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      When a clueless man tries desperately to match up ten prospective brides- chaos is sure to follow in this sweet romantic series, The Bride Herder…

      

      Alice Bowen was cursed – that had to be the reason for the series of disasters that had befallen the young debutante as of late! Bold, outspoken, and outgoing- Alice was the center of attention in Baltimore, but in Bent, Colorado, her confused matchmaker was pairing the women up like prized steer. Her prospective husband didn’t need a wife, he needed a housekeeper and nanny – something she certainly had no experience with!

      

      Colton Farmer was widowed. He was caring for his child alone, trying to keep the farm going, and now matched up with the girl of his dreams: Alice. He was smitten with the beautiful woman the moment he’d laid eyes upon her… but dealing with a woman who has no idea how to run a homestead was something he wasn’t ready for.

      

      Could Alice be the answer to his prayers? Or was she more than he could handle without losing his house, his mind, or his heart forever?
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        Disclaimer:

        No animals were hurt in the making or telling of this book

      

      

      

      
        
        Pure Fiction- I promise.

      

      

      

      
        
        Lots of Emotion? I hope so!

      

      

      

      
        
        Misunderstandings and laughter?

        Most definitely.
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      Her life was over.

      Alice Bowen came to the realization that nothing was ever going to be like it was six months ago and this horrifying mess she was in was proof of it! The past few days were a blur of nightmarish magnitudes, something she’d never dreamt of and barely could comprehend.

      Growing up in Baltimore, Maryland, her life had just begun to blossom into something she could recognize. She had a path. Alice would attend soirees and parties – eventually marrying a young man and then hosting parties for her own family someday. Family and a brilliant social life had been everything to her. She was being introduced in drawing rooms like she was something special- and it wasn’t long ago that her older sister, Abigail, was her best friend. They’d been so close, yet so different, until the fire. In one night, her whole world had fallen apart.

      Remembering fondly the swirling gowns, the laughter, and the smiles the boys tossed her way – Alice fit right into what modern society expected of her. She adored the witty banter and engaging others in conversation. The cotillion that night was her best friend’s coming out and Alice wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Abigail had joined her that night at her insistence. Rebecca would only celebrate this event one time and if things went well between Rebecca and Joel—as she’d hinted in hushed tones – Rebecca would be a bride soon! Alice was having a magnificent time under Abigail’s watchful eye when a runner interrupted the party.

      The Bowen house was razed to the ground and her parents were gone. She remembered in horror as Abigail had stood there stonily in the street, staring at the smoldering pile of ashes that once was their home. Her beloved sister had turned to her and said the words that branded her soul.

      “We should not have gone. If we’d have been here, Alice, we could have saved them.”

      Alice heard those words over and over again in her mind. Each time her sister looked at her, she felt the condemnation of her words surface. Their parent’s death had driven a wedge between them that would be hard to repair. Alice wanted to have fun and keep herself occupied to keep from breaking down, yet Abigail squashed it each time, reminding her once again of her insistence in going to Rebecca’s cotillion and the damage it caused.

      They’d tried to make a home in Baltimore on their own- yet failed miserably. They moved from home to home, unable to make any place work long-term, either over-staying their welcome or finding out that their friends didn’t have the funds to help them. On top of not having a home, the young ladies were suddenly unmarriageable because they brought nothing to the table. No dowry, no inheritance, absolutely nothing was left for the sisters. The creditors had devoured any funds their parents had in order to pay off any outstanding bills that suddenly crept up. Alice had been taken aback by the news, believing their family had been better off financially because their parents never mentioned having money issues- yet the sharks came out of nowhere the moment there was blood in the water.

      Abigail and Alice jumped at the chance Viola Redburn offered. She was placing matching brides with eligible men who needed a wife. No strings attached, no qualifications, and no catches. Upon their arrival and discovering Viola had passed away- Alice was certain that things couldn’t get much worse – yet they did.

      Longingly, Alice thought about their late-night discussions over tea. Abigail and she would stay up, talking in hushed whispers by the fireplace. It was hard to have privacy when staying with friends, but they always found time for each other. Alice thought that becoming a bride was a way for them to have an adventure together, but Abigail was a bit more hesitant. Alice knew her sister was afraid that this was just another hare-brained scheme she’d thought up.

      Since their arrival, Alice had been snapped at for being rude when the coffee was undrinkable. It looked like sludge and there were grounds floating in the murky water! The nightmare continued when people kept confusing Alice for Abigail and vice-versa. To her, they looked nothing alike… but neither seemed to relish the thought of being the other for the day.

      To add further insult, the women that were being boarded until they’d been married off had been lined up for inspection one afternoon, being asked their weight, and Mr. Redburn- their new host- had even tried to check their teeth. When he got to Alice, that was when she realized that he had absolutely no idea what he was doing.

      It turns out that whoever Miss Viola had for them, her secrets died with her. As the men came calling, they were being shuffled towards, what seemed to her, very poor choices for each of the women. One of the girls, Myrakle, was deaf and her pleas for a match with a particular young man she’d befriended were being completely set aside. In fact, any suggestions were being ignored by Mr. Redburn! All hopes of starting her destiny anew now lay with this fumbling man who treated them like cattle.

      Alice had been told that her potential groom had been too busy to come to the meeting, making her feel even more wretched. What man couldn’t make time to meet his bride? Instead, she smiled complacently and chatted with several others in the room in an effort to hide her growing depression. One of the chaperones that Alice spoke to seemed extremely kind and sympathetic, volunteering to happily escort her out to meet Mr. Farmer at his home tomorrow.

      Alice couldn’t wait. The sooner she could start her new life, the better. Sharing a room with her sister had once been a joy, but now- all it did was remind her of the relationship they’d seemed to have lost between them. She couldn’t rely on Abigail like she once did. It was up to Alice to dig herself out of the nightmare she’d been corralled into. The best way to do that was to marry a man she could handle or persuade- allowing Alice the freedom to find happiness once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Colton Farmer wiped his brow and stared at the makeshift corral he’d made for his son there in the shade under the trees. The boy was smart enough and bright enough to climb out, making his job plowing the fields of his farm infinitely more difficult. He had to keep an eye on the wooden crib that contained the little rascal, simply to make sure he was safe.

      At the same time, Colton was struggling to plow in straight lines – and failing. He’d tried keeping Jacob with him, but that only resulted in his son becoming sunburnt due to his fair skin. He’d asked the neighbor to watch his boy, but that was also a definitive ‘no’. Jacob bit the neighbor’s wife and she had all sorts of suggestions on how to break the habit, none of which he found acceptable.

      His wife, Grace, would have smiled and given Jacob something to teethe on, indulging their son to no end. Perhaps that was part of the problem he was having now. Jacob was spoiled by attention that was now missing – they both were. Grace had died seven months ago of influenza and Colton discovered just what a void his wife left in his life. She’d been a very sedate and calm woman, fitting easily with him in their relationship. She asked nothing of him and didn’t question his decisions. The perfect wife.

      When Jacob arrived, he hadn’t even known she was in labor because she didn’t want to interrupt him tending to the livestock they’d owned. Grace would say that each person had a place under heaven and lived by that mantra. Colton’s place was tending to their farm so he could provide. Jacob’s was to grow up into a strong man someday, but until then – the child needed looking after. This was something Colton was unused to. Both of them were struggling, but it seemed to Colton that his son was having a harder time of it. The desolate crying each night broke his heart. His son knew something was wrong and cried out for his mama.

      Meal time was an event because his son’s food had to be cut in such tiny pieces to prevent him from choking. He’d never noticed Grace doing that, but when he set down the plate in front of Jacob… his son had picked up a boiled carrot and then promptly threw the plate onto the floor, smiling happily. After the fifth time the plate was tossed, Colton simply put the food on the table and watched his son struggle to eat. He would chomp down on the food and make faces as he struggled to swallow – that was when he knew it was too much for the toddler. He’d pulled his knife and began cutting up everything.

      He had no idea parenting was so hard. None of his neighbors seemed to have the same problems Colton had. His own parents had made things appear so easy when he was a child. They found time each day to spend together, plus had time for others as well as their son. Colton could barely keep up with his own life, much less visiting others in the community.

      And how on earth did a child soil himself so very much?

      He could not keep up with the soiled clothing and didn’t remember Grace having to wash linens all the time! One of the widows in the auxiliary club had said that it was Jacob’s way of reacting to his mother being gone.  He was reverting in a desperate cry for attention.

      Colton would change his son’s clothes and see Jacob smile mischievously. The pungent aroma would hit him like a brick wall. He’d change him again and watched his son wet himself, resulting in another change of clothing once again. It was not unusual to go through five or six changes a day, forcing Colton to launder the clothing every single night before bed in an effort to keep up. He’d missed a day out of sheer exhaustion and Jacob had run around naked the next day as a result.

      But where on earth did the biting come from?

      Jacob bit everything (and he meant everything!) within reach, including Colton and anyone unlucky enough to be near him. It was probably one of the reasons no one wanted to babysit him.

      In an effort to slow it down or protect his own hands, he’d whittled clean and sanded a block for his son. Jacob gnawed viciously at it and would throw it across the room, clocking Colton one time in the head unexpectedly. Their chairs had bite-marks on the legs and arms. It wasn’t that his son was teething, rather he was lashing out once again. His three-year-old son kept acting like he was a baby again, demanding more attention from Colton.

      Not knowing what else to do, Colton decided he needed help and a new mother for his son was the only answer. He’d contacted Miss Viola right away, requesting a bride. The woman had taken pity on him and suggested a young girl who could give him more children. In her eyes, if Jacob had siblings then perhaps it could fill the void and help occupy him.

      Miss Viola had said kindly, “I’ve seen concerning children grow into roles as leaders. Your boy needs to feel like he belongs. Being a big brother might be just the thing.”

      The idea of having a new wife or having another child made his heart ache with fear and dread simply because he could barely handle what he had now! No one would ever replace Grace. He’d been blessed once and knew that finding love again could be difficult. He honestly didn’t care at this point what the girl looked like, young or old, he just needed another hand around the house before he lost his senses. He needed a farmer’s wife, someone who could tend to the livestock and maintain a home while he made sure they had grains or crops enough to carry them through the winter months.

      Weeks had passed without word and then Miss Viola had passed away unexpectedly. He’d been in town getting supplies, trying to keep his son occupied to prevent him from falling off the bench of the wagon he’d rode in on, when he saw Chance Redburn. The man had lost his farm and was having to deal with the situation of the brides that had arrived.

      “Chance, I’m sorry to hear about your aunt. Miss Viola was a good woman.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’ve quite a bit on your plate, don’t you?”

      “No more than you,” Chance said, nodding at Jacob who was chewing on the leather horse straps for the wagon. “Why don’t you come by the house and meet them tomorrow. I think I’ve got a girl that will be perfect for you.”

      “No offense, Chance – but it’s an ordeal to rustle up Jacob and come into town for supplies. I’ll tell you like I told Miss Viola- I just need a healthy wife who can maintain a home. If she fits the bill, then she’ll do for me.”

      “You don’t want to meet her?”

      “I don’t think it’s necessary, do you?”

      “I suppose not,” Chance shrugged. “I’ll look them over and make sure I get you a young’un that looks like a good breeder. I think one of the Bowen girls will be your best bet. Some of the other girls are temperamental or have quirks to them- one of them is a crier and the other is deaf.”

      “That could be dangerous on a farm if the girl can’t hear or follow instructions, you know? How would she ever hear Jacob crying too? I don’t need someone who cries all the time either- I’ve got enough of that with my own son at night. What else you got to choose from?”

      “Couple of girls can read and one’s a teacher. I think one of them plays piano, but I can’t remember which one.”

      “I assure you- there is no piano on my farm,” Colton said with a chuckle, handing Jacob his wooden block to chew on and ignoring the now wet, gnawed straps in his hands. “Got any that know how to milk a cow or cook? What about canning? How about someone a little more spirited then the one that bawls all the time. Being a farmer’s wife isn’t exactly gratuitous but I’d take care of her and keep her happy.”

      “I think Alice Bowen will do nicely then. She’s a young woman and seems to have a strong will to her. I think she’d do mighty fine for your wife, Colton. I could see her on a farm with a flock of children around her.”

      Colton sat there for a moment as Miss Viola’s words replayed in his mind. That was exactly what she’d recommended to cure his son’s biting habits and fit throwing. A family. Maybe taking a bride would be better than he realized and cure the problems for them both. He needed a young lady who would be strong, healthy, and malleable with a personality like his Grace too, and Alice Bowen sounded like she fit the bill.

      “I’ll take her.”
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      Alice had remained calm as Chance Redburn informed her that he’d paired her to be married. He’d also taken the liberty of matching her with a chaperone for her outings as she got to know her soon-to-be husband. She clenched her hands to keep them from trembling and stared down at her lap as his words made it past her turbulent mind. Who did Abigail get matched to? Would she be able to see her sister after marrying the stranger?

      “He’s a tall, strapping man that has all his teeth. Colton Farmer owns quite a bit of acreage near the river over towards Fort Lyon, so you’ll still be close to town. I think you’ll like the area and I know you will fit well with Mr. Farmer. He was quite eager to meet you…”

      “So much so that he couldn’t come out and meet me here?” Alice interrupted, looking up at the man who sat behind the desk. Mr. Redburn looked like he was awaiting her approval at his selection based off his poor description of the man.

      “You want me to just agree to this, don’t you?” Alice announced flatly at his silence and reticence to answer her question. What kind of man didn’t want to meet the woman he was going to be married to? It simply didn’t make sense. Was he an ogre? Disgusting? Diseased? The last thought made her near sick to her stomach as she instantly thought of herself catching smallpox, cholera, or fever from her prospective husband, or even if it was something less dire, would she spend all her time nursing him? The idea of that didn’t set well with Alice. She didn’t sign on to be some old man’s nurse-maid.

      “Is he ill?” she asked faintly. Her words seemed to surprise Mr. Redburn, as he was taken aback by her question.

      “What? Colton Farmer? No, not at all.”

      “I guess that is a relief,” she stated with a sigh. At least something wasn’t as bad as it sounded.

      “He’s healthy as a horse. Did I mention he’s got a large farm? Prudence English will be taking you out there tomorrow so you can meet him. You met her at the gathering the other day. She’s the widow with…”

      “I remember her.”

      “You know, interrupting people all the time is considered rude, Miss Bowen. You might do well to let someone finish their sentences before you interject. We do things a bit differently here than they do back where you’re from.”

      Alice sat there feeling embarrassed at the obvious attention to her runaway mouth. Her mother had called her excitable and enthusiastic. Perhaps Mr. Redburn and the others were right- maybe she was rude and outspoken. She just didn’t seem to fit in anywhere anymore.

      Getting to her feet, she asked to be excused. She was mortified to realize that she might start crying in front of this man at any moment. At his nod, she exited the office and ran off to be alone.

      Beans, the cook, or Mr. McGrueder as was his real name, gave her a curious look as she escaped the house, trying to find some place to be alone for a moment. It seemed that every door she opened had someone inside. She wanted to be alone, to think, and to absorb what was happening to her – and why. It seemed like nothing was going right in her life and she didn’t know what she’d done to create such havoc! Seeing Bertha outside under the tree, she opened the side gate and ran into the street – almost directly into a wagon that was passing by.

      “Whoa!” she heard a deep voice shout, as she fell backwards onto her rear end there in the dirt near the wagon wheels. Her bottom smarted sorely almost as much as her pride. Those tears she’d been struggling to hold back suddenly spilled over. She was angry and frustrated at everything right now, including this!

      “Miss! Are you alright?” Mortified, she heard the brake set on the wagon as someone dismounted. A set of boots appeared in front of her and a sloppy wet wooden block came flying out of nowhere landing in her lap.

      “I’m fine,” Alice muttered, sticking up her hand arrogantly- silently asking for help. With pinched fingers, she plucked the wet piece of wood off of her lap and grimaced at the mark the water had left on her skirt. A few feet over and she’d have landed tail-first on a large rock. A warm hand grasped hers, hauling her up to her feet quickly and taking the wooden block away. She closed her eyes momentarily, steadying herself and then opened them.

      Alice took a step backwards in shock.

      The man in front of her was breathtaking.

      His thick dark blond hair looked like it was kissed by the sun and complimented his tanned skin. He had a straight long nose and bright blue eyes that looked at her curiously. The side of his lip upturned as she stood there silently studying him. He suddenly frowned and looked away. Alice’s gaze followed his and she saw the young boy sitting in the wagon, chewing on the wooden block that had marred her dress. The man pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

      “I hope you are alright, miss. Are you crying because you’re injured? Shall I fetch the doctor?”

      “No. That won’t be necessary.”

      “Then why all the tears?”

      “What’s it to you?” Alice snapped, instantly regretting her words as the echoes of the last few days came back to her. Rude, impolite, inappropriate- those words had been tossed her way, describing her, and she’d just proven them all correct once again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You don’t owe me any explanation.”

      “I don’t have to be rude either.”

      “It’s only rude if you think I’m that thin-skinned to be offended by it,” he said with a shrug. “I kinda thought it was spunky. It’s a nice change actually for someone to speak candidly.”

      Alice gaped in shock. She didn’t move as he took the handkerchief he was still holding and pressed it firmly in her hand. He pushed her fingers closed over the material, nodding, as she stood there dumbfounded and just looking at him.

      “Dadddeeeee! Go! Now!” the young boy shouted, sending the wet, wooden block flying between them both and clapping happily at the trajectory. Of course, he was the boy’s father – which meant that he was married. Alice felt a moment’s regret knowing that he wasn’t one of the potential suitors she was supposed to meet tomorrow.

      “Have a nice day miss,” the man said gently, picking up the now dirty block of wood. He climbed back into the wagon beside the boy, tossing the wood in the wagon bed where it was full of supplies. “Nothing is worth crying over and if it’s that bad… then make a change. I know I am. Good luck to you, miss.”

      Standing there, she watched the wagon roll away. The little boy turned and waved happily. Alice found herself waving in response- staring at her hand like it was something foreign. She’d never been around children nor felt such utter friendship with someone so fast. Even back home, Rebecca and she had taken several tries to become good friends, yet when the tide had changed for Alice… her once good friend was gone.
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      Prudence English was a gift from heaven… or so she thought.

      Alice had been so nervous at meeting her upcoming groom that she’d been ill several times during the night. Abigail asked about her at one point, but that was when she’d mistakenly kicked the bedpost and cried out in pain. Her toe throbbed mercilessly, distracting her from the nausea in her abdomen. When Prudence arrived at the house, she immediately pulled Alice aside and hugged her like they’d been the best of friends for years.

      “Don’t be intimidated,” Prudence said softly. “Trust in Him for all things.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That’s not necessary. I am here to be your chaperone and your ally. It will do well for all of us if things remain on the up and up. We don’t want word of a scandal getting around. It would ruin everyone’s name involved- including my own. The ladies of the auxiliary abide to strict rules of decorum, so as long as they are maintained – we shall be great friends.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Then come along, my dear Alice. A farmer’s wife is a wonderful, yet busy, lifestyle. I spoke with your gentleman recently and he is quite beside himself.”

      “How so?”

      “Well the poor man is doing the work of both man and wife. A mother teaches her daughter how to run a house from the moment she’s a young girl. It takes time to learn these things. Mr. Farmer has had to learn quite quickly and struggling to maintain his home.”

      “So? He can learn just as well as I can, can’t he? He’s not daft, is he?”

      “Not at all my dear and you’d do well to hold that tongue. Men like a docile young lady, not one that spouts off her innermost thoughts.”

      “Who’s spouting?” Alice muttered under her breath as she fetched her bonnet off of a peg nearby on the wall. It was one of her last ones she’d had from her days in Maryland. Once she’d had a bonnet in every color with a plethora of ribbons. Now, she was down to one serviceable bonnet that retained its shape.

      “What was that, my dear?”

      “Nothing Prudence. I’m glad you are here with me.”

      “All right then. Shall we?” Prudence asked, fastening her sunhat upon her head and tilting it just so.

      “Yes. The sooner that we’ve met than I can be rid of my anxiousness.”

      “I understand dear. I too succumbed to a fit of the vapors when I met my dear Reginald. He was such a fierce lover of books and we discussed many of them together, causing my heart to flutter. I do so adore a man that uses his mind to win over a woman.”

      “What happened to Reginald?”

      “Apoplexy,” she told Alice heavily. “His mind that I loved so much was never the same. I believe he knew it too. He passed away in his sleep a week later. I still read to him on Sundays after church when I visit the cemetery.”

      “That’s heartbreaking.”

      “Oh no. He is here,” she said pointing to her head, smiling widely – and then pointed at her heart. “And here. Just because someone is gone, it doesn’t mean that they are forgotten. You still love them, just differently. Why are you standing there?”

      “I thought we were riding?”

      “No. A brisk walk is good for the constitution. Besides, it’s not far to Mr. Farmer’s homestead. We shall be there in a jiffy.”

      Alice looked at Prudence in surprise and knotted the ribbon that belonged to her bonnet under her chin irately. The woman was a bit too perky and optimistic this early in the morning. She took off for the west road out of town and Alice had to struggle to keep up with her. The woman might be in her fifties, but she was obviously fit as a fiddle.

      As they walked, Alice noticed a small home on the horizon. There were fields and fields of seed that had been sewn. Each field looked like the ground had been combed by the hand of God. Sprouts were erupting, sprinkling greenery here and there. A row of trees bordered the river in the distance and she could see a man far off, hard at work.

      Alice expected to meet him, her Mr. Farmer, right away, but Prudence obviously thought differently.

      “Come child, let’s make ourselves at home. Idle hands are the devil’s tools. If you’re to be a farmer’s wife, you might as well learn how to do so in order to impress your husband.”

      “What do you mean?” Alice saw the note pinned to the door with a roughhewn nail. One good breeze would whisk it away. As she read the lines listed, she saw that it was a series of chores that were expected and had been left by her prospective suitor…

      Blow it away! C’mon give me a good breeze and snatch that list right off the door, Alice prayed hard. What man in his right mind would leave a list of chores for a stranger to complete? Wasn’t he curious about her? Didn’t he want to meet or talk to her?

      She’d felt so out of place and rejected yesterday to be the only girl without a suitor when the men came by. She’d told herself over and over again that duty had called him away -and that he really wanted to be there. The note on the door obviously told her she was wrong.

      “He doesn’t want to meet me?”

      “Oh, but he does! He is in dire need of help…”

      “Then he could hire someone – not marry them!”

      “My dear, have you a better place to stay? A singular plan in mind outlined by the Lord?”

      “Honestly, my whole life the last six months has been a true disaster.”

      “Then listen when I tell you to release it to Him. Have faith that you have been set upon a path to develop your soul.”

      “If I roll my eyes will you be very angry?”

      “If I box your ears will you be hurt?” Prudence asked pertly with a bright smile at Alice. “We shall be great friends, Alice. I like the spark to your soul- it reminds me of myself when I was younger.”

      “Oh goodness,” she uttered under her breath.

      “God is good. Now,” Prudence said excitedly, clasping her hands together over her heart. “Let’s start with the first task Mr. Farmer has set on us: his laundry.”

      Alice crossed herself heartily and steeled herself for the task at hand as Prudence opened the front door to the small house, marching inside like a general in front of an army. Walking forward, she grabbed a basket that made Alice’s nose rankle in dismay at the odor. Alice followed her blankly until Prudence dropped the basket on the ground outside and looked at her curiously.

      “Did you grab the soap or the washboard? I saw it on the table waiting for you. Wasn’t it kind of your Mr. Farmer to set it out for us?”

      “Washboard? That silver wavy strange thing?”

      “Oh dear,” Prudence said in dismay, and a dawning realization spread on her face. “How about we start from the beginning and take things one step at a time.”

      Hours later, Alice realized that Prudence was unstoppable. The woman never tired. She attacked everything with an unholy gusto and zest. Both of their forearms were ruddy from the hot, soapy water – yet Prudence was smiling and Alice had a headache from grinding her teeth. The linens, shirts, and rags were all scrubbed with fanatical zeal and Alice was positive that the cotton was nearly threadbare now. Her knuckles certainly felt like they were!

      That was just the first task on the list.

      The second was to bake bread and churn the butter from the cows he’d milked. Prudence was beyond thrilled to share her mother’s recipe and chatted while Alice churned.

      And churned.

      And churned.

      Prudence just talked and talked, while Alice shoved that wooden rod in and out of the ceramic crock angrily. She’d never been so horrified in her life at the amount of pain her body ached with. Her arms felt wobbly and burned with muscle that she wasn’t aware of. At first she’d thought that all the chit-chat that Prudence was doing was to keep her occupied, but now she released that her chaperone simply had a captive audience because the butter was taking forever to solidify in the crock.

      “How long does this take exactly?”

      “It takes what it takes,” Prudence said amicably in a sing-song voice. “I believe I will start the next task while we continue our chat. I do so like having a friend to talk to.”

      “How many things are on that list?”

      “Five.”

      “And a farmer’s wife does this daily?”

      “Oh no! No! No! Somedays you’ll need to help make soap or work on canning goods, unless the crops are terribly profitable. Other days you might be helping your husband in the field or aiding in butchering a chicken or two. You work as needed. Just remember, each day has something to be done.”

      “Idle hands…?”

      “Exactly!”

      “My idle-loving hands are very, very sore.”

      “I’ve got a salve for it and I am pretty sure that Mr. Farmer’s late wife would have had some as well. Grace was quite a resourceful woman. It was a true loss for her husband when she passed unexpectedly.” Alice listened to her prattle on about the virtues of how hard the deceased woman worked before she realized that the churn was getting harder and harder to move.

      “I think the butter is done.”

      “Perfect. Let’s put it away nicely for easy usage. I always liked to keep mine in a crock covered with a wax cloth as to keep the flies from it.”

      The day dragged on for hours on end with absolutely no glimpse of her possible match anywhere in sight. They’d done the laundry, made the butter, baked a loaf of bread – and that was only this morning!

      At Prudence’s recommendation, they had a miniscule lunch that was laughable, especially for all the work they’d done. Now they were mucking out the stalls and gathering up eggs from the small coop kept near the barn. She could see that Mr. Farmer owned a couple of horses, a cow, and a goat. It didn’t look like a big farm in the slightest and she wondered what kind of money her prospective groom’s farm brought in. Had she gone from the lap of luxury to pauper… only to remain so?

      Alice was trying her best to ignore her chaffed hands – and her upbeat chaperone. There was absolutely no need for one if her suitor wasn’t going to even make a show! He simply had free help for the day and that irked her greatly. It was one thing to learn a new life, but another completely to be used and treated as if meeting her wasn’t worth his time. She felt more like a servant than she did a potential wife. What was wrong with this man for him to think it was acceptable to treat her this way?

      It wasn’t just her hands that ached – it was her entire body. Her arms still felt weak from churning the butter and her back was on the verge of having spasms at using the fork to shovel the stalls. Straightening up, she rubbed her aching spine and realized that she heard voices nearby.

      “Mr. Farmer, I assure you that she’ll be a suitable bride when the time comes,” Prudence’s voice grated down her nerves. “She’s a quite likeable girl with spirit.”

      “I just need help around here – and I’m sure you see it.”

      “Truthfully, you’ve done a fine job maintaining things without Grace.”

      No, he hasn’t- the barn is a sty, Alice thought miserably, and froze.

      “This isn’t living. It’s existing and I don’t know how long I can maintain it.”

      He misses his wife! Alice could hear the pain in the man’s voice as it cracked with emotion. She could only guess that her suitor must have really loved the woman or was still in mourning for her. Would there be any place for her in his heart, or was she going to be just another mouth to feed?

      Alice’s mind whirled with sadness, for herself and for the unknown man. She would have once said that she couldn’t imagine the loss of a loved one – but now she knew first-hand what a void it left in your soul. You felt broken, empty, and lost. Her heart ached painfully and stuttered when she heard a child’s voice.

      Her suitor was a father.

      A child without a mother.

      Something she would become instantly marrying a stranger – a mother! She knew absolutely nothing about taking care of children. If they weren’t old enough to walk, talk, or fend for themselves… Alice had always quickly left the area to find another group of people to talk with. She didn’t want to discuss flowers, toys, or bugs. She liked sharing the latest gossip or discussing fashionable frocks.

      “Daddy! Wets go! I wanna see the moo’s!” Alice heard the impatient young voice, and something jogged her memory. The voices sounded so very familiar.

      “Prudence, can you take Jacob for a bit so I can finish the western field before the sun sets? He’s been pretty good but getting a little cranky. I can’t entertain him and plow.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you, I’m sorry to be a bother but if I don’t get the seed…”

      “I understand, Mr. Farmer. You are on God’s calendar, not mine. We would be happy to care for him until you finish up.”

      Alice blinked in surprise.

      We would?

      What was this ‘we’ Prudence was mentioning?

      Why were the two of them so familiar with each other? It was odd that he chose to use her first name, and it made Alice very uncomfortable. She would bite her tongue for the time being and see if her chaperone alluded to how she knew Mr. Farmer. Was Mrs. English claiming that Alice would watch the child?

      Surely not!

      Sure enough, the woman who’d worked her to the bone all day long came around the corner holding a tired, wriggling child in her arms. A child that she recognized… because it was the same one that threw his chewing block at her the other day. That meant her match was the handsome man she’d met who had pressed the handkerchief in her hand. The man that said he was making a change to his life.

      Her.
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      Alice collapsed into bed exhausted beyond belief and skipped dinner at the table with the other girls. Mr. McGruder had always tried to make the girls welcome with his easy, sweet demeanor, but the thought of being questioned about her day didn’t sit well. Hearing the door open, Alice didn’t move.

      “Alice? Are you alright?” Abigail’s soft voice whispered in the dim light. “It’s unusual for you to turn in so early.”

      “I’m just exhausted.”

      “Did you meet Mr. Farmer? What was he like?”

      “He’s nice,” Alice lied and pinched her eyes shut painfully. She’d barely met the man and hated lying to her sister. She just didn’t want Abigail to worry or give her the impression that she regretted coming.

      “Did the men come out here today? Did you meet a suitor of your own?”

      “Yes. There is a Mr. Stillwell that seemed very kind. He needs help with his business and Mr. Redburn seems to think that we would get along well.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I’m grateful that I am not Violet, truthfully. I suspect that she’s got feelings for someone already. I would hate to think of a love unrequited or to be second-fiddle to someone. Life is hard enough as it is and I believe Mr. Stillwell and I could be a good fit based off initial impressions, though I’m not keen on the idea of being around a bar all the time, or having our income manifest from such a place. I do like his smile though- at least when he gives me one,” Abigail said softly. Alice felt her sister smooth her hair back from her forehead and swallowed painfully, thinking of the day’s events.

      “You are quiet. What are you thinking, sister?”

      “Nothing. I am just really tired.”

      Abigail got up from the edge of the bed where she had been sitting and Alice felt a pang of loss in her heart. They didn’t have these moments very often where there was a connection between them, but she couldn’t let her sister see how much she was struggling with her own match. She didn’t want to let on to anyone that she was concerned and the girls meant well, but truthfully- her day was quite wretched and laborious. Not something she wanted to rehash verbally for the most part. Instead, she lay there in the darkness thinking about the day’s events.

      Jacob was a challenge for her. Prudence made taking care of the child look easy, sitting him on her hip and bouncing him around until he laughed. For Alice, she simply didn’t have that same gift. Jacob bit her twice and she found herself handing him the teether repeatedly. It wasn’t that he didn’t have teeth – he did- and it was quite painful when he used them.

      Instead, while Prudence prepared a simple meal for dinner, Alice found a way to entertain the young boy and clean him at the same time. She had him splashing in the soapy laundry water outside that they’d used earlier in the day. The women hadn’t dumped it simply because they didn’t know if they would need it again. It was so tedious to heat the water and now that it was cooled, it felt wonderful on their warm skin.

      Alice found herself rolling up her sleeves and wiping down her neck while Jacob splashed and splashed happily, pointing out the bubbles proudly. Alice took that moment to wipe the toddler down, making him smile, revealing two bright rows of teeth. Once they’d spent some time playing together, he didn’t bite her again and that was when she realized that the young boy was lonely… just like her.

      She missed her mother and the relationship she’d once had with her sister, Abigail. Her mother was gone and Abigail… well, they simply weren’t as close as they once were. The two girls looked alike to others, leading to them being mistaken for one and another, but were different as night and day. Someday they would have to breech that gulf between them – Abigail was the only family she had left until Alice began one of her own- with this sweet, mischievous young boy and his father.

      Potentially!

      Changing Jacob into a clean set of dry clothing was like trying to bathe a wet cat. His little arms were flying everywhere and his body was twisting all over the floor he’d collapsed on angrily. Alice ended up pinning him in order to yank his shirt over his head, but that only resulted in her being head-butted by mistake – making both of them cry in surprise and pain.

      Prudence stepped in and pulled the boy up, dressing him quickly. Once Jacob was dressed, he sat quietly to eat – eyeing Alice suspiciously as if she’d head-butted him on purpose! He rubbed the goose egg above his brow and she was positive that she had one to match- another reason Alice had skipped dinner with the girls back at Chance Redburn’s home. Instead, she thought about Colton Farmer with a wistful sigh of longing.

      Once Jacob had been tucked into bed after dinner, Alice and Prudence were cleaning up the mess from their dinner. A single lone plate sat on the table awaiting Colton’s arrival. The sound of water broke the silence, giving Alice goosebumps as she realized that he must have emptied the laundry water. A hollow thud told her that he’d upturned the wooden tub so it could dry. His boots echoed on the porch before he stepped in the doorway.

      Colton Farmer must have had the same thoughts as Alice had earlier, seeing that he’d washed his face before entering the house. His blond hair was finger-combed and a bit wet about the edges. He’d washed up in the leftover water and instantly she felt a pang of guilt that this hardworking man didn’t have someone caring for him. He should have had a warm bath to ease his muscles, or at the very least a better dinner than what they’d prepared.

      A slice of fresh bread, some of the butter, a ration of cheese and a bit of salted ham lay on the plate. He smiled gratefully at the plate and she saw his hungry look as he stared at it like it was manna from heaven.

      “Mr. Farmer, this is Alice Bowen. Alice, this is Colton Farmer,” Prudence introduced in the awkward silence as the three of them stood there. Mr. Farmer extended his hand politely and Alice looked between the two people nervously. Was she supposed to shake his hand or curtsy? She had never been matched before to anyone and back home, when she met a stranger – she had always curtsied. Only the men shook hands with each other.

      “Please eat,” Alice blurted out bluntly at his extended hand and dropped politely as was habit. His face flushed under the tan as he pulled back his hand, taking a look around the small home.

      “It wouldn’t be polite to eat in front of you both.”

      “Then we’ll go and leave you to it,” Alice said quickly, looking at Prudence before realizing what she’d said. Without thought, she turned away from him and put her face in her hands with embarrassment. A moment later, she heard the wooden bench being pulled away from the table as he took a seat.

      “Why don’t we have a spot of tea while Mr. Farmer eats his dinner?” Prudence offered, laying a hand on Alice’s arm. “It might be enjoyable to have company.” Alice dropped her hands and looked at the older woman, unsure what to do. She was out of her element and nervous about meeting Mr. Farmer.

      “Have a seat, Alice and trust God,” Prudence whispered encouragingly.

      Looking at the table, she saw Colton was sitting there chewing slowly and looking at her.  Watching. Her stomach clenched nervously, full of anxiety and exhaustion. She walked over and took a seat opposite of him.

      “It’s nice to officially meet you, Miss Bowen. How is your bottom?” he asked straight-faced. Alice felt her cheeks heat up with embarrassment as she heard Prudence gasp nearby at the impropriety of his words.

      “I appreciate you helping me up when I fell the other day, Mr. Farmer. My bottom, as you put it, is quite well. Thank you.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Three mismatched teacups were set on the table as Prudence poured hot tea in each one. They’d made it earlier in lieu of coffee, as Prudence preferred it. The trio was silent for a bit as Prudence sat down beside Alice.

      “Did you finish getting the west field plowed?” Prudence asked simply.

      “I did,” he said in-between bites. “Thank you for watching Jacob, Pru.”

      “Of course,” she said amicably. “That is what family does, Alice. Colton is my second cousin by marriage. His father was cousin to my Reginald. I cannot maintain two homes at once, but try to help out where I can.”

      “Really?” Alice blurted out, surprised. Looking between the two of them, she saw absolutely no resemblance, though now it explained why her intended was so familiar with the other woman. Colton smiled the moment Alice’s eyes met contact with his and immediately looked away.

      “We didn’t finish the list you left, Colton, as it was getting late.”

      “What’s left?” he asked heavily.

      Alice swallowed hard, feeling like she’d let him down. She was flabbergasted that she could feel that way when earlier she’d felt like she’d been used all day long by the man as free labor. Would he not want her if she couldn’t complete the tasks he’d set out? What man did that anyways as an introduction?

      “Splitting the wood and hauling up the water. Alice’s hands are sore and it’s been some time since I myself have I’ve had to split logs.”

      Alice nearly spat her tea out as she took a sip, instead choking it downwards. She’d forgotten that they were supposed to bring in a few split rails for the hearth to be used in the morning.

      “Let me see your hands,” Colton instructed. Alice felt like he was talking at her, not to her.

      “That’s not necessary,” Alice argued, wrapping her hands around the teacup protectively. Truthfully, the heat made her palms feel like they were on fire.

      “Alice.”

      “It’s Miss Bowen.”

      “It’s Alice and please call me Colton,” he said politely with a firmness to it. “Now, let me see your hands please.”

      Alice put down her cup and held out her hands, palm down. They ached terribly and there was no ignoring it. She didn’t think she could stretch her palms out flat right now due to how tight and inflamed the skin was. Colton took hold of her hand, making her gasp at the contact. His own hands were warm and callused against her skin. She noticed that her hands were so tiny compared to his. Turning over her hands, he dropped them. He frowned and got up immediately leaving the room.

      “Prudence?” Alice whispered, confused at the dark expression on his face, looking at the other woman for help. Was he turning her away too? The overwhelming sense of abandonment was beating at her… but then something wonderful happened. This was the scene she played over and over again in her mind as she lay her head down on her pillow that night.

      The one high point of her day!

      Colton returned to the table with a small jar in his hand. He dug out a scoop of salve and took her hand in his, rubbing it on her palms with a light touch. He was infinitely tender with her, his fingers tickling almost. Her blisters stung terribly but she couldn’t look away from how he touched her. He took a moment to stretch each finger, making sure they were coated with the smelly liniment.

      “Do you have a set of gloves you can wear to bed or put socks over your hands?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Keep this on your skin and try to keep the blisters clean. Pru, next time both of you please wear gloves. Are your hands torn up too?”

      “No. My hands were callused long ago.”

      “But Alice’s are not,” he said tersely and for a moment Alice thought he might be chastising the two of them. “I thank you both for your help today, but it does me no good if the woman I am to take to wife cannot possibly handle the chores here. Alice, you should rest a few days and take care of your hands.”

      “I can do this,” Alice stressed, looking up from their entwined fingers that was so innocent, yet so fascinating.

      “Maybe someday you can.”

      “I know I can.”

      “We’ll see,” he said politely, releasing Alice’s hands and rubbing the excess liniment on his pants. She could see the skepticism in his eyes and it cut her to the bone. Prudence got to her feet and announced they would be walking back to town before it got too dark out.

      “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me. I am exhausted and need to get the wood cut. Maybe I will see you both at church on Sunday?”
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      Sunday came and went with little sighting of Colton or Jacob. Her widowed chaperone, Prudence, was stuck to her side like glue in case Colton Farmer made an appearance at church. Abigail sat beside her with her own chaperone, sandwiching the girls on the pew. It made Alice almost feel trapped to be surrounded by the older women. It was like they were hovering and waiting for them to make a mistake – or at least this is how she imagined them. She normally felt right at home and welcomed in the church but their watchful eyes made her feel like the two of them, Abigail and Alice, were not to be left alone.

      Alice’s hands were healing nicely and Beans had found some more liniment for her to use on her hands the next day. She’d managed to keep the blisters and calluses hidden from the other girls. They were all so proper and delicate, she didn’t want them to see just how hard she’d worked on the farm. They’d had enough fun with her beau’s name.

      “Colton Farmer… a farmer? Did I get that right? Is that what Alice said?” Myrakle had said in surprise, looking at the other girls for confirmation. Several high-pitched giggles made her realize how silly it sounded aloud. Even Beans coughed to smother his laughter. Being the center of the joke was almost as annoying as being called Abigail instead of Alice. To her, she and her sister did not resemble each other that much, yet people always got them confused.

      “So, will it be Alice Farmer- the Farmer- when you marry?” one of the girls asked, a slight mischievous smile to her face.

      “Be kind,” Abigail said firmly beside Alice. “We don’t get to select our names and should be happy for my sister who’s got a decent match.”

      “It’s alright,” Alice murmured, trying to stay calm and not give anyone another reason to consider her rude or insolent.

      “It’s funny because her Mr. Farmer is a farmer. That’s like Beans cooking beans or Esperanza speaking English? Better yet- it would be like Myrakle hearing what I said- isn’t that right, Myrakle? You have to find comedy where you can, right ladies?”

      The awkward silence that fell was terrible. Not one person in the room could claim to be perfect and Alice certainly knew it wasn’t her! She didn’t want to be a part of such a horrid discussion any further. It was rude and uncalled for, and she realized now she was glad she was learning how to keep her mouth shut. Several other women must have also been disgusted with the other girl’s comments, because they got to their feet to leave the room. Violet and Abigail chastised the other girl about manners. Alice excused herself from the table, tired of the whole mess.

      She already felt insecure sitting among the lovely, graceful women. She felt like she stood out, like an outsider. Moving to the front parlor and taking a seat on the divan, Alice picked up her stitching. She’d picked up the hobby when she was about fifteen and found that it soothed her nerves… even the grated upon ones!

      “Mrs. English, how are ya’ doing today?”

      “I’m well, Mr. Redburn. Is Alice in?”

      “’Course she is. No one’s seen hide nor hair of Colton Farmer lately. You hear he’s skipped the service on Sunday. He’s been doing that a lot lately.”

      “I’m certain it’s not due to a lack of faith, Mr. Redburn. Rather, he’s got a lot testing his faith as of late,” Prudence said smoothly, looking around the Matchmaker directly at Alice with a smile.

      “I thought perhaps we could have a picnic if you are up to it? I’ve some fresh fried chicken. Alice, maybe if you could gather up something sweet from Mr. McGruder? I hear his cookies are delightful.”

      Leaping to her feet, Alice tossed down her stitching, simply eager to be out of the house. She could smell the aromatic chicken that rested within the basket on Prudence’s hip. Clarity Winslow was walking down the hallway with Violet and did a double-take, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. The poor woman’s eyes were always watering something fierce and she obviously wanted a helping of the meal.

      “Oh Prudence, you have got to give me your recipe for your fried chicken. It’s simply delightful and so crispy. Violet, that is how you win a man’s heart – through his stomach!” Clarity announced, patting her own padded midsection. Violet and Alice simply looked at each other and smiled.

      “Clarity, you know it’s a secret family recipe. My great-great grandmother would roll over in her grave if I gave it to anyone outside of the family, but…” Prudence drawled out kindly. “There might be an extra piece or two inside for you, honey. I know how much you like my chicken.”

      “God love you, child…” the older woman said breathlessly with excitement. Alice covered her mouth to muffle the smile as Prudence held open the basket for Clarity to pilfer a piece. Prudence looked at Alice and silently mouthed ‘get the cookies- hurry’. Alice wasted no time in gathering up two handfuls and stuffing them in a bandana to put in the picnic basket.

      “Prudence, we should go. We don’t want to be late,” Alice announced sagely as she reentered the room and saw that Clarity was still digging around in the basket. One piece of chicken was already in her hand, but she was on the hunt for another.

      “Duty calls, my friend,” Prudence said softly, closing the lid of the basket. “Enjoy.”

      “Oh, I will!”
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      The walk out to Colton’s farm was much easier for some reason today. Her heart was lighter as she anticipated seeing him again. Alice was grateful that she hadn’t needed to carry the basket. Her hands were finally healing well. The idea of taking on the role of a parent was daunting, but Jacob seemed to be something she could deal with.

      As they came to the house, she was surprised to see Prudence simply walk beside it and continue on. In the distance, she saw Colton walking in a field with Jacob. The little boy was walking with his father and each time Colton dropped a seed, Jacob was exclaiming ‘uh oh!’ or ‘I got it!’ and mashing the seed down into the earth. The little boy’s arms were covered in dirt and he even had dirt in his blond hair.

      The duo looked to be quite happy working together but she knew if it was just Colton planting, it would have gone much faster. Each smooshed seed was a celebration and the boy’s smiling face lived for acknowledgement from his father – which Colton was giving his son in spades. The two had a bond between them brought on by not just the love of a father for his child, but a man that adored the very center of his universe. The love between the two was simply endearing and reminded her so much of her parents she’d lost.

      “Can you two gentlemen take a break for lunch?” Prudence announced in a singsong voice. Alice winced at the hesitation on Colton’s face and felt her heart sink in despair. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Jacob ran over and happily threw his dusty arms around Alice’s legs, trying to bite her kneecap through her layers of skirts. Alice giggled happily and picked him up, swinging him around. It was easy for her to enjoy the boy’s antics because he reminded her of herself. Sometimes she was outspoken, awfully enthusiastic, and other times she wanted to bite someone but held back with great restraint. Looking up at Colton, she realized he was watching them together and smiled shyly at him. Prudence beamed and waved at Alice for her to hand over the three-year old.

      “Come with me and let’s wash up. Colton, I will be right at the creek and within earshot, young man,” Prudence told him primly and took Jacob by the hand.

      “I’m surprised you came back,” Colton said suddenly, closing up the seed bag and removing it from over his head. He walked over to a tree and set it down on the ground with a faint thud. Alice joined him, unfolding a blanket that was atop the basket that Prudence had packed. She waved it in the breeze before letting it float down to the grass in the shade of the branches.

      “Did you want me to stay away?”

      “No, but this is a hard life.”

      “I noticed that,” Alice said bluntly. “That liniment you put on my hands worked wonders though. Thank you for that, Colton.”

      “I’ve had to use it myself several times over the years, even with these rough mitts,” Colton said lightly, outstretching his hand towards her politely. “Let me help you,” he offered. Alice put her hand in his and sat down primly on the blanket, glancing over towards Prudence in the distance.

      “Don’t worry- you are safe with me. Pru’s got ears like a hawk.”

      “I’m not worried,” Alice denied breathlessly as Colton sat down beside her. She realized just how close he was to her and was keenly aware of how masculine he was. His blue eyes met her brown ones and she found herself staring at his lips nervously.

      “I might be,” he admitted huskily, not looking away.

      “Why?”

      “What if you decide this isn’t for you?”

      “What?”

      “Us…this… the farm life or being married to a hardworking man.”

      Just then, Colton leaned towards her as if drawn like a magnet to a lodestone. Alice didn’t hesitate, but rather found herself leaning towards him in the same fashion. Just when she thought he was going to kiss her, Jacob slammed into the two of them – throwing his arms around both of their necks happily. A hesitant, tentative, sweet kiss became a gory, painful crunch as their teeth and noses came to a grinding halt into each other. There was no tender moment to be shared – it was more about saving herself from additional pain.

      “Ow!” Alice yelped and reared her head back, seeing a sloppy drool trail from her cheek to Jacob’s mouth. The three-year-old tried to kiss them both with gusto. It was adorable – but in a painful manner. Colton was wincing and wiping blood from a split lip.

      “If God’s not watching you two- your boy certainly is,” Prudence said lightly, her voice full of mirth as she took her seat near the basket. “Now, if you are finished for the moment? I believe there is enough food here to feed a small army of hungry troops. Colton, I made your favorite.”

      “Chicken?”

      “Chich-en! Chich-en!” Jacob crowed happily, jumping down beside Prudence.

      “Yes, Jacob. Chicken. Chic-ken,” Prudence enunciated and raised an eyebrow at Alice. It didn’t have to be said aloud what the woman was hinting at. This would be her responsibility as a parent to teach him and guide him as he grew. Seeing Jacob sit down next to the basket, Alice quickly perked up.

      “Jacob, why don’t you come sit by us?”

      There was nothing like the present to start finding a way to endear herself to the family if she was interested in a future with him. Yes, it was a hard life and there would be many days she would be run ragged- but what were her other options?

      It wasn’t like there were men knocking down the door. Did she dare settle for the first man that came along? As Jacob plopped down in her lap, happily munching on a drumstick – she saw Colton’s dark blue eyes watching her with interest. She caught her breath as she saw the hint of a smile touch his lips before he winced at where it was split, making her grin.

      Maybe settling for the first guy that came along wouldn’t be so bad?
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      This was awful.

      Alice must be touched in the head.

      What on earth was she thinking, offering to take care of Jacob for the day so Colton could finish putting out the seed? Alice had thought that it was important to show she could take care of Colton’s son, that she could be trusted with the boy and would make a wonderful mother… because wasn’t that what every woman wanted to be someday?

      There was a reason no one discussed child-rearing with women until they were already with child! It was infuriating and wonderful all in the same breath. Abigail was with her chaperone today spending time with her potential groom, so she didn’t want to bother her. Prudence was attending one of the other auxiliary members who’d fallen ill, leaving her with little Jacob. She promised Alice to return in order to accompany her back to Colton’s house as to prevent her reputation from being compromised. What Prudence didn’t realize was that Jacob could be a holy terror with a cherubic smile.

      Alice had returned to Chance Redburn’s home with young Jacob- only to have the young boy lose his ever-lovin’ mind, in her opinion. Alice had been sitting in the kitchen with Beans and Violet, having a cup of tea, when a roaring wail sounded from underneath the table. She’d never seen anyone move so fast as the three of them, knocking over chairs as they leapt away from the horrific noise. Before Alice could look under the table, she heard it again and expected to see a creature of mythical proportions.

      Nope.

      Jacob.

      Biting a cat.

      Where the cat came from – Alice had no idea? But the three-year-old had obviously found his newest entertainment and chew toy in the form of a bedraggled feline. He had fur plastered all over his cheeks where he’d been drooling from chewing so much. The cat was scrambling to get away from his grubby hands and Beans was shouting at Violet.

      “That yer cat?”

      “CAT? What cat?”

      “Stop!”

      Alice yelped in horror as Jacob opened his mouth as wide as possible and immediately sunk his teeth into the poor cat’s back once again. He’d slipped from her sight for all of two minutes! How had he found a cat and why on earth would he think it was okay to bite it?

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Alice roared mortified, bringing the entire house to a complete standstill as she heard the piano melody off in the background suddenly stopped noisily in a nauseating chorus of off-key notes. The cat twisted out of Jacob’s hands and ran immediately under Violet’s skirt, making her shout in alarm as she slapped at the material of her dress.

      Alice picked up Jacob, setting him on her hip, and strode right out the front door. She wasn’t cut out to be a mother in her mind. Mother’s didn’t get upset or lose their temper. Her own mother was graceful and loving, something Alice did not feel at the moment as Jacob bit her shoulder. She needed help and wasn’t above asking for it from the sweetest people she knew in the area – her sister, Abigail, or Prudence.

      Abigail had always reminded her of her mother. Nothing got her upset or bothered her. Even when they were on the outs with each other, she was level headed… something Alice was not. Right now, Alice could barely see straight and was certain that her vision had a tinge of red to it. Was Colton worth any of this? Was any man worth this headache?

      She had to find Abigail – now!

      Marching down the center of the street with Jacob on her hip, Alice stomped right inside the local bar. Bypassing several shocked faces, she reached up and yanked her braid from Jacob’s hand as he’d found another source of entertainment.

      “Miss! Miss! You can’t be coming in here with no kid!”

      “Abigail Bowen! Where is she?”

      “You gotta go with that boy now. It ain’t seemly to have a young’un here!”

      “Seemly?” Alice heaved with pent up frustration. “Seemly would be you pointing out where my sister is before you see me get UN-seemly.”

      “Alice Bowen! What in heaven’s name are you doing in here with a child?” her sister said in complete shock as she looked down from the bannister where she stood next to an older woman and a man. “Mason, please excuse me a moment.”

      Her sister descended the bar’s stairs like a queen descending her throne. Her sister always commanded respect by the graceful way she carried herself – a complete change from the way Alice felt right now. As she looked at her sister, she knew that if anyone could help her- it would be Abigail. She’d always had a way with their younger cousins, where Alice had been the mischievous one that got in trouble as a young girl playing pranks.

      “Why do you have a young boy on your hip?”

      “It’s Colton’s son. Colton Farmer.”

      “Does your Mr. Farmer know that you’ve brought his son into a place of ill repute?”

      “This isn’t that type of establishment, Miss Abigail. We serve alcohol and that’s it,” the man corrected from upstairs as he quickly looked at the chaperone that stood nearby.

      “Does Mr. Farmer know his son is in a bar with his fiancée?”

      “No,” Alice whispered, feeling like she’d made a colossal mistake. “Abigail, I need your help. I don’t know what to do with him and he’s into everything. Can you take him? Sister, he bit a cat and I just…”

      Her sister quickly covered her mouth with a gloved hand delicately as several men nearby snickered and laughed. Abigail’s eyes sparkled with mirth as she touched her face and smoothed her hair, playing it off nonchalantly.

      “Alice, I am not taking care of your soon-to-be child by marriage. You need to learn how to deal with your issues and develop a way to handle the challenges that befall you. I love you but the things that challenge us – make us stronger. Take the boy and go play with him somewhere that children are welcomed.”

      “Abigail…”

      “No. Sister, you need to handle this one on your own.”

      “Alice Bowen! You exit this place right now, young lady!” Prudence English commanded from the doorway in a horrified tone. “You both do not belong in this… this…”

      “Bar!” the man said, walking down the stairs. “It’s a bar. We serve alcohol and just about anything with a kick to it.”

      “Allll-keeey-haul,” a drunkard yodeled nearby, causing a flurry of laughter.

      “Mr. Stillwell, I apologize for the disruption of your business but we’ll be departing.”

      “Thank you, kindly,” he said with a smile.

      Alice looked between her sister’s sympathetic, smiling face- and Prudence’s stern one. With a heavy sigh, Alice walked towards the doors where her chaperone stood.

      “I can’t leave you alone for ten minutes without…”

      “I understand what you mean exactly,” Alice said with a heavy-hearted sigh, looking at the blond-haired boy that had laid his head on her shoulder.

      “Can we just take Jacob home?”

      “We shall be heading there posthaste. We need to inform Mr. Farmer what kind of scandal this has caused and the repercussions that will come with it,” Prudence scolded.

      “It’s a bar, lady, not Sodom and Gomorrah!” Mason Stillwell called out behind them as they left. The sound of laughter echoed in Alice’s ears that were bright red with embarrassment.
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      Alice was mortified to have Prudence walk her directly back to Mr. Redburn’s home for another recap of her ‘sordid’ escapade the moment her chaperone turned her back. Prudence English believed in maintaining a strict modicum of décor- especially since her reputation would be impacted by Alice’s outlandish behavior.

      “What will people say when they find out that my charge was mingling about in a bar with a young, innocent child?”

      “I wasn’t mingling.”

      “I wasn’t speaking with you yet, young lady,” Prudence snapped, her tone icy cold. She quickly smoothed her dress and patted her hair in an effort to calm herself. “I simply cannot be her chaperone if her conduct continues along this line. I was going to have her explain to Mr. Farmer what a detriment she could be to his good name but I thought it better to have all of us present to come up with a solution.”

      “What do you mean? Jacob, please don’t chew on the basket handle,” Alice asked softly, feeling about as tall as the three-year-old. This was her fault and she’d lost her temper the first time she’d had to handle a child on her own. Mr. Farmer would do so much better with another woman, someone kinder or more mature than she was.

      “I mean that I sent someone to fetch Mr. Farmer the moment I found out what had occurred. I cannot believe that you thought it was permitted to bring young Jacob into that inappropriate establishment. They drink all sorts of beverages there – and I assure you, young lady- none of them were milk for the boy.”

      “No, I know.”

      Alice felt horrible. She could see her future slipping right through her fingertips and any chance of possibly seeing Colton smile at her or perhaps kiss her would be gone in no time once he’d arrived. Prudence was in a true uproar, which meant that what she’d done was considered despicable to the town. She would be a pariah by the time word spread and no decent man would have her as a wife.

      Chance Redburn sat down heavily and didn’t say a word at first. He kept rubbing the back of his neck, in thought. After several moments, he finally spoke. His words echoed in the room heavily.

      “Do you think we ought to get her another chaperone?”

      “I’m not sure that a man will wed a woman who frequents a bar.”

      “I went to find my sister.”

      “Your sister was there?” Prudence said horrified, clutching at her chest.

      “With her chaperone since her intended owns the place,” Alice amended quickly. “Look, maybe I am not cut out to be the mother to someone’s child. Perhaps this was a bad match, Mr. Redburn.”

      “Maybe she could be paired with that barkeep?” Prudence said quickly. “Abigail could marry our Mr. Farmer instead. From Alice’s own mouth, her sister is much more suited for child-rearing.”

      Prudence’s idea at Abigail marrying her beau made her ill at the thought. She wanted to be the one he cared for- and had ruined her chances. The last thing she wanted to do was ruin Colton’s chances at having a successful match… just not with her sister. At Mr. Redburn’s confused and shocked expression, Alice realized he had absolutely no idea what Alice had meant by her words. Thinking for a moment, she snapped her fingers; she finally realized how to reach him.

      “Think of it this way, if you had a steer that put out spoiled milk – what would you do with it? Would you brand it before it was sold? Would you even sell it? Or would you give it in trade knowing that its inferior?”

      “Alice?”

      Alice looked away from Mr. Redburn’s confused expression to see Colton was standing in the doorway of the drawing room. Her heart thumped nervously and she felt tears well up in her eyes knowing that this man was going to regret being matched up with her. She saw his eyes move from person to person, settling back on her.

      “Steers don’t put out milk, Alice,” Colton said carefully, pulling off his hat. “Cows do. Is there a problem with someone’s milk cow? What is going on?”

      “Colton, I just feel like we should come together and discuss an urgent matter that happened today…”

      “Is Jacob alright?” Colton interrupted immediately, the color draining from his face.

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “Daddeeee!” Jacob hollered, running over to his father immediately. Colton ran his hands over his son’s blonde hair and looked him over carefully, dusting him off a bit.

      “I think you should know that the die has been cast and now we need to figure out how to handle this utter catastrophe,” Prudence said firmly, folding her hands over her stomach primly.

      “What is going on?”

      “Mr. Farmer, if you are wantin’ another match. I can see about…”

      “Enough,” Colton said flatly, picking up his son. “Can someone please tell me what happened today?”

      “Alice decided that a bar would be appropriate for a child to enter. She walked in there as a single, untouched maiden… oh dear…” Prudence said immediately, fanning herself and collapsing on the settee. “You are a maiden, aren’t you?”

      Horrified, Alice could only gape at her chaperone as her eyes rolled back in her head. Prudence looked to be on the verge of fainting unconscious. Things could not get any worse for Alice and if Colton had any doubts before about marrying her- this woman’s theatrical performance was enough to send anyone running.

      “Out. Everyone out!” Colton snarled and Alice jumped to her feet, ready to run away from everything. “Pru, Chance, if you will excuse us. Alice, please sit back down now.”

      Surprisingly enough, Prudence’s fainting spell disappeared as quickly as it had come on her. She got to her feet, put her nose in the air and walked out of the room with all the dignity of an empress. Chance Redburn wasn’t far behind her.  Colton began to shut the door only to hear Prudence’s gasp of outrage.

      “Don’t close it- you need a chaperone!” she called out and Alice had to smother a nervous laugh as Colton let it close with a thud. He turned around, crossed the room and sat Jacob on the settee where Prudence had once been. Colton grabbed a chair, put it directly in front of Alice and stared at her for several uncomfortable moments.

      “I want to know what happened today that required me to find a runner coming across the fields waving me down. I thought someone had died,” he said flatly. “Did someone die? Are you a maid or did something dreadful actually happen?”

      “That is a horrible thing to ask a lady!”

      “Then tell me what is going on.”

      “It’s a long story…”

      “And we aren’t going anywhere until I hear it. The longer we are in here, the worse both our reputations will be. I guarantee Pru is thinking that we are frolicking about in all sorts of sinful delights right about now.”

      “With your son in here?”

      “Alice- focus. Please.”

      “Jacob, don’t chew on the fabric,” Alice said distractedly over Colton’s shoulder and then looked away from his piercing eyes. “I will not be a good mother to your boy.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I lost my temper today.”

      “I’m close to losing mine,” he said quietly, his voice heavy. She saw him sitting there, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clasped tightly. He did look quite upset, but it was in his eyes and the way he held himself.

      “Mr. Farmer,” she said regretfully, and was surprised that he grabbed her hand, cupping it in his.

      “It’s Colton – now tell me.”

      The whole sordid tale came out in a rush of words. Alice stared at the tip of her boots to avoid seeing any condemnation in his eyes. His son had bit a stray cat under her watch. Instantly she wondered if the little boy would develop an illness from the cat. The fur had been quite matted and filthy, but had it been slobber or dirt?

      Looking back now, she realized that perhaps she should have taken Jacob to the doctor to make sure he didn’t get ill from it. She truthfully hadn’t a second thought about going into the bar with Jacob because she knew her sister was there with her suitor and chaperone. Her sister was the maternal one, not her! If her sister was there, it must be completely innocent and above the board – or else Abigail wouldn’t have stepped foot inside. Taking a deep breath, Alice shut her eyes and sat back in a slump; her soul was worn out completely.

      “If you want a different match, I understand – just please don’t pick my sister. I couldn’t bear it,” Alice whispered painfully. She blushed at the admission and how it sounded to her own ears.

      “I love her and wish we could be close again, but I wouldn’t be able to deal with it… unless I just left town and never returned. You should have someone that could be a good mother to Jacob- and a good wife to you.”

      “You know,” Colton began, his voice sounding strangely sympathetic. “This is not the first time Jacob has bit an animal, a person, or an object. He bit one of my chickens and I had to rescue him from being pecked to death.”

      “What?” Alice exclaimed, her eyes flying open as she looked at Colton where he sat directly in front of her. His expressive blue eyes were full of laughter and understanding.

      “People aren’t born being perfect parents. We all make mistakes and children are clever beyond words. The people who make good parents are so because they care.”

      “He’s a sweet boy,” she admitted. “A bit vexing that he keeps biting everything, but utterly sweet.”

      “He didn’t do that until my wife died. I think it’s his way of dealing with the loss. We’ve both had a tough time and part of the reason I wanted to remarry. I am lonely and need help at the farm.”

      “I understand if you want someone else more suitable for you.”

      “Do you prefer another suitor?”

      “No,” Alice whispered, feeling painfully shy all of a sudden as she realized that he still held her hand in his.

      “Good,” Colton muttered huskily. “Now, if we hurry- there is no chance that Jacob would collide with either of our heads this time if I try to kiss you again.”

      “Oh,” Alice breathed as Colton leaned forward quickly and pressed his lips against hers. He was infinitely tender, releasing her hand and cupping her face as he kissed her. It was the stuff dreams were made of! All was right in the world in that moment…

      The birds were singing…

      The sun was shining…

      And Jacob was gnawing her wrist sloppily.

      Alice burst out laughing against Colton’s lips happily. He looked down between where the two of them sat to see the toddler and began chuckling. Resting his forehead against Alice’s, he smiled at her tenderly. She ruffled Jacob’s hair and smiled in return.

      “I don’t want a different match,” Colton admitted. “And I don’t want you leaving town.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Does that mean you’ll take us both?”

      “Willingly.”
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        * * *

      

      Alice was stunned to hear Colton’s solution to Prudence’s retelling of the day’s events. He’d listened raptly, sitting next to Alice and holding her hand the entire time. As Alice listened, she realized that the more it was told the worse the version became. It wasn’t that Prudence had a mean bone in her body but in her puritanical outlook, a single young lady spending an unknown amount of time in a bar with ‘drunkards and lecherous men’ was unseemly and beyond reproach – especially for a family member, no matter how distant it was.

      “You are right, Prudence, and always on the lookout. I appreciate you having Alice’s best interest at heart and glad she had you to take care of her. Mr. Redburn, if you’ll fetch the preacher. I think the best solution for everyone would be to stop any gossip and for me to marry Miss Alice – if she’ll have me.”

      She could not get married without Abigail. Alice immediately balked. Everything she said seemed to go unheeded. In her mind, if they had time to fetch the minister, then why couldn’t they fetch her sister? She was with Mason Stillwell and her chaperone, that much she knew – but were they missing? The preacher seemed to be in a hurry to get this done and Mrs. English was ordering everyone about. Not even Colton was listening to her.

      “Where’s my sister?” Alice said weakly, feeling like her world was spinning out of control. “Where is Abigail?”

      Someone pushed Alice towards the center of the room and she found herself standing by Colton suddenly. He took her hand and the preacher began speaking. This was not what she had dreamed about nor was it romantic. It was perfunctory and rushed. The vows had been said, yet it felt like nothing – making her feel even worse. It felt like a simple conversation, a gathering of adults with a quick cessation that was sealed with a perfunctory kiss.

      Ten minutes and the deed was done.

      She’d pictured her life evolving or blossoming into something wonderful- but she felt the same, if not lower than dirt. How could she ever get married without Abigail present? She was now Alice Farmer, a married young woman and a mother. Prudence had happily announced to the rest of the girls as they exited the parlor that Alice had married.

      Part of Alice had wanted to celebrate this event, but another part of her felt bitterly empty. She’d always thought that her and her sister would have a double wedding someday. Yet here she was again, headstrong and causing another major life event. Would she and Abigail ever mend the gulf between them or was life always going to pull the two sisters in separate directions?
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      Alice found herself being scooted out of the house as fast as possible. When she had returned to Mr. Redburn’s office to sign the papers, several of the women – brides and widows- were busily putting together a basket full of treats for them, and what little belongings she had were hastily bundled together.

      Abigail stood near the front door with a surprised and mystified look in her eyes, making Alice catch her breath. Her sister had just arrived at Mr. Redburn’s home with Mr. Stillwell and her chaperone, looking confused by the flurry of activity around Alice. Her sister quickly put her arms around her and hugged her tightly. She couldn’t help the tears that suddenly sprang to her eyes as she clung to Abigail’s frame.

      “I hope you find happiness and love,” her sister whispered in Alice’s ear.

      “You too.”

      “Don’t be a stranger, sister,” Abigail said gently, smoothing Alice’s hair back. “I am happy for you both.”

      The lump in Alice’s throat was thick with emotion. She almost yanked her older sister back into her arms since it had been months since they’d truly held each other. She wanted to explain, to apologize that she’d married too quickly – that she’d never forgotten their dream as young girls and wanted to have a double wedding… but before she could open her mouth, her new husband was there.

      “Come, Alice. We need to be getting Jacob home,” he murmured politely. Alice looked at him with stunning realization that she now belonged with this man – this stranger.

      “No. Not yet,” she whispered, her heart felt lost and torn. She had wanted to have this man’s full attention, his smiles, his name – but here was the opening she’d waited for with her beloved sister. Surely he didn’t expect them to leave right now?

      Colton didn’t say a word. He took her by the elbow and made their excuses as they walked out to his wagon. Mrs. English was walking behind them, gently nudging Alice along. Alice knew that the widow thought it was for a different reason completely as she whispered all sorts of ‘helpful’ things to Alice about how to be a good wife.

      “Have his dinner ready when your husband gets home.”

      “Make sure his coffee is strong in the mornings – men like that.”

      “Read to him from the good book if he’s tired.”

      “Try not to worry, he’ll be a good husband.”

      “Endure your duties and it will be over quickly.”

      Numbly, Alice nodded as Colton helped Alice into the seat and put Jacob in-between them. A flurry of linen handkerchiefs waved politely as they pulled away and headed down the road. Away from her sister. Alice had never been separated from her and with every turn of the wagon wheel, she felt like miles were between them. They would walk separate paths, live separate lives, and move on as individuals.

      “Alice, please don’t cry,” Colton said quietly, staring straight ahead. The bridle straps dangled gently in his strong hands. Her husband’s hands. “Jacob doesn’t understand and he is sniffling now. We’d like for you to be happy and I think we can be once we all settle in together.”

      She looked at the toddler between them both and wiped her eyes. She hadn’t even realized that she was still crying, quite heavily too! Plastering a false smile on her face, she ruffled Jacob’s hair and pulled him into a tight hug.

      “Everything is okay, Jacob – I just get a little misty-eyed.”

      They sat quietly, Alice’s arm around the little boy as he kept watching her. He looked so unsure of what it meant for her to be upset that it broke her heart. As they pulled up to the farm, Colton helped them both down. He then quickly moved to the back of the wagon, unloading the baskets and her things.

      Alice just stood there, unsure of what to do.

      Her new husband walked into the house and after several moments, came back out. Colton slapped his hat onto his blond head and almost walked past her but hesitated. Leaning down, she saw his jaw clench ever so slightly before his words chilled her.

      “You don’t have to worry about your wifely duties that Prudence mentioned. Your things are in the spare room. Please watch Jacob, Alice. I’ll return at dusk.”

      Before she could say a word or respond, Colton was gone – marching down the dirt path that ran along the freshly sewn fields. He didn’t stop nor look back. She looked down at Jacob, seeing the boy’s grin, and again at his father’s disappearing back. She’d just alienated a man she’d just married, a man that confused her to no end… and now she was well and truly alone except for the toddler who held her hand.

      “Come now, Jacob. Let’s find something to occupy our time,” she whispered painfully, trying not to cry. The boy had gotten so upset earlier by her tears, it was time to put on a brave face and find something to keep her mind busy to prevent her from dwelling on the day’s events.

      Taking a step onto the front porch, she opened the front door and stepped inside the strange house that was now her home. She only hoped that someday it would feel like she belonged and was welcomed here.
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        * * *

      

      Colton felt himself wondering if he’d made a terrible mistake. He couldn’t bear Alice’s tears and the softly spoken ‘no’ she’d uttered after they’d exchanged their vows. Didn’t she want to be married to him? Had he read the signs incorrectly?

      Jacob adored Alice and had begun trying to say her name, asking where “Awus” was constantly before they’d married. The ride home, she’d cried the entire way almost as if she was heartbroken. Was she afraid of the marital bed? Fine- he would leave her alone.

      Was it him? Did he disgust her or make her feel unwelcome? If that was the case, he would just avoid her at all costs until she was ready, if she ever was. Could he survive in a marriage without affection? He wanted to be noble, to be self-sacrificing, but he was a man like any other man. He wanted to have a wife that desired him, not one that cried their entire wedding night.

      Did she want to be married to someone else? he wondered and felt a flare of possessive anger burning in his chest. Did she leave behind a beau back East, hoping to find a better match out West? No, that was something he couldn’t handle, nor did he want to give her up. She’d married him and he wanted it to remain that way. He could give her as much space as she needed but he would never give her up.

      She was his wife.

      He needed her, but he would be patient and allow her to come to him. Until then, he would wait.
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        * * *

      

      Weeks passed and Alice found herself more alone than ever. Each day she got up and discovered that Colton had left the house before her. Each night, he returned only after they’d gone to bed. The only signs of him were the dishes he left on the table – exactly where she’d left his supper for him. It was like being married to a ghost and she was left to pick up the pieces from his constant disappearance.

      The only thing that kept her sane was Abigail checking on her occasionally. Alice didn’t want to let on to her sister that things were going badly between her and her new husband. She put on a brave face each time she saw her sister or someone in town, smiling broadly and praising her husband. Even at church, she felt alone, surrounded by people she didn’t feel she could confide in about the truth of her relationship.

      She heard her husband enter the house in the evenings as she lay there in bed wondering how things could be so estranged between them. It was like she wasn’t being given the opportunity to befriend him. One night, she’d heard his footsteps in the house and they’d stopped right beside her bedroom door. Alice had held her breath for what seemed like forever, only to hear Colton walk away again- to his own room. They were strangers and it seemed like it would forever be that way.

      Jacob was back to biting again. The little boy didn’t understand why his father was gone all the time and frankly- neither did she. Alice felt like maybe Colton had actually been upset or disappointed in her but felt obligated to marry her. Her husband hadn’t sugarcoated anything between them – he’d wanted a wife to help out on the farm and with his son. She was attempting to do both and failing miserably.

      As Alice made the coffee that morning, she looked at the wreckage around her and sighed heavily. The house was a mess and she was at a loss on how to proceed in order to correct the obvious errors she’d made. Becoming a farmer’s wife took more ingenuity and skill than she currently possessed. It had been a week since she’d had her last disaster and thankfully, Colton hadn’t commented on it, even if Jacob had.

      She’d taken it upon herself to try to make candles one morning in order to replenish the low count that Colton had in the house. Lamp oil was an extravagance and she felt guilty using it to stitch in the evenings alone in her room. She was embroidering their names on a tree. It was something that she’d begun to commemorate their wedding. He might not realize how important it was to her, but this was her first and only marriage. She wanted to be his wife- even if she had no idea what she was doing.

      Heating the tallow and wax, Alice had felt like she was on top of the world. It melted evenly and she’d managed to keep Jacob occupied as to prevent him from getting burnt by his curious mind. He was smashing up berries into a bowl and laughing heartily, holding up the stained fingers for her to see. Alice planned on using the berries in muffins, cookies, or a pie as a treat.

      She dipped each wick into the wax and noticed it was taking forever for the taper to really grow in size. The candles looked like toothpicks and it was taking dip… after dip… after dip to enlarge them. As she dipped, she realized that the bottoms were curling on the pan she was using- making them have a gnarled appearance. Alice lay the tapers down on the table and tried to straighten them, but only succeeded in burning her fingers with the hot wax. The tapers were odd colored and looked like broken fingers, making her stomach churn at the thought. Smelling something odd, Alice notice a faint wisp of smoke and gasped.

      She’d set the hot pan down onto the wood table!

      Grabbing it, she’d sloshed hot wax onto the table, splashing it on top of the warped tapers she’d just made. Carefully, she moved the pan and set it down out of the way in order to wipe up the hot wax before it cooled. She successfully smeared it across the wood and now-charred circle on the beautiful table that was the centerpiece of the living area in Colton’s small home. Gaping, she began to scrape at the wax with a dull knife, but was only marring the surface further. Yellowish wax had filled every crevice of the wood table-top giving it a speckled or striated appearance in places. A large black circle looked almost like an outline for a place setting.

      Staring at it in absolute horror, her boot tapped against the hot pan on the floor and Alice realized she’d done it again! Her skirt had wax on the bottom where it had dipped into the pan that currently was smoking on the plank-board under her shoes. Alice yanked it up off the flooring, her hands burning painfully just before she dropped it onto the stone hearth. A splash of wax flopped over the side of the pan onto the rocks beneath it. She stared at her reddened hands and noticed a blister coming up – only to see that her hands were not the only thing marred by this fiasco.

      A dark charcoal circle was now embossed onto the floorboards and Jacob’s bright head was peering right over it. His berry stained hands were leaving marks as he cheerfully pointed at her mistake. Alice sighed heavily and put her hands in cool water as the damage was done.

      “Circle! Circle!”

      “Yes, Jacob. There are two permanent circles now, aren’t there?”
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately for Alice, that wasn’t the only mess she’d made in trying to help around the house. She had no idea what she was doing and pride kept her from asking for help again. Her sister’s advice echoed in her mind. She was going to try her hardest to figure out how to be a good wife to Colton and an excellent mother to Jacob.

      She’d tried to make stew one afternoon for the family. Carefully cutting up the vegetables into tiny pieces, she’d found a decent sized piece of dried beef in the root cellar of the house and a bag of beans. Putting everything in a pot with water, she’d cooked it for hours on end but it didn’t resemble the thick stews they’d had back in Maryland.

      Back home, having stew was almost an event to her and one of her favorite meals. She felt her mouth salivate at the memory of thick, dark gravy surrounding soft turnips, potatoes, and carrots. They always had fresh bread with it to absorb up the juice and that had to be her favorite part. What was in the pot in front of her didn’t resemble stew in the slightest.

      The vegetables seemed to look okay, but the beans were floating in what looked to be a greasy mess. She’d never seen a stew that had foam on the top. Even the beef she’d cut up didn’t look right. It was odd colored and not browned or caramelized like she remembered. Grabbing a spoon, she stirred the pot and took a slight taste, shivering in disgust.

      It was greasy beyond recognition and had a strange salty taste to it.

      Alice found out later that the meat had been packed in brine made up of saltpeter to preserve it. The meat was beyond tough to chew and the beans in the stew were crunchy. She found out later from Mrs. English that you had to soak them and tenderize the beef heavily before browning it to give it a heady taste.

      The widow was right – she would be Alice’s ally! After one disaster after another, she found herself on Prudence English’s doorstep asking for help cooking. If she couldn’t be a wife to Colton – she would at least try to comfort her agonized soul with some halfway decent food. She’d once heard her mother say lovingly to her father that the key to their happiness was through her husband’s stomach.

      Her father had loved a hearty meal with the family because it focused on being together with each other. They’d discuss parties, events, politics, and even gossip among themselves at the dinner table. That was what family did according to Alice – not this isolated mess she was immersed in.

      She wanted conversation, camaraderie, and friendship. She would prefer that her husband develop a tendre’ for his new wife – but so long as they could be courteous to each other and begin a bond between them, she’d settle for that. The loneliness was unbearable, and spearheading a plan in her mind was a way to reach the solitary man she’d married.
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        * * *

      

      Colton had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.

      His new bride was indescribable. She’d cried when they’d married and he vowed to leave her alone. He remembered how Grace had cried on their wedding night. It left him feeling horribly guilty, and it took some time before things were better for them. He would give Alice all the time she needed to prepare herself.

      Alice was absolutely beautiful to the point that it scared him. He’d been struck by how lovely she was when he’d met her on the street in front of Chance Redburn’s home. Her large brown eyes made him feel like he was drowning in a cup of coffee. He hated to compare her eyes to coffee, but it seemed appropriate. When she looked at him, he felt nothing but searing heat that filled his soul and he found himself craving it daily.

      Yep. Alice’s eyes were like the darkest coffee you could brew.

      When she looked at him, it made up for what she lacked - which was everything. His new wife could not cook or keep house in the slightest. His shirts were wrinkled and a little tighter from where she’d washed them. The small garden near the house was easily getting overgrown. He found himself picking vegetables in the dark by lamplight just so they didn’t lose anything. She had yet to split any rails and with as blistered as her soft hands were the very first day, he didn’t want to ask her to either.

      No, he did everything he could to avoid his new wife because he was afraid to hurt her feelings or impress upon her his desires. He wanted to kiss her again, to see that desire flare in her gaze. He could forgive anything just to see that smile – including the damaged table and flooring. He didn’t know what had happened but could only imagine. Bless her heart, she was desperately trying to do what was needed.

      The candles she’d made were laughable.

      Half of the meals were inedible.

      She’d cooked beans one day and they were still crunchy. Most of the food they ate now was either not cooked long enough or burnt – yet he ate it. She had no idea what beef jerky was and he found it floating in a soup one evening. Even the butter was runny from where it had not been churned long enough.

      Colton didn’t want to embarrass Alice either. He thought about asking her sister or Prudence for help and decided against it. He knew that her pride would be hurt if someone found her lacking. She seemed very sure-footed, but he’d seen glimpses of an insecurity in her. He wanted her to feel like she belonged with him, and going to anyone about the matter would just set back any progress she had made in being comfortable enough to make their marriage real in every sense of the word.

      He would give her time to find her place in his home, his life, and his heart, and then he would claim Alice as his own, once and for all.
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      Alice was going to take more than just recipes from Prudence English to heart – she was going to cut a blazing path straight to his heart! She’d tackle the problem of winning over her husband like the North won the war! This would take some investigative work, some planning, and skill to find out how to infiltrate her husband’s emotions. The man didn’t have to love her… but by golly- he was going to like her! She could only hope for more and didn’t dare let that secret slip out.

      No, it was buried deep in her mind where only she could fan that tiny little flame. She wouldn’t allow herself to be hurt anymore and was going to pull herself up by her bootstraps if she had to! Her secret would stay safe inside of her mind where she could dream of them laughing or talking together, as a couple, lying alone in her bedroom.

      Borrowing a few favorite recipe cards from her former chaperone, she’d excitedly planned the assault on Colton’s heart. Alice stayed up several evenings that week in an attempt to get a glimpse of her absent husband. She wanted to see him- and for him to see her! There was no better way to work your way into someone’s heart than with a sneak attack.

      Alice would pounce like a cat ready to play! Give a little wiggle, bat a few eyelashes… oh yes! He would be hers someday- she just had to be patient. It was almost comical at how happy the idea of stalking her husband made her at this point.

      Wiggle!

      Wiggle!

      Wiggle!

      One evening, she’d been humming in her room when he’d arrived late. She’d placed a flower on the table near his plate and one of her newly stitched napkins under his utensils. She’d stitched their initials on the corner in different colored threads, intertwining them. She had made a set of four matching ones and planned on surprising him for Christmas later that year- but instead opted to utilize them now. She could practically see his smile in her mind as he noticed the detailed work. She hadn’t thrown down a gauntlet per se- it was more of a linen napkin between them.

      Alice expected him to knock on her bedroom door and comment on the fine stitching or the fact that she was wholeheartedly a part of his family now. She’d committed herself to becoming the best wife she could be and wanted to show him that. Sitting there in her nightgown and wrapper, she’d mentally prepared herself to be surprised when he knocked, and to fall into his arms as he kissed her. Her heart hammered in her chest as she heard his footsteps moving about the room…

      … and his bedroom door shut softly.

      He wasn’t coming.

      Opening her own bedroom door, she tip-toed to the table and noticed the untouched flower and wadded up napkin. A smear of something where he’d wiped his mouth after eating was present in the moonlight streaming through the kitchen window. Sighing, she padded back to her room and crawled into bed, planning tomorrow’s escapade.
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        * * *

      

      Alice was certain Colton was playing hard to get!

      The next evening as she heard him walk into the house, she boldly walked into the room in her nightgown and wrapper. It was buttoned up to her collar, but she felt scandalous walking in front of him barefoot! Women just didn’t do that, but she wanted to tempt him and give a reminder that he was now married to her.

      She walked over to where she kept a pitcher of water and poured herself a glass. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she silently took several sips like nothing had happened. She knew he was there because the scraping of his fork against the plate had stopped the moment she walked into the room. Saying nothing, she finished her water and flipped her loose hair over her shoulder, placing the cup down onto the counter. Turning back, she padded silently to her room and shut the door behind her.

      He would most certainly want to demand his husbandly rights since he’d seen her in her nightgown and robe! She would be his wife in every way and they would absolutely fall in love. She could picture him kissing her like he’d done when they sat in the parlor at Chance Redburn’s. That single show of affection had caused a desire she’d never imagined – she wanted to be held and cherished by Colton.

      Almost giddy, she barely restrained the happy laughter as she hopped into bed. She yanked the blankets up to her arms and smoothed out any wrinkles. Fanning out her hair onto the pillows, she laced her fingers over her pounding heart. Her husband would walk in here, be overcome with emotion, and profess his adoration of her. Alice would, of course, admit her own tender love for him- because that is what a wife would do!

      Any moment now… she thought, wildly excited…until she heard his bedroom door shut with a thud. It sounded almost like gunfire and made her jump at the hollow sound. He’d slammed it closed.

      She didn’t understand.

      Her cotton gown and robe were beautiful and discreetly feminine. Her ankles showed and the pearl buttons would compliment any woman’s eyes- even her own dirt brown ones. She wished she had beautiful warm eyes like Abigail’s. Her sister’s eyes were so loving and tender, with tiny flecks of gold hidden in the shades of brown that reminded her of a perfect hot chocolate on a winter’s night. Alice might not be as beautiful as Abigail, but how could Colton not be interested at all in her?
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        * * *

      

      The next evening, she decided to raise the stakes, playing her ultimate trump card! She’d prepared a bath and literally sat in the small tin tub for almost two hours in her chemise. Her thought was to have her husband come into the house, become overwhelmed with desire for her, and tell her that he loved her.

      She even had an apple cut up on a plate for him for dessert. She wanted to tempt him like Eve had tempted Adam. It was shockingly scandalous and she knew that Prudence or Abigail would have a fit of vapors if they knew her plans but bravery only went so far! Perhaps this was a bad idea?

      Alice heard the steps on the front porch before she could back out of her sneaky plan and hide in her bedroom. Quickly, she slumped down in the tub and pretended to be asleep. Hearing the door open, she gasped slightly and pinched her eyes closed tightly. She couldn’t help the shiver as the cold water seeped into her bones. She heard Colton’s soft curse and several quick steps across the room.

      He was leaving?

      Opening her eyes, she saw his untouched plate of food and heard his bedroom door slam shut. Flinching, she sat up in the water and stared at the empty room around her. She could hear the soft thud of his boots as they dropped onto the floor in his room.

      Getting to her feet, she wrapped a cloth around her shoulders and ran into her own room, ignoring the water that was dripping onto the floor. Teeth chattering, she quickly removed her chemise and threw on her night gown and wrapper. Opening her door, she stepped out nervously. Her hand clutched the robe to her chest in an effort to warm up from being submerged in the cooled bathwater for so long. Knocking on Colton’s door, she heard another muffled curse from behind the panel.

      “Colton?”

      “Go to bed, Alice.”

      “Colton, please come eat your dinner,” she said, placing her hand on the door. She wished she was laying it on his arm or chest. She wanted to reach out to him, explain why she kept throwing herself in his path – but could barely admit it to herself. Alice wanted his love because she had fallen in love with the man she’d married.

      “I am so sorry.”

      “Alice, I’m tired and going to bed. Why don’t you get some rest too?”

      “Aren’t you hungry? You’ve been gone all day again.”

      “I’m a lot of things apparently,” she heard him mutter before he cursed again. This time she felt herself taken aback at the ferocity of it. Surely he didn’t intend for her to hear that- did he?

      “Go away, Alice. Please? Just go away.”

      “Of course, Colton,” she whispered painfully and headed back to her room. Shutting the door, she ignored the wet chemise on the floor where it lay and crawled into her bed. Yanking the covers over her head, she let the avalanche of emotions hit her. He didn’t want her and barely tolerated her.

      Alice could only hope and pray that the quilt over her head would muffle the sound of her tears. Her heart was shattering into a million pieces. How much more disappointment or rejection could a person handle before they broke?
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        * * *

      

      Colton clutched at his chest to calm his beating heart.

      He had never been faced with such temptation in his life. When Alice had walked out the other night to get a drink of water in her nightgown, he thought he might swallow his tongue seeing her bare feet and her delicate ankles. He found himself wondering what the curve of her calf or thigh looked like – making his mind wander carnally.

      Tonight was… indescribable.

      He’d walked into the house, certain that Jacob and Alice would be in bed asleep. He wasn’t sure how much more temptation he could take from his little bride simply being herself, and felt like a moonstruck young boy around her. As he’d entered the house quietly, his mouth dropped open.

      Alice was sound asleep in the bathtub near the fireplace. Her chemise clung to her in every way leaving nothing to his rampant imagination anymore. He’d crossed himself and immediately left the room- running for his very sanity! Was she a succubus sent to tempt him? He was trying to do the right thing by his wife yet she was bombarding his every thought and invading his dreams.

      Slamming the door behind him, he broke out in a cold sweat as the image of her burned behind his eyelids. He nearly moaned aloud as he pictured her standing there in her wet chemise. He could hear the pain of rejection in her voice as she pleaded with him to come eat his dinner. He knew that if he left the room and laid eyes upon her again, he would take her- making her his wife in every way. He felt helpless against the desire raging in him and the best thing to do would be to stay far, far away from Alice. He wanted her heart and that would require him keeping his distance for as long as she needed.
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        * * *

      

      Abigail joined Alice for tea the next day. She had hastily threw a sheet over the table that was damaged to hide the black burnt circle from her sister. She hoped it looked like a tablecloth and Abigail wouldn’t notice. She was glad to have the company of her sister and carefully broached the subject of her beau, not wanting to damage the progress they had made in restoring their relationship.

      “How are things with your Mr. Stillwell?”

      “I imagine it’s very similar to how you are doing with Mr. Farmer. I am glad you are happy sister.”

      “Very,” Alice smiled and nodded enthusiastically, feeling like a charlatan. “He is so sweet and tender towards me.”

      Sipping on her tea, Alice was suddenly struck with an idea.

      “Abigail, what do men like in a wife?”

      “Why are you asking me that,” Abigail questioned, looking confused. “You are the married woman, not me. Is something wrong?”

      “Oh no! Not at all,” Alice said with a falsetto voice. “I just thought I might surprise my husband since we are so happy together. You know?”

      “I think that is a wonderful and kind thought. I know mother used to cook father’s favorite meals or wear a perfume that he liked.”

      “Both of those are good ideas.”

      “I’ve heard,” Abigail began in a hushed voice, causing Alice to lean forward excitedly to hear her words. Abigail could be so straight-laced sometimes but she had a mischievous streak to her that was inspiring. “…That men like women who wear scandalous things. Esperanza has a lace headpiece called a mantilla. It’s spread over your hair. You could wear something like that or maybe embroider your stockings. I know you like to sew.”

      Alice blinked and chewed her lip. Those were both good ideas but where would she get a lace headpiece, unless she asked to borrow Esperanza’s? She could try cooking Colton’s favorite meal, but that would involve her having the opportunity to ask him such a question. He seemed to be avoiding her at all costs. She already tried something scandalous but it went unnoticed. He would have to be present to see it, to boot! No, she would have to come up with something intriguing to lure her husband to her side.

      “Enough about me, tell me about Mason. I want to hear all the details,” Alice said brightly, seeing her sister flush happily.
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        * * *

      

      It was several more days before Alice tried anything else to entice her husband into talking with her or spending time with her. As she got up this morning, she heard Jacob running around the house and banging on her door. Opening it, she saw that there were two prepared plates sitting on the table for them. On one of the plates, a daisy lay beside it. Painfully, she pushed down the spark of hope that lit up in her heart. It was nothing and probably just a token because she’d put a flower on the table for him at one point.

      Her husband had made her coffee and toasted two slices of bread with cheese. Nothing notable or extraordinary, but it was manna from Heaven to Alice as she ate the meal. It was something she didn’t have to prepare and it looked like he’d already cleaned up his place setting for her.

      As the day wore on, Alice took Jacob down to the creek and spent the afternoon trying to catch some fish. It was hard to catch anything when the young boy kept pulling his line out of the water and throwing it back in. Eventually, they’d gotten a bite and Jacob’s squeal of delight was enough to scare anything else away. Alice found herself laughing happily as Jacob danced around, exclaiming at the fish.

      “Tishy! Tishy, Mama! Lookie!” he hollered excitedly and Alice caught her breath at his words. Jacob had called her his mother. It was both painful and wonderful at the same time. She ached for Grace’s loss as she would never have these moments with her son, but knew that if the woman was watching out for her young boy from Heaven- she’d be happy that Alice could love Jacob like her own.

      “I love you, Jacob,” Alice whispered softly, tousling his hair and kissing his forehead quickly. He threw his arms around her neck and gave her a moist kiss on the cheek that was infinitely precious. Maybe if she could win over this little wonder- then perhaps she could do the same with his father?

      Alice wished she knew where Colton was and how far his land extended. Was he working in another field? If this was what spring was like, how busy would he be at harvest? Was there a new set of things she would need to learn then?

      She and Jacob stayed for a few more hours, knowing that Colton would avoid the house until it was almost bedtime. It had become a pattern between them that was easily recognizable now. If she got up early, he was gone. If she stayed up late, he was gone. There were no more doubts- Colton was avoiding her and she didn’t understand why.

      Eventually, the duo walked back to the house and Alice began preparing the fish, much to Jacob’s horror. He balked at her cleaning the fish and began to cry at the first cut. He yelled out ‘noooo mama’ over and over again. Alice gave him a cookie and ushered him into his bedroom while she made quick work of it, making the filets unrecognizable as the fish that Jacob had danced around with on the bank of the creek earlier.

      To avoid the unnecessary questions of where the fish had disappeared to, Alice had Jacob help her make a pie. Her grandmother used to make a custard pie when she was a girl, allowing her to crack the eggs and stir the spoon. She didn’t have a recipe from Prudence for this, but her memory served her well. Three eggs, some sugar, some salt, a bit of vanilla and butter. It couldn’t be that hard.

      Scooping up the butter and putting it into a large bowl, she let Jacob crack the eggs and picked out the pieces of shell. He was back to being excited again and she almost smiled. If only he knew what the eggs would grow up to be, she thought, smothering a smile. She opened the small tin of sugar and realized that it looked just like the salt. She hadn’t paid attention to that before. Shrugging, she put a little of each in the bowl.

      “Stir it up good, Jacob. I’ll be right back, sweetie.”

      Alice walked into her room to grab an apron that she’d hung on a peg by the doorway. As she stepped inside, she stopped. There on the bed was a brown paper package tied with string. Walking over to it, she hesitated.

      Was this a mistake?

      Pulling the string, she carefully unwrapped the package trying not to tear anything. If it was a mistake, she’d tie it right back up and feign ignorance. She used to do it as a girl at Christmastime, she could certainly do it again! Unwrapping presents satisfied her curiosity as she never could stand the wait. Thank goodness Abigail never caught her snooping!

      As the paper gave way, Alice held up the material lovingly. Inside was a beautiful day dress and chemise. The dress was a considerate luxury but the chemise was an intimate reminder of her failed attempt to tempt her husband.

      But was it an actual failure? This was an awfully personal gift for someone. As she held up the dress, she noticed it was a serviceable gingham that would do nicely. The chemise was a lot more elegant than anything she’d ever worn in her life. There were yards and yards of lace sewn onto the material with delicate pleating just over the bodice. Blushing, Alice realized that Colton had left this for her at some point today while she’d been out.

      Maybe he was trying to reach out to her too?

      “Mama? You ready?”

      “Coming Jacob!”

      Alice called out and immediately put the dress and chemise back onto the bed. She grabbed the apron and put it over her head, tying it around her back. She needed to make a pie crust and it was sure to be a mess. Doing laundry for a second time today was not an idea she relished. Jacob had gotten so much better at staying clean for longer periods of time that it was encouraging.

      As Alice kneaded the dough and pressed it into the pie tin, she couldn’t help the smile that was on her face thinking of the unexpected gift from Colton. Perhaps she would simply wait up for him again to see if he wanted to talk. She’d take that page from her parents and use a slice of pie as an olive branch.
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        * * *

      

      It was late before Colton arrived. Alice had been sitting at the table for some time and was ready to nod off from exhaustion. She had their place settings ready for dinner and hadn’t touched her own yet. She wanted to have a real meal with him and talk. She wanted to see his eyes sparkle and that upturned smile that made his lips curl, revealing a slight dimple in his cheek. Sighing wistfully, she heard steps on the front porch and jumped to her feet. The door opened and her husband hesitated for a moment.

      “It’s late,” he said simply. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not at all. I thought we might have dinner together.”

      “Jacob’s asleep?”

      “He always is when you come home this late,” Alice answered honestly and saw Colton’s frown. She didn’t mean to chastise him but it was the truth. “He misses you and hasn’t seen much of you lately. Sit down and I’ll make your plate.”

      “That’s okay. I can just go to bed.”

      “Are you running away from me again?”

      Colton’s spine snapped to attention as her words hung in the air. His jaw clenched repeatedly and Alice was almost sure she’d overstepped her boundaries- until he took a seat at the table silently. She didn’t say a word but moved to fill his plate with the sliced ham, some stewed fruit, and pea salad that Prudence had recommended last week. Jacob had loved opening the pea pods and helped her prepare it.

      Alice made her own plate and took a seat. The lamp oil flickered between them as neither moved, but Colton would not meet her eyes. She felt a wave of frustration start to bubble inside of her and quickly tamped it down. She would not give up! She may have lost battles with him, but she would soon be victorious!

      “Is it so hard to talk to me?”

      “I’m not sure what to talk about.”

      “You could look at me.”

      “Alice…”

      “What did you do today? How big is your land? What field were you working on today? Can I help you somehow?” she blurted out softly, extending her hand towards his where it rested on the table. She half expected him to pull away, but instead he caught her fingers with his own. Looking up, she saw him watching her and smiled.

      “Was that so very hard?”

      “The seeding and planting are done,” he admitted softly, staring at her. “I spent the day in the barn.”

      “Oh? Were you working with the animals?”

      “No. I was hiding and taking a nap.”

      “Hiding? From what?” she asked, dumbfounded, and then it struck her. Colton was in fact actually staying away from her and had admitted as much!

      “Why?” she whispered painfully. “What have I done?”

      “Done? You don’t have to do anything.”

      “Are we so broken that we can’t be friends?”

      “I don’t think we should be only friends but the idea...” Colton’s voice trailed off as he swallowed hard, still watching her. Alice felt tears of rejection burning her eyes as her mind rolled with confusion.

      “I don’t understand why you’d marry me and then shun me.”

      “I married you because you are special.”

      “But you just said…”

      “Alice, I want to be more than friends but I want to give you time to learn to like your new home,” he explained. “It devastated me to see you crying after you married me. I just want you to be happy.”

      “I’d be happy if you were a part of my life,” she admitted. “You’ve been gone so much and we will forever be strangers if we don’t talk things through.”

      “True.”

      “Then why are you avoiding me?”

      “Because when I see you smiling at me or looking at me- I want to kiss you.”

      “Would that be so very terrible? We are married.”

      “We are.”

      Neither said a word, they just sat there holding a single hand as if it was a lifeline between them. A tenuous bond between them. Her stomach gave a painful rumble just then, making him chuckle.

      “Maybe we should eat?”

      “I don’t want to be finished with our conversation.”

      “We could talk over dessert,” he hinted, smiling, and pointed at the pie nearby. “And you could tell me what happened to the table.”

      Alice laughed merrily, feeling her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

      “Let’s not talk about the table and yes, we’ll talk over a slice of pie.”

      They ate quietly, chatting a bit in between the bites of food. Alice was mesmerized with Colton’s features and the way he cocked his head to the side when he smiled. She felt her heart swell with emotion and realized how very blessed she was to have quite figuratively bumped into him in the street. She would thank Chance Redburn every time she saw him for pairing the two of them together. Alice just wished that she and Abigail had the wedding that they’d dreamt of as little girls.

      “What’s on your mind? You were smiling and now you aren’t.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Shall I serve the pie and you can tell me?”

      “I’ll get it,” she countered, quickly getting to her feet. Getting a knife, she quickly cut a wedge and noticed that it wasn’t quite set up yet. It was firm, but still a little soft. Alice wasn’t able to fish it out of the pie pan from this angle. She got up and walked around the table to stand beside Colton. Nervously, she managed to get the slice out of the tin and placed it on his plate. She could feel his eyes on her and refrained from breathing in his scent. A mix of hay, trees, sunshine, and just him.

      “You have the most beautiful eyes,” Colton whispered, causing Alice to glance up at him. She didn’t move as he reached up to cup her face tenderly. “Tell me what you were thinking about a moment ago. You have the most expressive eyes and I find it fascinating.”

      “I was wishing that we were married under different circumstances,” she whispered and saw him flinch painfully. His hand dropped away from her face and Alice realized what she’d said.

      “You misunderstand me, Colton!”

      Grasping at his hand, she quickly took a seat beside him. Putting his hand back onto her cheek, she smiled at him earnestly.

      “I meant that our wedding felt rushed. I always dreamt of a double wedding with my sister. As little girls, we wanted to walk down the aisle and celebrate the fact that we both fell in love with someone special.”

      Alice felt Colton’s hand tense ever so slightly as his eyes blazed and held hers. She felt him lean towards her and knew he was going to kiss her again. This was the thing she’d dreamt of! He stopped mere inches from her and she could feel his breath against her lips.

      “I love you too, Alice… very much so.”

      “You do?”

      “I want you to have that special wedding,” he whispered huskily, his other hand reaching up to cup her face. His thumb brushed against her cheek, near her lips. “I want you to feel married to me so there are no doubts, no mistakes, no fear between us. You are my wife and I will forever be your husband.”

      “I would love that,” she admitted, feeling emotional. “I want to have that moment with my sister. We’ve had so much that has driven us apart and I need that connection with her. Would you mind terribly if I spoke with her about it?”

      “Not at all, my love. We’ll make it happen. We can go together and talk with her. When your sister marries her beau, I would be happy to renew our vows. I would marry you over and over again, my sweet Alice.”

      Alice felt her heart surge in delight as his lips finally met hers. It had been so very long since he’d kissed her. She could feel every bit of his emotion in that moment; it was a sweet yet possessive kiss. She would always belong to this man happily. Colton held her tenderly for what seemed like forever and then cradled her against him, in his arms. He stroked her hair and dropped a kiss on her forehead.

      “You know,” he said huskily, his voice full of humor. “I don’t think the pie is quite right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can eat tough stringy meat, crunchy kidney beans, or soupy oatmeal, but I really think its best we don’t eat that,” he teased gently, pointing at the plate.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You don’t smell that?”

      “I thought that was you?”

      “I smell?”

      “Well I don’t know!”

      “The eggs have turned,” Colton said with that upturned smile she adored so much. “I appreciate the effort, but if you sniff the slice of pie that you just cut- you’ll smell a pungent scent to it.”

      “That was probably the salt”

      “You put salt in the pie?”

      “Only a bit.”

      “How much is a bit?”

      “Maybe a half a cup?”

      “I’m definitely not eating it,” Colton announced laughing as he pulled her into his arms. Instead of being upset, Alice threw her arms around his waist and pressed her ear to his chest. The sound of his laughter washed away any embarrassment or irritation she might have felt. The sound of his heart beating under her cheek, reaffirmed that she was loved and welcomed here.
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      Get your copy today!

      Daisy Greenwell knows what it’s like to hit rock bottom. Mentally, she climbed her way slowly back to the top after losing her legs. It seemed only natural to want to aid others once she’d learned how to help herself. Her love of people, animals, and her keen understanding of loss has pushed her to tackle her toughest client of all: a handsome ex-soldier named Ethan.

      

      Ethan Minter lost everything in the blink of an eye. When a bomb goes off during his tour of Afghanistan, he comes home a broken man to a world he doesn’t recognize. He’s depressed, lonely, and unsure how to start over… until he meets her.

      

      In Daisy’s eyes, Ethan finds a strength he didn’t know he had and a hope for dreams he’d once thought were long gone. Could this beautiful woman be just the breath of fresh air he needs? Could loving Daisy give him a second chance at the future he’s always wanted- or will her secret take it all away?
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      Get it today on Kindle Unlimited!

      Hidden identities, an infamous robbery, and a sudden marriage make for one sweet & tender adventure!

      

      Clementine Fenton was betrothed for years to a man she’d never met, pushing off the nuptials for as long as possible. When her family goes behind her back and she discovers that her marriage is impending – she makes a break for it! Running away to join the Pinkerton Agency, she’d longed for a life of adventure and independence.

      

      Jericho Buchannan knew this day was coming and dreaded it with every fiber in his being – he was going to be shackled into a loveless marriage with a woman he’d never seen before. He was at the precipice of his new career as an agent, something his father couldn’t understand. Jericho knew his duty was to take over the family business, but yearned for a last hurrah before settling down.
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      Abigail Bowen lost everything in a tragic fire. Mason Stillman is about to lose his livelihood. What happens when a clueless matchmaker pairs these hard to please people together?

      

      Abigail's whole world is destroyed when her parents die in a tragic house fire. All that remained was her fragile relationship with her younger sister. To keep her safe, Abigail travels out West to marry a man set up by a matchmaker, but when they arrive to find out she's dead and her clueless nephew has taken over, Abigail situation gets a whole lot worse.

      

      Mason Stillman doesn't have time to coddle a woman seeking love. He needs a wife capable of managing his bar's bookkeeping, the one job he can't do. What he doesn't expect is for his potential match to be like oil to his water, but with no other option, he realizes he needs to find a way to make it work.

      

      Can these two opposites find happiness through an unlikely match? Will they both be able to reconcile their pasts? And will they find a way to do it before Mason losses his bar and both their futures?

      Herd to Please on Amazon
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      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com

      

      Subscribe to my Newsletter for updates and new releases!
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      Herd to Handle, Copyright © 2019 by Ginny Sterling

       

      These books are works of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

       

      All rights reserved. No part of these books may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without express written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Thank you for supporting the author’s rights.
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