ava’s wedding had been one of the last weddings performed in town. The menfolk were all gone. At sixteen when Melissa should have been making her debut? She was proudly buying a chicken to feed the family. At seventeen or eighteen? Melissa should have been surrounded by beaus. Instead, she was surrounded by a stagnant town that waited… and waited… and waited for change.

      Well, waiting never got anyone anything. She had attended the impromptu meeting in February. While others spoke out regarding the scandalous idea of sending off for menfolk? Melissa’s mind whirled in thought knowing the trouble that would be following. There might be a chance that it would draw attention of the new lawmen policing the frontier, the Rangers. She’d heard so many stories of the cold, calculating men that would cut down outlaws left and right in order to protect the peace. People with a carelessness for life could only add to the demise of the small town.

      Lost in thought, Melissa swept the few strands of hair out of the front door onto the stoop. She walked through the barbershop, fondly looking over her father’s jars and tools, remembering how he would teach her. Putting the broom in the corner near the window, Melissa gaped at the sight next door!

      Apparently, the stuffy Mrs. Ava Buchannan was in cahoots with a man! It certainly wasn’t her bridegroom from years ago who never returned from the war, because if memory served her right? Peter Buchannan was almost towheaded! His bright blond hair was near white. This man- he looked to be dark as sin. Black hair and tanned skin. A LOT of tanned skin!

      Melissa nearly swallowed her tongue as she stared unabashedly at his naked body walking around the back room of the funeral home. He looked to be quite handsome from this distance, and Ava had her head buried in her hands.

      Melissa clenched her broom handle and pretended it was Ava’s neck in jealously. A new handsome man in town and she got her claws in him first? That seemed so unfair to her! She had been already married and now was acting like one of the nanny’s her father had told her about! Ladies did not see men in this… this, unrobed fashion!

      Looking away, Melissa realized she was also seeing him, which put her in the same category as Ava Buchannan. She couldn’t help but stare at the scene going on next door. Fanning herself, she realized it felt like it was sweltering inside the small barber shop.

      “Hello?” someone called out in a deep voice.

      “Oh! My apologies,” Melissa stammered, hurriedly moving herself bodily in front of the window to block the scene she had just witnessed. Horribly embarrassed, she prayed that whoever just arrived did not see the scandalous fiasco going on presently nearby. She whisked the heavier window panels closed over the sheers as inconspicuous as possible in order to prevent it.  “May I help you?” she gathered herself and asked politely, finally looking up at the customer that had just walked in.

      The stranger that walked in nearly filled the entire door frame, causing her to clench her teeth simply to keep her jaw from dropping once again. He was quite a bit larger than most of the older men that came in for a shave. He was also quite a bit younger and more handsome! A tarnished tin star was pinned to his vest. A Ranger! Melissa knew that the troublemakers arriving would bring the law someday.

      His wide smile made her swallow nervously. Flushing, she realized he had been talking to her and she had not heard a thing. “I apologize, come again?”

      “I asked if the shop was open?” he said lightly, his voice betraying a deep drawl to his voice. “The sign said barber outside and I could use a cut and a shave, if the barber is here?”

      “I am the barber,” Melissa bit out and flushed again, realizing how angry it sounded. He probably didn’t mean anything by it, and most barbers were men. She was sure that he must have thought she was there only to clean. “I am the barber in town,” she began again, this time with a soft smile.

      “It’s my lucky day, I reckon,” he announced easily, and sat in the lone leather chair expectantly.

      “I guess so,” she agreed absently as she looked at him. Melissa’s heart hammered as she realized she might need the crate to stand on, once again, like she had when she was a girl. She stood staring at him for several minutes and then moved into action. Drawing a fresh apron over her gown, she tied it around her back idly while her mind worked.

      She hadn’t seen him before! Was he one of the new arrivals? One of the Rangers? How many were here in town? She shook her head and realized that she would need to get more information from the Smith’s or from one of the other prominent families. But for now? This handsome stranger was sitting in her chair and was a captive audience.

      “You are new in town, aren’t you?” Melissa began politely. Her hands were shaking as she draped a sheet over his clothing. Turning, she fiddled around with her scissors and combs nervously.

      “I am. Just got here yesterday,”

      “Well, welcome to Maypearl.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Barber,” he teased.

      “Oh, my name isn’t Barber and I’m not married.” Blushing, she looked away at his intense scrutiny of her. He was extremely handsome and polite.

      “Well then, what is your name Miss I’m-not-married?”

      “Melissa. Miss Melissa Maeve Miller.”

      “M. M. M. M,” he drawled out with a wicked smile that made her heart skip a beat in shock and surprise. He was handsome and apparently awfully forward as well!

      “Excuse me?” she stopped, picking up her worn bowl and horsehair bristle brush to prepare to lather his face. Was it just her or did it suddenly feel quite stuffy in the room? Her face felt like it was a thousand degrees and she couldn’t catch her breath.

      “Your initials. Miss Melissa Maeve Miller is m, m, m, m. I thought it was cute and appropriate for you. My name is Gideon Ashton.”

      “Very nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Ashton,” she murmured politely as she got ready to smear the soap on his face. As he jerked backwards with a wary look on his face, Melissa stopped in her tracks.

      “What? I won’t cut you” she said defensively. The frightened looks or catcalls were getting a bit old. Why couldn’t they realize that she could do the job just as well as any other person?

      “I was curious as to if you were going to use a hot towel to make it easier on you.”

      “You’ve barely anything there,” she blurted out, and realized the faux pas. She had just insulted him, insinuating that he wasn’t mature enough to grow a beard yet. Oh, he appeared plenty mature, which caused her face to heat up again in embarrassment.  “I don’t mean that like it sounds, Mr. Ashton.”

      “Stop,” he said lightly, chuckling. “I’m making you nervous. It’s only because you are making me nervous.”

      “How exactly am I making you nervous?”

      “Well, for one? I have the prettiest woman I have ever seen preparing to hold a sharp razor to my face. A razor might need to be run across a strop a few times or two for my comfort. I’d like to also talk to this lovely woman, but if she covers me with soap? I can’t move until the soap and the blade are gone,” he said warmly. “Tell you what? How about you cut my hair first and once we are a bit more acquainted? I might be more lenient to having a razor to my throat, or…”

      “Or?” she prompted, intrigued by his words.

      “Or I might just grow a beard,” Mr. Ashton said lightly with a wink, causing her to laugh. A broken, hoarse laugh escaped her throat and sounded like a cat had been stepped on, but he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she found herself marveling at the way his eyes danced with mirth.

      “I like that Miss Miller. Sounds like a song when you laugh,” he chuckled warmly. “You should laugh often.”

      “I think maybe I should shave you first,” she quipped with a raised eyebrow. “Just so you’ll be quiet; but your idea does have merit. You might want to be a bearded fellow after all.”

      “I will be on my best behavior.”

      “I doubt that, Mr. Ashton.” He was probably just like the other men that had come crawling into town recently. They arrived, caused a ruckus, and if they didn’t move on right away – several ended up causing trouble or items went missing about. There was a lawlessness around and it seemed to be contagious.

      “I promise it, Miss Miller.”

      “A haircut first then,” she nodded with a wan smile, swinging the heavy chair around carefully. Leaning it back, she encouraged him to slide down just a bit so his head was directly over the basin that awaited. Carefully, she poured some warm water from one of the several buckets she had waiting on the stove at the back of the shop. She put one of the metal pails on top of the stove to heat up.

      Her father had always offered a warm bath, warm shampoo and a warm shave. She had kept up the tradition and her delicate sensibilities by having it all in the far back room. She was incredibly modest and shy. The idea of a man taking a bath in room with a woman nearby did not sit well with her but brought in a steady income. First thing she did was tack up a large curtain that could be easily drawn to give privacy.

      Taking the bucket of warm water, she poured half of it slowly over his head, marveling at how his hair looked like a golden waterfall. She also was distinctly aware at how close her bosom was to him as she leaned over him. Funny the things you noticed when you were attracted to someone. She had never realized how precarious a position it was until just now.

      “Mmm,” he said softly, closing his eyes and smiling lightly.

      “My initials again?” she asked quietly, surprising herself. Her fingers hesitated for the briefest moment as she smoothed his hair back. “Or is the temperature acceptable? Any request on scents? I have sandalwood, lavender, lemo-”

      “You pick,” he sighed. “I’m pretty content right now. This is pure bliss.”

      “Sandalwood, it is then.”

      “Is that your favorite?”

      “I do like it,” she confirmed easily. The man was beautiful in a ruggedly handsome way. A strong aquiline nose made him seem almost noble or debonair like the southern gentleman she’d seen at parties years ago. He looked almost out of place in his vest and worn shirt. That was then and this was now. Those days of lavish extravagance were gone and simple things like a cotton shirt were taken for granted.

      Lathering up the shampoo bar, she stepped up on the crate again and leaned over to wash his hair. Rich, foamy, soapy bubbles coated her hands as she massaged his head gently. The soft sighs that escaped him every once in a while caused her to grin. “I thought you said you’d be on your best behavior?”

      “I promise you, I am” Mr. Ashton claimed quickly, crossing himself lightly. Melissa noticed that when he crossed himself, he got all sorts of bubbles on his fingers, leaving a trail of them on each shoulder and his chest, then on his mouth.

      “Ugh! Sandalwood smells good but tastes awful!”

      “Maybe it’s a fitting punishment?” she suggested with a muffled giggle.

      “Could be, Miss Melissa,” he said lightly, cracking open one eye and looking directly at her sideways. “I might be lying.”

      This open admission caused her to laugh even harder at his chagrinned expression as he lay there with his head awkwardly in the sink. She liked seeing his smile at her laughter. Picking up the bucket, she instructed him to close his eyes before she poured the warm water on his head.

      Covering his grinning face with a towel, Melissa roughly dried his hair. Wrapping his head, she instructed him to sit up while she maneuvered the seat back into an upright position. Putting the now-empty bucket under the basin, she pulled the stopper and let the water drain back inside of the bucket. She would toss the used water out later.

      “How do you want it cut?” she asked, grabbing a wooden comb. She carefully drew it through his hair, again surprised by how beautiful the shades of gold were.

      “Shorter,” he said simply. Melissa looked at him, surprised to see his eyes were closed still and he had a look of peace on his face as he sat there silently. “How much shorter?”

      “Anything. I’m just in heaven right now” he breathed. “It’s been a long time since I have been to a real barbershop and this feels divine. I can’t imagine how good a fresh hot shave will feel.” The simple truth in his words surprised her as he sat there immobile as she combed his hair.

      “How did you used to wear it?” she asked simply, noticing that it was well below his chin and brushing his shoulders. Thick locks that flipped upwards at the very bottom, it seemed almost a shame to cut it, but she could understand wanting to look neat.

      “Well before the war, my pa insisted that men look like men,” he smiled wistfully to himself as he sat there.

      “And during the war?”

      “We took turns shearing each other as closely as possible if someone had scissors, to keep the lice away.” His casual explanation caused Melissa to squeak in dismay. She stopped combing his hair abruptly. The heavy wooden comb clattered to the floor in the silence. She awkwardly retrieved it, unsure what to do now.

      “Lice?” she croaked, feeling her own skin itch at the mere thought.

      “Miss Miller, I’m clean” he promised, embarrassed. “I swear. When the war was over, first thing they did was boil everything we had on us and owned. I hate the smell of lye soap now since I’ve scrubbed so much of it on me. I swear, no bugs!”

      Nodding in understanding, she picked up her scissors. “So, cut it close?”

      “No, miss,” he said lightly, shutting his eyes again contentedly. “Cut it how you want. Your preference. I just want it a bit shorter than it is now.”

      Melissa trimmed about three inches off all the way around. It would be shorter, but she really liked the way his straight hair fell against his forehead when he came in. Melissa tapped him on the shoulder and handed him a small handheld mirror.

      “I can always cut it shorter, I just can’t put it back on,” she said lightly. “Do you want me to take more off?”

      “How does it look to you?”

      “I like it,” she answered honestly. It was long enough to brush his forehead, and she found herself wanting to smooth a few of the locks as they began to dry. His hair lay against his head with a beautiful feathering, like a golden peacock, making her wonder if he would preen or strut about like one.

      “Then it’s perfect.”

      “It’s your head silly man,” she teased with a smile.

      “And it’s your pretty eyes,” he countered boldly.

      “Yes, that’s true. It’s my eyes, but you shouldn’t worry about how you look to my eyes…” she said softly, blushing.

      “I think I might like to look nice for you, Miss Miller. Now, how about that shave?” he said intimately. “Do you feel like cutting my throat about now? Or, do you think I’d look nice cleanly shaven?”

      “There is not really a good answer to that.”

      “Sure, there is. Am I in danger?” he teased.

      “Only because my hands are shaking,” she quipped, embarrassed by the open admission. His warm eyes watched her move around the chair as she dragged the blade against the strop several times.

      “Then I will die a happy man,” he confirmed, shrugging. “Or I might look like a rabid stray cat got me? Perhaps shrapnel tore at my chin? I will think of something creative around the campfire, but either way? I’d be happy.”

      “You’re no good, Mr. Ashton” she laughed, shaking her head at his outrageous behavior. He had a wonderful sense of humor and the outrageousness of his claims had her giggling like a young girl.

      “Maybe we can drop the formalities, Miss Melissa? May I call you that?”

      “Yes, please. I thought Gideon was a biblical name? Shouldn’t you be striving to live up to that name?”

      “Gideon was a leader in the bible and yes. I should try to live up to my name… but he wasn’t without flaws either,” he teased, winking at her as she rolled her eyes.

      “Lie back,” she ordered, reclining the chair. The man was incorrigible and outrageous in his behavior. She hadn’t enjoyed a conversation so much in such a long time.

      “Still no hot towel? Haven’t I been good?” he said with a pout.

      “Afterwards,” she smiled, rolling her eyes. “I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” he began, and Melissa immediately shushed him by putting a large dollop of shaving cream directly on his mouth. This caused one of Gideon’s eyebrows to shoot up in response. He smiled as she slathered his entire jaw and neck in the thick cream. Grabbing her father’s pearl handled blade, she gave it several good swishes again across the strop as Gideon watched.

      “Satisfied?” she teased, and laughed aloud as he pretended to look frightened silently. “Stop! You, silly man. You’ll want a steady hand. We can’t have word that a rabid cat attacked you here!” He nodded and laid back, shutting his eyes and relaxing. Melissa’s anxiety shot through the roof as she stared openly at his prone form. He was just lying there with his hands crossed on his chest, waiting. As she held the blade, she thought of her father’s words:

      “Melissa, don’t rush things. A good shave is a luxury for a man. It’s an art, and you? The artist. Have confidence in what you are doing. Don’t be too light with the blade nor too heavy. Take your time. Breathe girl and slide it across the skin as if it was slippery.”

      His advice echoed in her head as she tried to focus on Gideon’s beard. She lay the blade carefully against it, and stroked it with a practiced flip. The faint scrape was the only sound in the room as she ran it over his face and jawline carefully. Tilting his jaw upwards with one finger, she laid the blade at the base of his throat and hesitated as he swallowed.

      Steady, she thought to herself and drug it upwards gently against the grain. She did this several more times, giving a small touch up here and there. Standing back, she pinched his nose and did his moustache.

      “Am I safe?” he whispered aloud, causing Melissa to throw a dry cloth at him.

      “Behave while I get your hot towel and aftershave.”

      Melissa grabbed a towel with a long pair of metal tongs. Putting it into the hot water, she carefully withdrew it as to not splash herself. It wasn’t boiling yet, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t scald her fair skin either. She carried it over towards where the handsome man sat, watching her every move. Gingerly, she reached out grabbing the corner with her fingers, checking the temperature. Giving it a twist, she wrung out some of the hot water. “Your towel you requested?” she said primly, “repeatedly, I might add?”

      Gideon shut his eyes and resumed his relaxed position, fingers intertwined on his chest. Melissa lay it across his face, making sure he could breathe. Hearing a faint sigh of pleasure from him, she smiled widely and put the back of her hand up to her mouth to keep herself from laughing.

      “You’ll spoil a man, Melissa” he said appreciatively.

      “Lucky it’s you, then?” she teased, chuckling aloud.

      “Amen to that!” he breathed happily and lay there for several minutes.

      “May I?” she finally asked, as it was time to pull the cooling towel off his face. She hated to disturb him but she had the aftershave oils nearby and wanted to apply it while the skin was soft. Any shave stung, or so her father told her, but a proper shave was invigorating. Yanking the towel with a practiced flip, she pulled it off his face in one felled swoop. Tucking the corner under her apron string, she rubbed her oiled hands together and smoothed the balm over his face. Hearing him sigh happily yet again, made her smile.

      “You like that?” she whispered, surprising herself. She stroked her hands over his strong jaw a few times, as if she was memorizing the line of it. Her fingers danced over his throat and then by his mouth. She was trying not to outline his lips but couldn’t help herself.

      “Very much so,” he admitted huskily. “That is one mighty nice shave you give. I think you have a new customer for life.”

      “Well then, I shall see you again soon?”

      “I should say so,” he agreed. Standing up from the seat, Melissa again realized how much he filled the small barbershop. He was extremely handsome and his easy smile made her happy. Making herself busy, she wiped her hands on the now cool wet towel that hung from her apron string where it had been tucked.

      “That will be fifty cents, Gideon,” she said. “Quarter for the shave and quarter for the cut.” Melissa knew she was cheap, but she also wanted to make sure that she had business. She had heard tails of Dodge City charging a dollar for a shave and cut, but here? People here were struggling to get by daily.

      “Well worth it too,” he agreed and gave her a crisp dollar. “Keep the change, Melissa. You earned it by putting up with me.”

      “Are you certain?” she asked, surprised at the gesture. Her mother and she had emptied their purses recently for the funeral for her father. This put back almost a third of what they had saved away for emergencies.

      “Absolutely. Would I be too forward if I asked to see you again? For company, not just a shave?”

      “Oh?” she asked, surprised and somewhat pleased to see him looking a bit unsure. The flirt actually looked somewhat shy. “What are you asking me?”

      “I’d like to court you. I thought maybe we could have dinner or go for a walk together? I will be in the area for some time.”

      “I’d like that, Mr. Gideon Ashton. Very much so,” she answered honestly. She found herself placing her hand lightly on his to stop his fidgeting. He was crumpling the brim of his hat in his hand nervously, and it was endearing.

      “I’m glad. I find you very pretty, Miss Melissa. If you don’t mind me saying so?”

      “Not at all,” she countered, smiling at his candid, open response. “You’ve been extremely kind and kept me laughing. It’s been a long time since I have laughed like that. I needed it more than I realized.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” Gideon leaned down and kissed her cheek, causing her to gasp in surprise and shock. Gone was the shy man and in his place was the outrageous cad that had her on her toes just moments ago. “I hope you think about that too!” he replied, and darted out the door as if dogs were nipping at his ankles.

      Melissa stood there surprised and stunned. Her hand drifted up absently to her cheek as she stared at his retreating figure through the glass pane. His image was distorted through the beaded glass, but there was no mistaking his wide shoulders and excited wave as he kicked up his heels and continued on his way.

      That little devil, she thought. She should have been upset or offended at his forward behavior. But his exuberance made her smile again as she shook her head in disbelief. Gideon Ashton was something quite different from anyone else she had run into.
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      Early the next morning, Melissa awoke and started her morning out preparing a few things for herself, as well as her mother. She was still grieving, and Melissa had found that if she left her for the day, she would sit in the darkness of the house alone. It was crushing to see how lonely she was without her father.

      Melissa found herself taking a different route to the shop. She darted alongside of her house that sat near Miss Polly’s and her young boy’s home. Picking up her pace, she crossed through Delilah Starkey’s yard. She noticed that the street was near empty at this hour. A billowing smoke stack indicated that Preacher Smith and his wife were up and milling about.

      Stopping in her tracks, she hesitated. What was she doing? Was she really interested in asking about Gideon? Melissa was dealing with the death of her father and hadn’t even bothered to follow-up with anyone on the latest news in town. She had been so despondent with handling her mother and making sure they had food on the table that only now had she felt like there was now a time to inquire. What if someone had already snagged the handsome Mr. Ashton and she was being played for a fool? Was he here investigating someone? What if he was actually genuine in wanting to court her?

      Her heart leapt at the idea of possibly having the handsome Gideon Ashton as a beau. She had jumped at the chance for a change; what was stopping her now? Taking a deep breath, she walked towards the door of the Pastor’s house and bravely knocked. They seemed to know everyone and everything about town. As the door opened, she put on a false smile. “Good morning Mrs. Smith,” she announced in a singsong voice. “Do you and Pastor Smith have a moment?”

      “Certainly,” Trudy Smith said politely and held open the door for Melissa to enter.

      “I hate to bother you so early – “

      “Miss Miller? What brings you out this way?” Pastor Smith interrupted as he entered the main entryway. “We usually only see you on Sundays and you’ve been missing the last few weeks. Sunday is several days hence. Not that you aren’t welcome in our home, it’s just a pleasant surprise. What might we help you with?”

      “Well,” Melissa said bravely, taking a deep breath. “I thought I might enquire to see if word has arrived of Rangers in the area? I believe I met one today.”

      “Oh?” Trudy and Pastor Smith gave each other a knowing glance. “Why yes, there is supposed to be help headed this way and a few men have begun to arrive into town. They are staying at the Maypearl Ranch until they get their bearings. Has something happened that we need to be made aware of? I know that there’s been sightings of John Wesley Hardin in the area. He’s extremely dangerous with a bounty on his head. You haven’t seen him, have you? There’s a poster up near the mercantile.”

      “Oh no! Nothing like that,” she countered in surprise, clutching her reticule. “Nothing, has happened other than I may be interested in a bit of news or gossip. It’s been a while since I’ve heard anything uplifting and I should desperately like something positive for a change.”

      “Well, it’s funny that you should mention it,” Pastor Smith’s deep soothing voice made Melissa feel less nervous. “We’ve tried to make the best matches possible, dabbling in a bit of romance, the Missus and I. She’s arranged for a few of the ladies in town to correspond with our brethren out East near the Sabine River. One Ranger, however, did not seem to fit any of the personalities or needs that were required. Instead he said he felt there was a need for him to be here in his mind. So, an extra set of hands, at the ranch or among our parishioners would be most welcomed as well. I believe that every path is laid by a higher power, so I invited the man to town myself.”

      “Mr. Ashton?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t,” she whispered, “I guessed.”

      “Have you met Mr. Ashton?”

      “Yes, he came by yesterday for a haircut and shave.”

      “And?”

      “That’s all,” Melissa blustered, blushing as she remembered the way he kissed her on the cheek.

      “That’s all, eh?” Pastor Smith said with a knowing smile. “Would you like his letter then since no one has claimed it?”

      “If you please,” she breathed, feeling herself flush. Pulling at her collar nervously, she waited for him to retrieve it. Pastor Smith said not another word, simply giving her the envelope. Thankfully, neither commented on her shaking outstretched hand.

      “I appreciate the letter,” she thanked them both. “I will see you Sunday for services.” Trudy held open the door silently as Melissa departed. She raised her hand in a wave and saw their wide smiles.

      “I’d come sooner than Sunday,” Pastor Smith called out, “But that tremor in your hands? It has me thinking I might grow a beard. Relax, Miss Miller. It’s in God’s hands.”

      Blushing, Melissa saw Trudy Smith elbow the pastor in the stomach just before shutting the door to their home. She wasn’t sure she agreed with his statement. The last time she put things into Gods hands, she’d been abandoned. She stuffed the letter in her reticule and went about her business walking down the lane towards the barbershop.
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      Melissa darted into the barber shop and put herself to work cleaning the already spotless small building. She was nervous to open the letter, yet curious to see if it would reveal anything about the handsome stranger. Her reticule containing the letter hung on a nail on the very far side of the shop, practically glowing in her mind’s eye. Sighing at her silliness, she found herself opening the thin worn out cloth purse and pulling the envelope free.

      Tearing it open, she gasped in dismay as the bell above her door rang, indicating someone had just entered.

      “Hello?” Melissa heard a voice call out; unfortunately it was not Gideon again. “Just a moment and I will be right with you” she returned, stuffing the envelope in the pocket of her skirt.

      “May I help you?” she asked, coming around the corner and stopping in her tracks. It was the handsome man she had spotted naked over at the funeral home with Mrs. Buchannan! Blushing furiously, she stared at the floor to avoid the shameful curiosity that burned in her belly.

      “Well, I am new in town and looking for a bit of work,” he asked politely, his blue eyes burning from his face. The man had an intense look to him that was quite intimidating.

      “I am sorry, but I have no work for you here,” she apologized, looking away from his stare. “Maybe there is work at the funeral home?” Melissa nearly kicked herself in embarrassment. Why would you say that, you ninny? She thought, mortified.

      “Well, yes. There is work for me there but only when someone passes away. In the meantime? I’m in desperate need of a shave, and short on funds,” he said quite bluntly. “I am Jeremiah Ellington and new to town. If there is anything I might do in exchange for some company and a hot shave? I’d be much appreciative.”

      “Welcome to town, Mr. Ellington. I’m afraid that I don’t have any money to pay you nor really any work…wait!” she thought, stopping in her tracks. “Can you do some carpentry?”

      “A fair amount. It’s not really my skill-set but I’m game for whatever you might need to have repaired,” he hedged, feeling his chin. “What can I do?”

      “Well, I’ve a mind to secure the chair just a bit better to the floor. There is a wobble from where it’s come loose. The blades will need sharpening, more than what the strop can do. Can you use a stone to sharpen the razors? Also, I’d throw in a haircut if you can make the pump a might easier for me to use? Right now, it takes quite a bit of force to get the water to come out.”

      “Absolutely! If you can show me some tools, I will have it taken care of in no time for you. Miss?”

      “Miller. Melissa Miller,” she said with a smile, extending her hand towards him like she had seen other men do. His grin at her extended hand made him look a bit less intimidating, putting her at ease.

      “Miss Miller? It’s nice to make your acquaintance. Shall we?” he gestured, looking quite content at the prospect of earning a free shave and haircut. While Melissa could use the money, she could honestly use help on her growing to-do list. She found herself chatting quite contentedly with the stranger after some time. It was extremely awkward to be talking to someone she’d viewed only recently quite disrobed! Turns out that the Mr. Ellington had quite set his cap on Mrs. Buchannan marrying him in the near future. This caused Melissa to laugh at the idea of it.

      “She’s quite lost without her husband. I believe she still holds hope that he will return soon. Other women moved on and remarried after a time, but not her. She’s hopelessly devoted to him.”

      “Has she heard from him or had word?”

      “None that any of us in town have heard. Gossip can run rampant here, much to Pastor Smith’s chagrin. ‘A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy person keeps a secret’,” she quoted.

      “Proverbs?”

      “Very good! That is one of Pastor Smith’s better sermons. I hate being the discussion amongst town, yet that lesson is never fully taught it seems”

      “No, but then again? We are all flawed.”

      “Yes, Mr. Ellington. We are,” she agreed with an easy smile, and took back the small crate that held her father’s tools. “I believe I owe you a shave?”

      “But no haircut yet, I will return to have a second look at the pump. Miss Ava will be looking for me shortly and I’ve a need to court my pretty young lady,” he said with a wink.

      “May I give a piece of advice?”

      “It’d be much appreciated, if you did so.”

      “I remember Ava Buchannan over the years has been quite stubborn in receiving aide and quite alone. Perhaps it would go best for you, Mr. Ellington, if you were just as stubborn as she was. I know that when she married her now-missing husband, she was quite swept off her feet,” she started, sighing wistfully at the memory.

      “Mr. Buchannan was a force of nature with a warm mannerism that made everyone feel happy. She might need more of the same treatment to get through that thick wall she has built up around herself. Ava used to smile a lot; it was like looking at the sun. Since the war? She’s grown quite cold towards others.” Melissa found herself saying aloud, finishing on a bitter note. Realizing it, she blushed. “Now, I find that I need to revisit Proverbs once again myself.”

      “Your words are safe with me, Miss Miller,” Mr. Ellington laughed at the admission.

      “I appreciate the kindness. Now, if you’ll sit in the chair? Let’s get you cleaned up for your task ahead. It will be no small feat if you win over Ava Buchannan!” she challenged.

      Melissa finished up quickly and found herself telling Mr. Ellington about her visit with Mr. Ashton. She planned on opening the letter and pouring over it when she had a moment to herself again. Unfortunately for her, there were no words of encouragement from him since they didn’t know each other. But for Melissa, she was able to share what she knew of Ava’s history since she had grown up not far behind her in town.

      Washing up, she quickly followed Mr. Ellington to the doorway as he politely kissed her knuckles in appreciation. It was a grand gesture that made her feel almost feminine. It was nothing to set her heart aflutter, like Gideon Ashton had done, but she felt special just the same.

      Seeing Ava Buchannan’s frowning face marching across the street, Melissa yanked her hand from Mr. Ellington’s quickly causing him to look startled.

      “Miss Melissa,” Ava said abruptly with a nod, and then turned her stare towards Jeremiah Ellington. “Mr. Ellington? Your supper has been delivered to your quarters next door. I should think you’d like to eat while the food is still warm.” He gave Melissa a knowing look, and a lazy smile towards the irate Mrs. Buchannan who was practically tapping her toes in aggravation.

      “My thanks, Ava.”

      “Its Mrs. Buchannan,” Ava corrected and practically growled at him. This caused Melissa to step backwards at the heat pouring from Ava’s eyes, as she suddenly turned the upcoming tirade towards her now. “Would your sweet Pa approve of you having a man kiss your hand like that?”

      Melissa flinched at the recent reminder of her father’s passing. Ava Buchannan’s words hurt as they hit close to home. Her father would have been surprised at the flirtation between Gideon and herself and appalled that Mr. Ellington had kissed her hand when he obviously was interested elsewhere. Polite or not! She dashed tears away at the scolding, feeling ashamed instantly.

      “Now Ava….” Mr. Ellington began, trying to take some of the heat from Melissa, as Ava opened her mouth quickly to start spewing again.

      “Don’t you ‘Now Ava’ me! It’s Mrs. Buchannan and you had best know that you can’t be canoodling around town with all the women like…like…” she stopped and took a deep breath. This caused Ava’s cheeks to puff up, matching her chest as she struggled to keep her composure. Melissa had never seen her wound up so!

      “All the women? I think not,” Mr. Ellington questioned, a lazy grin on his face. “Like a single, unattached man perhaps?” That blasted man was goading Ava Buchannan! It was shocking to see her get so upset. Melissa covered her mouth with the back of her hand to keep herself from gasping. She was certain that if she let out any sound that the calm, cool, collected Mrs. Ava Buchannan would launch herself at her like a shrew!

      “Precisely!” Ava snarled at Mr. Ellington. It might have been only the two of them in the street by the display they were putting on! Ava was now clenching and releasing her hands that were balled up beside her, while Mr. Ellington was smiling quite smugly.

      “Then remedy it,” he said boldly. “I know a way to change a single man to a married one.” He crossed his arms over his chest arrogantly. Did he just propose to Mrs. Buchannan in front of her? That was hardly any sort of proposal that any girl dreamed of, but the invitation was there! Melissa was glad her hand was over her mouth because she was certain that she would catch flies at this point! Her jaw had dropped open in shock at the flagrant display between the two of them.

      Mrs. Buchannan stood there staring at him, her cheeks flushed red. Stopping, she glared at Mr. Ellington and drew herself up. Smoothing her gown, she was obviously trying to regain her composure. “I suggest you eat quickly and get back to your quarters again, Mr. Ellington. One of the vaqueros from Maypearl Ranch is being brought in, so your teachings will begin soon enough.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he replied with a churlish grin towards her. He turned and bowed towards her yet again. “Miss Miller, thank you for my shave in lieu of payment. It was a pleasure to repair the chair and sharpen the blades in exchange. If you need anything, please feel free to ask. I could use a haircut sooner rather than later.”

      Melissa saw the flush of color darken Ava’s cheeks and assumed it was embarrassment. Or at least, she hoped it was! How dare the upright Ava Buchannan scold her and use her father’s recent passing? That was putting salt in an open wound! She barely knew the man, yet would judge her?

      “It was my pleasure, Mr. Ellington. My beloved Pa used to do the repairs for me while he could. I’m sure that he would be pleased knowing that a kind, Christian soul was able to help out and not assume the worst,” Melissa said calmly, wiping tears from her eyes at the thought of her father. “He always believed in giving a man -or a woman- the benefit of the doubt. It’s a wonderful trait to learn and should be taught to others,” she finished coldly and hoped that Ava picked up on her words and the double meaning.

      “Yes, Miss Miller, that it is. I’m certain that others will learn from your shining example,” Mr. Ellington agreed, his blue eyes practically sparkling with laughter at Melissa. For a moment, she felt like she might have crossed the line, but it was good to see Ava get her comeuppance. Several seconds seemed to drag by before Ava spoke again.

      “Miss Miller, will you be bringing a dish to the church social?” she asked curtly, changing the subject.

      “Of course. I shall be bringing a Washington pie,” Melissa answered politely. The pie was simply a jam cake that was easily prepared and transported. It would keep if she made it the night before and only taste better once the jam had time to soak into the sponge cake. It had been a favorite of her father’s and her mother used to make it often for them.

      “That sounds lovely,” Ava replied absently, watching Mr. Ellington like a hawk.

      “And you, Mrs. Buchannan? What shall you be bringing?”

      “I wish I was baking a lovely cake, but instead I shall be bringing something that stores easily. An old recipe of Peter’s late mother. Pickled eggs,” Ava concurred proudly.

      Disgusting! Melissa thought. Mr. Buchannan’s mother had been an older woman that believed in putting vinegar in everything she baked. It had been comical to avoid the dishes they had brought to church socials and it seemed that the habit would remain the same. There would be no pickled eggs for her!

      “Something sour and tart, I see?” Mr. Ellington chimed in with a bold wink towards Mrs. Buchannan, who rose to the bait.

      “Yes, when you put all the lovely eggs I have in an acidic mixture? It turns them and gives them a different flavor.”

      “Sour?”

      “Flavorful,” Mrs. Buchannan bit out. “Some people just can’t handle the strength or the flavor.” The two shared an intimate look that surprised even Melissa, who quickly interrupted since she felt like a third wheel.

      “I’m certain that they are delicious, Mrs. Buchannan.”

      “And I’m certain that some men crave it like the air they breathe,” Mr. Ellington whispered boldly to Mrs. Buchannan. The two were lost in each other’s eyes in a private battle as Melissa looked on, blushing at the intensity between them. She felt like a voyeur as she saw the upright Mrs. Buchannan say something to Mr. Ellington, causing him to throw back his head in laughter. Oh yes, the two were definitely interested in each other! They walked off together arm in arm, leaving Melissa standing alone again.

      Left behind yet again, she thought to herself sadly, and stepped in the shop. It was getting to be late in the day and she’d had about enough for the afternoon. It had been a slow morning, followed by an intriguing display. Singing to herself, she wiped down the counters. Stacking carefully the shaving bowls, she hung the bristle brushes so they would dry and secured the lid on the talcum powder tin. Hanging the cloths and towels on the line in the back room, she heard the bell at the door.

      “Just a moment,” Melissa called out. “I am actually clos-“ she began and stopped at the sight. Gideon Ashton was standing alone inside of the barbershop with a fistful of scraggly looking bluebonnets. An earnest smile on his face, he held aloft the wilting flowers towards her.

      “I brought you some flowers,” he began, “but I think I should have put them in a vase or something.”

      “They are perfect,” Melissa replied, stunned at the gesture. “What are you doing here?” She grabbed a mug from one of the shelves that she had just stacked her bowls on. Filling it with water, she accepted the wildflowers and placed them in the water on the small counter. “Thank you.”

      “I thought that I might walk you home?”

      “You don’t have to do that,” she began, then stopped. “Actually, I think I would like that very much.” She hadn’t had a moment to read his letter yet, but here he was again on her door. Perhaps Pastor Smith’s words were true. Everyone had a path and maybe Gideon Ashton was being placed on hers?

      “I would like the company very much. I believe I am finished here for the day,” she offered, grabbing her worn bonnet. Looking in the small mirror that hung on the wall, she tucked her dark hair into the yellow bonnet and tied it under her chin. Plucking one of the bluebonnets off, she tucked it in the ribbon brim of her bonnet. “There!”

      “You look lovely,” Gideon murmured with a warm smile. “And the flower looks pretty too.” He held aloft his arm politely and waited for her. Melissa couldn’t help her wide smile as she realized that this must be what it felt like to have someone courting you. Placing her hand on his arm, she silently wished she had worn gloves like ladies were supposed to.

      “You’ll have to lead, Miss Melissa. I don’t know the way,” Gideon began politely and dipped his head down towards her. “But I hope it’s some ways off.  I rather like you walking with me.”

      “We don’t have to walk fast,” Melissa volunteered, causing him to chuckle.

      “Sounds good to me!”

      They strolled for quite some way silently, and then she listened as he told her about his day at the ranch. One of the older cowboys had been thrown, severely injuring himself. It was nothing compared to what he had seen on the battlefield, but disturbing nonetheless. “You just never know,” he trailed off, sadly.

      “No, I know,” she admitted as she stopped in front of her home. “My mother is inside.”

      “May I walk you to the door then? Perhaps I could meet her?”

      “I’d like that, but I will need to find out if she is available to receiving.”

      As they walked forward, her heart hammered. Why would he want to meet her mother? Was her mother even dressed or still lying about? She had fits of depression where the loneliness was overwhelming for her and would stay in bed.

      “I would have to check with her,” she stammered. His warm brown eyes crinkled at the edges when he smiled at her. He caught her hands as she pulled them from his arm and held them. The warm skin of his palms seemed incredibly intimate against her bare hands, and she now realized why women wore gloves all the time.

      “You know? If she isn’t available for company,” he began, “that just means I get to walk you home again tomorrow.” She felt his thumb smooth over her knuckles, tracing each bump delicately.

      “Maybe,” she hedged, feeling suddenly shy. “Perhaps you could join us for dinner tomorrow since I know ahead of time you’ll be here. If you want, that is?”

      “I’d appreciate that,” he breathed as his head descended towards hers. Melissa’s heart hammered in her ears as her pulse raced. Gideon’s warm lips brushed against hers and she about melted into a puddle. When they sighed together at the same time in response to the contact, both chuckled and smiled, just before his kissed her again. This time with a bit more earnestness.

      “Eh-hem! Young lady!” her mother exclaimed as she peeked from behind the open door. Melissa almost groaned aloud at the realization that she had just kissed Gideon in front of her mother, who was obviously still in her wrapper. Today must have been a bad day for her mother, if she had not dressed yet.

      “Mother, I apologize,” she began quickly. “This is Mr. Ashton. He was walking me home.”

      “Young lady, I didn’t fall off a wagon last night! I saw exactly what you were doing! How do you think you came into this world? It all starts just. like. that!” she scolded, waving her bony finger out the doorframe at her. Melissa began to stammer and blush wildly.

      “Mother!”

      “Mrs. Miller?” Gideon stepped in quickly. “I didn’t want Miss Miller walking home in the dark. She was bragging to me about how wonderful a cook you were. I told her I missed my mother’s home cooking and one thing led to another. You are so right, Mrs. Miller,” he said smoothly. “I was quite swept away and it was a good thing you opened the door, saving her.”

      “My, my! You’re a slick one, aren’t you?” her mother said smiling. “You remind me of my late husband. He was a wily one too! Come by for dinner tomorrow and you can tell me of your family. Mr. Ashton, was it?”

      “Yes ma’am!” he confirmed with a wide smile and a conspirator’s wink towards Melissa, who stood there stunned. “Run on inside, Miss Miller, before I forget myself with all the lovely young ladies suddenly around me. I am overcome by all the beauty I see!”

      Her mother began laughing and grabbing Melissa by the arm. Melissa walked forward blankly at the exchange. What just happened? Where was the weeping woman? Melissa heard the door shut behind her and instead of a tirade on sin and what her father would have done?

      Her mother calmly started a kettle and sat down expectantly at the table, her wrapper buttoned to her neck for modesty and her braid ran down the length of her back, prepared for bed. She looked like the queen of England as she sat there expectantly, preening. “Well?”

      “Well nothing!”

      “Don’t you ‘nothing’ me, young lady! I saw that kiss between you two?” Eleanor began. “When did you meet him? Where is he from?”

      “I don’t know. I only met him yesterday,” Melissa began and winced at how forward that sounded. Her mother must have agreed because her eyes rolled back in her head as she crossed herself repeatedly.

      “Well, we’d best be prepared to find out some information since you are already kissing him like… like… one of those nanny’s your father warned you about. If he was here?” The threat hung in the air, causing Melissa to look at her mother’s broken expression. “If he was here, he would have expected more from you. He’d want you happy, but properly so!”

      “I know, mother,” she sighed. “I know.” Feeling torn, Melissa poured the hot tea in the waiting cups. Grabbing a thick slice of bread and some cheese, she sat down to eat with her. They sat silently for some time and Melissa could feel her mother’s eyes burning on her, making her feel like a child again. She looked anywhere but at her mother’s prying eyes. She could always read her like a book from the very beginning. Melissa recalled the one time she had lied to her; it resulted in her being marched to Pastor Smith’s house for a sermon on sin and the effects. Her mother always seemed to know and it just boggled the mind at how accurate it was.

      Heaven help her, she was feeling mighty sinful right now! She kept thinking of Gideon’s kiss and how happy it made her feel. She felt downright spiteful, thinking of how much tastier her cake would be this weekend at the picnic, rather than the vinegary eggs. She felt envy for the desire between Mr. Ellington and Mrs. Buchannan -and she felt very wanton for her own Mr. Ashton.

      “Do we need to see Pastor Smith?” her mother asked silently, breaking the line of thoughts she was having.

      “Ohmygoshno!” she breathed, glancing up at her mother’s knowing expression, horrified at the accuracy. She felt faint at just the idea of having to explain the kiss to Pastor Smith and the thoughts that came with it. She could only imagine how embarrassing a sermon on carnal lust would be. Oh, goodness! “Mother, no. I promise you it’s nothing like that! Hand on the Bible, I promise you!”

      “Good! Remember, if I am not watching? He most certainly is,” she said simply, taking a sip of her tea.

      How could she ever forget?
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      All day long, Melissa was distracted by the horrified thought that she might have to discuss anything with Pastor Smith. She had been thinking of how Mr. Ashton’s lips had felt against hers. That exact moment where they had both let a little laugh escape in happiness, and how he had pulled her to him yet again. The way his lips felt, made her heart sing in delight. She found herself humming absently to herself all day long. She had cut several men’s hair today, several strangers that had arrived, but none - none struck her fancy like Mr. Ashton had.

      Melissa had fully intended to open the letter yesterday, but after the silent scolding she had created in her own mind under her mother’s watchful eye? She didn’t feel like she could. She had flayed herself mentally for quite a while thinking of how many sins she had experienced recently since meeting Mr. Ashton. She had even gone back to referring to him as Mr. Ashton because calling him Gideon seemed so forward and informal.

      “Miss, could you focus please before you shave me?” the cowboy squeaked, causing the other man that waited patiently to laugh aloud. “Shut up over there and wait your turn! She’s not even lookin’ at me and she is gonna put that razor up here?” he cried out, pointing at his neck where his large Adam’s apple moved.

      “My apologies, you are quite right,” Melissa stammered, mortified that she had indeed been caught daydreaming.

      “Just don’t cut me and we’ll be just fine,” he announced, settling down back in the chair. The other man watched silently, causing Melissa to feel very self-conscious about how closely she was shaving him. She anticipated nicking his large Adam’s apple and was very relieved to have not done so. As he was wiping his face, she ran to get a wet towel when the bell rang.

      “Sir, just have a seat and I will be with you shortly,” she called out, grabbing the hot towel with wooden tongs. She stepped back out and swaddled his face in the hot towel momentarily before pulling it off. Clinically, she swiped aftershave on him and wiped her hands on the apron.

      “Next?” she called out, glancing up at the other cowboy that waited, and then spotted the handsome Mr. Ashton watching her. Her breath caught at his knowing smile and imperceptible nod.

      “That will be a quarter?” she said absently, and it was handed to her by the cowboy. He said not a word, just removed his hat and set it on his stomach. “You need to get some hooks for hats,” he finally commented idly. “Men’s hats don’t go on the floor, nor do they get soap on ‘em.”

      “Duly noted. Thank you,” she replied. It was actually a really good idea that he had. A few more hooks would give her a bit more room to hang an apron or two, or a towel, if needed?

      Focused solely on the mole upon his nose, she stared at him as she ran the blade over his thin face. Angular cheeks made it a bit more of a challenge to shave, but she finished quickly. Again, she wrapped his face in the hot towel and chanced a glance at Mr. Ashton. His chocolate colored eyes watched her every move, making her feel short of breath. He certainly was eye-catching.

      Behave! Melissa thought, glancing away. Focus on your task at hand and finish with your customer. She yanked the towel off gracefully and quickly applied his aftershave. Mr. Ashton smiled warmly, meeting her eyes and causing her to flush.

      “Thanks lady,” the cowboy said, leaving her alone with Gideon Ashton.

      “Hello,” she said simply, wiping down the chair.

      “Hello, Melissa.”

      “I think maybe we should go back to using our surnames, Mr. Ashton.”

      “I think not.”

      “Oh,” she breathed, surprised at the quick denial. “My mother won’t think it appropriate.”

      “I think it’s more appropriate for me to call the woman I plan on kissing by her first name.”

      “I don’t think we should kiss again.”

      “I plan to kiss you, and often. Every chance I get, actually.”

      “You are a bit forward, aren’t you, Mr. Ashton?”

      “Gideon, remember? Very much so,” he agreed, walking past the counter towards her. “I like hearing you say my name.” He stood very close to Melissa, to where she could faintly smell the horse on him, causing her nose to crinkle. “Almost as much as I like the way you respond when you kiss me,” he bent, capturing her lips again.

      “Mr. Ashton, you’ll get me in trouble,” she breathed, pulling away. She stared at his shirt, simply to avoid looking into his dark eyes that made her feel like she was drowning. His finger touched her chin, turning her eyes upwards.

      “You have the most beautiful eyes, Melissa,” he breathed. “Don’t ever be afraid to look at me. If I’m too forward for you, then I will stop.” His dark eyes burned into hers, as if it reading what she couldn’t say. He leaned down once again, this time kissing her tenderly and nipping at her lower lip.

      “I dreamt of this,” he whispered, opening his eyes slowly as he released her. It was a good thing the wall was behind Melissa, or she might have collapsed. Instead, she stepped forward and grasped the arm of the chair, pulling herself into it and sitting until her knees quit knocking together.

      It barely registered in her mind that she heard water pumping and a thud. It wasn’t until she dazedly saw the curtain drawn and his boots appeared underneath that she realized he was going to bathe.

      “What are you doing?” she exclaimed, seeing his pants drop onto the floor underneath the curtain. “Gideon? What are you doing?”

      “It takes me getting out of my pants to hear you say my name?” she heard his voice carry, making her blush. “Why didn’t you say so, darlin?” he teased. Melissa blushed furiously at the lewd comment.

      “Mr. Ashton! What on earth are you doing?”

      “Miss Miller,” he said pointedly, peering around the makeshift curtain at her with a wicked smile. “I plan on getting a bath before I have dinner with your mother. Is a bath a quarter too?” He darted behind the curtain modestly. A single coin came rolling out under the curtain, followed by another. “I’m using the soap too, darlin’.”

      “Don’t call me that. I can’t believe you are taking a bath!”

      “Shave, bath, haircut? Right?”

      “Well, yes. But it’s different!”

      “How? I know that people have bathed here before, I’m sure of it. I’m also positive that is why you have a curtain? Their modesty…and yours. It was a very clever thing for you to do.”

      “Yes,” she agreed exasperated.

      “Then how is it different?” She heard him splash and saw his shirt land on the ground near the curtain. “Awwww Melissa, if I had more time? I can’t imagine how good a proper hot bath would feel. The water is lukewarm and it still feels amazing. Do you ever take a hot bath? I bet you do, with that pretty brown hair all piled high on your head?”

      “Don’t say that! That is none of your business,” she whispered aghast, completely scandalized. She was glad that she was sitting because the thought of him picturing her in the tub was certain to knock her knees out from underneath her. She was certain her entire face was flaming red in embarrassment. Of course, she had locked the doors before and indulged in a deep hot bath, especially when it was cold out. The hot water felt so good! She even had some lemon verbena soap hidden away just for her use.

      “Alright, alright,” he called out, laughing. “You are quiet now and I know when I have gone too far, Melissa.”

      “It’s Miss Miller!” she called out heatedly, fanning her flushed face. “I can’t believe how obnoxious you are, Mr. Ashton? Forward and obnoxious! I suggest you behave, Mr. Ashton, lest I retract the offer to join us for dinner? I am sure my mother would understand the reasoning,” she reprimanded primly. Sitting there, she found herself staring at the curtain as if she couldn’t help herself. Jumping out of the chair, she spent several minutes straightening up the containers on the shelf to avoid the temptation beyond the curtain.

      “I now know what Eve felt like,” she whispered to herself, shaking her head. “The apple sure is tempting.”

      “I’m glad,” Gideon’s voice rumbled deeply, causing her to glance over. Melissa crossed herself and closed her eyes, but not before she saw the wide expanse of skin that was exposed from his missing shirt. He had come out from behind the curtain with just his pants on. “Give me a moment to make myself presentable to your shocked eyes.”

      “Too late for that,” she quipped, covering them for good measure as she kept them pinched shut. “I’ve seen too much already.”

      “I think maybe you should see a bit more of me… and find out what real temptation is,” he whispered in her ear, causing her to leap at the intimacy and nearness. Her hand made contact with skin, as she flew around instinctively.

      “I probably deserved that,” he said with a wide satisfied grin, once Melissa opened her eyes. Her handprint was bright on his face.

      “Oh, my goodness! I’m so sorry! Did that hurt?” she asked, horrified at the outline. “Gideon, I’m sorry!” Melissa stepped back away from him, staring at the mark. Tears sprang up as she realized that she had actually struck a person! He’d pushed and pushed to where she had finally reacted. She was mortified beyond belief.

      “Shhhh, darling,” he crooned, pulling her into his arms. Melissa struggled for a moment as she realized he had yet to button his shirt. She was against his chest, and her heart hammered nervously as she breathed in his scent. “Darling, it’s nothing that I didn’t deserve. It’s been a long time since I have spoken to a woman…longer yet, since I have spoken with a true lady. I should be apologizing to you.”

      “Can you just… behave?” she whispered, feeling her fingers curl in his chest hair. The feel of his skin was absolutely divine, and she didn’t think that anything in the world could make a person feel more deliciously satisfied.

      Except maybe pie.

      Blueberry pie. Blueberries were scarce and when you could get blueberry pie, it was divine. Oh yes, Gideon’s arms around her was her weakness. Her own blueberry pie with a dollop of whipped cream on top.

      “It’s kind of hard to behave when I can feel your heart racing and that sweet hitch to your breath. It makes me want to kiss you till I hear you gasping. That and your fingers are doing a number on me, darling,” he whispered against the top of her head. “I think we need to get to your mother’s sooner, rather than later.”

      Nodding, she stepped back, but not before he pulled her forward again to kiss her. His kiss made her knees weak, and she slipped her hand against the bare skin of his chest again. Pulling free, Melissa smiled as he rested his chin against her forehead, kissing her lightly.

      “I can’t do that later when I am at your mother’s home.”

      “No, you can’t,” she chuckled, hearing his laugh rumble in his chest.

      “Melissa, you are something else,” he admitted. “I’ve never met anyone as perfect as you.”

      “I am far from perfect, but I will let you think that for as long as you want,” she teased, breaking contact with Gideon. “Now, make yourself presentable so we can walk to my home or else the Sherriff will be sent to look for us.”

      Melissa kept her back turned while he straightened his clothing. This made her smile to herself thinking of how scandalous it would seem, yet how innocent it actually was. She was determined to keep him in line; there would be no sermons other than what normally came on Sundays. Now, Gideon? That might be a different story! She almost laughed aloud as she pictured it. Biting her knuckle, she finally turned around to see him presentable and ready to go.
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      They walked arm in arm properly down the street. There would be no cause for talk or impropriety. If they only knew how he kissed her, she thought, thinking about how good it felt to be in his arms and how he had just bathed not several feet from her. Glancing up at him, she saw that he must have been thinking along the very same lines. That devilish smirk on his face, combined with him wagging his eyebrows at her silently, causing Melissa to laugh aloud, drawing several looks from others in the street.

      “Behave, young lady!” he teased tenderly, bringing her hand to his lips. “I won’t have you ruin my good name. Rangers have a reputation to uphold.”

      “I think you are safe,” she chuckled warmly as he held her hand tenderly, kissing each fingertip.

      “I think I maybe a lost cause, Miss Melissa Miller” he whispered, looking directly into her hazel eyes. “Lost, indeed.”

      At his devious grin, he stepped back quickly. “Mrs. Miller, what a pleasure!” he called out. “Your lovely daughter kept me safe the whole way here.”

      “I’m sure, you rapscallion! Come in, come in!” she waved happily. Melissa was surprised to see how happy her mother seemed today. The scents of cooking filled the house and reminded her of old days long gone.

      “Mother, what did you make?”

      “A beef stew, fresh bread, and we have a little something sweet for desert,” she said lightly, with a warm smile. “Melissa, pull up a chair for your young man. He’s our guest.”

      “Actually, ladies? A true gentleman will never sit down before his lady does. Mrs. Miller?” he said politely, pulling forward the chair for her mother. She beamed happily at him and then proudly at Melissa. That look told her in so many ways that she approved heartily of Gideon.

      Melissa put the tureen on the table, along with the bread, so that way they could eat all at once together. She turned back to the shelf to grab the pitcher of water that waited, only to find Gideon still standing with his hand resting on a chair back.

      “My lady?” he said proudly, making her blush. Melissa set the pitcher down and sat down gingerly as he pushed the seat forward. He then bent down and kissed her lightly on the cheek, causing her mother to laugh merrily.

      Gideon took the seat at the table and held out his hands, indicating that they should say grace. This pleased her mother again to no end. She saw that he had a firm grasp on her hand and barely touched her mothers, just enough to be polite. It was sweet that he felt like she needed to be included. Sweet, tender and touching.

      “Would you like to say grace, Mrs. Miller?”

      “Please, go ahead, Mr. Ashton,” she countered.

      “Lord, thank you for the meal you have provided and the direction you steer us. Grant us peace, patience, fortitude and temperance so we may do right by you. Today and any other day. Amen,” he announced.

      “Perfect,” Melissa heard her mother exclaim. “Thank you.”

      She stared at her, openly questioning what was going on in a look. Her mother just looked away and smiled. Gideon winked knowingly and patted Melissa’s hand as they broke bread. The dinner was nothing fancy but it was certainly filling. Gideon made sure to tell her mother that it was delicious and reminded him of home, thus bringing up his family. Her mother had instantly caught onto the hook and grasped at it.

      “Do tell me, what of your family, dear boy?”

      “Well, ma’am. I am originally from West Virginia. My family had become coal miners in order to put food on the table. During the war, West Virginia was a border state, but a lot of us sided with the Confederacy and some with the Union. Either way, if I returned home I would have had to take up coal mining with my family and I just can’t,” he stopped, looking down at his plate. “My pa isn’t too happy about it, but I just can’t go into the mines.”

      “Why ever not?” Melissa asked.

      “It’s like being buried alive to me. I can’t do it. The blackness, the close walls. It was enough to have fought in the war. I figured that makes me a man, and a man can choose his own path. My path doesn’t take me into a hole to mine in the ground. It takes me to clear open skies where I have freedom to do what I want, to live. That’s how I became a Ranger. Texas was calling and I felt the need to answer.”

      Melissa lay her hand openly on his and squeezed at hearing the horror in his voice as he talked about the mines. She had heard tales of collapses and could only imagine what that must have been like first hand.

      “We are glad you came out this way,” Mrs. Miller said smiling, and she raised her glass of water. “To fresh air, freedom and choices.”

      “Yes ma’am! Hear, hear!” Gideon clinked his glass against both of theirs. His eyes met hers over the rim.

      “Does your family know you are here?” Melissa asked softly. “Your mother, father? Wife?” Family was a broad term. She hadn’t realized that he could be married and running from a family already. She hated to even bring it up or ask, but part of her had to know. Eleanor Miller gasped at the bluntness of her question, but she did not back down nor look away from Gideon.

      “My parents and a brother. There is no wife, Miss Miller,” he confirmed. “Not yet anyhow, someday soon I hope.” He raised his glass yet again in a mock salute. Melissa raised hers as well, staring at him as she sipped.

      “Tell us of the war,” Eleanor prompted, interrupting the moment. “My husband was at Shiloh before he came home injured. He was a strong soldier and a devout man.”

      “God rest his soul,” he concurred, bringing tears to her mother’s eyes. “Ma’am I was at Vicksburg. Mississippi was quite a bit different than my home. The mosquitoes were so thick, it was like clouds. Those gallinippers filled the air everywhere you turned. Me and some of the boys would blast shells inside our tent to kill them.”

      “Oh, my word!” Melissa and her mother both gasped aloud.

      “It was quite bad. The mud, the biting bugs, the hunger. It was summer and so humid. Our food had been cut off and we were having to eat anything. Horses, dogs… well, anything.” Gideon stopped the moment Eleanor held her napkin to her mouth.

      “Let’s not talk of battle. War is terrible and there is no need for me to paint a picture of it. Let’s talk of happier times, shall we? Or perhaps some music? I saw a fiddle, do you play?”

      “My husband did once a long time ago,” her mother said softly.

      “I am learning. I prefer a small organ or piano,” Melissa quickly chimed in.

      “My pa used to play spoons. I never did though. Tell you what? Since there is no organ here, and I haven’t played the fiddle in quite some time…how about a little song for entertainment? Seems like a shame to draw the night to a close so quickly,” Gideon asked, getting to his feet. “Miss Miller? Mrs. Miller? Care to hum a tune?”

      Seeing the light in her mother’s eyes and how she leapt out of her chair, Melissa knew that she needed a bit more interaction to help her heal. Seeing how happy she was having company or having someone to talk to, made her feel guilty. She had pulled back away from her mother to mourn, when she needed her most apparently.

      “Mother, you dance first with Mr. Ashton and I shall sing,” she encouraged happily. Her mother nodded happily, scooting her chair in.

      “Oh no ladies! I like to dance a lot and twirl my partners. Let’s scoot the table far back for safety,” he teased, making her mother giggle like a young girl. Melissa laughed aloud and helped Gideon move the piece of furniture.

      “I’ll be having my dance next with my favorite partner of all,” he whispered across the table as she helped to move it.

      “Yes, I believe that to be so,” she replied eagerly with a wide smile, touched by the fact that he was willing and able to whirl her mother around. She could see what it meant to her. The fact that Gideon could see it, acted on it and did it for her benefit? Touched her beyond measure.

      Taking a deep bow, Gideon smiled warmly over his shoulder at Melissa. “Sing away, dear. Something lively, maybe?” He took up her mother’s hand and gave her a twirl, causing her to giggle. Melissa sang several folk songs as Gideon whirled her around the room. She almost laughed because for as much enthusiasm he had, ol’ Mr. Ashton had two left feet apparently! The man could not dance at all like her father had once before the war. She remembered seeing her father whirl her mother round and round the barnyards where they would have socials. This was not delicate nor graceful, but it was humorous and fun! Her mother just laughed and laughed, causing Melissa to smile.

      “Enough, enough,” her mother gasped. “Goodness it’s been a long time since I have had to keep up with someone. You sir, were honest. You meant the whole room, did you not?” she laughed, twirling her finger widely indicating that he took the entire floor nearly.

      “Melissa, I believe you owe this fellow a dance now unless I have tired him out?” she teased him.

      Stepping forward, she did notice that Gideon was becoming increasingly pale. “We can have our dance another night, if you are not feeling well?” she whispered as she stepped into his arms. She spied a fine sheen of sweat on his lip and brow.

      “I’d never willingly pass up the chance to have you in my arms,” he pledged softly to Melissa, “but I am feeling a might peckish. Maybe something slow, Melissa?”

      Nodding, she placed her hand appropriately on his shoulder and felt instant heat rising from him. He felt like a small inferno and was growing more sallow by the minute. “Gideon! You are burning up!” she cried, stepping back.

      “What is this?” Eleanor Miller exclaimed, as she stopped humming. “Are you ill?”

      “I just need to get back to my horse or get a ride to the ranch,” he admitted, pulling out a chair as he began to shake with chills.

      “Gideon? You can barely stand, and you are burning up. What is wrong?”

      “It’s just a fever I get every few days. A slight ague that goes away within a day.”

      “I don’t believe this is a slight fever, sir! I don’t think you could hold yourself on a horse at this rate for very long.”

      “I will be fine, Melissa,” he argued as he headed for the door. “Mrs. Miller, thank you for your hospitality and the company of your daughter. I apologize for cutting the night short.”

      “You are not leaving, young man,” her mother ordered with the ferocity of any general in the army. That tone commanded immediate obedience in her home. “There is an extra room and you are welcome to it for the night.”

      “I don’t want Melissa to see me like this,” Gideon finally said softly as her mother stepped forward to lay her hand on his head. His body shook violently as he sweated something fierce. His golden blond hair lay wet against his head and it was shocking at how fast the fever had come up. He had been fine twenty minutes ago!

      Melissa realized that Gideon must think that she had left the room. Was he delirious? She was certain that he might not have admitted anything aloud if he had known she was there.

      “Melissa won’t want a man that gets sick every few days. I mean to court her and have her to wife, if she’ll have me. Never seen a lovelier angel before me,” he bit out between his teeth clacking as he clutched at her mother’s arm. It was horrifying to see his large frame trembling violently like a leaf in the wind.

      “Shhhh, you need to rest. Let’s get you to lie down,” her mother prompted softly. “We’ll discuss Melissa later.”

      Melissa stared transfixed as he was barely able to walk into the spare room. Her mother kept talking to him, soothing him. Gideon collapsed onto the bed and literally curled up, shaking and trembling. Stepping forward, she walked up to the door only to be shooed away silently by her mother.

      “Don’t tell her,” she overheard him plead softly, repeatedly. The tone in his shaking voice broke her heart. “Please don’t tell Melissa. She deserves better than me. Sick and hated because I’m a Ranger with no home. I’ve nothing for a woman.”

      “You’ll not be able to hide this from her long, Mr. Ashton. Every few days the illness strikes? Is it malaria?” Eleanor whispered sympathetically.

      “Yes. Got hit with it bad at Vicksburg. Doc used to give us quinine to help but it made my ears ring something fierce,” he said moaning. “Although, with as cold as I feel right now? I’d take the ringing.”

      “Let me get you some water and another blanket,” she offered.

      “Don’t tell Melissa,” he repeated the litany over and over, shutting his eyes. His flushed face was covered in sweat and now grey in color. Gideon’s teeth chattered as he wrapped his arms around himself in an effort to keep warm.

      “Mother, what’s wrong with him?” she asked quickly once she had exited the room and pulled the door to. Her mother looked at her evenly, never hiding anything from her.

      “Melissa, fetch the doctor and see if he has any quinine. You’re handsome Mr. Ashton has malaria. He will be sick every few days or so, for the rest of his life.”
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      Melissa ran as fast as she could down the dark streets towards the doctor’s office. She nearly tripped as she saw Buchannan Funeral Home at the end of First Street where it met West Street. What if Gideon died? Malaria. Sick every few days? It was horrible to see how violently ill he was. Her heart was breaking and was nearly as painful at the stitch in her side.

      The idea had her wiping tears as she raced across the grasses that separated the funeral home from the barbershop. Dogs barked in the distance as she ran up the steps and then banged on the door.

      “Dr. McGraw? Dr. McGraw? Please be here!” She rapped on the door again. A yellowed light appeared in the frosted glass and grew brighter. When the door opened, she practically threw herself inside. She had little faith in the man. Her father had passed under his watch, but what other choice did she have? “Do you have any quinine?”

      “What?” Dr. McGraw raised the lantern.  “Do you know what time it is? Your incessant pounding on the door woke my—”

      “I don’t care what time it is!” Melissa exclaimed, outraged. “It’s time for you to come with me or give me quinine! There is a man sick at my house!” She looked around quickly at her surroundings to make sure she had knocked on the right door.

      “Unless your patient has progressed to jaundice, he could have waited a few hours. The fever will abate, which is why I’m assuming you had to be here and pound on the door loud enough to wake my son. That man’s fever will go down and he’ll be fine in a few hours.”

      “He’s not fine now!”

      “Does he have jaundice or just a fever and the shakes?”

      “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you care that someone is ill?”

      “The body has to run its course. Quinine doesn’t help with the fever; however if you must have it, I’ll get it for you. Turpentine works too, or so I’ve heard. Small doses. If he loses his sight or his ears ring, it’s too much.”

      “He can go blind?” she cried aghast. Melissa braced herself on the door sill, feeling another shock to her system. Sick every few days and the medication could make him blind? How horrible it was for a good man to be struck down so brutally.

      “It’s temporary and only if you give him too much quinine. Like I said, the fever will fade in a few hours. Let him rest and he’ll be fine.”

      Handing her the small jar, Melissa found herself abruptly taking it and turning heel. She was beyond angry at his callous attitude. What kind of bedside manner was that? “Take this medicine, but it might make him blind?” or better yet? “It will fade. He’ll be fine.”

      Melissa was not fine.

      She was beside herself. Flashbacks of her father feeling bad and then passing away were flying through her mind. What if Gideon was ill enough to die and the doctor was wrong? What if it wasn’t malaria?

      What if it was?

      He could get sick like this repeatedly for the rest of his life? How did he ever remain so upbeat and happy all the time? She had yet to see him frown or become upset with anyone. He always had a smile every time she saw him. She’d never seen anyone so sick before; what if he didn’t recover?

      Melissa ran through several yards; she was certain that several neighbors would be very upset at the intrusion. The goal was to get back to Gideon’s side and to get him the medicine. Throwing open the front door, she saw her mother’s pale face first.

      “No…. Gideon?” she breathed horrified, falling to her knees as they collapsed out from under her.

      “No! But you scared the life out of me, child!” her mother scolded with an understanding smile. “His chills have already broke, now it’s just the fever. Did you get the quinine?”

      “Yes; did you know that it could make him temporarily blind or make his ears ring?”

      “He said as much,” she admitted with a shrug. “I believe he is in his right mind, so we’ll ask him if he wants the medicine. And if not, perhaps we will hang on to it just in case it’s needed again in this house.”

      “Why don’t you go in this time,” she invited Melissa. “I think he might be a little upset at first but I’m sure it’s your company he prefers. Not mine.”

      Grabbing the fresh water and a clean rag, Melissa pulled up the chair next to the bed where he lay. His beautiful face was ruddy in hue. The pinched look around his mouth was gone and he looked to finally be resting some. Pouring the water in a basin, she soaked the rag and lightly dabbed at his forehead.

      “Melissa?”

      “Shhhh,” she said tenderly with a smile. “How are you feeling? You look better than you did earlier.”

      “Does that mean you finally are telling me that I’m handsome to you?” he cracked through dried lips. “It took me getting sick to hear it? What a shame.”

      “You silly man, you had me quite worried,” she admitted, stroking his forehead with the cool water. “And yes, I think you are quite the charmer. I’ve been practically swept off my feet already.”

      “But we haven’t danced yet.”

      “No, we haven’t.

      “Maybe you’ll be so kind as to accompany me to the picnic this weekend?”

      “How about you get to feeling better first?”

      “I will be right as rain first thing tomorrow. This never lasts. It’s just awful for a few hours.”

      “I brought quinine, would that help?” Gideon just shook his head, closing his eyes momentarily in exhaustion. “The stuff is awful.” He lay there, half asleep and breathing softly.

      “Why didn’t you want me to know?” Melissa finally asked, breaking the silence. He opened his eyes; she saw just how glassy with fever they were and instantly felt bad for waking him.

      “What beautiful woman would want a sickly man?” he asked honestly with a sad smile. “You deserve so much better than this, Melissa.”

      “Maybe this woman,” she answered shyly, resting her hand on his cheek with the cool cloth.

      “Lord, I hope so, because you are all I’ve thought about the last few days,” he admitted thickly, swallowing his pride. He grasped her hand as it lay on his cheek. “There is something about you that is just right for me.” He held her other hand in his and kissed it. Poor Gideon’s lips burned with fever, but she was more than glad to see he wasn’t shaking anymore.

      “Well, as much as it pains me to admit it, the picnic will be full of eligible young ladies, Gideon. Before you set your sights on me, perhaps you should take a look around first. I’m no prize,” she said quietly, thinking maybe it was the fever making him talk. She wanted to give him an out if he needed one, and nor did she want to set her hopes so high that she was left disappointed.

      “Darling, you are the grand prize to me,” he whispered silently as he nodded off, exhausted.
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      Early the next morning, Melissa awoke expecting to see Gideon still in bed sick at the opposite end of the house. She had finally gone to her own room at the prompting of her mother. After nodding off beside Gideon’s sleeping form, it had surprised them both at her ease with him. Her and her mother.

      “Come now, you both need some rest,” her mother encouraged, shaking her shoulders gently as she lay her head on his chest to rest. She had been so exhausted that she didn’t want to leave his side. Part of her got the idea to listen to his heartbeat to make sure he was okay, and promptly fell asleep. At some time during the night or early in the morning, apparently, he had awoken and left. Her mother sat alone at the table with a pot of tea steeping.

      “Did he leave?” Melissa asked, completely shocked at the recovery.

      “Yes, he said he was feeling much better, but,” her mother hesitated with a smile. “He claimed to ‘stink to heaven’ and refused to see his fiancée in that condition. Is there something you should be telling me?”

      “The man was beyond delirious,” she replied evenly and looked away.

      “He didn’t sound like it this morning.”

      “Mother, I won’t be pressing the issue with him.”

      “I don’t imagine you’ll have to. He seems to be quite a determined young man. That is one thing that always surprised me about vows,” she mused, reminiscing.

      “You never know how you will react when it comes to ‘in sickness and in health’ or ‘til death do us part’ … until you actually get there. Looks fade, people grow fond of each other but that spark? That spark is what keeps the love there during the trials and after they are gone. Why do you think I miss your father so much? I miss his vitality. His spark.”

      Her mother stared at her teacup sadly. “Yesterday was the first time I didn’t feel quite so lost. I got to share in the spark that is growing between you two.”

      “Mother, I don’t think that – “

      “Think what you want, Melissa but trust me when I say that man will not give up on you. I’ve seen that look before and was married to him for well over thirty years.”

      “I love you, mother.”

      “And I you. I’m very happy for you and know your father would be proud,” Eleanor informed her tenderly. “He would have adored your Mr. Ashton.”
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        * * *

      

      Several days passed, yet Gideon stayed away from her. It was surprising and a little disconcerting. Melissa wasn’t sure why he was pulling back when he had pressed his case so much from the very beginning. Perhaps he was embarrassed at his words or regretted them. Either way, she would sit back and wait to see what happened.

      She didn’t have to wait long. On her way home, she caught a glimpse of him far down the street. Melissa almost raised her hand in greeting, but then hesitated. Ladies did not wave down eligible young men, and the fact that he seemed to be hiding disturbed her. Why would he go to the general store unless it was for supplies for the ranch?

      For the merest second, she thought it might have been for her? But as quickly as he entered, he exited once again. This time, he headed towards the bakery. Melissa stood on the front porch of the barbershop and counted the moments, waiting. This time, she did not see him leave. Whatever was he up to? Shaking her head, she walked back inside. She would not play these games. If he was interested, he would show up…and if he was not? She’d move on.

      Melissa made her Washington pie just as her mother instructed. In fact, it surprised her to see her making one as well. She seemed in good spirits and informed her that she would be attending the picnic as well. That evening, Melissa was more dismayed than ever wondering where Gideon was at.

      “Has your Mr. Ashton not contacted you?” her mother asked surprised.

      “No; frankly I haven’t seen him hardly at all in the last few days.”

      “Hmmm,” she replied evasively and went on with her mending.

      “Mother, is there something I should know?”

      Just then, there was a knock at the door. Melissa leapt to her feet excitedly and at the knowing look her mother gave her, she shrugged. “It could be anyone,” she said casually, grasping the doorknob.

      “True,” she heard called out from behind her in the most know-it-all voice. “But it’s not and you know it.”

      Opening the door, she felt her heart skip a beat as Gideon stood there in the dimming light. He was dressed in a dark suit with a thin tie around his neck. The mere corner of his badge peeked out from under his jacket, reminding her of why he was in town. There was an aura of danger that brought the Rangers. Danger that could take him from her.

      “Miss Melissa,” he acknowledged politely.

      “Mr. Ashton,” she said primly.

      “Gideon,” he reminded her with a smile. “Would you come out and sit for a bit with me?” he invited, pointing at the bench near the window. Leaning towards the door, he politely asked, “Mrs. Miller, I’d like to have a few moments with your daughter?”

      “Certainly,” she said easily, and shut the door, giving them some privacy.

      “What is going on? You’ve been avoiding me” Melissa asked, and then cringed at just how it sounded.

      “I missed you too,” he replied with a gentle smile.

      “I thought I saw you earlier at the store, but then you disappeared again,”

      “I was getting some things for the picnic,” he began and then stopped. “And a little something for you.”

      “What?” she asked, wide-eyed. “Gideon, you didn’t have to do that!”

      “I wanted my lady to shine on my arm, and I wanted to make sure that every man at the picnic knew you were mine. I bought you a little something I thought would look pretty on you and then something for me.”

      “You did? What did you get?”

      Gideon pulled out a lovely bonnet that she had admired in the window for quite some time. There were all sorts of shades of blue and yellow folded ribbon flowers on the brim. “It reminded me of the bluebonnet you tucked in your hat, only this one won’t wilt. How long did those flowers last anyhow? A day?”

      Blushing, she smiled. “I still have the stems.”

      “You kept them?”

      “Of course, it’s not every day a handsome man shows up with flowers,”

      “Melissa, you should have flowers every day,” he said tenderly as he touched her cheek. Pulling back, he grimaced.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I just realized that I am glad I bought the other item too.”

      “What did you get?”

      “Bullets.”

      “What?”

      “You look so beautiful right now, I can’t hardly stand it. That blue of your hat makes your hazel eyes glow and I will be fighting off men left and right for you.”

      Melissa laughed aloud at the outrageous claim.

      “I’m serious, Melissa,” he cut off her laugh and cupped her chin. “No one will ever take you from me, darling, or I’d have to hurt them.” His sincere dark stare surprised and humbled her.

      “Really?”

      “Really,” he vowed. Gideon leaned forward, claiming her lips. “Mine,” he whispered tenderly as he tasted her. “My Melissa Maeve Miller,” he teased. “Mmmm delicious, my love.”

      This caused her to smile at the memory of when she had first met him. Had it been only days ago? He had worn his way right into her heart. “You know, we shouldn’t be kissing on the street like this in front of my house.”

      “I agree, young lady!” came her mother’s voice from just inside the window.

      “I will have her right in, Mrs. Miller,” Gideon returned. “She has just allowed me to escort both of you tomorrow to the picnic. Haven’t you, Melissa?”

      She grinned as she heard her mother walk off muttering about how that handsome young man would say anything to get his way. “She knows exactly how you are, Mr. Ashton.”

      “She’s right,” he teased, pulling her directly into his lap and kissing her thoroughly. At hearing a throat clear, Melissa stood quickly.

      “You’d best behave,” she whispered.

      “I think perhaps I should for the time being. Goodnight, darling. I will be here in the morning promptly at nine.”
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      Gideon arrived exactly at nine just as promised. He had borrowed a small wagon from the livery and tethered his horse to it. Politely, he helped each woman into the wagon and got them settled. Melissa saw the blanket and basket hidden under the seat. At her pointed look, he grinned.

      “I thought we might make a day of this and picnic as well. It’s not every day you are lucky enough to be surrounded with beautiful women,” he teased. “I love the bonnet on you, Melissa. Blue suits you and you should wear it at our wedding.”

      “You haven’t even asked!”

      “Do I really need to?”

      Her mother chimed in bluntly, echoing Melissa’s ‘yes’ at the same time.

      “Duly noted,” he said with a grin and then got silent, staring ahead. Melissa and her mother just looked at each other, dumbfounded. Maybe the fever had gotten to his mind? She had heard of people acting differently after a high fever, but there were physical symptoms as well. He seemed fine other than the churlish smile plastered all over his face. That cad!

      “You were teasing, weren’t you?”

      “Of course, I was…and we are here.”

      “You aren’t off the hook yet, Mr. Ashton!”

      “Well now I know I’m in trouble- we are back to formalities.”

      Melissa rolled her eyes as he hopped down from the wagon and aided her mother down first. She really liked that about him; he was always so proper and gentle with her as if he knew that she needed to feel included. It was thoughtful of him. He then helped Melissa step down, taking an extra moment to help her steady her footing. It was ironic that he did so, simply because she hadn’t needed the help. His dark eyes stared at her briefly, before he kissed her hand.

      “Come, let’s get you ladies settled, before we make our way to the festivities.” Melissa linked arms with her mother and followed Gideon. He carried a large quilt and picnic basket for them. Several other quilts were strewn orderly about the shade under the evergreens. He picked a large tree a short distance away and waved her over.

      Melissa took over while Gideon went to address where to put the wagon and horses. She found herself marveling over how it was nice to see his blond head peeping above some of the other heads in the growing crowd. She liked how tall he was and blushed as he turned to glance back and meet her eyes. Raising a hand near her collarbone, she gave a slight wave causing him to smile yet again. It was as close to an acknowledgement as she could get without being improper. Turning, she saw her mother’s happy expression.

      “I do like him, Melissa”

      Melissa didn’t answer; she instead went about straightening the quilt as it was spread across the ground. She liked Gideon very much, but she was so afraid of having any happiness taken away that she hesitated in acknowledging it. First, she missed her coming out. Second, her father returned but he wasn’t the same. Then he passed away? Now, there was a growing affection for Gideon and he seemed to be struck down by an episode of malaria. Was it fate? Was this God’s plan to take everything from her? Was he testing her?

      “Eleanor Miller? Is that you? Look Trudy, Mrs. Miller has joined us. You must help us set up the pie eating contest, if you are available? We are a hand short,” Pastor Smith and his wife called out, inviting her mother to join them.

      “Go. I am nearly finished and I believe I see Mr. Ashton returning,” Melissa instructed, kissing her mother on the cheek. “Have fun mother and I will see you shortly.”

      With a nod, Melissa watched her mother link arms with Trudy Smith as they walked off towards the tables that were being set up in the far distance. She was so relieved that her mother seemed to be getting out of bed and dressing herself, instead of remaining despondent since her father’s passing.

      “Care to look around?” Gideon asked behind her, wrapping his arms around her middle possessively. Melissa gasped until she realized it was him.

      “You are too bold sometimes,” she chastised with a smile. “You’ll have me in trouble before I know it by being so forward.” She watched him run his palm over his face, to wipe the grin off. Looking stern, he bowed forward and extended his arm. She liked that she could see the laughter in his expression.

      “May I escort you, Miss Miller?” he droned.

      Giggling, she extended her hand. “Of course,” she replied and then whispered, “That’s a bit much, you know?”

      “I thought so too,” he admitted and pulled her closely to his side, their arms linked. “This is infinitely much better.” Melissa said nothing, just leaning her head onto his upper arm, taking care not to crush her pretty new bonnet.

      “I heard there is to be a pie eating contest, an auction and a small gathering to play music.” Melissa said idly as they walked along.

      “Do tell, perhaps I’ll get that dance after all?” he asked, sounding interested. This grated on Melissa’s nerves. Wasn’t he just casually talking about marriage earlier? Perhaps this was his way of teasing her yet again. Well, she’d not fall for it!

      “Oh yes, dancing and all sorts of merriment. Last year at the church picnic there was a contest of who made the best jams. My mother made a watermelon rind jam that was absolutely delightful and won second place.”

      Melissa glanced up to see if he heard her, since he didn’t reply. Gideon only looked ahead and would nod his head occasionally in hello. This seemed almost odd to her. “Did you hear me?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said simply. “You made some jam.”

      “Me?” Melissa said aghast. “Oh no! Mine was not edible. I didn’t realize that crabapples were so terrible and it was more like glue than jam.” Melissa bit her tongue, embarrassed. He didn’t seem to be listening, but rather staring at the crowd, his sharp eyes watchful and the smile gone from his face.

      Melissa looked around for anything out of place. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ava Buchannan and Mr. Ellington also getting into line behind where she and Gideon stood. Families gathered in the shade on large colorful quilts. Tables were set up, with plates overflowing with abundance. It looked like just about everyone in town had turned up for the church picnic.

      “Are you alright?” he asked politely.

      “Yes, just a matter of being a bit under the weather,” she replied, annoyed at being ignored and forgotten. She avoided his eyes, feeling mulish as she realized that he was watching the lovely Mrs. Buchannan. “My stomach is a bit upset.”

      “Shall we leave then?”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t rob you of your chance to breathe some fresh air, especially with all these lovely women about.”

      “I can’t forget,” he mused idly. “Melissa, are you alright?”

      “Of course,” she retorted quickly and removed her hand from his arm, pretending to straighten her hat. Melissa was so proud of herself for not sounding waspish or nasty about it. She was growing quite possessive and protective of her Ranger. It galled her to think of Gideon kissing Mrs. Buchannan or anyone else. She looked gorgeous today in the sunlight, smiling at everyone.

      Melissa felt like she looked like a bedraggled cat with a pretty bonnet. Gideon walked forward and winked at Melissa, causing her to flush at being caught monitoring the situation. As he leaned in towards Mrs. Buchannan, she felt her hands clench painfully and a surge of jealously swamped her, making her feel even more out of sorts than before. Melissa was almost certain that if Gideon lingered in whatever he was saying that she would potentially injure someone.

      Oh, my word! I am going to scream in a very unladylike tone, she thought wretchedly. Or be sick right here on the ground for everyone to see! He formally took her hand in front of everyone in line and kissed her knuckles affectionately.

      As Gideon stood, he leaned towards her whispered to Melissa’s shocked expression. “You didn’t think that I didn’t notice my woman watching me? You weren’t jealous, were you? That is like comparing beef jerky to a succulent steak. You, my love? Make me hungry to sample those sweet lips of yours again and again.”

      Melissa flushed bright red as she looked up at him. She couldn’t say a word when she saw the unbridled desire in his dark eyes. Instead, she nodded and took her place yet again at his side. Her stomach was settling down a bit and the sour sensation was gone, replaced with butterflies.

      They walked towards the tables to see the pie eating contest in full swing. Several men sat at the table with goo in a variety of colors on their faces as they shoveled food in their mouths childishly. At the very end of the table was the very prim, Ava Buchannan almost elbow deep in a peach pie.

      Melissa gaped at the sight and tugged on Gideon’s arm, unable to look away from the messy sight. “Will you look at that? She’s… she’s….”

      “She is winning!” Gideon crowed happily. “She is going to beat them all at this! Look at her go!”

      “Gideon, you don’t understand. She’s always so…” Melissa was at a loss for words and could not drag her eyes from the sight of Ava shoving a blob of crust and pie filling into her mouth indelicately. In public!

      “So competitive?”

      “So proper!”

      Mr. Ellington began to laugh uproariously, sending pie bits everywhere. Wiping his eyes, he smiled as suddenly Ava stood up chewing, throwing both her dirty hands in the air, signifying she had won. Ava jumped excitedly up and down… and then made an unseemly face.

      “I wonder if she is going to be sick?” Melissa breathed, shocked at the abrupt change in the uptight woman. She looked green from this distance, green and peach.

      Several of the men stood and began clapping at Ava’s victory, including Gideon. Melissa found herself applauding as well, but instead of enthusiastically? It was more of a delayed clap in complete shock at the scene. Mr. Ellington stood up looking supremely proud. He leaned forward over the table and exclaimed, “that’s my woman!” in front of everyone before he kissed her, smearing lemon on Ava’s perfect face that still had the peach colored goo on her chin.

      Melissa had no idea things had gone so far between the two of them. She had known that Mr. Ellington was interested, but the fact that he kissed her in public was like laying claim before all others. Ava looked beyond overjoyed when she was given a clean pie tin for her trophy. It surprised her that as upright and formal as she was? That she would dare let herself slip publicly in such a messy contest or that she would allow Mr. Ellington to kiss her.

      She found herself being guided away by Gideon, distracted by the sheer change in Ava. Perhaps change was good for everyone? She had certainly felt herself experiencing several different emotions lately in her own life.

      “Wait here a moment,” Gideon suddenly told her and disappeared into the crowd. There was a firm tone to his voice that brooked no argument from her. He looked serious and for the first time, she saw a different side to his personality. He meant business.

      Melissa took a seat under the trees on the quilt they’d brought and waited impatiently. Her mother was within eyesight, helping with the pies and aiding Ava clean the sweet pie residue from her face, hands and hair. She spotted Gideon returning, but with a frown on his face. His jacket was pushed back from his side and she saw the wooden handle of his sidearm in contrast to the black pants he wore. Was something wrong?

      “Come, let me guide my lady around for a bit. The day is too nice to worry about things,” he announced smoothly as he walked over to the quilt. His hand extended politely, he helped her up. It was a good thing too because her corset allowed for little movement, much less getting up off of the ground by herself. She’d realized the mistake as soon as she sat down.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “I thought I saw something, but it must have been just my eyes,” he admitted with a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He still looked wary and was trying to protect her. She didn’t push the subject, rather focused on the fact that they were in bright daylight with a crowd of people. It would be foolish to create trouble, especially with a ranger nearby.

      Melissa and Gideon lingered near where the calves stood awaiting their brands later in the day. For now, they looked completely happy to be fed grass and hay by the people gathered. She waved a handful of hay delightedly towards a brown and white calf that stood nearby.

      The calve’s bumpy tongue extended and licked her hand, causing her to squeak aloud. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Gideon was watching her, looking extremely happy and satisfied. “His tongue is strange! He keeps licking me!” she exclaimed, laughing.

      Gideon wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on her shoulder. “Seems like the calf has good taste in women.” He lay a possessive hand on her hip and Melissa found herself really liking his touch.

      “Thank you for bringing me over here,” she said quietly. “I’ve never really petted a calf. I’ve seen them in town but never really been out towards a herd.”

      “Well the adults are much larger than this little guy,” he told her.

      “Really? Oh look! He likes me,” she laughed, looking at Gideon’s face near hers. “I think he really likes me. He’s licking my hand again.” His expression got extremely heated as he stared at her.  “What?”

      “I think I am jealous of that calf,” he grumbled quietly, and boldly kissed her in front of everyone. His kiss sent a jolt straight down to her boots by the sheer passion in it. She found herself wrapping her arms around his neck tightly as if to hold on for dear life.

      “Melissa Miller!” someone gasped aloud nearby, causing Melissa to jerk backwards out of Gideon’s arms. He reached out to grab her to keep her from falling into the dirt as she lost her footing. Yanking her hand from his, she smoothed her gown and cleared her throat.

      “My apologies, Mrs. Smith. I was… ah…”

      “Overcome by my charm,” Gideon interrupted as he stepped in smoothly in front of Melissa’s bright red face.

      “Well don’t let her become ‘overcome by your charm’ again like that. There are families about and you don’t want to create a ruckus.”

      “No ma’am!” he agreed. “No ruckus here.”

      “Melissa, we’ll see you tomorrow for services? Will we not?”

      “Of course,” she said quietly, ducking her face. Probably for the sermon of a lifetime too! She thought. If it didn’t come from the Pastor, it would certainly be coming from her mother once word got to her.

      Melissa darted past Gideon, mortified, and marched towards the water pump beside the barn. There was cow saliva all over her hand and her face still burned from embarrassment. She heard her name called but ignored it. Instead, she ran a bit faster and if her hand wasn’t so sticky feeling? She might have hiked up her skirts! Idly, she wondered if she had rubbed cow slobber into Gideon’s hair. The idea almost had her smiling when right now she really wanted to sink down into the grass and hide.

      “Melissa? Are you angry at me, darling?”

      “Don’t call me that”

      “You are upset with me!”

      Melissa let go of the pump she was furiously working and stuck her hands under the water to wash them off. “Gideon, you don’t understa-“ she began and looked up at him. Laughter rolled from her as she realized that she actually had rubbed the cow saliva in his hair. Great big tufts of blond hair were matted together, sticking straight out from his head in several spots.

      “What?”

      “Oh my gosh,” she cried, laughing hysterically. “Your hair!” she gasped, pointing. “There is … oh! Hahahahaha!” Tears were rolling down her face as she saw him reach up and touch the sticky tufts. “I’m so sorry,” she breathed, trying to calm down and catch her breath. “When I … uh… kissed you back? I might have had a lot of cow drool on my hand and I…”

      “You felt like touching me when I kissed you,” he finished, smiling happily.

      “You aren’t upset?” she asked, grinning at the idea of him racing after her. “I know it’s crowded out there and it’s quite in disarray.”

      “No, I’m not mad,” he told her softly. “I think, perhaps it’s quite the opposite.”

      “You’re happy I mussed your hair?”

      “I’m enchanted, my darling,” he admitted, pulling her forward into his arms again.

      “You are going to get me a heck of a lecture someday,” she breathed as he leaned towards her.

      “Maybe we should hear it together? Now, where were we?” he promised, capturing her lips. Melissa felt him nibbling her lip tenderly, just before he deepened the kiss. His arms were wrapped around her tightly. She found herself sinking her fingers into his tangled mess of hair and giggling again at the absurdity.

      “Melissa,” he breathed harshly against her neck, giving her goosebumps at the intimacy of it. “I think perhaps I should dunk my head under the pump for two reasons. One, to cool off and two? To get rid of whatever is in my hair before I’m needed to play the fiddle in front of everyone, darling.”

      “I think maybe that is a good idea,” she agreed, laying her cheek against his and shutting her eyes at the comfort it brought. “I like you holding me like this.”

      “Same here, darling,” he replied tenderly. “I promise to do so every chance I get.”
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      The barn was the perfect setting in the far distance. Massive hooks hung from each side of the doors, setting a glow against the wood while the sun began to set in the distance. Hay bales were carefully lined to provide seating in a small circle where the quilts had been strewn under the mesquite trees. A few men, including Gideon, plucked fiddles as they prepared to start up the music. His wet hair was still in the process of drying from where they had sloshed the water over it repeatedly. Melissa had been quite pleased with how it had turned out, considering they had no comb. She had raked her nails through his hair, causing him to hum happily.

      Pastor Smith took that moment to clear his throat loudly. “We are very pleased to have a chance to celebrate the arrival of our guests into town. As a reminder, we will be having services in the morning sharply at nine AM. I expect to see you all there.” Several whoops of approval and a round of applause faded away as the music started up.

      Melissa sat on a hay bale and watched Gideon as he played. He certainly had exaggerated the fact that he couldn’t play. The twang of a plucky quadrille brought several couples to dance in the matted-down grass of the field and caused Melissa’s feet to tap in rhythm. She saw Mrs. Buchannan and Mr. Ellington pair up and smiled.

      Mrs. Buchannan stepped forward towards her partner, then gave a bow and stepped back. Her right hand met his, their palms lying flat against each other’s. Spinning in a small circle, she stepped back. Her left hand met his; they spun again opposite and stepped back again.

      This time both hands met up in the air, and Mr. Ellington leaned forward and then back. The look on his face when he looked at Mrs. Buchannan, had Melissa realizing that Gideon looked at her almost the same way. Her stomach somersaulted as hope blossomed with the thought that he might be coming to care for her and that she wasn’t just some woman to kiss here and there.

      The lively dance looked to be fun, much more so than she ever remembered. This went on for some time before Gideon and two other men put down their fiddles. She saw him make a beeline for her and smiled sadly as people took their seats to listen to the hymns that began to hum in the evening breeze. She’d wanted to dance with Gideon and the night was fading fast. They would be returning home soon.

      Sighing at the injustice of it, she nodded towards him and headed towards her mother. Another lively jig started and just before she caught up with her mother, Melissa saw her being led to the clearing by the man she had been talking with earlier. Instead of taking a seat and waiting, she decided she would step away from the crowd for a moment of peace.

      “May I have this dance?” she heard Gideon’s deep voice over the music. Whirling around, she saw him smiling as he walked towards where she stood in the moonlight. “May I have this dance?”

      “I’m not very good with a jig,” she admitted.

      “I don’t want a jig,” Gideon said tenderly, taking her hand. “I think maybe I just want to hold you. If there is music, it’s even better.”

      “I won’t muss your hair this time, I promise.”

      “Darn,” he cursed with a grin, wrapping his arm around her waist. Melissa threw back her head and laughed at his expression. “You sure about that?”

      “Positive.”

      “Double darn! What if I say please?” he teased tenderly.

      “We are supposed to behave,” she chided happily, sliding her arms around his neck. Gideon’s dark brown eyes were near black in the darkness and it looked like the moon had highlighted his hair with strands of silver.

      “Behaving is no fun,” he whispered against her ear.

      “I thought you liked to spin your partners around?” she asked, changing subject. “Am I not your dance partner?”

      “Darling, you are my only partner.”

      “You could have any woman dance with you and you well know it,” she snapped and instantly regretted it. She had not wanted anyone to know that she was insecure.

      “Yes… no,” she angrily admitted and quickly tried to cover it. The smile that lit his face made her want to stomp on his boot. “What?”

      “There is only you, Melissa.”

      “Well how am I supposed to know that if you are always acting so flippant and nonchalant? You act like nothing bothers you and yet pretend to be courting me. Make up your mind, please!” she snapped, pulling backwards and crossing her arms.

      “My mind’s been made up since I laid eyes on you,” he announced, grabbing Melissa by the upper arms and pulling her to his chest. His mouth plundered hers, making her senseless and weak at the knees. She wrapped her arms around his neck to keep from dropping, only to have him pick her up. Melissa had no idea where they were going, other than that the barn was disappearing in the distance.

      “Darling, this is everything to me and I swear, I will never feel this way about anyone ever in my life,” he pledged. “You are the very air I breathe and when you are away from me, it’s like the sun has gone behind a cloud. I can’t think when I am alone with you,” he breathed, grabbing her hands from his neck. “I may put on a show of bravery or chivalry, but when you touch me? It’s gone. I’m undone.”

      “I don’t understand,” she admitted softly, staring at her hands clenched in his.

      “I want to lay down in this grass and love you. I want you as mine,” he admitted harshly. “You deserve so much more, so much better than that. Better than me.”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, wide-eyed as she heard his blunt words. Yanking her hands from his, she looked away at the raw emotions in his eyes. “I… I…” she stammered, confused. She wanted to hear words of love from him, to hear him say that he wanted her. But she wanted it in the form of a marriage proposal, not just the promise of a few intimate moments. She wanted his dedication and vow before God

      “Go back to the others, love. You’re safe from me and always will be,” he said quietly. “I will be ready to go when you and your mother are.”

      Melissa ran before she changed her mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11

        

      

    

    
      As the Pastor came in to the church, all the parishioners stood to start the service. Melissa’s clear voice began to sing “Amazing Grace” while the rest of them joined in. She had never had to sing with her eyes closed before, yet she couldn’t bring herself to look out on the parishioners. Gideon’s deep voice was easy for her to pick out among them. It also pained her to see Mr. Ellington and Ava Buchannan holding hands in the front row. They only had eyes for each other and it made her realize that she wanted the same from Gideon.

      Melissa finished her song and took her seat beside her mother, who sat proudly in the pew opposite of the pastor’s pulpit. It was a gift that Pastor Smith had to make each person feel as if he was reaching out to them directly. Today was no different. Except that today, he spoke yet again of forgiveness and duty.

      “In this life we are taught to love our brothers, yet did we not just fight them for the idea of duty? Honor? Forgiveness is a harsh lesson to learn sometimes,” Pastor Smith took a deep, thoughtful breath.

      “Over the last few weeks we have talked about forgiveness and duty. And I feel the need to talk about it yet again, because we are always learning. We don’t realize that we are being taught, yet we are always the pupil. For instance, everyone has struggles in their life. Mrs. Buchannan is an example of this. She proudly accepted duty without a single word. I saw this forgiveness yesterday and I was proud of you all. Humbled.”

      “Other times, forgiveness needs to come from the inside. It’s not seen but yet felt. Duty may feel like the need to suffer, but it isn’t,” he hesitated. “And that forgiveness, that duty? May come forth when you least expect it. Forgiveness can come as easy as a smile? Or painfully so … when the grieving is over and you allow the healing to begin. A word, a secret or a moment that is triggered brings forgiveness. Duty may put a burden on you, but it’s never more than you can cope with. Never more than He knows you can handle.”

      Pastor Smith looked out over the crowd, and briefly met each parishioner’s eyes. “That is when forgiveness happens. When you allow Him to guide you to a new path through faith and trust. This path has been lain forth for two of our members recently.”

      At this pause, Mr. Ellington surged to his feet proudly, pulling Mrs. Buchannan up from her seat in the front pew. “These two have both decided to undertake a new road together and would like to announce their intention to marry.”

      “Ava is doing me a great honor. I am not sure what I did to deserve a woman as good as her,” Mr. Ellington said aloud, looking fondly towards Mrs. Buchannan.

      “I think I am the lucky one,” she admitted softly, bringing a smile to his face as they stood at the front of the church. This admission brought tears to Melissa’s eyes. Here it was that Ava Buchannan was going to be marrying again with someone she cared for. She wanted to look at Gideon to see if he heard the tender words and their announcement… but dared not.

      “I believe we’ll have to disagree on that,” Mr. Ellington countered and sat Mrs. Buchannan back down on the pew. The two lightly bickered affectionately back and forth before being interrupted.

      “That’s enough, you two,” Pastor Smith announced, interrupting them gently. “Maybe next week’s service will be a discussion on compromise and what it entails.” They were all dismissed and Melissa found herself dawdling around to avoid heading outside to talk with everyone.

      “Melissa, are you coming?” Her mother asked, interrupting her thoughts. “Gideon has offered to take us home. His wagon is out front.”

      “I’m not feeling well,” she fibbed. “I think I shall walk. Please make my excuses and give my thanks.”

      “Of course,” she heard her mother say, and flinched. The tone indicated that she wasn’t fooling anyone with her lie. Shame on her for actually telling a lie in a church too! Horrified, she knelt down and said a quick prayer for forgiveness.

      “You know,” Pastor Smith’s voice boomed. “If you need guidance, you can ask for it too. Maybe next week instead of talking about compromise, we can discuss lying.”

      “I know,” she breathed, mortified as he came and sat nearby. “I shouldn’t have said it.”

      “Why did you then?” he asked kindly, dropping his voice.

      She couldn’t answer. Instead she looked up at him, torn, as she searched for the words. How do you tell someone on the outside that you want more from your love interest than they seem to be willing to give? Was it him or was it something she did? “I think I just need a minute alone,” she finally whispered.

      “You know,” he began, “sometimes when you struggle the most you find that something happens to make you realize what path you should take. Miss Miller, take all the time you need. The doors are always open here.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” he replied, causing Melissa to glance back up from her clasped hands in surprise. “You just gave me my next sermon idea.” Pastor Smith nodded with a half-smile and left her alone.

      She sat on the pew for a long time silently, just staring ahead at the podium. The church had always been a place of comfort for her, even when she felt like she had done wrong. When she lost her way, she found peace and drew solace from the stillness.

      Now, she was confused and there was no easy answer. Her options were to talk with Gideon or to move past him. The idea of never seeing his smile pained her physically, but how did you move on when the next step to be had wasn’t wanted?

      Eventually, Melissa stood and stretched. She turned to see her mother sitting there waiting silently. Her face stoic, her eyes closed in prayer.

      “Mother, I thought you left?”

      “How could I? You might be able to lie to me but I will not lie to your young man for you.”

      “What did you say?” she asked, feeling ashamed.

      “Exactly what you told me: that you claimed to not be feeling well and that you’d rather walk.”

      “Well that sounds terrible!” she exclaimed.

      “I know it does!” her mother snapped in return. “Don’t you dare to raise your voice at me, young lady. It was your words and your avoidance.”

      “I’m not avoiding him,” she whispered weakly.

      “And you aren’t sick either.”

      “No! But…” she began and sat down next to her mother in the pew. All energy seemed to be sapped from her as she felt hopelessly confused. “Didn’t you ever want something so badly that when it didn’t happen you felt lost?”

      “Of course, I did! How do you think I felt when your father didn’t come home right away and was gone for years?”

      “You waited patiently like the other women.”

      “Honey,” she began, patting her hand at the naivety. “It wasn’t patiently. I hated every moment of it and was filled with rage at the fact that we were at war with our brothers. How could things have gotten so out of hand when love, communication and belief would have helped so much? I truly believe that if there had been more talks, more love for our distant brothers and belief that things could have been mended over time? That maybe we could have avoided so much loss, grief and pain,” her mother told her softly, with a sad smile. “But then again? I’m a widowed woman who doesn’t fight in battles and doesn’t understand the complications of war.”

      “It sounds like you understand quite a bit.”

      “Yes and no, but the things that tear us asunder? Are simply the things we hold dearest and closest to our hearts. It’s scary to have faith in others when you are afraid yourself. That is where you have to be strong and find belief in yourself. The rest comes easy then.”

      “Have I told you how much I love you?”

      “Oh yes, several times dear. I think however you should tell your Mr. Ashton that you care for him too.”

      “Maybe you are right.”

      “I know I am. It used to frustrate your father to no end,” she admitted, smiling. She wrapped her arm around Melissa’s shoulders just like she had when she was little. It was comforting and she missed it so much.

      “Well that tells me why he used to always say, “go ask your mother” when I would press him on something.” Her voice was thick with unshed tears. She’d missed this part of her mother, this part of her life, and now longed to have that security with Gideon.

      “Exactly.”

      “Let’s go home” she invited, standing and shaking out the creases in her skirt. They stood together and walked outside. The bright sun caused Melissa to raise her hand up in order to shade her eyes. Feeling much better, she saw the town ahead of her and realized that whatever she had going on in her heart, was only affecting her. The townsfolk kept going, life kept moving, and she was just going to have to get past it in her own time.

      Much to her chagrin, Gideon seemed to be avoiding her. Several days had passed and she had not seen hide nor hair of him. After almost two weeks, she began to fall into a sad rut. Each day fell into routine. She would rise, walk to the shop alone. The day would drag by so slowly and then in the evening, she found herself holding her breath and praying that Gideon would show up to walk her home.

      He did not.

      Melissa idly wondered aloud at how Gideon was feeling or if he had another spell, and she said as much over dinner one night to her mother.

      “I believe he has had a few. He did, however, pick up the quinine a few days ago and brought the rabbit we are having tonight.” Her mother picked at her plate with a fork and was avoiding her gaze.

      “He came by?”

      “Oh yes! He sat for a while, had tea with me and brought a fresh rabbit for us.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “No! I had no idea! I have been looking for him and I thought that he’s been avoiding me all this time,” she said peevishly, staring at her mother’s composed, cool expression.

      “I think he is giving you time to decide what you want”

      “It’s not me. I know what I want; it’s him.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Well he…” Melissa stammered, embarrassed. “He… well, ah, I can’t tell you mother. It’s personal.”

      “He told me that he wanted you to take all the time in the world before you became his wife.” Her mother set her fork down and clasped her hands in her lap. The knowing expression on her face made Melissa’s temper flare. She felt like the two of them were in cahoots and toying with her.

      “He’s not said a word of marriage other than haphazardly in conversation!” she exclaimed, annoyed. “Wait! When did he tell you this?”

      “Today when he brought you that,” she answered simply, pointing at the box in the distance.

      “Today? He was here today?”

      “Melissa, he comes by every day and asks how you are. Did you know he has been actively rounding up hooligans and delivering them to the jail? It’s plum full of awful men that will await sentencing next time the circuit judge makes his way here.”

      “You never said a word!”

      “You never asked!”

      Melissa stared at her in shock and disbelief. She had not asked if he had come by the house; rather she had assumed he was avoiding her. It never dawned on her that he’d been cleaning up the town on his own silently. Unspoken hero. She’d noticed that the riffraff had decreased and it felt safe to walk alone once more. That was all due to Gideon’s influence on the town. He said he’d protect her and was doing so the best way he knew how. Staring at the large box, she saw a folded note on top. Opening it, she found herself smiling at the elegant scrawled lettering.

      

      You’ll need something pretty to wear for Mr. Ellington’s wedding to Mrs. Buchannan on Friday.  You look beautiful in pink – Gideon

      

      “Have we received an invitation to the Ellington-Buchannan wedding?”

      “No, I heard they were having a private ceremony. Are you invited?”

      “I am not sure,” Melissa whispered, reading the card again. “I think so?”

      “That is wonderful, dear. You should go! What is in the box?”

      “I’m getting to that,” she said with a smile. Melissa pulled off the lid. Inside, the box was filled with tissue paper and material. Holding it up, she felt herself beaming. Inside was a beautiful pink calico dress with tiny pink flowers sewn between the pearl buttons of the bodice. It was delicate yet serviceable. Not like a ball gown or anything quite that fancy, but lovely in its own way, with several pleats and darts to make it fitted. Pretty, but not outlandishly so. It suited her and she couldn’t wait to try it on!

      “Gideon said he wanted you to feel proud. For some reason, he is under the impression that you might think that Ava Buchannan is prettier than you are? I think not! Your young man thinks that the sun rises and sets on you, child. He is more and more like your father every day,” she said happily. “Your father used to tell me that I could make a potato sack look lovely. That is pink, though?”

      “Yes, it’s a very pretty shade.”

      “Your young man doesn’t realize that your eyes are hazel in color?”

      “Yes, he does.”

      “He told me that the color was perfect for your eyes over tea today. Strange.”

      “Gideon said that the pink brought out the color in my eyes” she sighed happily. “He knows that they are hazel but keeps insisting that I look wonderful in pink.”

      “You look wonderful when you are happy,” she countered, patting Melissa on the back. “It doesn’t matter what color you are wearing when your heart shines in your eyes, sweet girl.”
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      While Melissa felt like the next few days dragged by, she found herself anxiously waiting for Friday. She was unsure of any time and had not seen a peep from Gideon, Mr. Ellington, or Mrs. Buchannan. Frankly, she was quite surprised to see how slow it was at the shop. It was a bit disheartening and if she wasn’t so thrilled about the prospect of seeing Gideon at some point? She might have been quite depressed at the lack of income. Jumping at the sound of the bell, she leaped out of the leather barber chair to see Mr. Ellington walk in.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Miller,” he said easily with a large smile.

      “Hello Mr. Ellington!” she stammered happily and looked around for any sign of Gideon’s blond head. Seeing none, she glanced back at him, “What can I do for you today?”

      “I will be needing a shave and haircut, if you please. I want to look nice for my bride.” he said proudly. “I understand you’ll be joining us?”

      “If you’d like,” she hedged, surprised by the invitation. She was pretty sure that Ava and she were not close at all. Mr. Ellington was virtually a stranger. It was surprising to have an invitation to the private wedding. “Congratulations.”

      “Of course! Shall we?” he asked happily, flopping down in the seat. “Nothing too outlandish, just clean and neat.”

      “Certainly,” Melissa agreed and put a large cloth over his clothing. He was wearing a suit, gray in color. It didn’t look like some of the dress uniforms or black formals she had seen in the past. “Do you still need to change? It’s today, is it not?”

      “Do you?” he asked, with a knowing smile.

      “Well yes,” she replied surprised. “How did you know?”

      “Mr. Ashton told me that you’d be the ‘something blue’ at our wedding. And that is a yellow gown,” he pointed out.

      “My gown is pink, why would he say that? I couldn’t wear the pink gown here. I might muss it up!” she countered, clipping away at his hairline. “I brought it in and will change just before its time. Speaking of, what time do I need to be at the church?”

      “Ava has been ill all morning, so I have asked the Pastor to join us at her home. I hope you don’t mind?”

      That’s odd, Melissa thought. “Why has Ava been ill?”

      “I believe she is worrying herself over all the small details, so as soon as we finish here? I will be heading over to pick up the Pastor. The sooner that the wedding is over, then the quicker she can stop making herself sick.”

      “And Mr. Ashton will meet us there?”

      “He’ll actually be here shortly. I asked him to pick up something for me.”

      “I see,” she repeated dully, almost certain that he was avoiding her. Melissa quickly shaved Jeremiah’s face and declined to take payment.

      “Consider it a wedding gift and my thanks for helping me out,”

      “That is what neighbors and friends do. We shall see you soon! Don’t tarry; my girl is ill,” he quickly reminded and darted out the door. Melissa turned the lock and pulled the shades to signify that the shop was closed. She quickly drained the water and tossed it out the back door. Latching the back door, she pulled the curtain to for the bath area and changed into her new gown.

      Grabbing a mirror, she spun around and straightened a few creases from where it lay in the box. The calico material was smooth and looked perfect. Patting her hair, she washed her face and grabbed her bag. As she stepped out onto the stoop, she locked the door behind her. At hearing a noise, she spun around to see Gideon standing there in a dark suit.

      “Hello,” he said simply, his eyes shining.

      “Gideon,” Melissa breathed, missing the very sight of him. He quickly looked away from her, causing her heart to drop. “I appreciate the invitation, but I am certain that Ava Buchannan would rather that I not be there today. Thank you for my dress though, its lovely.”

      “It’s not the dress,” she heard him mumble and would have commented or smiled, except that he was staring away from her. Reaching out, she placed her hand on his arm and felt him jump. “Sorry.”

      Gideon was silent the short walk across the street. There looked to be quite a commotion going on at Ava’s house. Stepping inside, the first thing that hit her was the sour smell of sickness along with the smell of burning sage to mask it.

      “She’s really sick, isn’t she?” Melissa whispered towards Gideon.

      “Making herself so over something imagined, I’m sure.”

      “Perception becomes reality to a lot of people,” she defended, removing her hand from his arm.

      “Misconceived notions are best laid to rest when they are talked about,” he bit out in a hushed whisper.

      “Misconceived? Are we talking about them or us now?” Melissa whispered hotly and pinched his arm, frustrated.

      “We’ll talk later,” he ordered, and Melissa quickly nodded as Trudy Smith stared at them, entering the room with an empty pail.

      “Is there anything I can do to help Mrs. Buchannan?” she offered apologetically and flinched as she heard crying in the background.

      “You brought everyone here? When I have been crying and ill?” Ava wailed thickly and reached for a glass of water.

      “You look beautiful to me.” Jeremiah Ellington kneeled by Ava’s side. He only had eyes for his red-faced bride who had obviously been quite ill recently. His boots were covered in vomit, yet he looked like he had not a care in the world other than making sure Ava was alright. The smell was quite pungent and found Melissa’s stomach turning as the scent of sage failed to cover it.

      “Now if that isn’t love, I don’t know what is?” Melissa’s voice interrupted Ava’s solitude. She felt instantly contrite, when both sets of eyes focused directly on her.

      “She’s obviously not feeling well,” Jeremiah announced.

      “Why are you here?” Ava asked bluntly, causing Melissa to blush heatedly in embarrassment.

      “Because Mr. Ashton asked me to stand up for you both. You needed a witness since you aren’t at the church and we were nearby. I told him you didn’t like me,” Melissa answered honestly.

      “I thought you disliked me?” Ava told her, with one perfectly arched eyebrow. The eyebrow was currently the only thing perfect on Ava. It made Melissa feel a bit better to see that when the prim and proper Ava Buchannan cried, she looked no better than her. Great splotches of red appeared under her eyes and on her forehead, instantly reminding Melissa of herself. Perhaps she would suggest a cool rag? That always seemed to take care of her own discoloration when she cried.

      “No, I’m infinitely jealous that you are now being married twice and I have yet to –” Melissa bit out harshly and stopped. “Nothing. Never mind. I don’t hate you Ava. I never have.”

      “You know, Ms. Miller,” Gideon Ashton drawled. “You say the word? And I am game.”

      “Silence! We are here to marry Ava and Jeremiah. You two, are almost as bad as these two are,” the pastor interrupted loudly.

      Ava looked over at Jeremiah, perched beside her as she lay on the settee. His warm, caring eyes and his smile, reminded Melissa of how Gideon once looked at her. “I am so sorry about your boots.”

      “The boots are nothing compared to you. I can always clean the boots or get new ones. But you? There is no replacing you, my Ava. Marry me, darling?”

      At Ava’s nod, Jeremiah gently helped her stand and excused himself momentarily. Ava also excused herself, heading towards the back of her house where the kitchen sat. Jeremiah cocked his head towards the doorway and headed quickly outside, yanking off his boots. Everyone followed except Trudy, who had followed Ava towards the kitchen to help her.

      “I won’t be marrying Ava like this nor will I have her feeling bad about it. Everyone remove your shoes right now,” he asked. “Please.”

      “Excuse me?” Melissa said, positive she misunderstood.

      “Take off your shoes, Melissa,” Gideon ordered.

      “You could say please you know,” she snapped. “If you’d just talk to me about things then mayb-“

      “Now isn’t the time or the place,” she heard Gideon say quietly, as he pulled off his worn boots, revealing his mended socks. Melissa quickly removed her button-down boots with a frown, as she realized that she would need to borrow a hook to button them once again. Placing her boots neatly together away from Jeremiah’s filthy boots outside, she saw the Pastor removed his own shoes as well. They all quickly filed back inside, taking their places silently in front of the fireplace in Ava’s front room.

      “You ready?” Jeremiah called out with a wide grin on his face.

      “Yes,” Ava called from the kitchen. She stepped into the living room and stopped, looking down at their feet. She stared at them in disbelief and shock. Glancing a look around, Melissa began to grin as she realized that they were all barefoot or in socks…and wiggling their toes. She felt perfectly mischievous at the expression on Ava’s face.

      Jeremiah stepped forward and quickly held out his hand towards Ava. ““I refuse to marry my lady love in vomit covered boots, so if you’ll have me barefoot? I am ready to go!” Melissa almost sighed aloud at the tender look they gave each other. It was obvious that he would do anything for Ava, causing Melissa a twinge of envy. Glancing at Gideon, she saw him watching her carefully.

      “Just a moment?” Ava exclaimed as she bent down carefully. She removed her beaded slippers and tossed them at the door. The shoes landed with a thud alongside several others. “Now I am ready,” she announced happily, wiggling her bare toes.

      “You look perfect.”

      “And you are crazy,” Ava retorted. She placed her hand in his and smiled happily at Jeremiah. “I can’t believe we are getting married barefoot.”

      “Life will never be boring with me,” he promised her tenderly.

      “I see that,” Ava whispered to Jeremiah, with a watery smile. “I love you so much, you shameless man.”

      Melissa felt tears rush to her eyes as she saw the love and devotion between the two of them. Yanking a folded handkerchief from her sleeve, she dabbed at her eyes and chanced a look at Gideon again. Instead of watching the couple, he stared at her intensely.

      Smiling tremulously, she was relieved to see him return her smile. In the background of her mind, she heard the two lovebirds bickering back and forth. It made her realize that none of it mattered so long as she had Gideon in her life. He meant the world to her and she had missed him terribly.

      “Absolutely I am. But I bet I love you more?”

      “You are on, sir,” Ava challenged with a grin. “And remember the pie eating contest? I don’t like to lose.”

      “Darling, this is one thing I will happily lose at if it means I can see that smile every day for the rest of my life.”

      “Pastor? I believe the man intends to marry me. Shall we?” Ava questioned, looking away from Jeremiah for the briefest moment.

      “Hmmph. Is it my turn now?” Pastor Smith joked. “I thought you were saying your vows already?” He cleared his throat and began the service quietly. Melissa watched the two of them holding each other’s hands. Both looked so happy and proud to be sharing that moment, regardless of who stood nearby. She was quite certain that neither was aware of anything else other than what the other said, just like she was having a hard time following the Pastor’s words as Gideon’s eyes burned towards her.

      “Does anyone object?” Pastor Smith asked aloud and Melissa was certain that you could have heard a pin drop at the silence. “Good, good. Then by the power vested in me by the Lord and the State of Texas. Mr. Ellington? You may kiss your bride.”

      Melissa grinned as Jeremiah let out a loud whoop of delight and swept Ava into his arms. She began laughing as he swung her around the room, kissing her. He quickly set Ava back down and kissed each of the ladies on the cheek emphatically, causing Melissa and Trudy to share an embarrassed glance at the display of happiness.

      “If you kiss me? I’ll blacken your eye, sir,” Gideon bit out loudly.

      This caused everyone to all laugh heartily as Jeremiah hugged the man instead. Pastor Smith clapped both men on the back and reminded them quickly to ‘love thy neighbor’, separating the two. Melissa watched as Gideon shook their hands and stepped back silently.

      “Come into the kitchen,” Ava coached happily. “There is cake and some homemade blackberry wine I made last year and saved for a special occasion. Melissa? May I call you Melissa?” she asked politely, “Would you mind helping me pour the drinks while I get the plates?”

      “Of course,” Melissa answered quickly, surprised and touched at being included. “I’d love to help; why don’t you sit with your new husband?”

      “I will hand out the plates, if you’ll instruct me as to where they are” she heard Gideon’s voice behind her, making the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. Ava glanced at the two of them and then practically skipped towards where Jeremiah had taken a chair. Melissa had never seen the two of them look so happy. She found herself staring for a moment as Jeremiah pulled Ava into his lap, kissing her once again.

      “Why don’t you have a seat and I will get this,” Gideon offered, whispering in her ear. “You look beautiful today.”

      “Thank you, but I will help so we can both have a seat and enjoy it together,” she said smiling, reaching up to cup his face, and noticed the whiskers. “You’ve been avoiding me, sir.”

      “I’ve missed your sweet smile,” he breathed, kissing her forehead. Melissa shut her eyes against the onslaught of feeling that washed over her at his words.

      “The pastor is still here if you two need him,” Ava teased happily from her perch on Jeremiah’s lap. Melissa’s breath hitched as she refused to look at Gideon’s face.

      “Her mother isn’t here, nor would I force anything on Melissa.”

      “It’s not forcing if you haven’t asked me,” she replied softly, chancing a glance at him. His dark eyes raked over her face. “You’ve never asked me to marry you, Gideon. If you’d but ask? Then perhaps I would say yes.”

      Melissa stared at him as he swallowed hard. She was halfway frightened that he might not do it. Her mother wasn’t here, nor did she want to distract from Ava and Jeremiah’s wedding. “It’s okay. I would never press you.”

      “You are too good for me,” he admitted thickly. “Give me a bit to get your mother, so I can do this right. There is no one else to send, save the Pastor, and I am not letting you leave.” Melissa nodded tearfully, as she heard several happy bursts behind them as they quickly realized there would be a second wedding shortly. Gideon took off barefoot like a pack of wolves were behind him.

      “I don’t think he took the time to put his boots back on,” Jeremiah exclaimed merrily, banging the table amused. Ava laughed heartily and kissed his forehead. Melissa was surprised that they would want to share their day with them.

      “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” she began, feeling a bit embarrassed by all of the attention.

      Ava smiled widely at her. “Actually, it was your Mr. Ashton who asked that we have the papers drawn up for both ourselves and you two. We had planned on having it at the church originally, but he was afraid that you’d never want something so lavish.”

      “But I thought this was planned?” Melissa said confused.

      “By him. He bought the cake and the flowers in hopes that you’d come,” Trudy interjected gently. “Mr. Ashton almost had your mother here waiting but was afraid you’d say no.”

      “Had you declined his offer of marriage before?” Ava asked Melissa, surprised.

      “No, he never really asked me. He would casually mention it in passing.” She sat down, stunned. Jeremiah and Ava glanced at each other.

      “You didn’t pick out that dress? He said you’d be wearing pink.”

      “He bought it and delivered it to my mother’s while I wasn’t there.”

      “Sounds like the man is pretty excited to be taking you to wife?” Pastor Smith commented slyly, with a glance towards Melissa. “Is this what you were bothered about on Sunday?”

      Trudy stood up and grabbed the glass wine decanter. Pouring several glasses, she handed Melissa one. As she took it, Melissa noticed her hand was shaking. “I don’t understand, Gideon planned all of this?”

      Leaning down, Trudy whispered, “Did you not read his letter, dear?”

      “No, not yet,” Glancing up, she met her warm eyes. “I intended to, but never did.”

      “You’re Mr. Ashton is a tad bit insecure and you might have a long talk with him later. Drink up, dearie. You’ve caught yourself a truly good man.”

      “Melissa? Melissa! Are you alright?” Eleanor Miller’s voice carried across the room as she skidded into the kitchen in a panic. “Melissa! Are you hurt?”

      “No, no! Nothing like that,” she chided, feeling embarrassed as Trudy quickly pulled up a chair for her panicked mother.

      “Mr. Ashton said it was truly urgent and pulled me onto his horse like a sack of flour. I thought you were hurt! Did you know he is barefoot?” Her mother said aghast, placing her hand over her heart. “And here you all sit, having spirits?”

      “It’s not urgent,” Melissa said quickly, trying to calm her.

      “It is to me,” Gideon argued as he padded silently into the room. “It’s very important to me.” Kneeling down beside where her mother sat, he took her hands into his. “Mrs. Miller,” he began.

      “Boy?” she interrupted in her sternest voice. “You had best be asking my permission, and not for my hand!” she swatted as she pulled her hands free from his. “Kneeling like that? P-shaw! Get up, you rascal. You had my permission from the very beginning of your courtship of my Melissa. Mrs. Miller is a bit stuffy for your mother in law, don’t you think?”

      “I do, ma’am,” Gideon grinned at Melissa’s surprised face. “Entirely too formal, isn’t it?”

      “Mother, you are happy?”

      “Happy? Of course, I am! I’m a little surprised that it’s taken you two so long, with all the canoodling you two have done? I have to cross myself every time I see it and pray that the good pastor be put to use soon. Speaking of…” her mother trailed off with a pointed look at the Smith’s, who sat at the end of the long table.

      “Yes, yes. Let’s return back to the living room, if you please?” the pastor announced, getting to his feet.

      “Gideon, may I speak with you a moment?” Melissa said softly, staring at the floor. The room grew silent as he got to his feet. Without a word, he walked into the living room stiffly.

      “What is it?” his voice echoed hollowly.

      “Did you truly plan all of this?” she asked, surprised and touched. When he failed to respond or look at her, she stared at his profile. He was a proud man, almost arrogantly so, yet the slightest thing would stop him in his tracks. “You’ve yet to even ask me to marry you. You assume, but you never talk to me. Gideon, look at me,” she beseeched, lying her hand on his cheek.

      “You are too good for me. I don’t deserve you and never will,” he hesitated, swallowing hard. “I’m sick and will never shake it. You should have better than me, a whole, healthy man. I’m scarred from battle and have nightmares of being trapped in the coal mines back home. I feel like God has delivered an angel into my life but I’ve nothing to offer you other than my love,” he breathed, touching her face softly.

      “But you? You are everything I could have dreamt about. Hope, joy, peace is in your soul, and when I kiss you? I get a glimpse of heaven and swear the angels sing for us. I need you like the air I breathe, Melissa. Will you marry me?”

      She felt hot tears rolling down her cheeks as she stared at him. His dark eyes glistened as he poured out his emotions. “I’d be honored to be your wife, Mr. Ashton,” she whispered reverently. “Honored, and proud. I will love you and cherish you for as long as I live. I have missed you so much these last few days, that I never want another day to pass where you aren’t smiling at me.”

      Melissa laughed as he passionately grabbed her, swinging her around the room. “I love you, darling,” he breathed, stopping and kissing her deeply there in the middle of the living room.

      “Pastor Smith, could you please make this official. I swear I don’t know how much more time I can take on my knees praying for guidance for the two of them,” her mother’s voice carried, breaking through Melissa’s senses. Pulling back, she tucked her head under Gideon’s chin and looked at her mother sheepishly.

      “Sorry, mother.”

      “Don’t be. I’m rather glad you are happy with your young man. I’ll be wanting grandchildren, you two.”

      “Mr. Ashton, you may kiss your bride.” Pastor Smith interrupted them.

      Melissa and Gideon looked at each other surprised. “You said your vows and honestly I cannot think of better ones. You covered most of what I would have said. Love, honor and cherish. Other than asking Melissa to obey her husband? That pretty much summed it up. Kiss your bride, already!”

      Gideon grabbed Melissa yet again, curling her toes with the intensity of his kiss. “I love you, Mrs. Ashton,” he whispered with a wicked smile. “I can’t wait to give your mother grandbabies.”

      “I love you too,” she breathed, against his mouth.
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      Melissa wrapped a blanket around her shoulders as she sat in a rocker in the corner of her room. Her new husband slept peacefully and she marveled at the beauty of his soul and how good he was to her. It felt like sheer fate that he had fallen into her lap and thanked God that Gideon had crossed her path when the time was right for them to meet.

      Quietly opening the folded worn envelope, Melissa held the letter up to the moonlight in order to read the scrawling handwriting. He had beautiful penmanship, showing his education. It struck her the first time she had seen it when she opened the card from him on the dress she had worn earlier in the day. This was Gideon’s letter stating his intent in responding to the need for a Ranger in town.

      

      Dear Sir or Madam,

      As I write this, I feel I am without hope. Your town’s pleas have not fallen upon deaf ears. I am lost and desperately searching for where I belong. My world has crumbled and I do not recognize it. My family doesn’t understand my illnesses and will not harbor a man that is less than so. I find that the blasts in a coal mine, remind me too much of battle. I need open air and a chance to prove myself worthy as a man. I am looking for solace and a chance to be looked upon with happiness, not pity.

      Sincerely,

      Lt. Gideon Ashton, Texas Ranger

      

      Melissa felt tears rush forward at the pain in his letter. Such a shame that he felt like he was less of a man simply because he had lived through so much tragedy. There was nothing wrong with not wanting to feel buried alive in the dark mines, nor was there anything shameful with being struck with an illness. She understood why he was so upset at the chance that she might see him sick. He was afraid to look like less of a man in her eyes. Frankly, he was blessed to have lived through the war and was still valiantly fighting against injustices of the world in a different way.

      “I don’t want your pity, my love” she heard him say quietly, breaking the silence. Looking at him, she marveled again that she had found him. He sat up in their bed, his blankets around his hips. “That was a different life, a different me. I’ve found my reason for life: You.”

      “You’ll never have my pity, Gideon,” she whispered, thickly. “My sheer admiration and my love? Always. I am shocked that you have been through so much, yet remain so strong. I am so proud to be your wife.”

      “Come back to bed, love. I’ve a promise to keep to your mother and intend to make good on that, my sweet delectable little wife,” he smiled, his eyes alit with desire and happiness, extending his hand. Melissa walked over and placed hers in his. His warm, quiet strength made her feel like she could take on the world with him at her side. The loneliness was gone, the bitterness she’d once felt washed away.

      “I love you,” she said truthfully with a smile as he pulled her across his lap. She kissed him tenderly. “You mean the world to me and I am glad you came here to Maypearl.”

      “I adore you, Mrs. Ashton. You have returned back to me everything I had felt I had lost. You’ve given me hope, home, and your love. I will forever be grateful and always adore you.”

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Admired. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny

      

      P.S. - Stay tuned! There is a brand new series I will be participating in coming in December 2018. Please sign up for email notifications below:

      

      Ginny Sterling Newsletter
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      Dear John…

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people’s lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example – writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there’s more to life in this world he’s protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn’t forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you’ve even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?

      

      Get Lawfully Gifted now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Lawfully Mine
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?
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