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 Chapter One

 


July 1897

Lewistown, Montana

 


Patty Dixon entered the saloon and
lowered the hat over her eyes. This was the last place she wanted
to be. But desperate times called for desperate measures. She could
only hope that no one would realize she was a woman. She had her
hair tucked under a wig and a fake long beard covering her face. To
top it off, she’d borrowed her father’s duster and boots. Besides
that, she wore her own shirt and denims, but no one was going to
open the duster to find that out.

Allowing her eyes time to adjust to the
smoke-filled room, she thought over her plan. If her father knew
what she was doing, he’d forbid it—which was exactly why she’d
waited until he was asleep before leaving the ranch. And now she
was in the seedy part of town, the part she’d never venture to
under ordinary circumstances.

“Buddy,” a gruff voice
called out.

She glanced over her shoulder at a
large man who stood behind her.

“I can’t go through you,”
the man said.

Oh! She quickly moved aside so he could
enter the saloon. Then she proceeded further into the
establishment. She studied the men who were laughing, drinking, and
playing cards. If she saw clearly, a few were trying not to cry
into their beers. From the other side of the room, a group sang out
of tune around a piano that’d seen better days. And from the stairs
at the back of the room, a lady wearing very little was waving to
someone. Patty’s gaze went to the man who appeared to have a
winning hand.

She grimaced. She didn’t know what the
gesture he gave her meant, and quite frankly, she didn’t want to
know. She was on a mission. She continued scanning the room and
finally caught the man she was looking for. John Meyer. She’d heard
rumors about him. He wasn’t one to be trifled with.

But what choice did she have? She’d
exhausted all her other options. As long as she was careful,
everything would be fine. Taking a deep breath, she proceeded
forward, weaving around tables until she reached the one she
needed.

John set the cards on the table and
snickered. “Read ‘em and weep, boys.”

The other men at the table groaned and
threw down their cards.

“I got to get another
drink,” one muttered as he rose from the table.

“Me, too,” a second
agreed.

“I’m out,” a third said.
“I’m not losing any more money tonight.”

“Come back when you learn to
play like a man,” John told the third man then collected the pile
of coins in the middle of the table.

That left no one at the table but John.
This was her chance. Patty stepped forward and cleared her
throat.

“You want somethin’?” John
asked as he counted his winnings.

Taking that as an invitation, she
plopped down in the seat as she’d seen other men do and leaned
back. Then, in the lowest voice she could muster, she said, “Need
your help.”

His eyebrows rose. “You feelin’
alright?”

“Feel fine,” she replied,
wondering why he’d ask such a ridiculous question.

He leaned forward and, before she could
stop him, tugged on her beard, pulling it down.

She gasped and quickly brought it back
up, giving a quick glance around to make sure no one else saw what
he’d done.

He chuckled. “Didn’t think you were a
man. So, what’s a lady doin’ in a place like this? Unless you plan
to entertain men with the soiled doves upstairs.” He wiggled his
eyebrows suggestively.

She swallowed the lump in her throat.
“No. I want to hire you for a job.”

“I can certainly do the job,
little lady,” he said, leering at her in a way that made her
squirm.

“I’m not sure what you mean,
but I want you to make it so that Greg Wilson will marry
me.”

He threw back his head and laughed.
“Sweetie, I can do a lot of things, but I can’t force someone to
marry you.”

“I don’t mean to pin him
down and force him.” Greg would never marry her that way. He needed
to be tricked into it. “I need you to make it look like he has to
save me.” When John grimaced, she added, “I hear you’re one of the
fiercest, smelliest, most loathsome men around.”

Smiling, he thanked her.

Her eyebrows furrowed. “I didn’t mean
it as a compliment.”

“It is for what you need,
isn’t it?”

“Well…I suppose it
is.”

“What’s the
plan?”

“The plan?”

He let out a long sigh. “Don’t tell me
you came here without a plan.”

She wiggled on the seat, growing
uncomfortable under his sneer. “If Greg thinks he has to marry me
to save me from you, then he’ll do it.”

“Are you suggesting I get
you into a compromising position?”

“Compromising
position?”

“You’re as pure as a layer
of fresh snow, aren’t you?”

“I’m not sure what snow has
to do with this. It’s August.”

A low grumble rose up from his throat
as he laughed. “I hope Greg knows what to do in bed because you
ain’t got a clue.”

Catching his meaning, she gasped. “You
aren’t suggesting that you and I… We won’t be…?” Goodness, but she
couldn’t bring herself to say the words aloud, even in this rowdy
place.

“Not to brag, but I know how
to make a woman cry out in pleasure.” He took a large gulp of
whiskey and winked. “And ask for more.”

She forced herself not to gag at the
thought of him touching her. If that’s what it took to get Greg to
marry her, then she was better off spending the rest of her life
without him. “I was thinking I could pay you. In money,” she
clarified.

“How much?”

“Um…I got
thirty.”

“Thirty?” He glanced around
and lowered his voice. “How’d a girl like you get that
much?”

“I saved up for
it.”

“How?”

“Does it matter?”

He ran his thumb along the edge of his
glass and studied her. “You serious? You got the money?”

“Yes.”

Stroking the stubble on his chin, he
nodded. “Alright. You got yourself a deal. We’ll make it look like
I’m haulin’ you off to the preacher, and if he cares enough, he’ll
intervene.”

“It won’t be a matter of
whether he cares about me or not. It’ll be a matter of doing the
right thing.”

He snorted. “Sure, it is.”

“It’s true.”

“Listen, little girl, I’m
not going to argue this with you. You might believe men are noble,
but deep down, they’re as rotten as I look. They just hide it
better. I know some stories about men in this town that’d make you
run off to a convent. Now, go and get out of here before someone
else realizes you’re not a man. Meet me on the west corner of
Wilson’s property tomorrow at four. Be sure to dress up as a woman.
This won’t work if you’re dressed as a man.” He held out his hand.
“The money?”

She dug into her pocket and pulled out
the money she had saved. If she didn’t give it to him now, she
doubted he’d come out to help her at all. “You’re going to make him
marry me, aren’t you?”

“By this time tomorrow
night, you will be his lawfully wedded wife.”

Excited by the prospect, she handed him
the money then hurried out of the saloon.

 


***

 


The next afternoon at four, Patty
retied the straps of her bonnet so it wouldn’t blow away in the
wind. Her skirt, however, wasn’t as easy to manage, and at times,
it wanted to blow up to her knees, exposing her bloomers for the
entire world to see. This was why she preferred to wear pants. This
never happened when she had those on.

Gritting her teeth, she found a couple
of small rocks in the tall prairie grass and ripped a part of her
hem along the skirt open so she could slip the rocks inside. Then
she pulled out one of the pins from her hair and secured the
opening shut. It wouldn’t hold for long, but maybe it would do it
long enough so she could make it safely into Greg’s
house.

Someone riding a horse came up beside
her, and she looked up in time to see her pa. “What are you doing
all the way out here?” he asked.

She straightened up and cleared her
throat. “Hi, Pa. What are you doing here?”

He slid off the horse. “I just asked
you the same thing.”

“Oh, I thought I’d check out
this area of the land. To make sure the cattle are doing
well.”

“Don’t lie to me. We’re on
Greg’s property line.”

“Alright. I’m on my way to
marry Greg.”

“You mean, he agreed to
marry you?”

Ignoring the shock in his voice, she
said, “Not yet. But he will.”

He hesitated for a moment, setting a
hand on one of his hips. “What’s going on, Patty? And don’t lie to
me.”

She released her breath. “John Meyer’s
going to help me.”

His jaw dropped, and she thought for
sure his eyes were going to pop right out of his head. “Patty, how
did you get tangled up with the likes of John Meyer?”

Just as she feared, the news upset
him.

“Patty?” he pressed when she
didn’t answer.

“You’re not going to like
it.”

“I already know
that.”

“Alright.” She sighed. “I
dressed up as a man and went into a saloon last night.”

“You what?!”

“I had to, Pa. Who else but
John Meyer could convince Greg Wilson to marry me?”

“Don’t you understand what a
chance you were taking? At any time, John could have had his way
with you.”

“But he didn’t. And today
he’s going to arrange it so that I will marry Greg.”

“What is John getting out of
it?”

“All the money I have.
Thirty dollars.”

He groaned and shook his head. “Don’t
do this, Patty. No good can come from it.”

“What other chance am I
going to have?”

“If you’re so eager to get
married, then why don’t you marry Boaz Grady? Everyone knows he’s
looking for a wife.”

“But I don’t love him. I
love Greg. And deep down, Greg loves me, too.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“Yes, he does,” she
insisted.

Her pa shook his head again, not that
she was surprised. He didn’t believe her, but at one time, Greg
came real close to asking if he could court her. She didn’t know
what changed his mind, but he had wanted to be with her. She knew
it as much as she knew her own name.

After a long moment, he moaned. “I can
see you’re going to go through with this scheme whether I approve
of it or not.”

“I will,” she replied with a
firm nod.

“Fine. But I’m not leaving
you alone with John Meyer. I’m coming with you.”

“Oh, good.”

“I just hope it pays off,”
he muttered.

“You know what they say: the
bigger the risk, the greater the reward.”

“The bigger the risk, the
bigger the loss could be, too.” He shook his head. “I must be a
horrible father for allowing this.”

“No, Pa. You’re wonderful.”
On impulse, she hugged him. “You’ll see. Everything will work out.
And maybe next year, you’ll be holding your grandson or
granddaughter.”

“I’ll give you one thing:
when you set your mind to something, you don’t stop until you get
it.”

Patty heard a horse neighing and turned
her attention to the three men riding toward them.

“I thought you just made the
deal with John Meyer,” her pa said.

“I did. The other two must
be helping him.”

“What could the mayor have
to do with John?”

Surprised, she took another good look
at the men and saw that Mayor White was among them. The other man
wore a preacher’s collar. “Well, it can’t be for a bad reason.
There’s a preacher with them, and you can trust a
preacher.”

“Maybe,” her pa said, not
sounding convinced.

Ignoring her father’s pessimism, she
went to her horse, interrupting it in the middle of its meal.
Taking the reins, she waited as the men approached. Seeing the
mayor and preacher was a relief. She’d heard rumors of what John
did with women when alone with them. It made him the perfect person
for her plan, of course, because Greg wouldn’t have the heart to
let her fall into his clutches, but she still wasn’t so trusting
that she came out here without a level of protection.

With the mayor and preacher on hand,
her pa wouldn’t have to worry about her. Not that she couldn’t take
care of herself if she needed to. She was a good shot—real quick if
she needed to be—and she wouldn’t hesitate to use a gun if she had
to.

She walked the horse toward the men as
they closed the distance to her. Once they came to a stop, John
said, “I see you brought someone with you.”

“My pa,” she
replied.

“Just want to make sure no
one does anything inappropriate with my baby girl,” her father
called out.

“Don’t worry, sir,” John
returned. “I have no interest in a lady with such little on
top.”

Patty’s face grew warm at his meaning.
Granted, she wasn’t the most well endowed woman to ever grace the
Earth, but she did have something worth attracting a man’s
attention. However, since the only man worth attracting was Greg,
she chose to keep quiet.

The mayor and preacher, on the other
hand, cleared their throats. “I would thank you to avoid such talk
when I’m around,” the preacher insisted.

“Same here,” the mayor
agreed. “Confine such talk to the saloons and brothels.”

Though John rolled his eyes, he nodded.
“People can be so touchy. Fine. Here’s the plan. Patty, your pa is
in danger of losing his property. The man you were supposed to
marry has lost his right to that land—and your hand in marriage—to
me in a poker game. The only way out of it is if Greg marries you
instead. Agreed?”

She looked at her father. “I think
it’ll work.”

Her pa shook his head but didn’t argue,
which was as good as saying he was going to go along with
it.

“You follow everything I
say, and it’ll go along smoothly,” John said and gestured for her
to go over to him. “You’re going to come on the horse with me.”
John motioned to the preacher. “I’m going to have his horse’s reins
in my hand so it looks like I’m taking you off to marry me. Mayor
White and your pa will be pursuing us. Your pa will be shooting at
me, but he’ll miss. You’ll need to pretend you’re fighting me and
scream for help. Got it?”

“What should I do with my
horse?”

“The mayor can take it. Most
of the things we’ll do, we’ll have to make up as we go along.
There’s no telling for sure how Wilson will react.”

“But he’ll marry
me?”

“He will. I know what to say
to get men like Wilson to do what I want. It’s just a matter of
making him think it’s his idea.”

With a nod, Patty handed the mayor the
reins to her horse then got up on the saddle and started to put her
leg over it like she usually did. But then she remembered she was
wearing a dress—and was right in front of four men—so she quickly
settled sideways. Though she tried not to get right on to John’s
lap, it couldn’t be helped.

John chuckled. “You might not be an
experienced woman, but I doubt Wilson is going to have trouble
enjoying you in bed.”

“Enough, John,” her father
snapped.

“Please keep your talk
suitable for a lady,” the preacher said.

“Alright, I’ll behave.” He
wrapped an arm around her waist. “Now, when we see him, you got to
push against me and scream. Got that?”

Ignoring the alcohol on his breath, she
agreed. The sooner she was out of John’s arms and into Greg’s, the
better. Being near him was enough to make her queasy, and growing
up on a ranch, she’d witnessed some pretty disgusting
things.

“Good.” With a glance at the
other men, he called out, “Follow me,” and led the horse into a
full gallop.

 


 



 Chapter Two

 


Greg Wilson had just left his barn when
he heard a gunshot ring through the air. He stilled and turned his
attention to the west. A group of riders raced across his land and
more shots were fired. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought the man
in the lead was holding a woman. And after a quick assessment, he
realized the woman was screaming for help.

Without thinking, he hurried back into
the barn and got on his horse, not bothering to put a saddle or
bridle on it first. He needed to find out what was going on, and he
needed to find out fast. He urged the horse into a full run and
pulled out the Colt .45 from his holster in case he needed
it.

“Help me!” the woman
screamed, shoving at her captor. “Someone, please help
me!”

Greg’s eyebrows furrowed. That voice
sounded familiar. He shook his head. Right now he needed to get to
the leading rider, not worry about who was crying out for help. One
of the men shot at the leading rider again, and this time the
leading rider changed direction, heading right for Greg.

Greg immediately slowed and held out
his gun, his attention going to the man who had been shooting at
the lead rider. The shots had failed to meet their target, proving
just how inept he was at shooting. And all Greg needed was for the
man to miss the leading rider and hit him instead.

“Stop right there!” Greg
yelled. “You’re on my land!”

The men slowed their horses. Relieved,
Greg lowered his gun and proceeded forward. The woman’s captor
tilted his head up, and Greg rolled his eyes. John Meyer. It
figured.

Then his gaze lowered to the woman who
was screaming and hitting Meyer in the chest. Patty Dixon? Just
what was Patty Dixon doing getting caught up in a mess with
Meyer?

“What’s going on here?” Greg
demanded.

“I’m going to marry this
wench,” Meyer barked as Patty struck his chest. He tightened his
hold on her, causing her to squeal in protest.

Greg’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t hurt
her.”

“This doesn’t concern you.
Be on your way.” He pointed his gun at the preacher. “You stay with
me! I told you, we’re doing this and we’re doing it on the wench’s
land.”

“No! I don’t want to marry
you, you brute,” Patty screamed and pushed against him
again.

From the right, another man holding the
reins of a horse approached them. Greg had to look at him again to
make sure he was seeing right. What was the mayor doing, getting
involved in a mess like this?

“You can’t force a young
lady to marry you against her will,” Mayor White told Meyer. “The
law won’t allow it.”

“This has nothing to do with
the law,” Meyer snapped. “I won her father’s land fair and square
in a poker game.” He gestured to Patty’s father, and Greg had to do
a double take to make sure he saw right. Yep, it was Matthew Dixon
alright.

“Mr. Dixon doesn’t gamble,”
Greg replied despite his better judgment. If he was smart, he’d
tell the four men to argue over this somewhere else. His property
was certainly not the place for this. But something in him couldn’t
stand by and let Meyer soil Patty’s father’s good name. The man had
always been quick to help Greg and his pa out in the past, and he
wasn’t about to let him down when he needed help. “The land isn’t
even up for grabs,” Greg added then looked at her father. “Is
it?”

“Patty was engaged to a
fellow, and that fellow put his right to marry her up for grabs,”
Meyer explained before her father could answer. “Whoever marries
her gets the land once her pa dies.”

“Who was this fellow?” Greg
demanded, wondering which man in town would be dumb enough to get
involved with Meyer. Anyone who got involved with Meyer was just
asking for trouble. They’d be better off making a deal with the
devil himself. “We ought to get him back here to marry her. Make
him honor his word to her pa.”

She stopped fighting against Meyer and
stared at Greg as if he made the most ridiculous request a person
could make. But Greg figured she’d be better off with him than with
Meyer, even if he took to gambling.

Meyer snickered. “He’s long gone. You
can’t track him down. Besides, he was more than happy to get rid of
her. Said she was nothing but work.” At that, Patty gasped and
tried to slap him, but he grabbed her wrist before her palm met his
cheek. “Don’t be stupid, wench. I’ll have you before the sun goes
down, and you want it to be pleasant. Now, if you’ll excuse us,” he
told Greg, “we got a wedding to conduct.”

He gave Patty a long kiss, his tongue
sliding into her mouth, producing a slurping sound that made a
shiver crawl up Greg’s spine—and he wasn’t the one Meyer was
kissing!

“Enough, John,” her pa
insisted.

When the kiss ended, Patty coughed and
spit on the ground. Then she proceeded to wipe her tongue on her
sleeve, groaning the whole time. Under ordinary circumstances, Greg
would have thought she was exaggerating, but in this case, he
believed she was suffering as much as she was letting
on.

“I can’t marry you,” the
preacher argued. “There’s no way I can do it.”

“You have to,” Meyer barked.
“No one else wants to marry her. I’ll be doing her a
favor.”

“If you find someone else to
marry her, will you let her go?” the mayor asked.

“And give up all that land I
can sell? No way,” Meyer replied. “It’s all legit, Mayor. You have
no business here.”

Though the mayor didn’t seem pleased,
he grumbled and handed Meyer the reins. “At least take her horse
with you so she doesn’t have to keep riding with you.”

“I’ll take the horse, but
she’s staying with me.” Meyer winked at her. “After we sell your
pa’s ranch, we’ll live real nice in town. You’ll be my saucy
bedroom wench on some nights, and on others, I’ll be enjoying some
lovin’ elsewhere. But either way, that money will come in
handy.”

“You can’t sell Dixon’s
land,” Greg intervened.

“Why not?” Meyer asked,
finally looking at him.

“Because I’ll marry her,” he
replied before he had time to think over the implication of what
he’d just said.

 


***

 


It worked! Patty couldn’t believe it.
After years of trying to get Greg to marry her, she finally got
him. And better yet, she had four witnesses so Greg couldn’t back
out of it.

“What kind of fool do you
take me for?” John replied, his arm tightening around her waist.
“I’m not giving up a bed partner and land just because you say
you’ll marry her.”

She glared at John. What was he doing?
Greg just made the offer to marry her. This was what she wanted. It
was what she paid him for! “John-”

“Don’t interrupt, wench,” he
told her, not taking his eyes off of Greg. “You got to make me an
offer I can’t refuse.”

Oh for heaven’s sakes. John was going
to ruin everything for her! “Unhand me, you brute.”

She shoved at him, this time really
trying to get away from him, but he only snickered and kissed her
again, thrusting his slimy tongue between her lips.

“Enough, Meyer,” Greg
snapped. “I just ate breakfast, and you’re going to make me lose it
if you keep mauling her.”

Greg wasn’t the only one who was going
to throw up. Patty felt queasy, too. And she gathered between the
two of them, her stomach was worse off. At least he only had to
watch John kiss her. She had to live through the horrid experience.
When John finally stopped probing her with his tongue, she wiped
her mouth with the sleeve of her dress, not caring if it wasn’t
ladylike to do so or not. God only knew how much soap it’d take to
get the taste of John off her tongue.

“Oh, come now,” John teased
as he squeezed her affectionately. “You enjoyed it.”

“No one enjoyed it,” the
preacher dryly commented. “Are we going to have a wedding or
not?”

“What do you want in
exchange for her?” Greg called out to John.

“How much you got?” John
asked.

“What are you doing?” Patty
asked John, giving him a good shove with her elbow.

“Hey now, little wench. The
man’s making an offer for your hand. Don’t you want to know how
much you’re worth?” John replied, giving her a wink.

“I got about two hundred,”
Greg finally said, the tension in his tone indicating how much he
resented having to part with the money.

“Hmm.” John scanned her
body, letting his gaze rest on her breasts.

She fought the urge to slap him. It’d
do her no good. He’d only grab her hand and probably steal another
kiss. And quite frankly, she didn’t think she could live through
that experience a third time. Twice had already scarred her for
life.

Finally John shrugged. “Alright,
Wilson. You got a deal. Get me the money, and I’ll let you have her
and her pa’s land.”

With a nod, Greg grumbled under his
breath as he turned the horse and trotted back to his
house.

John kicked his horse gently in the
sides, and he and the others followed Greg. Patty tried not to ride
any closer to John than she had to, but the saddle was poking her
in the most uncomfortable way and the only reprieve she had was to
fall against his chest.

When they arrived at Greg’s house, she
ignored the curious expressions on a couple of the ranch hands’
faces as they stopped their work to watch Greg. Their gazes went
from her and John back to Greg and then to her pa then the preacher
and Mayor White. She could only imagine what they were
thinking.

Greg took his horse to the barn. He
didn’t look at them as he trudged up the steps of the porch and
entered his house, the storm door slamming behind him.

“The groom doesn’t exactly
look happy,” John commented. “You needed help more than you let
on.”

The mayor and preacher got off their
steeds, and the preacher told John to get down.

“You coming, Pa?” she
asked.

“I’ll watch it from here,”
he called out, not looking any happier about this than Greg was.
But in due time, he’d see the wisdom in her plan and be happy
then.

John slid off the horse. Patty tried to
get down without his assistance, but he grabbed her by the waist
and pulled her down, ensuring that his body rubbed up against hers
as he did so. She grimaced and elbowed him in the gut, so he let
her go. People were right about him. The man was a real
creep.

She went up the porch steps and waited
by the preacher and mayor who at least weren’t going to mishandle
her. Resisting the urge to wipe her mouth again, she clasped her
hands together and waited for Greg to return.

When he did, he didn’t even look in her
direction. He went over to John and shoved the wadded up cash at
his chest. “There. Now, be gone.”

John raised an eyebrow and slowly
counted the money.

Greg rolled his eyes then went over to
the preacher. “Let’s get this over with.” He crossed his
arms.

Patty bit her lower lip. She knew he
wasn’t going to like any of this, but she had hoped he’d be willing
to stand close to her. However, he stood on the other side of the
preacher, which meant the preacher was right in the middle of both
of them. The mayor stood a slight distance away and gestured for
the preacher to proceed.

In the past, Patty had dreamt of a
romantic wedding. One in which she and Greg would stand in front of
their loved ones and vow to love each other for better or worse,
richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, for as long as they
both should live. She imagined that Greg would hold her hands and
look longingly into her eyes, a smile on his handsome face
notifying the world that he was the luckiest man alive. Such
fantasies, though, were quickly replaced by a mumbling groom who
insisted on staring at his feet and—if she was right—wiped a tear
or two from his eyes.

Resisting the urge to sigh, she
repeated the vows when it was her turn. Fine. So this wasn’t the
grand wedding she’d hoped for. But it was a wedding, and he was now
her lawfully wedded husband. Sooner or later, he would come to
realize this was the best thing that ever happened to
him.

The preacher glanced between them and
smiled. “Good. I pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your
bride, Mr. Wilson.”

Completely ignoring her, Greg turned to
John. “There. It’s official. I paid you. I married her. Now you can
get off my property!”

John tucked the money into his shirt
pocket. “Nice doing business with you, Wilson.” He winked at her.
“Your loss, sweetheart. I could have made you moan in pleasure all
night.”

She doubted it, but she held her
tongue.

“That’s enough,” the
preacher said. “We don’t need to offend the ears of a
lady.”

“A lady?” John looked at her
and snorted. “If you say so…”

Greg cocked his gun and pointed it at
him. “If you’re not on your horse in three seconds, I’ll start
firing.”

Though he rolled his eyes, John hurried
to get to his steed and shot her another wink before he rode
away.

“I’m sorry you had to get
involved in this,” Greg told the mayor and preacher as he slipped
his gun back in his holster.

“No need to worry,” the
mayor said. “I’m just glad everything turned out
alright.”

“Right. There’s no trusting
that awful John Meyer,” the preacher agreed.

The mayor shook Greg’s hand.
“Congratulations.” When Greg sighed, he added, “I’m talking about
acquiring more land, of course.”

The mayor and the preacher went to
their horses.

Greg let out a long groan. “Get back to
work. Nothing of interest has happened.”

Wondering who he was talking to, she
followed his gaze and saw three of his ranch hands chuckling near
the porch.

Greg turned to face her. “I don’t know
the details that led you to almost marry John Meyer, and quite
frankly, I don’t want to know. But if you think we’re going to have
a real marriage, you’re mistaken. I only did this to secure your
father’s land.”

It took her a moment to overcome her
shock at how blunt he was, but then she couldn’t be surprised. She
knew he didn’t want this. But even so, she felt it only right to
warn him, “Mark my words, Greg. There’s going to be a day when
you’ll be glad you married me.”

“I don’t think
so.”

“Oh, I know so. You need a
wife.”

“I need a wife like I need a
rabid dog running through my property.”

Catching some more laughing from nearby
the porch, she glanced at the ranch hands and saw there were four
of them now. Lifting her chin in the air, she directed her gaze to
Greg. “I promise you that you’ll find me a lot more enjoyable than
a rabid dog, especially later on when we’re alone.”

This comment earned her a round of
hoots and hollers from the ranch hands and a scowl from Greg. She
blinked in surprise. She’d grown up watching animals mate and
understood the mechanics of what a husband and wife did. But she
hadn’t thought her comment would be taken that way. She only meant
that she was going to cook him a better meal than what he usually
ate.

“Honey,” Greg began as he
closed the gap between them and looked down at her, “I’d rather
spend the night with a rabid dog than you.”

Then he yelled at his ranch hands to
get to work or risk losing their pay. As they scurried back to
work, he trudged down the steps.

“You’ll like being married
to me, Greg Wilson, if it’s the last thing you do,” she called out,
not the least bit disturbed by his lack of enthusiasm for their
marriage.

She watched him as he went over to her
pa. He was a handsome man. When they both went to school, she would
peek over at him often, hoping he never noticed the way she admired
him. And he was much better looking today than he was back
then.

Dark hair, a strong jaw with a hint of
a beard, piercing blue eyes that gave her a thrill every time he
looked at her, broad shoulders… She sighed as she imagined what
it’d be like to kiss him. Those full lips of his just begged to be
kissed.

His lips turned down as her father
talked to him, pulling her out of her daydream. She watched as Greg
shook his head and motioned to the house, but to her pa’s credit,
he didn’t come back for her. That was one thing she liked most
about her pa. Once he made a deal, he stuck with it, no matter how
much opposition he got.

Undeterred by Greg’s behavior, she shot
him a smile when he looked at the porch. He scowled then turned his
attention back to her father. Finally, he threw his hands up in the
air and stumped to the barn. Her pa looked at her, shrugged, and
then called out he’d return with her things.

In time… In time Greg would understand
marrying her was the best thing that ever happened to
him.

 



 Chapter Three

 


Patty stood by the sink in the kitchen
and rubbed the bar of soap on her tongue for what had to be the
third time since Greg hurried off in a huff. She wasn’t surprised
he reacted the way he did. She’d tricked him into marrying her, but
she thought he might at least be a little sympathetic toward her
since she had to put up with the grimy John Meyer kissing and
holding her. She shivered and renewed her efforts to wash off the
taste of him from her tongue.

If she thought about it too much, she’d
gag again and the last time she gagged, she almost lost her
breakfast. That wouldn’t be a good way to begin a marriage. What
husband wanted to come in and find his wife throwing up? Granted,
he might want to throw up because he didn’t want to be married, but
it wouldn’t do well for her to do it.

Placing the soap on the table, she
poured more water into the cup and swished the soap in her mouth
then spit it out. The whole process was disgusting. Even as much as
she hated the taste of soap, it was worth suffering just to get the
memory of John’s icky tongue out of her mouth. With another shiver,
she rinsed her mouth out again. There. That was as good as it was
going to get.

After a few moments, she left the
kitchen and headed for the bunkhouse where the ranch hands slept. A
couple of the ranch hands watched her, but she paid them no mind.
She had something to discuss with the cook, and she didn’t have
much time before supper to do it. Since the kitchen was off to a
small room attached to the bunkhouse, she went in there. The tables
were outside, though she suspected they were moved inside when the
weather was bad or when it was cold.

The cook, who was frying something on
the cook stove, glanced up at her. “You mean the rumors are true?
Greg really did take a bride today?”

“Yes, they are,” she
replied, knowing full well the ranch hands would be talking about
this and whatever she said and did for weeks—if not months—to come.
“He made a smart move.”

“I hear he doesn’t think
so.”

“I can’t help it if he’s
slow to realize it. Some men catch on right away. Others take
longer.”

He chuckled. “You might be waiting
until you’re old and gray.”

“Oh, it won’t be that long.
I give it six months.”

His eyebrows raised, he turned away
from the cook stove and walked over to her. “You don’t
say?”

“I do. And you just watch.
In six months or less, he’ll be very happy to be married to
me.”

A smile crossed his face. “I like you.
You got spunk. So, what can I do for you? I’m guessing you’re not
here because you want to be a ranch hand.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell
him she was fully capable of doing everything a ranch hand did, but
she decided it wouldn’t be a smart move. She was Greg’s wife and
wives stayed in the homes cleaning and cooking. “I was wondering
what Greg’s favorite meal is.”

“He’s a steak man. Likes to
make it medium to medium well. Want a steak to fry up for
him?”

She nodded. “If you don’t
mind.”

“I’ll be right
back.”

As he left through the narrow doorway
near the cook stove, she turned her attention to one of the small
windows and saw that Greg hadn’t returned. Not that she expected
him to, really, but it was nice to make sure. No doubt the ranch
hands would be wondering why she was in here. Even now, a couple
were gesturing in her direction and talking to each
other.

Well, she couldn’t stop them from
wondering, and when they saw her carrying a steak back to the
house, they would know she’d been out here to get something for
Greg.

The cook returned and gave her a steak
wrapped up in brown paper. “It’s fresh. Just cut up a sheep
today.”

“Thank you. Is there
anything else Greg likes?”

“Fried apples, potatoes and
pie. I don’t make much of those but remember some church folk
bringing them over when his pa died and he liked it.”

She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know
how to make a pie.”

“I’ll tell you what. I know
how to make them, and I don’t do too bad of a job. I’ll get one
ready for you by the time Greg eats supper. That’s six. I’ll bring
it over thirty minutes to the hour, but I’ll leave it on the window
ledge in the kitchen.”

“You don’t mind going
through all that work?”

“Not for a woman who loves
my boss so much she’ll do whatever it takes to be with him. He
needs a woman like that.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” she
replied, glad she had an ally. “My name is Patty.”

“Marv.”

“Nice to meet you, Marv.”
She lifted the steak. “Thank you for the food, and I will learn how
to make pie soon enough.”

“Greg’s partial to berries
with plenty of cinnamon in it and sugar sprinkled on
top.”

“Thanks for the
tip.”

“Anytime.”

Excited, she thanked him again and
hurried out of the bunkhouse. Her pa loved steak and fried apples
so that was no problem at all. Now, she just needed Heather’s help
in making a pie. Then she’d be all set.

 


***

 


Greg returned from checking the cattle,
and he sensed the steed’s relief as he put the animal in the stall.
Yes, he’d ridden the horse hard. Harder than he probably should
have, but it was the only way he could work off his
frustration.

Why couldn’t Patty’s father just agree
to take her with him when he went home? Greg assumed that by
bailing Matthew Dixon out of a jam, he’d be more than happy to
comply with Greg’s wish to get Patty off his property as soon as
possible. But the man wouldn’t. He said that since Patty was his
wife, her place was with him now. Greg grimaced. If it’d been
anyone but John Meyer, Greg wouldn’t have intervened.

He took the hat off his head and wiped
the sweat from his brow. Who knew Matthew was so stubborn? Slamming
the hat back on his head, he went to the bunkhouse. He ignored the
surprised expressions on his seven ranch hands’ faces as he walked
up to the counter where Marv had set their plates, utensils and
cups of coffee. Being as hot as it was in here, no one was going to
eat inside. They were all going to head out to the two
tables.

Greg wiped the back of his neck with
his bandana then shoved it into his back pocket.

“Why are you eating with
us?” Herbert Allen asked as Greg got in line behind him.

“I always eat with you all,
Herb.”

“You got a wife now,” Herb
insisted. “You ought to have your meal with her. I’m sure she made
you something and is waiting for you.”

That was exactly why Greg refused to go
in there. To prove a point. He was not going to go in there just
because she expected him to.

“If I had a pretty thing
like Patty, I wouldn’t be out here,” Archie called out from behind
him.

“If I had a pretty thing
like Patty, I’d have found an excuse to go into the house as soon
as the preacher left,” another ranch hand said.

“Good point,” Herb replied.
“Greg, you ought to go in there and have supper with her. If you
take a little longer than necessary to eat, we’ll
understand.”

A round of laughter erupted around
him.

Greg bit his tongue so he wouldn’t
encourage more of their taunting. All afternoon, there’d been jests
about how lucky he was to have such a pretty woman waiting for him,
and he had no doubt if it’d been any of them who married Patty, she
would have already gotten acquainted with the bed. But he had no
such inclination to be with her that way.

In fact, he had no inclination to be
married at all. Women were too much trouble. Patty’s father
obviously gave her everything she wanted since he refused to take
her back. And who knew? Maybe he was secretly happy to get rid of
her. She probably needed pampering all the time since she didn’t
live in a big, fancy city back East.

Greg grabbed a cup of coffee and one of
the plates filled with beans and ribs.

“Hold on there, Greg,” Marv
called out before Greg could go outside.

Greg turned back to him. “What is
it?”

“Patty’s making steak and a
pie tonight,” Marv said.

Greg shrugged. “So?”

“Steak and pie are a whole
lot better than what I made.”

“Nice to know you only serve
us the best,” Archie joked as he retrieved his plate and
cup.

“I have enough of you to
cook for. She’s only got Greg,” Marv pointedly replied. “And you
all eat like animals.”

“We think highly of you too,
Marv,” Herb said with a snicker. “Go on to your bride, Greg. If I
had a wife, I’d be heading out this moment to go see her, even if
these ribs are the best I ever tasted.”

“Speaking of which, we need
to get some ladies out here for a square dance or something,”
Archie spoke up. “Herb, you got that fiddle.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be
the only one playing the music,” Herb argued. “I like dancing with
women, too.”

“These hands aren’t just
good for frying up food,” Marv interjected, holding them up. “I can
play a tune or two. You won’t have to go it alone.”

“In that case, I’ll do it.”
Herb gave a hopeful look in Greg’s direction. “Can we have one
here?”

“Yeah,” Archie and the
others agreed. “We need some women out here. Maybe the rest of us
want to get married like you did today. I’m sure Patty knows some
available women who’d like to be with a ranch hand.”

“Boaz Grady hasn’t had any
luck getting a woman,” another ranch hand called out.

“But that’s because he got
the two kids. The rest of us don’t,” Archie argued.

“And who says we got to
marry them?” another ranch hand asked. “Sometimes it’s just nice to
have a dance or two.”

“And some of us are old
enough to be with a widow. Come on, Greg. Give the rest of us a
chance,” Randy pressed.

Greg knew he’d never hear the end of it
until he agreed. “Fine. But you all have to arrange it
yourselves.”

They let out a loud cheer, and he
hurried out of the bunkhouse. Now, maybe that they had a square
dance to think about, they would leave him alone.

He found a quiet place far away from
everyone else and sat down to eat. Marv was a good cook. At times,
Greg thought he enjoyed making the meals more than he liked taking
care of the horses. And that was fine with Greg. He had enough
ranch hands to take care of the animals.

But from time to time he wondered what
he’d do if Marv ever did find someone. He’d hate to lose the best
cook he’d ever had. Even his mother didn’t make meals as tasty. He
shook his head. No. He didn’t want to think of her. Ever. She
thought so little of him and his pa that she left them and never
looked back.

He turned his attention back to the
meal. As he ate, he thought of the many ways he could persuade
Patty to go running on back to her pa’s ranch.







 Chapter Four

 


Patty had the steak and fried apples
ready for Greg when he came in at six. She’d set the pie on the
table and placed the spatula next to it so he could grab however
big a slice he wanted. She even went through the trouble of fixing
her hair so that her dark curls fell around her shoulders, and she
had pinched her cheeks to make them pink.

But when he showed up, it wasn’t only
half past six, but he also refused to look at her as he stumped
into the parlor.

She followed him into the room and
gestured to the kitchen as he plopped in his chair. “I made you
supper.”

With a shrug, he extended his legs in
front of him and settled into a comfortable position. Then he
tipped the hat over his eyes and crossed his arms. “Marv made
supper. A mighty good one, too. I couldn’t eat another bite.” He
patted his stomach and let out a contented sigh. “I’m only resting
before I head back out. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be in here at
all.”

She stared at him, hardly believing her
ears. Why would he eat Marv’s meal when he could eat what she
made?

Focusing on Greg, she said, “Surely,
you have room for dessert. I got a pie that’s still
warm.”

“Nope. Afraid not.” He
rubbed his stomach again. “I’m so full I’ll burst if I eat anything
else.”

She stood in front of him, watching him
as he relaxed in his chair, looking as content as a boy fishing at
a pond on a summer day. What was the best thing to do? She’d gone
through a lot of work. Her first inclination was to remind him that
he was married to her now. He should have come to the house to get
his meal. But that was silly because he didn’t want to be married
to her and this was his way of trying to make her run off to her
pa.

Well, if he thought she was giving up
that easy, he had another thing coming. She’d lassoed the most
rebellious of cows and had even tamed the most stubborn of horses.
She could do this. Besides, it was for his own good, whether he was
smart enough to figure that out or not.

Someone knocked on the kitchen door,
and she glanced over at it.

“Someone’s at the door,”
Greg said, still reclining in his chair, his hat still over his
eyes.

With a sigh, she went over to the door
and answered it. When she saw it was her pa, she stepped onto the
porch and closed the door so Greg wouldn’t overhear
them.

“I brought your things
over,” her pa said, holding out a valise to her. He pointed to the
large trunk by his feet. “I took everything I saw, but if I missed
something, then you can come home and get it.”

She accepted the valise. “Thank you.”
She hesitated to ask him anything else but needed to know a man’s
opinion, even if it was her father’s. “I would like some
advice.”

“Oh?”

“I just made Greg a steak
and fried apples. I even gave him a pie,” she added, though she
decided not to tell him how she got the pie. “I made sure I was all
pretty when he came in for supper, too, but he went straight to the
parlor and sat down. He didn’t want to eat anything I made, and he
didn’t even look at me.”

“Are you really surprised,
Patty?”

She thought about it for a minute and
shook her head. “I suppose not.” Even though she did believe he’d
eat in his house, she didn’t expect him to look over at her. Not
really. “But what I want your help with,” she lowered her voice,
“is how can I get his attention? How can I best get him to look at
me?”

After a moment, he sighed. “I hate to
mention this because you’re my daughter, but the best way to get a
man’s attention is to go to his bed.”

“Is that the kind of thing a
proper young lady does?” She could just hear those horrible church
ladies right now admonishing her for doing something so
bold.

“A proper lady who wants to
get her husband’s attention does. It’s hard to ignore a woman who’s
in his bed. Just take your clothes off and he’ll do the rest. After
that, I suspect he won’t be so resistant to you.”

“Are you sure?”

He shot her a pointed look. “I’m a man,
aren’t I?”

“Of course you are.” She
thought over the plan and steeled her resolve. She could do it. She
didn’t go through all the trouble of marrying Greg Wilson just to
lie down and play dead. She was going to fight for this marriage
with everything she had. “Alright. I’ll do it.” She gave him a hug.
“Thanks, Pa.”

“Where do you want this?” he
asked as he lifted the trunk.

“Up in Greg’s room,” she
decided.

“Do you even know where that
is?” he asked as she opened the door.

“I checked the whole place
over. I know where all the rooms are.”

She led him up the stairs, wondering if
Greg would try to stop them, but fortunately, he remained in the
parlor, still in the chair. Well, that suited her just fine. It was
better than if he demanded she go to her pa’s ranch.

When they reached the top of the steps,
she motioned to the bedroom on the left. “That’s his
room.”

With a nod, he carried the trunk to the
room and set it down. He glanced around. “This room isn’t very
big.” Before she could answer, he went to another bedroom and shook
his head. “I don’t get it. This one is bigger.”

She followed him to the bedroom that
only had a bed and a dresser in it. “Maybe his pa had this room,
and he didn’t want to move in here after he died.”

“Could be, but something’s
not quite right.”

“What do you think is
wrong?”

“Don’t know. Guess I just
thought he’d want the big bedroom, that’s all. I would if it was me
living here by myself. Anyway, I better be heading back. You got
everything you need?”

Turning away from the large bedroom,
she nodded. “I think so, Pa.”

“If you need to return home
at any time, you can.”

“I know, but I won’t. This
is going to work out.”

Rubbing his eyes, he shook his head and
went down the stairs. “I don’t know how I let you talk me into
these things,” he muttered under his breath.

“Because you love me, Pa,
and you know this is best for me,” she answered as she followed
him.

He stopped at the door and gave her a
hug. With a glance over his shoulder, he called out, “Have a good
one, Greg.”

From where he sat in the chair, Greg
waved but didn’t bother looking over at them.

“Bye, Pa,” she said as he
left. Glancing at Greg, she called out, “He wishes us the best for
our marriage.”

Greg groaned and she blinked. She
hadn’t expected him to actually respond. But that was no matter
because now she had a plan! She was going to go to bed with Greg
tonight, and everything would be different tomorrow.

Excited, she ran back up the stairs to
put her things away. She was finally Mrs. Greg Wilson. If life
could get any better than that, she didn’t know how.

She heard the door slam and went to the
window to see where Greg was going. She opened it and searched for
him. She finally saw that he was going to the barn, his shoulders
slouched as if the weight of the world had come crashing down on
him. She shook her head. He was being much too dramatic about the
whole thing. Why, he had all the advantages every married man
enjoyed. And considering this was his wedding night, the best was
yet to come.

One of the ranch hands called out to
him, and he paused. She wished she could hear what they were
saying, but over the mooing of the cows and bleating of the sheep,
she couldn’t make out anything but the disgruntled tone in Greg’s
voice. She sighed. She already knew what he was saying. He was
probably telling his ranch hand how much he wanted her off his
property. Or maybe not. Did men even discuss their personal
feelings with each other?

Probably not. At least her pa and the
ranch hands she’d known hadn’t. With a shrug, she got ready to shut
the window when a movement by the bunkhouse caught her attention.
Squinting, she focused in on the ranch hand who was drinking
something from a flask—or at least what looked like a flask. It was
hard to tell from this distance. He shoved the thing in his pocket
then headed off toward the barn.

She frowned. He hadn’t done anything
wrong. Not that she could see anyway. But there was something about
him that bothered her. She took note of his blond hair, skinny
frame, and tall height. It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on
him.

Her gaze went back to Greg who entered
the barn, leaving the other ranch hand he’d been talking to. With a
shrug, she shut the window and turned her attention back to putting
all of her things away.

 


***

 


After the sun set for the day, Patty
removed her clothes, ignoring the frantic beating of her heart.
She’d never done anything so bold before, except for going to the
saloon to get John Meyer to help her. That had been pretty daring.
But she hadn’t undressed in that situation. Nor would she have.
There was no way she’d ever be in bed with the likes of him. Just
enduring his horrid kissing was enough.

With a shiver, she peeled back the
covers and climbed into Greg’s bed. Good. There was enough room for
the two of them to sleep comfortably. Now he couldn’t claim the bed
was too small for them. She released her breath. Soon, Greg would
be in here, and he’d hold her in his arms. Then he’d finally kiss
her and touch her and… She couldn’t bring herself to go that far
with her thoughts yet.

As the minutes passed, she began to
wonder when Greg usually went to bed. She knew he got up early. All
ranchers did. So he should be coming to bed at any time.

But five minutes turned into thirty and
then an hour, and her nervousness gave way to anger. Where was he?
He didn’t go out to the saloon, did he? She didn’t think he was the
type to take pleasure with a prostitute, but how well did she
really know him? Ever since he stopped going to school at sixteen
so he could work on the ranch full time, she hadn’t been able to
talk to him like she used to. She had never heard he frequented a
saloon, and he made it a habit of going to church. She didn’t take
him for someone who ran around chasing skirts.

But what if he did? What if he went
there from time to time to sow his wild oats? What if he was so
upset by being forced to marry her that he was going to spend the
night with someone else?

She threw the covers off and stormed
over to the window. She pulled the curtains back and scanned the
land. If he so much as touched another woman, she was going to let
him have it! She was a good shot. He might not know it, but she
could shoot anything, no matter how fast it was moving. And she had
no doubt he’d be running as fast as a scared rabbit when he saw the
barrel end of her gun. He had a wife to think about now, and she
wasn’t going to let him enjoy the bed with anyone but
her.

She was ready to put on her clothes and
track him down when she caught sight of him feeding a new calf.
Good. He was at home where he belonged. In that case, he was spared
facing her pistol.

Setting the curtain back in place, she
returned to the bed. He’d be in the house soon, and when he came to
this room, she’d be ready for him. And happily so, since she knew
he wasn’t gallivanting around with another woman.

So she continued to wait. And she
waited. And in due time, she grew so sleepy, she couldn’t stay
awake.

 


***

 


Greg trudged up the stairs. What an
exhausting day. How he wished he could get Patty back to her pa’s
ranch, but neither she nor her pa were willing to comply. He
entered his dark bedroom. Yawning, he took off his pants and shirt
before flinging them to the floor and stumbling to the bed. Imagine
him. A married man. Like he ever wanted such a fate to befall
him.

Grumbling, he pulled back his blanket
and slipped under it. Just as he was ready to put his head on the
pillow, something moved next to him. He jerked out of bed and ran
for his gun. A thump and a soft cry of alarm notified him it was
Patty.

Placing his gun away, he went to his
dresser and lit the kerosene lamp. He turned around to face her and
saw that she didn’t have clothes on.

“What are you doing in my
bedroom?” he demanded, his gaze unwittingly going to her breasts
and the patch of dark curls between her legs.

“That’s a silly question,
sweetheart,” she replied in a teasing tone. “Where else would a
wife be on her wedding night?”

His eye twitched at the word ‘wife,’
and he was finally able to look back at her face. “This isn’t a
real marriage.”

“Why, sure it is. The
preacher was here, and we exchanged vows. That means you have to do
your duty and spend the night with me.”

“I have to what?”

Jutting her chin out, she placed her
hands on her hips. “You have to consummate this marriage. It’s an
order in the Bible.”

“It is not.”

“Sure, it is. Right in the
beginning, God told Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply. So
get on in that bed and be fruitful so we can multiply.”

Her gaze met his, her eyebrows raised
as if to challenge him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to keep his
eyes locked on hers. Not with the way her breasts insisted he stare
at them. He gritted his teeth and grabbed the blanket off the bed
so he could drape it over her shoulders. If he continued to stare
at her, he was likely to do exactly what she wanted.

Now that she had a blanket protecting
him from having to look at her, he could concentrate. “The Bible
also says the woman can’t hold a man hostage in his own home and
demand she stay married to him.”

“The Bible doesn’t say
that.”

“Well, it ought to.” He
gestured to the door. “You’re not spending the night in
here.”

She dropped the blanket and crossed her
arms under her breasts, an action which only made him look at them
again. He groaned. A man would have to be dead not to get
aroused.

“Fine.” He grabbed his
pillow and stomped to the door. “Then I won’t spend the night in
here.”

He turned to the door, but she darted
in front of him. He didn’t even want to think about how soft her
skin was when parts of her brushed his hands.

“You have to spend the night
with me,” she insisted.

“No, I don’t.”

He bypassed her, even though it meant
rubbing his body up against hers—a thing the male part of him
enjoyed way too much—and hurried to his parents’ old bedroom. He
slammed the door shut and locked it.

There. Now he was safe. Sure, parts of
him complained, but he ignored all that and retrieved an old
blanket from the dresser. Once he was settled in the bed, he closed
his eyes and took several deep breaths. Tomorrow, he’d be on his
guard. There was no way he’d end up stuck in the bedroom with her
ever again. His poor body just couldn’t take that kind of
excitement.

 



 Chapter Five

 


The next morning, Patty took
considerable time brushing her hair. She wanted to look her best
for Greg. Sure, last night hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped, but
today was a new day. She took great care in choosing what to wear.
After much debate, she selected the pretty pink dress with small
polka dots on it and pulled back her hair with a matching ribbon.
She examined her reflection in the mirror and pinched her cheeks to
add more color to them.

There. That was much better. She
smiled. This was the first day of the rest of her life. And before
long, Greg would realize that marrying her was the best thing that
ever happened to him.

When she left the bedroom, she stared
at the closed bedroom door, wondering if Greg was still in there.
She went over to it and jiggled the handle. It was locked. Yep, he
was still in there. And since he wasn’t screaming at her, he must
be asleep. Well in that case, he could have the pleasure of coming
downstairs to a nice, home cooked breakfast. She bet he hadn’t had
one of those since his mother took ill and had to go back East to
her family.

She hurried down the stairs and did her
best to cook the only breakfast she knew she wouldn’t mess up. She
could do other meals, but she was so nervous, she didn’t trust
herself to make anything besides the scrambled eggs and bacon she’d
made almost every morning for her and her pa.

She got done with the eggs and bacon in
time to hear the door open from upstairs. Taking a deep breath, she
smoothed her dress and waited for him at the bottom of the steps
with the most attractive smile possible. He made it down one step
before he looked down at her and balked.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she called
out. “I made breakfast for you.”

He scowled at her. “Are you too dumb to
realize I don’t want you here?”

“You haven’t even given me a
chance.”

“I don’t need to give you a
chance. I don’t want to be married.”

“Then why did you save me
from John Meyer?”

“I didn’t save you from him.
I saved your pa’s land. Now that the land is safely back in his
possession, you can get back on over to it.”

“But I made my vows to honor
and love you for the rest of our lives,” Patty insisted.

“You also promised to
obey.”

She had hoped he wouldn’t remember that
part. Clearing her throat, she put her hands behind her back and
batted her eyelashes at him. “I also promised to be with you until
the day death separated us.”

With a low growl, he stumped down the
rest of the steps. “Move out of my way.”

“Not until you give me a
kiss.”

“That’s not going to
happen.”

She gave a playful shrug. “Then I can’t
move.”

He placed his hands under her arms and
lifted her up. Then he set her aside so she was out of the way and
headed for the front door.

She ran after him. “Aren’t you going to
eat anything?”

“Not hungry.”

He grabbed his hat and put it on his
head. Before she could stop him, he flung the door open and hurried
down the porch steps.

Patty watched as he stormed across the
lawn as if the worst thing in the world had just happened to him. A
horse neighed, and she turned her head to the west where Boaz Grady
rode his horse onto the property.

Greg slowed down, and the two men
talked for a minute before Boaz nodded and headed toward the post
in front of the house.

Patty opened the storm door, wondering
if Greg mentioned the fact that he had married her. She recalled
one of her pa’s ranch hands bragging about finding a wife a couple
years back, but she doubted Greg would be eager to share the
news.

Boaz glanced up at her. “Patty Dixon?
What are you doing out here?”

“I married Greg.” There. Now
that she said it, Boaz could tell everyone in town, and soon
everyone would know Greg was married.

“But I thought Greg didn’t
want to get married. To anyone.”

“Yes, well, I suppose he had
a minor fear of marriage.” No need to tell him just
how opposed he was to the
whole arrangement. She’d die of humiliation if word got out that he
didn’t even consummate the union.

“What made Greg break down
and marry you after resisting you all these years?”

Stepping further onto the porch, she
said, “He did it to rescue me from that horrible John Meyer.” Yes,
that was good. Make him out to be a hero. Then he’d probably be all
proud of himself and have a harder time letting her go. “It was
really noble of him to do that. I’ll make him glad he
did.”

“I don’t doubt you’ll try.”
Boaz hesitated for a moment then looked back at her. “Gee, Patty,
if you needed a husband in a bad way, I would have gladly married
you.”

Patty wasn’t sure how to respond.
Everyone knew Boaz was desperate to find a wife so he could get his
children back. But as sorry as she felt for him, she couldn’t bring
herself to marry anyone other than the man she loved above all
else…even if he forgot he once cared for her. “Well, it happened
suddenly. John was trying to kidnap me and make me his bride, and
my father was in pursuit of him. We came right on this property.
Greg happened to be there and rescued me.”

Though he looked disappointed, he said,
“I’d ask you how you pulled off marrying Greg, but I’m probably
better off not knowing.”

“You haven’t had any luck
with the mail-order bride ads you sent out?”

“None. Not a single reply.
Not even an ugly spinster who has no choice but to take whatever
she can get.”

She chuckled then pressed her hand to
her chest and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Boaz. I know how much
you want your children back.”

“Too bad I can’t go find a
single woman and ride onto her property, claiming that something
bad would happen to me if she didn’t marry me.”

“Oh, Boaz, you’ll find her.
I didn’t give up and look where I am.”

“I don’t know. Greg doesn’t
look happy.”

“Not yet, but he will be. I
won’t let an uncertain start ruin a promising future. Mark my
words, Boaz. Greg is going to be glad he married me. It’s just a
matter of time. Why, no man can be happy living the life of a
bachelor. It’s impossible.”

“Can a woman be happy living
without a man?”

“That’s an interesting
question.” She didn’t think she could be happy without Greg. Ever
since she was sixteen, she anticipated the day when she would
become Greg’s wife. But that had to do with her feelings, not with
practicality. “I think they can. If you think about it, men have
everything to gain from getting married. They get someone who’ll
cook and clean for them. It seems to me that a woman does nothing
but work once she ties the knot. And while the man keeps his job,
he stops working when he gets home. In your case, you train horses.
After you’re done, you would get to come home to a clean house with
a hot meal ready for you. You won’t even have to wash your clothes.
You’ll have it made. See why Greg will be happy once he sees all
the benefits he’ll get? Greg’s lucky I love him enough to do all
the things I’ll do for him.”

Yes, that was perfect. Now all Boaz had
to do was tell Greg how fortunate he was to have someone who’d do
everything for him. Maybe if Greg heard it from a man, he’d believe
it. Men, after all, seemed reluctant to believe a woman until
another man backed her up.

Offering Boaz a sweet smile so he could
see just how wonderful she was for Greg, she asked, “Would you like
something to drink before you get to work on Greg’s
horse?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind some
water,” Boaz replied.

“I’ll be happy to get it for
you.”

She hurried into the house to get him a
glass of water.

 


***

 


Greg didn’t dare go back into that
house while Patty was in there. When he saw her that morning, the
first thing he remembered was the way her breasts looked. They were
perfect white mounds with rose-tipped nipples that begged to be
touched. And they were just the right size. They would fill up the
palms of his hands nicely.

With a grimace, he shifted on the
saddle. His erection was straining against the buttons of his
denims. This wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all. He was doing his
daily chore of checking to make sure all the cattle were accounted
for, and all he could think of was how much better Patty looked
without her clothes on. Thank goodness he was alone or his ranch
hands would be giving him even more grief.

Well, what man wouldn’t be aroused
after seeing a naked woman in his room? And that just went to show
how clever Patty was. That little vixen saw her opportunity and
thought to snare him into her web. But he was stronger than that.
He wasn’t going to give into his baser needs. If she thought he was
going to cave in because she put on a pretty dress, cooked him
steak, and was a willing bed partner, she had another thing coming.
There was nothing—absolutely nothing—she could do to get him to
give in.

She needed to go back home. She didn’t
belong on this ranch. There was no place for her here. He needed to
go back to her pa and explain that to him. Now that her pa had a
good night’s sleep, he’d be thinking more clearly. Surely, today
he’d see that Greg’s request to take his daughter back home was a
good one.

Once he finished checking the cattle,
he rode over to the Dixon ranch. Her father did have an impressive
amount of land and good cattle and sheep. There was no denying the
man was sharp when it came to breeding his stock. No wonder John
Meyer wanted his hands on it so badly.

He trotted across the land, searching
for her pa. He found him leaving the barn. Kicking the sides of his
horse, Greg hastened his approach.

“Matthew!” he called
out.

As he hoped, her pa turned to look in
his direction. He stopped walking and waited for Greg to catch up
to him. When he did, Greg slid off the horse.

“Is something wrong?” her pa
asked.

“You need to take Patty back
home.”

“I told you yesterday that
since she’s your wife, her home is yours now.”

“Yeah, I know what you told
me, but she’s impossible to live with.”

“How so?”

“Well, she… I didn’t want to
get married.”

Matthew crossed his arms and shot him a
pointed look. “Then why did you say ‘I do’ while the preacher
stated the vows?”

“I did it to save your land
from the likes of John Meyer,” Greg replied, wondering why he even
had to answer the question.

“If that was the case, then
why not say you’d marry her, tell John and the others to get off
your property, and send her on home? You didn’t have to go through
with the wedding.”

“You really think John Meyer
would have left?”

“You have seven ranch hands,
and they all carry guns. The eight of you could have forced him off
your land.”

Greg blinked. He hadn’t even thought of
that. The preacher and mayor wouldn’t have tried to fight back. It
would have only been John, and if nothing else, John wasn’t a fool.
He didn’t risk his life for any woman.

“And besides,” Matthew began
after a long moment, “you spent last night with her. I’m not going
to let you disgrace her by returning her to me.”

“Nothing happened. We didn’t
even sleep in the same room.”

“But all your ranch hands
saw you go into the house, and I’m sure if I asked her, she’d tell
me a different story.”

Greg gritted his teeth. Dang it, but
the man was right. Patty would say anything to stay with
him.

Matthew gave his shoulder a firm pat.
“Patty’s a good girl. She’ll be an asset to your ranch. You need
anything done, she can do it. She’s sharp as a whip and quick on
her feet.”

Of course, he thought so. He was her
father. The poor man was incapable of seeing how she really was:
manipulative and self-serving, just like… He shook his head. No, he
swore the day his mother left, he’d never give her another
thought.

“Give it time,” Matthew
said. “You’ll see I’m right.”

Greg doubted it, but he knew when he
was fighting a lost cause. And this was one of them. With a grunt,
he got back on his horse, ignoring the man when he had the nerve to
congratulate him on the marriage as if it was something he asked
for. Greg rode off the property.

This wasn’t over. He might have been
taken aback yesterday and acted in haste due to his shock. But
today was a new day. He was better prepared. And by the time he
reached his land, he had a plan. He was going to do everything
possible to drive her right back to her father. He was going to
make her life miserable.

 



 Chapter Six

 


When Patty saw that Greg had headed in
the direction of her father’s land, she decided it was a safe time
to get out and explore the ranch. She’d heard Greg was a good
rancher, and she was eager to find out if it was true.

After a quick debate, she decided to
slip her bonnet on. She was used to wearing the Stetson hat her pa
had bought her, but it wouldn’t go well with her shirtwaist and
skirt. Too bad she couldn’t put on her pants and a regular shirt.
She was much more comfortable in that attire, especially when she
wanted to go out and check the animals. But it was a small price to
pay for being Greg’s wife.

She headed out of the house and bounded
down the porch steps. Not too far from the barn, she saw that Boaz
was working with one of Greg’s horses. Her steps slowed, and she
watched him, studying the method he was using. It wasn’t a bad one.
In fact, Boaz was a capable horse trainer. She could easily do the
same thing, though. If Greg would let her take care of the
irritable steed, she could save him the money he was paying
Boaz.

But a proper young lady wasn’t supposed
to know more than men about such things. Her place was in the
house, cooking and cleaning, not out and about getting dirty. With
a sigh, she continued her walk to the barn. There was nothing wrong
with looking at the animals. She could even ride one as long as she
used the ridiculous side saddle.

As she stepped into the barn, one of
the dark-haired ranchers called out a greeting. And better yet, he
referred to her as Mrs. Wilson. Pleased that Greg’s ranch hands had
at least acknowledged the marriage, she smiled at him. “Morning.
What’s your name?”

“Archie,” he replied. “You
come to check out what your husband’s got?”

She nodded. “I heard he’s a competent
rancher.”

“He is. One of the best.
Course, I hear your pa rivals him. He might be just a bit
better.”

She would be lying if she didn’t admit
this pleased her. While she wanted Greg to be a good rancher, she
took a note of pride in knowing her efforts to help her pa had
resulted in such an excellent reputation. Her pa was a rare man,
willing to listen to her input. She doubted Greg ever would. She
had a hard enough time trying to convince him to eat her steak. And
steak was one of the best meals a man could eat!

Turning her attention back to Archie,
she said, “Thank you. I’ll tell my pa that next time I see
him.”

“I can give you a tour of
the land, if you want,” he offered.

“Actually, all I need is a
side saddle and my horse, and I’ll check it out myself.”

“We got one. Greg’s ma used
it before she headed back East,” Archie replied before he went to
the corner of the barn where Greg most likely kept the
saddles.

She wanted to follow him and see
everything Greg had in the enclosed space, but she was afraid if
she did that, then Archie might think she didn’t trust him to know
what he was doing. If she’d learned nothing else in her years of
living on a ranch, it was that men didn’t want a woman pointing out
the obvious. As it turned out, Archie seemed very capable at his
job since he returned with the right saddle and everything else he
needed to get the horse ready for her.

“I don’t mean to overstep my
boundaries,” Archie began as he led her mare into the center of the
barn, “but do you know some single women?”

“Are you looking for a
bride?” she asked.

He chuckled. “At some point, yes. But
right now I’m interested in a square dance. Greg agreed to let us
have one here, and the others decided tomorrow would be a good
time.”

A square dance? A place where Greg
would have to touch her. “A square dance is a splendid
idea!”

Archie’s smile widened. “I’m glad to
hear you think so. But the problem is finding enough women. They
don’t all have to be single. Some can be married. All we want to do
is dance and have a good time. But,” he quickly added with a wide
grin, “if you happen to know a couple single ones, we’d sure be
happy to welcome them.”

She returned his smile. “I think it’s
an excellent idea. And I happen to know a couple. They don’t want
anyone who already has children, though.”

“That’s not a problem. None
of us do.”

“And there’s a widow who’s a
bit older. I believe she’s in her late thirties.”

“We got two ranch hands who
are in that age range.”

“Then it should be perfect.”
And what a wonderful opportunity to show Greg just how feminine she
could be. She’d act just like the other women, and he could see how
she compared just by watching her. “I was going to take a ride
along the property, but I’d rather help with the square
dance.”

“On behalf of all of us, I
appreciate it.”

“Oh, I’m happy to help in
any way I can.”

“Happy to help with what?”
someone asked.

They turned around and saw three ranch
hands entering the barn. And one of them was the blond who’d been
drinking some whiskey last night, the one she wanted to keep an eye
on.

“Patty knows some women who
might be able to come to the square dance tomorrow,” Archie said as
he slid the saddle on the mare.

“You do?” another asked in
interest.

She nodded. “I’m about to go out and
invite them.”

“Wonderful! I knew marriage
would do Greg a lot of good. Who knew it could help us, too? I’m
Randy, by the way.”

“Patty,” she
replied.

“Course we can call her Mrs.
Wilson,” Archie teased.

“I don’t mind that at all,”
she admitted.

Randy gestured to the brunette. “This
is Herb.” Then he gestured to the blond. “This is Lyle.”

So Lyle was the one she didn’t trust.
“Nice to meet you both,” she replied.

The men returned the greeting, and
Archie said, “We sure are glad to have you here. Greg needs someone
fun in his life, what with his moping and all.”

“Moping?” she
asked.

The Greg she knew in school wasn’t the
moping type. He had laughed all the time. She assumed he’d been
moping for the past day because she forced his hand in marriage.
But maybe there was more to it than that.

“Yep.” Archie finished
securing the saddle and picked up the bridle. “He doesn’t want to
talk to anyone unless it’s to bellow out an order.”

“Come now,” Herb said with a
chuckle. “He doesn’t bellow.”

“Alright. Maybe he doesn’t
bellow. But,” Archie shot her a pointed look, “he’s always serious.
If it’s not about work, he doesn’t talk about it.”

“Right. A man needs a
woman,” Herb added, “and Greg’s no exception.”

“I couldn’t agree with you
more,” she said, glad these men had enough common sense to know
that she was doing Greg a favor. “A person can’t live their life
thinking of nothing but work. He’s got to sit back and enjoy it,
too. Which is why a square dance is such a great idea. Who thought
of it?”

“Randy and I did,” Archie
replied, his chest puffing up with pride.

“And just you wait until you
hear Herb play,” Randy added. “He’s the best fiddle player in these
parts.”

“I’m looking forward to it,”
she said.

As Archie continued to get her horse
ready, Herb filled her in on the songs he usually played and asked
if she had any favorites among them. She picked two that she
enjoyed the most, pleased he’d even care what she liked. How
different Greg’s ranch hands were from him. But, she reminded
herself, he hadn’t always been that way. She wasn’t sure what
changed him, but it must have been something unpleasant.

Archie called out he was done, and he
helped her up into the saddle. She adjusted her skirt around her
legs. “When I return, I’ll let you know who’s coming.”

They wished her lots of luck, their
excitement infectious. That morning, she worried she might never be
accepted by the ranch hands, given how she was making their
employer miserable and all. Now, however, she knew they weren’t
going to let his opinion determine how they reacted to her. That
was nice. And who knew? Maybe when Greg saw she got along with
them, he’d understand she could be an asset after all.

 


***

 


The first stop Patty made was at Jill
Edwards’ house. Jill was a widow who was living with her brother
and his wife. She had a young boy. Patty didn’t think the men would
mind possibly marrying a woman who had a child, even though the
women in the area refused to marry a man who had them. Patty
reasoned that it was because women took care of children more than
the men ever did. She was closer to her pa, but she suspected some
of it had to do with losing her mother early to a fever.

If her mother had lived longer, Patty
often wondered if she’d enjoy doing so many things meant for boys.
Not that it really mattered. She considered herself lucky to have
had such a good childhood and thought the world of her pa. There
wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her, and his latest agreement to
help her secure a marriage with Greg was just another example of
it. But that was neither here nor there. She was on a
mission.

She stopped in front of Jill’s small
home and jumped off the horse. A casual glance to the left showed
Patty she wasn’t the only visitor. She only hoped the buggy didn’t
belong to Evelyn Heiser. Patty secured the reins to the post and
took a deep breath. Even if it belonged to Evelyn, she wasn’t going
to let it stop her from extending an invitation.

Shoulders squared back, she headed up
the porch steps and knocked on the door. When Jill’s sister-in-law,
Gracie, opened it, Patty smiled. “Hi, Gracie. I was wondering if I
might speak with you and Jill about a square dance.”

“Sure. Come on in, Patty. We
were just having tea with Evelyn.”

Patty hoped she didn’t grimace at the
mention of Evelyn’s name. Well, she was going to do this, and God
willing, Evelyn wouldn’t pick up on how intimidated Patty felt
whenever she was around. One thing she’d learned from working with
animals, it was that as soon as she let the animals know she was
afraid of them, the battle was over.

She followed Gracie into the parlor.
Evelyn glanced her way and nearly choked on her cookie.

“Oh dear,” Gracie said,
running over to Evelyn and handing her a cup of tea, “are you
alright?”

Evelyn drank some of her tea then
dabbed her lips with a handkerchief. “I’m fine, Gracie. I just
swallowed your delicious gingerbread too soon.” She offered a smile
at Gracie before shooting Patty a look that told Patty she was not
a welcome sight.

Ignoring her, Patty sat in another
chair. “Morning, everyone,” Patty said, knowing full well if she
left Evelyn out, she’d never hear the end of it. She thanked Gracie
who offered her a cup of tea and a cookie. “I hope I didn’t come at
a bad time,” Patty added, glancing at Jill and Gracie. Her gaze
went to Jill’s three-year-old son who was playing quietly in the
corner of the room, probably bored from whatever Evelyn had been
rambling on about. And who could blame him?

“Your timing is fine,
Patty,” Gracie assured her.

“Yes, maybe it is,” Evelyn
agreed once she sipped more tea. “I was just telling Jill that it
might be time for her to think of marrying again. Walter’s been
gone for two years. It’s perfectly acceptable for her to seek out
another husband. And you have yet to marry. I was thinking it might
be a good time to organize a social affair where available men and
women can come together to talk and have a good time.” She cleared
her throat. “When I say ‘have a good time’, I mean an appropriate
good time.”

“We knew what you meant,”
Gracie said, picking up her cup of tea.

“I just wanted to be sure
Patty understood.” Evelyn glanced at Patty and smiled, only because
Evelyn felt she had to for the sake of the others, Patty knew.
“It’s nice to see you wearing a dress when it’s not
Sunday.”

Forcing aside the urge to groan, Patty
returned her smile. “You’ll be happy to know I saved you all the
trouble of coming up with a social gathering.” Turning to Jill and
Gracie, she added, “And better yet, this is for everyone, not just
the single folk. How would you like to go to a square dance at Greg
Wilson’s ranch tomorrow evening around six? Marv can provide the
food. He’s a good cook. Think of it. You can get out of making
supper!”

“A square dance at Greg
Wilson’s ranch?” Evelyn asked, staring at Patty as if she’d just
grown a second head.

“Yes,” Patty said. “As it
turns out, Greg and I are now awfully wedded.”

“I think you mean ‘lawfully’
wedded,” Gracie inserted.

Evelyn smirked. “I suppose Greg would
agree on the ‘awful’ part. I can’t imagine he’d marry you
willingly. Everyone knew he was opposed to marriage, especially a
marriage with you.”

“He changed his mind,” Patty
insisted.

Evelyn raised an eyebrow. “Did a gun
have anything to do with the change?”

“No, of course not. It was
all his idea.” Ignoring the look of disbelief on Evelyn’s face,
Patty directed her attention to Gracie and Jill. “So, what do you
say? The ranch hands at Greg’s ranch are very nice, and Herb will
be playing his fiddle. And best of all, there’s no pressure, Jill.
If you don’t like any of them, you don’t have to see them again.
And they are more than happy to welcome married couples, so your
sister can keep you company in case any of them bore
you.”

Jill laughed, and Patty was glad the
woman had appreciated her joke.

“I never meant that married
couples couldn’t come to the social gathering I was planning,”
Evelyn spoke up. “I’m married, after all, and I’d be there with my
husband.”

“There’s no reason why you
can’t do yours, too,” Patty said. “It’s just that the men at Greg’s
place are eager to have a square dance, and I promised I’d extend
the invitation to all the women I thought might be
interested.”

“Are they nice?” Jill asked,
leaning toward Patty in interest.

“Yes, though I can’t fully
recommend Lyle,” Patty admitted. As much as she hated to say it,
especially in front of Evelyn, she felt it only fair to warn Jill
to avoid him. “He’s got light blond hair, is skinny, and is taller
than the others. He’d be fine to dance with, but I wouldn’t let it
go further than that.”

“I would assume this square
dance is only meant for dancing,” Evelyn piped up, her piercing
gaze on Patty.

“Of course, we’ll only be
dancing,” Patty quickly replied, not caring for the woman’s
insinuation that she’d do otherwise. Just what did Evelyn think?
That Patty would invite honorable women to an orgy or something? “I
only meant that I wouldn’t let Lyle court me or spend more than a
few minutes talking to me, that’s all.”

“We knew what you meant,”
Gracie said. “Evelyn was just teasing.”

Sure she was. But Patty managed to hide
the roll of her eyes. “Well, what do you say? It could be a lot of
fun, and like I said, you won’t have to cook anything.”

“How many people are going
to be there?” Jill asked.

“I know I can get Heather
and Mitch Grady to come, and there’s me and Greg. Then there are
the seven ranch hands. That’s fourteen adults so far.” As much as
she didn’t want Evelyn there, she was in the room and it would be
impolite to exclude her. “If you and your husband come,” she
forced, “it’d be more.”

“I’m not going to expose my
little boy and girl to a square dance,” Evelyn replied.

Gracie and Jill both looked uncertain
about Evelyn’s response, but Patty was relieved and didn’t mind
showing it. “Wonderful.”

Evelyn let out a slight huff but didn’t
say anything else.

Gracie glanced at her sister. “What do
you think? Do you feel up to meeting some men?”

After a moment, Jill nodded. “It sounds
like fun. I can’t remember the last time I got to square
dance.”

“Then it’s settled,” Gracie
said. “Patty, put us on the list.”

“Thank you!” Patty rose to
her feet, glad she could finally get away from Evelyn’s piercing
stare. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

Without waiting to give Evelyn time to
make another comment, Patty hurried on out of the house. At least
she had secured one available woman. Now to see if she could
convince any others to go.

 



 Chapter Seven

 


Patty’s goal went better than she
hoped. Two other widows, four married couples, and three single
young ladies agreed to attend. Granted, the young single ladies
were only seventeen or eighteen and their parents insisted on
chaperoning, but she figured some men didn’t mind waiting a year or
two while courting the woman of their choice.

On her way to her friend Heather’s, she
decided to stop at Stella Hudson’s. Patty didn’t know much about
her, except that she was thirty-five and lived by herself on the
small ranch. There were a few rumors floating around about her, of
course.

Something about her house having bats
flying around in the attic, children seeing her eyes glow when she
looked directly at them, and that she kept a witch’s book of spells
somewhere in her kitchen. There was one rumor that even went so far
as to say that she hunted down animals in the night and ate them
without cooking them first.

All of it nonsense. And most people
never paid heed to these things. Patty was sure the woman was
lonely. Had Patty not been so busy helping her pa out, she would
have paid her a visit long before now.

Patty slid off the horse and tied the
reins to the post in front of the house. She stopped and took a
good look at the place. It’d seen better days, that much was
obvious. A couple of the windows were cracked, the roof needed
work, and the porch steps sagged a bit. The poor woman. No wonder
there were rumors floating around about her. She was out here all
by herself. If anyone needed a man, it was Stella Hudson. This
square dance was just the thing she needed.

Patty bounded up to the porch and
knocked on the door. She clasped her hands behind her back and
smiled. When the door opened, Stella poked her head out and scanned
the area.

“What do you want?” Stella
asked, her eyebrows furrowed as she finally settled her gaze on
Patty.

“I wanted to see if you were
interested in going to a square dance at Greg Wilson’s ranch
tomorrow evening. It’s going to be a lot of fun. There’ll be music,
food, and—”

“I’m not
interested.”

Stella started to shut the door, but
Patty stopped her. “Are you sure? It’d be a shame for the men to
miss out on dancing with you.”

The woman huffed. “I’m a spinster. It’s
what I’ve always been and what I’ll always be.”

“It doesn’t have to be that
way. There are some men your age who would love nothing more than
to talk to you.”

“I said no. I’m not
interested. Now get going.”

“But,” Patty insisted,
sticking her foot in the door before Stella could shut it, “what
about having my pa come out here and fix this place? You needn’t
worry about paying him since I’m offering.” Really, the poor woman
needed all the help she could get.

Stella huffed and stopped trying to
close the door. “I don’t want anything. I’m fine as I am. Now get
going before I send my dog after you.”

The threat, of course, was absurd
because Patty didn’t hear a dog barking. But since Stella was
serious, she decided it was best if she did as the woman wished.
“I’ll go,” she said and released her foot. “I’m sorry to have
bothered you. If you do want any help, don’t hesitate to ask. I’m
Patty Wilson, Greg Wilson’s wife at the Wilson Ranch. My pa is
Matthew Dixon at the Dixon Ranch.”

The woman grumbled something under her
breath about not needing anything and slammed the door.

Well, there was nothing else Patty
could do. If Stella was determined to live in a house that was
starting to cave in on itself, that was her business. With a shrug,
Patty went to her horse and got on it. She was having a pleasant
day, and she wasn’t about to let anyone spoil her good mood. Not
Stella. Not Evelyn. Not Greg. Not anyone.

When Patty reached Heather’s house, she
found her friend sitting on the porch while her small niece and
nephew played in the yard. Looking up from the skirt she was
sewing, Heather called out a greeting.

Patty waved then jumped down from her
horse. After securing the reins, she bounded up the steps and sat
by her friend. “Please tell me you and Mitch can go to a square
dance tomorrow evening.”

“Your pa is going to have a
square dance on his ranch?”

“No. Greg is.”

“Greg?” Heather placed the
skirt in her lap and stared at Patty as if she couldn’t believe it.
“Greg Wilson?”

“Is there any other Greg
around?”

“Whatever made Greg decide
to have a square dance?”

“His ranch hands talked him
into it. And,” she added, no longer able to keep quiet about the
good news, “I married Greg yesterday!”

“You what?”

Heather was so loud that the children
stopped playing and looked over at them. Patty giggled and gestured
to them that everything was fine. Turning her attention back to
Heather, she said, “Greg married me yesterday. And better yet, my
pa and a couple of the ranch hands saw the whole thing, so he can’t
back out of it. So, what do you say? Will you and Mitch come on out
to the square dance? Those ranch hands are awfully nice and just
want to have a good time.”

“I have to go,” Heather
replied. “Just to make sure you’re telling me the
truth.”

“Oh come now, you know I
wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

“I know you wouldn’t lie.
But maybe you think he married you when he was really doing
something else.”

“Something else? Like
what?”

Heather shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe
he was buying some cattle from your pa.”

“That’s ridiculous. I know
when someone’s buying cattle. But whatever the reason, just come
out.” She stood up. “I need to head back. It’s been a long day,
running all over the place, looking for women to
invite.”

“You didn’t invite
Boaz?”

“Why would I do
that?”

“He’s looking for a wife.
Maybe one of the women you managed to find could be the
one.”

Patty shook her head. “I’m sorry,
Heather, but I didn’t even get enough for all the ranch hands.
They’ll have to dance with some married women. I’ll see you
tomorrow.” Patty headed for the horse then called out, “Six. Be
there at six. And don’t eat first. Marv will do all the
cooking.”

“Marv?” Heather asked from
where she remained on the porch.

Patty gathered the reins to her horse.
“One of the ranch hands who does all the cooking for the
men.”

Heather nodded, and Patty got back on
her horse. She thought the men would be pleased to learn she’d done
so well. She’d secured six unmarried women. That wasn’t bad. Three
were widows who knew what to expect with men, and three were quite
young but of courting age. Yes. That was very good in an area that
wasn’t exploding with single women. She couldn’t wait to tell the
men the good news!

 


***

 


Greg didn’t see Patty when he got home.
At first, he thought she had returned to her pa, and he was ready
to celebrate his good fortune. But when he found the ranch hands
gathered in front of the barn talking about Patty’s help with the
square dance, a feeling of despair welled up in his gut. She was
meddling with his ranch hands. And that couldn’t be good. Not for
him anyway.

He headed over to the group. “Why are
you all gabbing when there’s work to be done?”

“We’re not gabbing,” Archie
said. “We’re planning.”

“Planning what?” Greg slowly
asked.

“Planning on what we’re
going to say to the pretty ladies who’ll be out here tomorrow
evening.”

He inwardly groaned. Just what he
needed. More women on the property! But he did promise them they
could have their dance, and they wouldn’t want to dance with each
other. “Don’t expect this to be a common occurrence.”

“We don’t,” Herb assured
him. “We’re lucky you even agreed to it.”

“Ha ha,” Greg retorted. “I’m
not that much of a grouch. I have no problem with other men getting
married.”

“Yeah, but you never let us
have a square dance before,” Herb pointed out. “I was beginning to
think you didn’t believe in fun.”

“Go on home, Herb. You’re
getting on my nerves.” Though Greg muttered the words, he felt a
smile tug at his lips.

“Will do, boss,” Herb
said.

“Do the rest of us get off
early, too?” Archie asked.

“No,” Greg replied. “You all
get back to work.”

“It’s alright,” Herb added.
“I’ll go home and practice some songs.”

While Herb ran off for his horse, Marv
came up to Greg, wiping his hands on a clean towel. “I’m not
cooking for you tonight.”

At first, Greg thought he was talking
to someone else, but when Marv held his gaze, he knew he meant him.
“Why not?”

“Cause you got a lovely wife
who can do it for you.” In silent challenge, Marv crossed his arms
and continued to stare at him.

“And if I fire you?” Greg
countered, though he had the sinking feeling it’d do no
good.

Marv snorted. “Good luck finding anyone
else who can cook as well as I do.”

“Or who even wants to cook,”
Archie said.

“Don’t punish the rest of us
just because you don’t like being married,” Randy
replied.

“Which is ridiculous,”
Archie added.

“The rest of us are praying
for a good woman to come into our lives,” Randy said, gesturing to
the other men who nodded their agreement. “You have one land right
here on your property, and what do you do with her? You ignore her.
The poor girl deserves to be treated better than that.”

“And she’s pretty, too,”
Archie replied. “The rest of us would fall all over ourselves to
have someone like that.”

“Fine,” Greg replied, his
body growing tense. “Then any of you can have her. Go on up to the
house and form a line. Then tell her she can have her pick of any
one of you.”

“We can’t do that,” Marv
argued. “Though it’s tempting.”

“And why not?” Greg
asked.

“Because any fool can see
she’s hopelessly in love with you,” Marv replied.

Greg shrugged. “So?”

A horse neighed, and the ranch hands
all took off. Surprised, Greg watched where they headed and saw
they were surrounding Patty who had ridden up to the barn—side
saddle and all—with an excited smile on her face.

“Good news,” she called out
as Archie helped her down.

Greg rolled his eyes. Since when was
Archie ever a gentleman?

“I got six available women
to agree to come here tomorrow,” she told the eager men. “Three are
widows and three are young but single. There will also be a couple
of married women with their husbands. I’m afraid there’s still more
men than women, but the available women are excited to meet you
all.”

The men hollered then proceeded to tell
Patty how much she was helping them out and how much they
appreciated it. The whole thing made Greg sick. Just two days ago,
they’d all been loyal to him, telling him they didn’t blame him for
wanting to remain a bachelor. And now they acted as if women were
the best thing that ever happened.

Deciding he’d had enough, he headed for
the house. He just couldn’t stand to be out there and watch them
fall all over themselves to talk to her. One would think they’d
never seen a woman before. Some were there the day Greg’s mother
left because her illness required her to seek a doctor back East.
Illness indeed!

Greg flung the door open to his house,
stepped inside, and slammed it. He tossed his hat on the hook by
the door and stumped over to his favorite chair. She hadn’t been
sick at all. She just didn’t like living this far out West where
there were none of the “comforts” she missed back in Boston. Why
she even came out to be a mail-order bride to begin with, Greg
didn’t understand.

To this day, no one knew she wasn’t
really sick. His pa had known. But he was buried in the cemetery
not too far outside of town. Greg still thought he died of a broken
heart. His pa had pleaded with her not to go, told her he loved her
and would do anything she wanted if she’d just stay. He even hired
a housekeeper to lessen her burden. But it hadn’t been
enough.

She missed the shops, the dresses, the
theater, the symphonies, the social groups, and whatever other
nonsense women craved. It didn’t matter that she had a husband and
son who needed her. How she managed to stay out here for sixteen
years, he hadn’t a clue. She used to complain a lot, he recalled.
His father would get her catalogues from back East and let her
order anything she wanted as long as he could afford it. He nearly
ran the ranch into the ground buying her things.

But was it ever enough? No. It wasn’t.
And one day, Greg returned from school to find his father holding a
letter and crying. It’d been her letter, and she said she just
couldn’t stand living out there anymore. He’d begged her to leave a
letter to Greg, to at least tell her son that she loved him. And
she had. But Greg didn’t believe any of it. He took the letter and
burned it. If she loved him, she would have stayed. Or she would
have at least taken him and his pa with her. His pa would have gone
to Boston. He would have given up anything for her. But she didn’t
care.

From that day, his pa was never the
same. Greg stopped going to school so he could take over the ranch
while his pa stayed inside his room, the drapes drawn, going
through everything she’d left behind. And Greg waited for another
letter to come. One in which she’d say she was sorry and that she
was coming back or one in which she asked them to come East to be
with her. But a letter never came. And his pa gave up living. Just
went one night in his sleep, clutching the faded old wedding dress
she’d worn.

It was then that Greg decided he’d
never be vulnerable like that. He’d never end up like his father,
dying well before his time. Even now, Greg had to grit his teeth so
he wouldn’t get emotional over the whole thing. His father had been
a strong man in his youth. He used to laugh all the time, and he
had no trouble making friends. Greg never would have thought a man
like that could be so weak on the inside.

Well, it’d never happen to him. He
wouldn’t end up the same way. History was not going to repeat
itself. If other men wanted to take their chances, let them. But he
didn’t. He was going to get rid of Patty Dixon if it was the last
thing he did.

 



 Chapter Eight

 


Patty woke up the next morning alone in
Greg’s bed. Once again, he insisted on sleeping by himself. Why,
she couldn’t understand. What man in his right mind gave up the
pleasure of a woman’s bed if he didn’t have to?

Not to be deterred by his lack of
enthusiasm, she put on a checkered blue and white dress with puffy
sleeves. It was something her mother had worn and loved, according
to her pa. Patty had a vague memory of her mother in the dress, but
the years that had passed since her mother died had started to blur
her memories, so she didn’t recall them quite so well anymore. She
did, however, remember the way her mother held her and sang to her.
Wearing her things was a way she kept her memory alive.

But more often than not, Patty had
opted for a shirtwaist rather than a dress. And even more than
that, she cherished the pins, hairbrush, and hand mirror her mother
kept with the small vanity. On this particular day, she decided to
pin her hair back. She’d be at the square dance tonight, and it was
likely to get hot.

Once she was ready for the day, she
left the room and tried to open Greg’s door. But it was locked.
Again. She shook her head and hurried down the stairs to the
kitchen. She really didn’t understand his resistance to
marriage.

Last evening, he refused to eat what
she made, and she knew he didn’t eat anything Marv made because
Marv sent him away without a plate. Sooner or later, the man would
have to eat.

She gathered a basket and hurried out
to Marv who was getting breakfast ready for the ranch
hands.

“Patty!” he called out,
waving his spatula. “Come out for some food to cook that stubborn
husband of yours?”

“Yes. I’ll make a trip into
town today to get some food from the mercantile so I don’t have to
keep bugging you,” she promised.

“Ah, you aren’t bothering
anyone,” he replied as he scrambled some eggs. “Well, not anyone
besides Greg.”

“It’ll take time, but he’ll
come around.”

“I hope you’re right. It
sure is nice having a woman around here. The view is certainly
nicer.”

“You’re a sweet one,
Marv.”

“It’s long overdue we had a
woman’s touch around here. And between you and me, Greg needs it
more than anyone.”

“I couldn’t agree
more.”

He finished with the scrambled eggs
then put them and the bacon on the plates. Afterwards, he took her
basket and went to grab some fresh eggs, a cup of flour and other
staple items she’d need to make breakfast.

“Thanks, Marv,” she said as
she took the basket.

“Don’t mention it. Just make
Greg happy.”

“I will.”

As she turned to go back to the house,
she saw a group of the ranch hands gathering around Herb who was
standing by the barn with his horse. Curious, she headed over in
their direction. True, she was still new here, but she’d grown up
with ranch hands and was comfortable going up to them to find out
what was going on.

“You’ve got more luck than
the rest of us,” Archie said, grinning, though Patty noted a
wistful expression on his face.

“I wish I had been there,”
Randy agreed.

“I didn’t know the two women
would be up for sale,” Herb replied.

“Women were for sale?” Patty
asked when she reached them.

They turned to her and grew silent. For
a moment, she thought they were going to kindly ask her to leave,
but then Archie said, “A couple of men came into town auctioning
off two women they found stranded on a stagecoach. And Herb won one
of them.”

“Yep.” Herb nodded, a wide
grin on his face. “I’m now a married man.”

“Wish I had that kind of
luck,” Randy said.

Oh, so that’s what the commotion was
about. One of them got married. How Patty wished Greg’s reaction
was similar to these men’s. “Congratulations, Herb,” she said. “Who
married the other woman?”

“Boaz,” Herb replied. “He
happened to come by just in time.”

“While it’s not so great for
the rest of us,” Archie began, “at least Boaz finally has a wife so
he can get his children back.”

“That is good,” Patty
said.

“Now if we can get as
lucky,” Randy replied.

“There’s some single ladies
coming out tonight for the square dance, and,” Archie said, patting
Herb’s shoulder, “we have one less man competing for their
attention.”

“You see? I did you all a
favor,” Herb replied.

Randy chuckled. “If you call it that…
Of course, you could have invited all of us down there to make a
bid, too.”

“What? And risk losing?”
Herb shook his head. “No way. As soon as I saw Rachel, I knew she
was perfect for me.”

The group laughed and congratulated
him. Patty smiled. It was nice that this group shared such a
friendly bond. She scanned the men and noted that only Lyle was
missing from the group.

“You’re bringing her out
here tonight so we can meet her, aren’t you?” Archie
asked.

Herb nodded. “You bet I am. And when I
play the fiddle, I don’t have to feel so bad about missing the
dances. I’ll be taking my bride home.”

“Which is where the real fun
of the evening starts,” Randy slyly stated.

“You know, you might be real
tired after all that fiddle playing,” Archie began in a teasing
tone. “I’d be more than willing to take her home for
you.”

“No way, Archie.” Herb
shoved him, but the gesture was done in good humor. “I’ll never be
too tired for that.”

The men snickered then Archie glanced
Patty’s way and cleared his throat. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk this
way in front of Patty.”

Darn. She was hoping they wouldn’t
notice her. “Don’t mind me. I am a married woman and
all.”

But they quickly mumbled something
about having to get to breakfast and darted off toward the tables
by the bunkhouse.

What a shame. She was intrigued by how
excited they all seemed to be about being alone with a woman. Her
pa was right. Men really did value lovemaking. So what was wrong
with Greg? Maybe it was something she wasn’t doing right. Maybe she
needed to be more assertive. If they hadn’t all been so squeamish
because she’d been there, she could have asked them what a woman
could do to pique a man’s interest. Now, she’d just have to think
of something and hope it worked.

Resigned, she headed back to the house.
When she entered the kitchen, she got the skillet and set it on the
cook stove. But before she even got out the spoon and bowl, Greg
rushed down the steps. She opened her mouth to greet him, but he
was out the door before she could utter the first syllable. Eyes
wide, she closed her mouth.

Well, she supposed that meant she’d
only be making breakfast for herself this morning. Just like she
did yesterday. She slammed the spoon and bowl on the worktable then
set her hands on her hips. She’d like to believe he had hurried out
of here because the cattle got loose or one was ready to have a
calf, but she knew better. Greg was sending her a message, and she
knew exactly what that message was. He wanted her to run back to
her pa.

Patience, she reminded herself. She
needed to be patient. She didn’t imagine his attraction to her
years ago. He’d been ready to ask to court her. She just knew
it.

They’d both been sixteen at the time,
and they were still going to the one-room schoolhouse. In fact, the
incident she remembered best happened right before he decided to
leave the school and help his pa at the ranch full-time.

School had just ended for the day, and
as she was collecting her books, he approached her.

“Do you mind if I walk you
home?” he asked.

Though she had been expecting him to
mention it because he’d been paying more attention to her lately,
it still came as a surprise. A very pleasant one. Her cheeks warmed
as she said, “I’d like that.”

He smiled and gestured to her books.
“I’ll carry those for you.”

“Thank you.”

As she handed them to him, their hands
brushed and a spark of excitement shot straight through her. She’d
entertained a fondness for him before, but at this particular
moment, it occurred to her that there was a very real possibility
they might have a future together. How odd it was that she could
know him ever since they were children and not realize he was meant
for her.

Returning his smile, she led him to the
back of the room and retrieved her bonnet. She slipped it on and
waited for him to put on his hat, but he only tucked it under his
arm.

“It’s hot out,” he
explained.

“I didn’t say anything,” she
replied.

“I could see the question in
your eyes.”

“Alright, I did wonder why
you decided not to wear your hat,” she admitted as they left the
schoolhouse, “but I didn’t want to seem nosy.”

He laughed, keeping his pace even with
hers as they headed down the dirt road that led to her ranch. “You
can ask me anything you want. I’m not going to think you’re
nosy.”

“You would if I asked a
personal question.”

“Maybe. Try one and find
out.”

Surprised he’d even suggest she do
that, she shrugged. “I don’t know what to ask.”

“Ask anything you
want.”

“That’s a pretty broad
range.”

“Which should make it
easy.”

She knew he was right, but her mind was
blank. “Maybe you should ask me one,” she finally said.

“Alright, I will.” After a
moment, he ventured, “Did you hear that there’s going to be a
square dance at the Grady Ranch?”

“I think Hannah mentioned
it.”

“Are you going?”

Noting the way he glanced at her, she
hid her smile and opted to say, “I might go if there’s a good
reason. Usually, I help my pa with the animals in the
evenings.”

“Taking off one evening to
dance won’t hurt anything.”

“No, it wouldn’t. It’s not
like there aren’t a couple ranch hands to help him.”

“So, does that mean you’ll
go?”

“It depends.”

“On what?” he
pressed.

“On who else will be there.”
Up to now, he’d only hinted that he wanted her to go. She knew she
was putting him through a bit of discomfort, but she wanted to hear
him say he wanted her there. “I’m not going to go just because
Hannah is. Mitch and Boaz are both in love with her. While it’s
amusing to watch them stumble over each other to get her attention,
I’d rather ride my horse.” And that was the truth.

“I think we’re all tired of
watching Mitch and Boaz vie for her hand,” Greg said.

Her eyebrows rose and she looked back
at him. “Are you reading my mind?”

“Maybe.” He shot her a
teasing grin that made her heart leap.

“If that’s the case,” she
clasped her hands behind her back, “you should know whether or not
I want to go to the square dance.”

He rolled his eyes but laughed.
“Alright, I get your point. If I go, will you be there?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

Deciding she’d put him through enough,
she giggled. “Yes. After all, we all know Hannah won’t want to
dance with anyone but Mitch and Boaz. The least I can do is give
you someone to dance with.”

“She might dance with
me.”

“Only to make them
jealous.”

“You’re probably
right.”

During the rest of the walk to her
ranch, their talk ranged from horses to the upcoming
winter.

“This is going to be my last
year at school,” Greg told her when they reached her
house.

She noticed he had slowed his steps, so
she slowed hers as well. She took that as a sign he was reluctant
to end their afternoon together, and she felt the same way. It was
a shame she didn’t live further from the school. On any other day,
she wouldn’t have thought that. The walk usually annoyed her
because it meant it was that much longer until she could ride her
horse. But today, she wasn’t in such a hurry to get to the
barn.

Greg cleared his throat. “I’ll start
working on my pa’s ranch all the time once spring
comes.”

She nodded. Given his age, it was to be
expected. “I don’t think I’ll go to school past this year either,
though I’ll probably see it through to summer.”

He didn’t say anything right away, but
when they reached the porch, he stopped and turned to face her.
“Just because I won’t be in school, it doesn’t mean we won’t still
get to see each other. I mean, my pa’s ranch is right next to
yours. I might come by to say hi sometime.”

“I’d like that.”

“Of course, you’re always
welcome to come over to my house, too. I mean, if you happen to be
riding your horse over in that direction.”

Pleased by the invitation, she said, “I
will.” After a moment, she added, “I’m looking forward to the
square dance.”

“Will you be my
partner?”

Emboldened, she nodded. “I
will.”

His smile grew wider, and he leaned
toward her. She thought for sure he was going to kiss her, but then
the front door opened and he jerked back.

She looked up at her pa as he stepped
onto the porch. What a shame. She’d almost had her very first kiss.
And even better, it was going to be with Greg. Well, all wasn’t
lost. Maybe he’d kiss her at the square dance.

But that was the last time Greg
willingly talked to her. He didn’t show up to the square dance. She
waited for him until the last dance was done, but he never
came.

And when she went to school, he wasn’t
there. She went to his ranch, but his father said Greg’s mother was
ill and had to go to Boston. “He needs to stay here and help me,”
his father had finished.

She made other attempts to see Greg,
but it seemed that whenever she was around, he was too busy to talk
to her. The whole thing confounded her. Had she not been sure he
wanted to be with her, she would have given up. But she was sure.
She’d never been surer of anything in her life. Whether he wanted
to admit it or not, there were times when he’d look her way in
church or in town, and she knew his feelings hadn’t changed. He’d
just decided to fight them.

Now Patty debated the best way to
proceed. She doubted Greg would go to this evening’s square dance.
It was too soon, and he was too busy trying to prove a point. No,
tonight was going to be about his ranch hands and letting them have
a night where they could enjoy themselves. They couldn’t work all
the time. They had to have some fun.

And who knew? Maybe when they had fun,
they’d let their guard down. Maybe they’d say something that could
help her break through Greg’s wall. She didn’t know what it was
that caused Greg to take such a strong stance against getting
married, but something happened and she was going to break through
his wall if it was the last thing she did.

 



 Chapter Nine

 


“I don’t think he’s coming
out here,” Heather told Patty after they completed another
dance.

Patty glanced at the bedroom window.
The room was dark. She assumed that meant he wasn’t awake, but the
party was a loud one. The men and women were laughing and talking,
Herb was playing his fiddle, and the children were running around,
just as noisy as the adults. Who knew if Greg could sleep through
it or not? Her pa, after all, could sleep through
anything.

“I know he’s doing it to
prove a point,” Patty replied before she poured punch into her cup.
She took a sip of the sweet, refreshing liquid and shook her head.
“I knew Greg would be stubborn, but I didn’t realize how resistant
he was to me.”

“Mitch said it’s marriage he
doesn’t want,” Heather said. “It’s not just you.”

“I know this is hard to
believe, but at one time, he made it clear that he wanted to be
with me. We were sixteen at the time.” She finished the rest of her
punch and set the cup down. “I don’t know what changed. One day he
was ready to kiss me and the next, he wouldn’t even look at
me.”

“Something bad must have
happened.”

“Whatever it was, it wasn’t
me. I’m the same lovable person I was back then.”

Heather laughed. “I’m sure you
are.”

After a moment, Patty decided to change
topics. “So Boaz took Leroy and Hannah home earlier
today?”

“Yes. That’s why Mitch and I
came late. I think they’ll be happy with Boaz, but I do miss them.
I’m glad Mitch and I will be having our own child in February. The
house is too quiet without one.”

“Your life is just like a
fairytale, Heather. You got rescued at a poker game and are now
with a man who adores you.” Patty tried not to envy Heather’s good
fortune, but it was hard. While Heather pretty much fell into her
happy ending, Patty had to drag Greg kicking and screaming into
theirs. She sighed. “Well, at least Boaz finally got married. Now
everyone can leave me alone about marrying him so he can have his
children back.”

“He waited a long time for a
wife. The poor man did everything but steal one, though you could
say one was stolen for him.”

“Oh?”

Heather gestured to Herb’s wife.
“Rachel was going through Montana with her. They weren’t on their
way to Lewistown. They just ended up here when a couple of outlaws
were looking for money and stopped their stagecoach.”

Patty recalled Herb talking about
buying his wife. “Did the outlaws hurt them?”

“No, thankfully they didn’t.
It seems they were interested in Madeline Thompson and her
money.”

“Who’s Madeline
Thompson?”

She shrugged. “No one knows. Whoever
she is, she’s not from around here.”

Patty’s gaze went to Rachel. Herb
whispered something in her ear and she giggled. “In spite of the
circumstances that brought her here, she looks happy. You think
Boaz’s wife is happy, too?”

“I think so. The children
seemed to like her right away. She was a school teacher. Maybe they
picked up on that.”

“Maybe. I hope it works out
for him.”

“I’m sure it
will.”

“Who’s ready for another
dance?” Herb called out over the noise.

The group cheered, and Archie ran over
to Patty. “Will you be my partner this time?”

“Sure,” she replied,
shooting Heather a smile. “I’ll talk to you later.” Patty followed
Archie to their square.

“You sure did a good job of
getting people out here,” he told her. “Especially the
women.”

“I’m pleased with the way
things turned out,” Patty replied.

“Too bad that fickle husband
of yours isn’t out here.”

“I knew it wasn’t likely
he’d be joining us.”

“Between you and me, the
ranch hands are all rooting for you.”

“Just remind him that he’s
lucky to have me the next time you see him,” she joked.

“Oh, don’t you worry. We’re
all going to make it clear you’re the best thing that ever happened
to him. He hasn’t been any fun in a long time. He needs someone
like you to break him out of his shell.”

She wondered about his comment, but
Herb began the music and she had to turn her attention to the
dance.

 


***

 


Greg didn’t think he’d ever get to
sleep. The people who came out to the square dance were reluctant
to leave. He didn’t begrudge them a good time, but he knew Patty
had gathered everyone out there in hopes he would join them. And by
not going out there, he undoubtedly looked like a grump, much like
his pa had become after his ma left.

Greg didn’t want to think about it. He
hated to think about the past. He couldn’t change it. But that
morning as he washed up and shaved, he glanced at his reflection
and saw the image of his father staring back at him.

Shivering, he quickly turned away from
the mirror and dressed for the day. Thankfully, the only sounds
this early were the cows and horses. There was nothing quite as
wonderful as the dawn in summer. From the colors in the sky to the
smell of dew lingering in the air, he loved all of it. In the end,
land was the one thing that was dependable. As long as a rancher
could hold onto it, he had everything he needed.

And on this particular morning, he
decided to start his chores early. The ranch hands would be up
soon. That incredibly stubborn wife of his would be up soon as
well. But for the moment, it was just him, the land, and the
animals. And the best thing about the land and animals? They never
gave him grief.

He managed a good half hour of work
before Archie sauntered into the barn. “I notice you weren’t at the
square dance.”

Greg turned his attention back to the
cow he was milking. “So?”

“So your wife went through a
lot of trouble to get everything set up.”

Greg decided not to answer, figuring no
matter what he said, he would only get in trouble.

“You know,” Archie began as
he leaned against the stall door, “a good woman is hard to come by
around here. I know quite a few men, myself included, who would
love to be in your shoes.”

“Great.” Greg took off his
boots and kicked them in his direction. “Go for it.”

“I didn’t mean I really
wanted to wear your boots.”

“If you want Patty, you can
have her. I haven’t touched her, so you needn’t worry her virtue’s
been compromised.”

“But she loves
you.”

“So I keep hearing,” Greg
grumbled.

“Why don’t you give her a
chance? You might find out she’s perfect.”

“Perfect for making me
miserable.”

Archie shook his head and stepped away
from the stall door. “Patty doesn’t need to do that. You’re doing a
fine job of it already.”

Greg got ready to snap at him, but
Archie was on his way out of the barn. Greg gritted his teeth and
finished milking the cow.

When he got to the house, Patty wasn’t
in the kitchen or parlor, but food was on the table. That meant she
had to be upstairs. He put the pail on the worktable. He debated
whether or not he could get out of there before she returned, but
he heard the footsteps of doom as they descended down the stairs
and knew he’d never make it out in time.

With a sigh, he picked up the coffee
pot and poured himself a cup.

“Good morning, sweetheart,”
Patty called out as she entered the kitchen.

Ignoring her, he added a spoonful of
sugar to the cup.

“I got breakfast done,” she
added in a cheerful tone that made him grimace. “Marv said you’re
partial to waffles and bacon. You go on and sit down, and I’ll get
it right to you.”

He didn’t bother looking in her
direction as she retrieved the utensils. If he didn’t look at her,
he wouldn’t have to think—for the millionth time—that she was a
very attractive woman. She’d always been pretty. He’d known that
since they were children. But it seemed the older she got, the more
beautiful she became. That didn’t happen to all women. Some even
turned on the unattractive side. But not Patty. She got much better
with age.

She came up to him and touched his
shoulder. He jerked away from her and spilled coffee on himself.
Glaring at her, he grabbed a towel and wiped the coffee off his
hand.

“Are you alright?” Patty
asked.

“Stay away from me,” he
snapped.

“I didn’t mean to make you
spill the coffee all over yourself.” Before he could stop her, she
took his hand and studied it. “You’re a little burned, but it’s not
that bad. I can get an aloe plant. There’s some liquid in it that
will heal you right up.”

“I don’t need anything. I’m
not a little boy. I’m a grown man.” The last thing he wanted was
for someone to mother him.

“I know you’re a man,” she
assured him, shooting him a smile that threatened to melt his
resolve. “All I wanted to do was suggest a way you can heal the
burn.”

“Time will do it just as
well as anything else.”

He shouldn’t be talking to her. Talking
would only encourage her to stick around. He took his cup and
headed for the kitchen door.

“Don’t you want your
breakfast?” she asked.

He left the house. He never should have
married her. Or, when he did, he should have stipulated that she
had to return home to her father as soon as the ceremony—the
disaster that it was—ended.

He went over to a chair on the porch
and plopped down. He really should have thought the whole thing
through better. And he would have…if everything hadn’t happened so
fast.

He swallowed half his cup and let out a
heavy sigh. The way John Meyer came charging on his land and
Patty’s father shooting at him, he hadn’t had much time to think
about anything, except to get John Meyer off his
property.

His gaze went to the bunkhouse where
the men were gathering around the tables outside so they could have
their breakfast. His stomach growled. He’d had very little to eat
ever since Marv refused to give him anything. Greg had managed to
eat during the square dance before he went to bed. But it was
morning now, and he had to find a way to sneak in some food. The
last thing he wanted to do was eat anything Patty made for him.
That would only encourage her.

He finished the coffee and watched as
the ranch hands ate. They must have been tired, but they were
laughing and talking. Greg couldn’t make out everything they were
saying, but he was sure the words “Patty” and “best thing that ever
happened” floated along the air. The ranch hands were officially
won over. Their years of being with him had earned him very little
loyalty.

He waited until they had left the
tables before he made his way to the bunkhouse. Marv usually had
leftovers. If Greg was careful, he’d be able to get some without
being caught. The whole thing was ridiculous, of course. He owned
this ranch, and yet, he felt as if he was a little boy who could
get in trouble for stealing something to eat. And he paid for the
food for goodness sakes!

Just as he made it to the plate on the
cook stove where Marv had placed the leftovers to give the pigs,
Marv showed up. “What’re you doing?” Marv asked, stepping between
Greg and the plate.

“You know very well what I’m
doing,” Greg replied. “I’m getting some food.”

“You have all the food you
need in your house.”

“Last time I checked, this
is my ranch, and I can eat out here if I want to.”

“And last time I checked,
your pa hired me to feed the ranch hands, not the owner of the
ranch.”

Greg glowered at him, but Marv didn’t
budge from his spot between him and the plate. This was definitely
turning into a contest of wills. “Fine. Then you all can do my part
of the job while I go into town and get something to eat,” he
snapped.

Before Marv could answer, he stormed to
the barn. It wasn’t until he had saddled up his horse that he
remembered he gave all his money to John Meyer. Groaning, he
decided he’d get off the property anyway. Might as well make
everyone think he was going to town to eat, even if he
wasn’t.

He didn’t understand how one woman
could have such a foothold on his property. Patty hadn’t been there
for even a week, and she’d already gotten everyone to do her
bidding. She was clever. He granted her that. He wouldn’t be
surprised if she somehow arranged it so that the man she was
supposed to marry intentionally lost his game to John Meyer. Heck,
maybe she even worked out something with John himself. He wouldn’t
put such sneakiness past her.

A half hour of riding led him to
Mitch’s property. He hadn’t intended to come here, but it seemed it
was where he needed to be. Maybe Mitch would understand what he was
going through. Mitch had always been his friend. Greg might have
been Boaz’s age, but for some reason, Greg and Mitch had a lot more
in common. Maybe it was because Boaz couldn’t seem to function well
unless he had a woman in his life. Hannah was his whole world. Then
she died, and he fell apart. While getting his children back was a
good thing, Greg suspected Boaz needed a wife so he could be
complete again. Word was, Boaz finally got one again. Too bad it
wasn’t Patty.

“I was beginning to think
you were dead,” Mitch called out.

Greg looked at the barn and saw Mitch
wave to him from the doorway. He trotted over to Mitch then got off
the horse. “No, I’m not dead, though my life is over.”

Mitch chuckled. “I heard about your
marriage.”

“Stop laughing. It’s not
funny.”

“I know, but I can’t help
it.”

“What is it with her?” Greg
asked. “Why does she keep after me when there are tons of men she
could have?”

Mitch shrugged. “She must see something
in you she can’t find anywhere else.”

“I have to get rid of
her.”

“I don’t see how that’s
possible now that you’re married to her.”

“It was stupid. I’ve gone
through the whole thing a million times in my head and can think of
several different ways I could have gotten out of it. And you know
what the worst part is? I’m starting to believe she tricked me into
it. I don’t think her pa was ever in any danger of losing his
ranch.”

“Probably not.”

Greg patted his horse’s neck and shook
his head. “I wish there was some way out of the
marriage.”

“I know you didn’t want
this, but since it’s happened, why don’t you take advantage of it?
You have someone who’ll cook good meals, do your laundry, clean
your house, and,” Mitch shot him a pointed look, “keep you company
in bed. That’s not a bad arrangement when you think of
it.”

“Whose side are you
on?”

“Yours, of
course.”

“It doesn’t sound like
it.”

“Since the deed is done, you
might as well get the best out of it,” Mitch argued. “Once the vows
are said, that’s it.”

“I know I can’t get out of
the marriage. As much as I’d love to get an annulment, she’d lie
and say I already deflowered her. The most I can hope for is that
she’ll live with her pa. Got any ideas on what I can do to make her
do that?” Greg asked, hoping his friend would think of something he
didn’t.

But after a few seconds, Mitch shook
his head. “I can’t think of anything. From what Heather says, Patty
will be with you until the end of time.”

Greg grimaced. “Just my
luck.”

“That’s why you might as
well get the benefits out of marriage.”

Greg had no interest in doing that.
Mitch had wanted to get married, but Greg sometimes wondered if
Mitch should have taken such a risk. “Aren’t you ever worried that
Heather’s going to wake up one day and run off for a more exciting
life?”

“No. I’m all the excitement
she needs.”

Catching the teasing tone in Mitch’s
voice, Greg rolled his eyes. “Be serious. Lewistown doesn’t have
much to it. What if sixteen years from now, she decides she’s had
enough and goes to a bigger city?”

“She’s not going to do
that.”

“How can you be
sure?”

Mitch paused. “Because I know her, and
I know she loves me and the life we have here.”

Maybe things really were that simple
for Mitch. Maybe Heather would stay. Or maybe he’d wake up one day
and find a letter telling him she had left and wasn’t coming back.
“I hope you’re right,” Greg finally said.

“Why are you so worried
she’ll leave?”

Instead of answering him, Greg got back
on his horse. As he shifted in the saddle, his stomach growled,
reminding him he had more pressing matters to worry about than
Mitch and Heather.

“We’re about to have
brunch,” Mitch said. “Why don’t you stick around and join
us?”

“You didn’t already have
breakfast?”

“With my mother waking up
later, we wait for her before eating a large meal. Get on down from
that horse and get something to eat before you leave.”

Greg would rather eat here than try to
sneak in food at his place. Granted, this was a very short-term
solution to his problem, but he would think better on a full
stomach. “You talked me into it. I’ll keep you company during
brunch.” He slid back off the horse, tied the reins to the post,
and followed Mitch into the house.

 



 Chapter Ten

 


“He already left?” Patty
asked Archie Sunday morning when she got to the barn.

“I’m sorry, Patty,” Archie
said as he helped her onto the wagon. “If it’s any consolation, all
of us think what he did was wrong.” He nodded toward a couple of
the other ranch hands who were getting ready for church.

“He’s only trying to prove a
point,” she replied.

“Well, there’s no excuse for
leaving you here by yourself while he ran off to church,” Archie
said, hopping in beside her while the others climbed in the back.
“Think of how hypocritical it is. How can he sit there in the pew
and sing hymns when he knows full well he didn’t do his husbandly
duty and take you?” He snapped the reins so the horses moved
forward. “You know, we could always hang him upside down in the
barn for this,” he added, gesturing to the other ranch
hands.

“We’d be more than happy to
do it,” Randy called out. “Greg might own the place, but we’ll
teach him what’s right and what’s wrong.”

As tempting as it was, she couldn’t see
doing that to him. Yes, this particular action was clearly wrong.
Even if he wasn’t happy with her, he should at least do the decent
thing and take her to church. But there was a reason he did it. It
had to be more than just not wanting to get married. There had to
be something behind it.

“Archie,” she began, “you
were here when Greg’s mother left, weren’t you?”

He nodded. “I just started
here.”

“What do you know about that
time?”

“Not much really. Hey,
Randy,” he glanced over his shoulder, “what do you remember about
Greg’s ma and her leaving?”

Randy snorted. “That woman wasn’t sick.
I don’t care what anyone says. Bill—that was Greg’s pa—insisted she
was, but I don’t think he fooled anyone.”

“You can’t blame him
though,” Marv said. “He adored her. He did everything he could for
her, but she didn’t appreciate any of it.”

“He was a fool,” Randy
argued. “Didn’t see what a spoiled brat she was.”

“Love is blind,” Marv said.
“You can’t blame him.”

“Love isn’t that blind. She
was downright impossible. Nothing pleased her.”

“So far, she’s sounding an
awful lot like Greg,” Archie commented, shooting Patty a
sympathetic smile. “Like I said, we’ll hang Greg upside down or
slip something extra spicy in his food.”

Patty chuckled at the image of Greg’s
eyes bugging out as soon as he put the spicy food into his mouth.
“If you do that, make sure I’m there with a pitcher of water so he
has to come over to me.”

The men laughed. “Will do,” Archie
said.

Patty grinned then turned toward Randy
and Marv. “I didn’t know any of this about Greg’s
mother.”

“That’s because none of us
talk about it,” Marv told her. Then in a softer voice, he added,
“Out of respect to Bill and Greg.”

She could understand that. Something
that painful wasn’t something Greg or his pa would want others to
know. The ranch hands knew only because they’d witnessed it
firsthand. Seeing Greg’s parents at church, Patty assumed
everything was fine. Yes, his mother sometimes didn’t come to
church, but her pa always said she wasn’t feeling well. Judging
from what Randy and Marv said, it seemed there was much more to it
than that.

“Do you think Greg knew what
his mother was really like?” she asked.

“His pa did everything he
could to hide the truth from him,” Randy replied. “I doubt he
understood what she was like until she left.”

“That must have been hard on
him,” she whispered.

“He had to become a man
overnight,” Marv said. “His pa couldn’t focus on the ranch work
anymore, so Greg had to take over.”

How sad. It’d always struck her as odd
that he’d gone from the laughing boy to the brooding man so
suddenly. And now she knew why. The ranch hands weren’t coming out
and saying it, but she understood Greg’s pa gave up on life when
his wife left. Maybe that was why Greg fought marriage so hard.
Maybe he worried she’d get up one day and decide this life wasn’t
for her. If he didn’t let her in, there was no way she could hurt
him.

But how could she assure him that she
wouldn’t leave like his mother did? She couldn’t just come right
out and say it. That would betray the ranch hands’ confidence. They
trusted her with this knowledge. And she was glad they felt
comfortable enough with her to be honest about Greg’s
past.

Archie slowed the horses. Patty turned
her gaze to the road ahead, surprised when she saw Greg waiting for
them on his horse not too far ahead of them. As soon as Greg headed
in their direction, Archie pulled the wagon to a stop.

“You don’t think he’s going
to forbid Patty to go to church, do you?” Randy asked.

“Let him try,” Archie
replied with a snort. “We’ll drag him back to the barn and hang him
upside down.”

The others chuckled, and though Patty
tried not to, she couldn’t hide her laughter. “Oh, there won’t be
any need for that,” she replied.

When Greg reached them, his eyebrows
furrowed. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Archie quickly
replied with another chuckle.

Though Greg sighed, he ignored Archie
and looked at Patty. “I’ll take you to church.”

“No need to do that,” Randy
said. “We’re on our way there.”

“You can’t do that,” he
argued. “I’m her husband. I have to take her.”

“Why? Worried about what
others will say if you don’t show up with her?” Archie
asked.

Greg didn’t answer which only proved he
was right.

“I don’t mind riding with
you,” Patty told Greg, “if I know you’ll be taking me
home.”

Archie placed his hand on her arm and
stopped her before she could get out of the wagon. “Don’t you dare.
We’re taking you. Whatever the good folk at the church think,
they’ll think.”

“And it serves you right for
the way you’ve been treating her,” Randy added.

Greg’s jaw clenched and he set his
piercing gaze in her direction. “Are you trying to ruin my
life?”

“Of course not,” she said.
“I’m going to be a blessing to you.”

He started to roll his eyes but then
stopped, probably because they were all watching him. In a
carefully controlled voice, he said, “There’s no need to involve
the church folk in this mess.”

“I agree. All we need is
senseless gossip.” Especially from that horrible Evelyn. As pious
as Evelyn pretended to be, she did substantial damage with that
tongue of hers. “I’ll go with Greg.”

Greg relaxed and brought his horse up
to the wagon so she could get on it. She sat sideways on the horse
since it allowed her to slip her arms around Greg’s waist. He
hadn’t chosen to use a saddle fit for two people, and that gave her
the perfect opportunity to be close to him.

“What do you know?” Marv
commented with a laugh. “She might know what she’s doing after
all.”

Surprised, she glanced over at the
ranch hands who seemed amused. So being this close to Greg was a
good move on her part.

“All of you need to mind
your own business,” Greg snapped at the ranch hands then led the
horse into a canter.

Had she been a novice at riding, the
sudden movement would have startled her. But in this case, it only
gave her the opportunity to hold him tighter, which she did. He
groaned, but she sensed it didn’t all stem from frustration. If she
was right, there was a spark of desire in it.

“I don’t mind if we always
go to church like this,” she told him.

“Next time we’ll take the
buggy.”

“There’s no need. This is
much more comfortable.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Sure, it is.” She leaned
her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. “Why go through all
the hassle of getting a buggy ready when you can just saddle up a
horse and be on your way?”

Though he sighed, he didn’t say
anything.

She enjoyed the ride to the church
immensely. When she was sixteen, she had dreamed of being with him
on a horse and riding through the fields.

“Don’t get used to this,”
Greg muttered.

“Used to what?”

“Used to this.”

Patty shook her head. Why couldn’t he
be more specific? Did he really think she was a mind reader? “What
are you talking about? Riding a horse?”

“Riding a horse with
me.”

“Well, if you had waited for
me this morning, I would have gotten in the buggy.”

“Why do you insist on making
me miserable?”

She laughed. “I’m not trying to make
you miserable.”

“Could’ve fooled
me.”

“There was a time when you
wouldn’t have minded it if we were riding a horse together,” she
said. “In fact, you probably would have suggested it.”

“That was a long time
ago.”

“Not so long ago I don’t
remember it.” She studied his expression, but she couldn’t tell
what he was thinking. “You remember it, too. Otherwise, you
wouldn’t have said it was a long time ago.”

“I’m only riding with you so
everyone doesn’t needle me about leaving you behind. I thought
about not going to church today, but that will only create gossip I
don’t feel like dealing with.” He glanced at her and frowned. “You
put me in a difficult position.”

“If you had been smart
enough to go to that square dance when we were sixteen, this
wouldn’t be necessary.”

“I had more important things
to do.”

She noted the bitterness in his voice.
She wondered if that was because of his mother. “Well, fortunately
for you, I was willing to wait for you.”

His jaw dropped. “Fortunately for
me?”

“Yes. Now that you don’t
have more important things to do, we can be together.”

He grunted, but she noted that his arm
was still wrapped protectively around her waist. Despite his words,
he did want her. There were some things he couldn’t fake, no matter
how hard he tried.

They arrived at the church where
everyone was gathered before the service, collecting food to eat
from the potluck they had every week.

“Oh my,” Patty mumbled, “I
forgot to fix something.”

Greg stopped the horse and, though he
let out a long sigh, helped her down.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she
replied and kissed his cheek. If he wanted to play the happy
couple, she could oblige.

Before he could respond, she hurried
off to find Heather in the crowd, but Evelyn jumped in front of
her. With an inward groan, Patty smiled.

“Evelyn, isn’t it a pleasant
day?” she asked in the nicest tone she could muster.

“That depends.”

Though Patty knew what was coming, she
forced out, “On what?”

 

“On how appropriate your
behavior is. Isn’t it in bad taste to be so intimate with a man in
public?” Evelyn asked Patty, narrowing her eyes.

“I was only riding a
horse.”

“Sitting on a man’s lap with
your arms around his waist? There was more to what you were doing
than simply riding a horse.”

“Would you have preferred it
if I’d straddled the saddle and had the dress blowing up my legs?”
It hadn’t been Patty’s intention to snap at her, but Evelyn had a
way of bringing out the worst in her.

Evelyn shook her head and clucked her
tongue. “No wonder Greg didn’t look happy.”

“He’s happy.”

Evelyn laughed as if she found the
statement to be the most amusing thing she’d ever heard. “You must
think I’m blind. The man looks as if he’s been told his favorite
horse just died.”

Patty glanced at Greg who was talking
to Mitch. Her eyebrows furrowed. Did he look like he was miserable?
It was hard to tell. He seemed fine. He wasn’t screaming or moping
or glaring at her. He was simply sharing a conversation with Mitch,
and if she judged right, he seemed at ease.

“You might have tricked Greg
into marrying you, but he isn’t happy about it,” Evelyn said. “I’ve
been married for five years, and I can tell when a man’s
happy.”

“He is happy.”

Evelyn chuckled. “No, my dear, he’s
not. The man’s been coerced into marrying you, and since he is a
man of his word, he can’t divorce you.”

“You know what your problem
is?” Patty asked, pretending that Evelyn’s words didn’t bother
her.

“What’s that?”

“You have made your own
husband miserable for so long, you’ve forgotten what happiness
really looks like.”

Granted, it wasn’t the most cunning
retort Patty could have come up with, but it was the best she could
do on short notice. Stepping around Evelyn, she hurried over to her
father so she could talk to someone she enjoyed. How she hated
talking to Evelyn! The woman had a way of making even the strongest
of people feel insecure.

“What’s wrong, Patty?” her
pa asked.

“Nothing.”

His eyebrows furrowed in a way that
told her he didn’t believe her. “Is it Greg? Is he being mean to
you?”

“No, of course
not.”

“Because if he is, you’re
always welcome to come back home.”

“Honestly, Pa, do you
believe he’d be mean to me?”

After a moment, he said, “He’s upset.
He’d probably be rude, but no, I don’t think he’d mistreat
you.”

“Are you going to sit with
us today?”

“I’m not sure he wants to be
around me right now.”

She peered up at him, using the
expression she’d often heard him say made it hard for him to say
no. “Then think of it as sitting with me, Mitch, and
Heather.”

He smiled at her. “Alright. I
will.”

“Good.” Even if she was glad
to be with Greg, living in his house, she did miss her father. As
she picked up a plate, she asked, “Do you think Greg might like his
house prettied up?”

“In what way do you
mean?”

“Well, by the looks of the
place, no one would know he ever had a mother.”

Her father studied her as she reached
for a piece of fried chicken. “Nothing at all?”

“Nope.” She’d thought it was
odd too, at first, but after hearing about how his ma left him, it
made sense. If her mother had done that to her, she’d probably get
rid of all traces of her, too. “Those curtains with the lace edges
and the rugs and little knickknacks she collected… Do you like
those things?”

“I do,” he quietly replied.
“It’s nice to remember she was once a part of our
lives.”

“Exactly. When you look at
those things, you think of her, don’t you?”

“Once in a while. Over the
years, they just became a part of the house. But if I think about
it, I remember her and it brings a smile to my face.”

“Then I should pretty up
Greg’s house.”

And maybe he’d get used to it and start
thinking of her whenever he saw her things. Maybe it would ease him
into the marriage. At the very least, it was worth a try. She’d
already been doing his laundry and cleaning up the house. And he
still refused to touch anything she cooked. This was the only thing
she hadn’t tried yet to prove she had what it took to be a good
wife.

“Will you take me to the
mercantile?” she asked when she finished loading her plate with
food.

“I suspected that’s where
this conversation was going,” he said. “You know I can’t say no to
you. You’re my only child. And,” he added with a tender smile in
her direction, “you’re the best thing your ma ever gave
me.”

Returning his smile, she hugged him.
“Thanks, Pa.”

He swallowed and brushed back a tear.
Yes, he was a man and had his pride, but he had one of the softest
hearts around. Slipping her arm around his, she led him to Greg,
Mitch, Heather, and Mitch’s mother so they could enjoy their brunch
before the service.

 



 Chapter Eleven

 


Three days later, Patty sat on the
porch railing after breakfast, bored as she waited for her pa to
take her to the mercantile. Once again, Greg refused to eat what
she made, and once again, she wondered what he was doing for food.
The man never complained about being hungry, but she knew he had to
be. Either that, or he was finding a way to eat somewhere else
because Marv had been true to his word and had not given him
anything.

Patty crossed her arms and leaned
against the post on the porch. The ranch hands looked happy out
there. Archie and Randy were heading out to the fields. Herb was
washing down a horse. Marv was cleaning up the cook stove. Lyle was
fixing a fence with a couple other ranch hands a ways off. Boaz was
training the horse Greg said needed work. She wished she was doing
something out there.

With a sigh, her gaze went back to Boaz
since he was closest to her. She watched him for a few minutes. She
could see why Greg hired him. He was good with horses, and from the
looks of it, the horse was quickly coming to trust him. But even
so, she couldn’t help but think she could do a better job. She’d
trained all of the horses on her pa’s land. She’d even trained some
he sold. And she caught a little thing here and there in the way
Boaz touched the horse that was pushing the animal a little too far
than what it was ready for. But it wasn’t her place to make a
suggestion since she was only a woman, so she kept
silent.

Before long, she heard the familiar
squeak of wagon wheels and saw her pa coming in her direction.
Excited, she jumped down from the railing in time for Greg to come
out of the house.

He slipped his hat on his head, looked
in her pa’s direction, and smiled. Ignoring her, he bounded down
the steps and waited for her pa to stop. Undeterred by his
aloofness, she followed him, intentionally stepping right up to him
so her arm brushed his.

Scowling at her, he headed for the
driver’s side of the wagon. “You came to your senses and will take
Patty home?” he greeted, an undeniable hopeful tone in his
voice.

“Afraid not, Greg,” her
father said as he got down. “I’m taking her to the mercantile to
buy some things to make your house a home.”

Patty pretended she didn’t notice
Greg’s grimace as her pa helped her into the wagon. “I’m going to
make our home all nice and pretty, just like a wife is supposed to
do,” she told Greg.

“That’s not necessary,” Greg
blandly replied.

“Of course, it is,” she
argued. “Your place is much too bare. There’s no warmth in it at
all.” And that was the truth. Once she got done decorating the
place, it would be a very comfortable place to live. “You just wait
until it’s done. You’ll like what I have in mind.”

He let out a loud groan, not at all shy
about revealing his feelings on the matter.

Her pa chuckled and patted Greg on the
shoulder. “It will look nicer.”

“What if I pay you to take
her back?” Greg offered. “I can give you cattle or horses or some
of my land.”

Her pa got in beside her and picked up
the reins. “Considering we’re related by marriage, you’ll inherit
everything I own once I die. There’s no need for me to take
anything of yours.”

“I had no idea you could be
so stubborn.”

Her pa shrugged. “Now you know where
Patty gets it.”

Greg sighed and headed for the
barn.

As her pa released the brake, he
glanced her way. “Are you sure he’s going to accept your marriage
in this lifetime?”

Giggling, she said, “Yes, he
will.”

Though he didn’t seem convinced, he
didn’t argue with her. The ride to town was a pleasant one, and she
enjoyed a carefree conversation about the animals and ranch hands
on her pa’s ranch.

When they entered the mercantile, her
pa motioned to the back of the store. “Everything you want is over
there. I’ll be with you when I’m done with my own
shopping.”

With a nod, she hurried to the section
he indicated. Thank goodness some of the ladies in town made things
to sell at the mercantile. She wouldn’t want to waste her time
sewing. Cooking was alright. At least she got to eat things she
wanted when she did that, but she much preferred to order clothes
in a catalogue than make them herself. The same was true for
curtains and rugs. To her benefit, some women actually enjoyed
making such things, and that saved her a lot of trouble.

While she didn’t find the green
curtains she wanted, she did find yellow, orange and white, so she
picked those out. Then she picked up a few rugs. She even picked a
large beige one that her pa could put in the parlor.

“Are you sure you want those
colors?” came an irritatingly familiar voice.

Stiffening, Patty turned from her
basket to face her least favorite person. “Morning,
Evelyn.”

“Patty,” Evelyn greeted with
a slight nod. “I couldn’t help but notice you’re gathering curtains
and rugs. I assume you intend to make Greg’s house more like a
home.”

“Of course. That’s what
wives do.”

“You’re right. A beautiful
home is the true mark of a good wife. I must commend you for
acknowledging that.”

“Really?” Patty asked, not
sure she’d heard right. Evelyn was commending her on something? Did
Evelyn know what ‘commending’ meant? Patty studied the woman’s
expression and realized Evelyn had been sincere. “Well, thanks,”
she hesitantly said.

“Don’t thank me. You’re the
one who got the idea, and all by yourself. I didn’t think you had
it in you.”

Now that was the Evelyn Patty
recognized. Patty forced back an eye roll and smiled. “I’m full of
surprises alright.”

“That you are. However,”
Evelyn glanced at the basket next to Patty on the floor, “yellow,
orange, white, and brown aren’t exactly feminine
colors.”

“No, they aren’t, but
yellows and oranges remind me of the sun. The white and brown are
nice neutral colors I’m sure Greg will like.”

“A woman’s house is her
domain. It’s where she has complete control to do whatever she
wants. Here.” Evelyn selected a pink curtain that made Patty wince.
“If you don’t like this,” she pointed to a peach one, “this is a
good compromise. It’s a mixture of pink and orange. Better yet,
it’s subtle.” After a moment, she added, “Of course, a nice pattern
will also work.”

Patty bit her tongue so she wouldn’t
say she didn’t like the peach any more than she liked the pink, nor
was she partial to the little purple bow pattern the woman
selected. When she looked at curtains, she wanted to think of the
sun and being outside. She supposed the colors could remind her of
the sunrise or sunset, but she preferred the bright colors of
midday.

“Men like these colors?”
Patty slowly asked as she took the pink curtain and studied it.
What was it about pink—specifically—that bothered her?

“Sure, they do as long as
the woman picks them out.”

“But don’t men like the
other colors, too?”

“I suppose,” Evelyn said
with a shrug, “if they don’t mind being reminded they aren’t
married. It’s up to you. If you don’t want the house to remind Greg
of you, then by all means, use the orange, yellow, and white
colors. Who knows? He might even prefer it since he didn’t want to
marry you in the first place.” Evelyn waved to someone, and Patty
turned to see Gracie, Jill, and Jill’s boy enter the mercantile.
“I’ll see you at church, Patty,” Evelyn said, tapping her arm. “But
I hope you’ll have the sense to show up in a wagon or buggy this
time.”

With a sigh, Patty turned back to the
curtains. While her mother loved pink, she didn’t. It was fine on a
flower, but that was about it. Was there something wrong with her
because she didn’t like overtly feminine things? She picked up the
peach curtains and ran her hands over them. This color was more
agreeable. Perhaps it’d be a suitable compromise after
all.

“What’s wrong,
Patty?”

She glanced up at her father, not
surprised he caught her change in mood. Of all the people she knew,
he understood her better than anyone. “Why did Ma like
pink?”

“She liked a lot of
colors.”

“Yes, but I remember she
wore pink, and we have pink curtains in the house.”

“Don’t let Evelyn tell you
how to be a woman,” her father said. “You are not her. And you’re
not your mother. I loved your mother. You know that.”

She nodded.

“And I love you, too. Look
Patty, not everyone is supposed to be the same. Your love of horses
and the land comes from me. Your fiery spirit and sense of humor
comes from your ma. You’re a mix of both of us. So what if you
don’t like pink or sewing or anything else that Evelyn says you
should? It’s the way you’re supposed to be.”

“Maybe Evelyn’s right. Maybe
Greg doesn’t like me the way I am.”

“I remember the way Greg
used to come up to talk to you when you were younger, and I don’t
recall you ever being overtly feminine back then.”

“So you do think he cared
about me all along?”

“Patty, just because he
cares, it doesn’t mean he wanted to act on his feelings.” When she
frowned, he added, “But since he did care back then, there was
something you were doing right. And,” he gestured to Evelyn who was
cackling on the other side of the store, “it wasn’t because you
were following her advice. What colors do you want to put in the
house?”

“White, yellow and
orange.”

“Not blue? If I recall
right, blue is your favorite color.”

“I figure the sky is blue,
and when you look out the window, you’ll see that
color.”

“Unless it’s
cloudy.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.
Maybe blue would be good for the bedroom.”

“It would. And there’s
nothing wrong with the other colors you mentioned. They go well in
the kitchen, parlor, and a baby’s room,” he smiled, “should there
be a need for such a room.”

Feeling better, she selected the colors
she wanted. As her pa was paying for the items she’d collected,
Jill came up to her.

“Hi, Jill,” she greeted,
noting that Evelyn was still talking to Gracie and holding Jill’s
son in her arms.

Evelyn glanced Patty’s way. Her gaze
went to the blue, orange, yellow, and white curtains. She gave a
slight shake of her head before turning her attention back to
Gracie.

“Can we talk outside?” Jill
asked.

Patty turned to her pa who indicated
that he’d be out soon with their things. She followed Jill out of
the store and to a bench.

“Don’t let Eve bother you,”
Jill said as she sat down.

“I don’t like to call her
Eve. I prefer to call her Evelyn,” Patty replied, settling beside
her.

“Really? How
come?”

Patty shrugged. “Evelyn seems formal
and stuffy. It fits her better.”

Jill giggled but quickly placed her
hand over her mouth.

Relaxing since Jill at least enjoyed
her joke, Patty asked, “How have things been for you?”

“Good.” Then with a slight
pink gracing her cheeks, she added, “I had a wonderful time at the
square dance. I can’t remember when I enjoyed myself more. Those
ranch hands really know how to have a good time. I’m only sorry
that Greg didn’t come out and join in the festivities.”

“Oh, he only wanted to prove
that he didn’t need to have fun in order to have fun.”

Jill stared at her for a moment then
giggled again. “It took me a moment to get your
meaning.”

“Well, he also wanted to
protest the fact that I married him. It was nothing against you or
any of the other guests.”

“For what it’s worth, I
think he’s lucky to have you. There’s a certain sadness about him.
He needs someone who can come in and brighten up his life. And I
think those curtains will be perfect. They’re such cheerful
colors.”

“You’re not just saying that
because Evelyn doesn’t approve?”

“No. It’s what I really
think. I had yellow curtains in my kitchen before my husband died.
He liked them, too. Said it made everything sunnier.”

“That’s what I think of
those colors.”

“Don’t change who you are
for her. She has her ideas of what a wife should be, but it’s just
her opinion. Think of how boring life would be if we were all the
same.”

Patty bit her lower lip. “That’s true.
I’d hate to think of what the world would be like if we were
surrounded by a bunch of Evelyns.”

Jill leaned forward to whisper, “It
would be dreadful.”

“You don’t like her
either?”

“No, I don’t. But I think
the world of you. You are just like those yellow curtains. You
shouldn’t hide that part of yourself. People like me and Greg need
people like you in our lives.”

“You’re like
Greg?”

“After my husband died, I
shut myself off from the rest of the world. I didn’t realize it
until I came to the square dance. Sometimes people need to be
reminded that it’s alright to laugh again. And sometimes the people
who need to laugh the most aren’t even aware of it.”

“Thank you,
Jill.”

After a moment, Jill asked, “If you
decide to have another square dance, will you invite
me?”

“I’d be thrilled to. I’m
glad you liked it so much. The ranch hands will be excited.” She
hesitated to ask, but since Jill was being forthcoming with
everything else, she figured Jill might answer her next question.
“Was there a certain ranch hand you enjoyed more than the
others?”

Despite the increased reddening on her
face, Jill said, “Archie was sweet.”

“Archie is sweet,” Patty
replied. “You can’t go wrong with him.” When she saw her pa come
out of the mercantile, she rose to her feet. “I better go. I’m so
excited you fancy Archie. I won’t say a word to him, but I’ll
arrange for another square dance.”

Jill stood up and stopped Patty before
she could step around her. “He doesn’t have a child.”

“None of the ranch hands
do.”

“Do you think he’ll want to
marry a woman who has one?”

“Sure, why not?”

“Well, I know Boaz had a
terrible time finding a woman who’d marry him because of his
children.”

“That’s because women do
most of the work when it comes to children.” Patty’s situation was
unique since her mother died, but she was well aware of how much
work women did. “Archie would make a good father.”

Giving Jill a wink, she hurried over to
her father. The trip to town had proven to be far more beneficial
than she ever imagined it’d be. She could think of no better match
than Jill and Archie, especially after how kind Archie had been to
her.

 



 Chapter Twelve

 


The next evening, Greg sat down at the
table when it was time for supper. If everything went according to
plan, Patty would be running right back to her pa’s before the
night was up.

Patty came into the kitchen, carrying a
couple of clean dishtowels. She paused when she saw him. After a
moment, she asked, “Are you staying for supper?”

“I thought I was, but it’s
not in front of me,” Greg snapped, gesturing to the empty table in
front of him.

“Oh, well to be honest, I
didn’t think you were coming in here tonight,” she replied as she
placed the cloths next to the sink.

“This is my house. I belong here.” Unlike some
people. “So, where’s my supper?”

“Coming right
up!”

Surprised by her cheerful tone, his
eyebrows furrowed. Didn’t she notice the way he was talking down to
her? Oh well. That was no bother. He had plenty of other tricks up
his sleeve. As she rushed to grab the plates, he slouched in his
chair and drummed his fingers on the table, sighing loudly. “Marv
never makes me wait,” he muttered.

“That’s because Marv feeds
everyone,” she replied, “and you all need to get right back to work
as soon as you’re done.”

“That’s right. I need to get
right back to work after I eat whatever slop you’re making. I hope
you don’t plan to keep me waiting.”

She turned to face him, fluttering her
eyelashes in a way he thought was supposed to be adorable but only
made him think there was a bug stuck in her eyes. “It might be fun
to wait a little bit, if you know what I mean.”

No. He honestly had no idea what she
meant. Nor did he care to figure it out. “I want my food,
woman.”

She stopped blinking rapidly at him and
turned back to the cook stove where she put the steak and potatoes
on their plates. If she wasn’t expecting him, why did she insist on
cooking such fancy food? Deep down, he knew the answer. Hope. She’d
been hoping he would come.

She set their plates and utensils on
the table. Then she poured a cup of coffee for him. For herself,
she chose milk. He waited until she sat down and took a bite of his
steak before shaking his head and shoving the plate in her
direction.

“It’s not cooked well
enough,” he said.

“It’s medium well,” she
replied.

“I prefer it well-well, not
medium well.”

“Oh, alright.”

With a smile, she picked up his plate
and put the steak back in the skillet. While she cooked it, he
drummed his fingers on the table again.

She glanced over her shoulder. “It
won’t be but a minute.”

“I hope not. A man’s likely
to starve to death with all this waiting.”

Seemingly undisturbed by his irritable
mood, she continued cooking it. When she was done, she put it back
on his plate and set it in front of him. “There you go,
sweetheart.”

Sweetheart? This wouldn’t do. By the
time this meal was over, ‘sweetheart’ was the last thing she would
be calling him. He’d be lucky if she didn’t throw that skillet at
his head. “It’s about time.” He grabbed the fork and poked a
potato. He plopped it into his mouth and spit it out.

“Is something wrong?” she
asked, looking up from her plate.

“I’ll say there is. These
potatoes are cold.”

“They’re warm.”

“Maybe yours are warm, but
mine are cold. Real cold. Heat them up,” he ordered, setting his
hard gaze on her.

She stared at him for a moment then
sweetly said, “I’d be happy to.”

She’d be happy to? Seriously? He stared
in disbelief as she placed the potatoes in the skillet and fried
them again. What was wrong with her? Why wasn’t she demanding he
treat her with respect?

Once she was done, she set the plate in
front of him again then sat down. Giving no indication that she
minded being interrupted twice, she dug back into her meal with
surprising enthusiasm. He shook his head and decided to take a
drink of his coffee, which he had to grudgingly admit was better
than what Marv made.

“You know, I was thinking it
might be nice to go for a horse ride together through the fields,”
she said. “We could even ride the same horse like we did on
Sunday.”

He almost spit out his coffee, and in
the process of trying not to, he swallowed it too soon. He coughed
and pushed the cup away from him. “You call this coffee?” he
blurted out. “It tastes like you mixed dirt and water
together.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said
and laughed. “I did no such thing.”

“I don’t care if you did or
not. That’s how it tastes.” He wiped his tongue on his shirt sleeve
then cut into the steak. He took a big bite, once again surprised
it actually tasted good. But he couldn’t let her know that. He spit
it on the plate and grabbed her milk and gulped it down. “Are you
trying to kill me?”

“What’s wrong?”

“The steak is
burnt.”

“Burnt?”

“There’s no moisture in it
at all. It’s like you cooked it until it was as hard as a cow pie
in the middle of a hot summer day.”

“But you wanted it cooked
‘well-well done’,” she reminded him.

Good. Maybe now she’d get upset with
him and head back to her pa. “You should know the difference
between ‘well-well done’ and ‘too hard to bite’ done. Even a dog
wouldn’t eat this brick.”

She sat silently for a long moment. He
couldn’t decipher the emotion that crossed her face, and that
disturbed him more than he wanted to admit. It never bode well for
a man when the woman was eerily quiet.

But then a smile lit up her face and
she nodded. “You’re right, Greg.”

“What?” he dumbly asked, not
sure he was hearing right.

“I did overcook it. I was
just so excited that you were here. I promise I’ll do better next
time.”

“You’ll what?”

She stood up and took his plate. “I can
make you another steak and more fried potatoes if you
like.”

Was she serious? She would go through
the hassle of cooking another steak and more potatoes after how
rude he was? Maybe he wanted to get rid of her, but even he
couldn’t tolerate putting her through that much work. With a shake
of his head, he stood up. “I’m a busy man. I’ll just eat the pigs’
slop. Even that’s better than what you serve.”

He gestured to the table, grunted, and
headed on out of the kitchen. Once he was safely out of the house,
he bent down and peered through the window to see what she’d do.
Instead of ranting against him or throwing something across the
room, she sat back down and quietly ate her meal. Afterwards, she
calmly washed the dishes as if nothing bad had happened.

Unbelievable. Standing up, he went down
the porch steps, quiet so she wouldn’t hear him. He just didn’t
understand her at all. Surely, there was some way he could get rid
of her. But if she would willingly take that kind of treatment, he
wasn’t sure what that something could possibly be.

 


***

 


Patty waited until Greg was off the
porch before she laughed. If he thought she was going to give up
that easily, he had another thing coming. She was much smarter than
he gave her credit for. She knew exactly what he was doing, and
thanks to the ranch hands, she knew why.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t come right
out and tell Greg that she wasn’t like his mother, that she wasn’t
going to leave just because the demands of living on a ranch could
be hard at times. Though why he didn’t already know that since she
grew up on a ranch, she couldn’t understand. Given time, however,
she had no doubt he would come to his senses.

After she cleaned the dishes, she
decided to decorate the house with the curtains and rugs her father
helped her pick out. But after that, she had no idea what she could
do, except ask Archie what he thought of having another square
dance.

She left the house and saw that
everyone was busy. In fact, most of the ranch hands were
surrounding Greg in a field a good distance away. The only reason
she knew one of the men out there was Greg was because of the color
of the shirt he’d been wearing that day. The others were impossible
to make out from where she was standing.

How she wished she could hop on a horse
and ride out there to be a part of the action. But it wasn’t a
woman’s place to meddle in men’s affairs, so she made do with going
to the barn and seeing if Archie happened to be there.

Not surprising, the barn was empty
except for the horse Greg was having Boaz train. She went over to
it and stroked its nose. “You’re not a bad steed,” she whispered as
it nuzzled her hand. With a smile, she reached up and stroked its
neck. “In fact, you’re a fine animal. I can see why Greg wants to
keep you, even if you do give him a hard time. You have excellent
breeding.”

Had her horse not been in the pasture,
she was sure it would have raised a hearty protest at all the
attention she was giving the steed. On impulse, she went over to a
sack hanging nearby on the wall and pulled out an apple. She
returned to the horse and gave it the treat.

“You want to hear
something?” she asked as she continued to rub its neck. “Your owner
is the one who needs training.” The horse snorted, and she laughed.
“I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. He’s convincing
himself that he’s better off without a wife. Have you ever heard of
anything so ridiculous?”

The horse let out a slight neigh in
response.

“You’re right. It’s the most
absurd thing I’ve heard, too. But I won’t let that deter me. I got
more than one trick up my sleeve. You don’t give up on someone when
you know deep down, they really want to be with you.”

The sound of a couple approaching
horses caught her attention. She stopped petting the horse and
listened. From the tone of their voices, she guessed something
serious was going on.

They probably wouldn’t tell her what
that something was either. Most men had the silly notion of trying
to protect women by not telling them any bad news. Greg was
probably one of them. Finding the ladder, she climbed it and
settled along the hay in the loft, making sure no one saw
her.

A few seconds later, she heard Archie
say, “But who would want to take the cattle?”

“Someone who wants money,”
came Randy’s reply.

“Well, it’s downright wrong
for a man to do that,” Archie said.

“Some men don’t care about
right or wrong. They only care about getting what they want, no
matter who gets hurt.”

“I’ll tell you one thing.
This man, or group of men, won’t be getting away with it. As soon
as we figure out who’s stealing from the herd, we’ll have the
marshal on his case so fast, he’ll be hollering like a little
girl.”

Patty rolled her eyes at the analogy.
Not all women were weak or saw it fit to cry when things got rough.
But there was no sense in telling them that. They’d only believe
what they wanted to. She scooted to the edge of the loft in time to
see Archie pulling the saddle off his horse.

“We need to talk to Marv
about getting some coffee for tonight,” Randy said.

“Yep,” Archie agreed as he
put the saddle away. “It wouldn’t do to fall asleep if that lowlife
comes back.”

Randy led the horse into the stall then
grabbed hay to feed it. “It’s just our luck that Herb gets out of
spending the night in the fields.”

“Well, he’s a married man
now. He has to get home to his wife.”

“Lucky dog. He gets to spend
the night in bed with a woman while we have to spend the night
outside on the hard ground.”

“If Greg was smart, he’d
take tonight to do the same,” Archie said as he helped Randy feed
the horses. “There’s no reason why he should be giving Patty a hard
time.”

Patty felt her face warm with pleasure.
Archie was such a sweetheart.

“After all the grief he’s
given her, he should spend the night in the field,” Randy said.
“It’d serve him right.”

“To be fair, he did offer,”
Marv said as he came into the barn with two bedrolls and two sacks.
“Here’s the things you’ll need to get through the
night.”

“Thank, Marv,” Randy replied
as they collected the items.

“Maybe we ought to tell
Patty some things she can do to get Greg to take a more active
interest in her,” Archie said, tipping his hat back. “She seemed
interested the other day when we were talking to Herb about how he
gets to enjoy the bedroom.”

“No doing,” Randy replied.
“She’s a woman. It doesn’t seem right to tell her such
things.”

“Granted,” Archie began,
“Greg should be doing it, but he won’t. She needs to use her
feminine wiles to get his attention. You know, bat her eyelashes,
let him glimpse her cleavage, show him some leg, brush against
him—”

“You think Greg’s going to
give in if she does all that?” Randy asked.

“Wouldn’t you?” Archie
pointed out.

“It’s true she’s a looker,”
Marv agreed, “but you underestimate Greg. When he sets his mind on
something, no one can change it.”

“I bet Patty
can.”

Greg came into the barn, and Patty
couldn’t recall a time when she’d seen him more upset. He hadn’t
looked like that even when he married her—and that was saying
something.

“I can’t believe this is
happening,” Greg muttered. “You got any ideas who it could
be?”

Marv shrugged. “It could be anyone in
the area.”

Realizing they were talking about the
cattle rustler, Patty wondered if anyone would suggest the
possibility that the culprit might even be one of the ranch
hands.

But they didn’t. Instead, they talked
about possible men in town they suspected as being up to no good.
Patty couldn’t help but think it had to be Lyle. He seemed like the
sort who’d stoop to such things. She didn’t know how they could
miss it when it was so blatantly obvious.

“Well whoever it is, we’ll
catch him,” Greg said.

“Yep,” Archie agreed.
“Sooner or later, thieves make a mistake.”

“They’d better make one
fast,” Greg muttered.

Marv nodded his agreement. “No one
wants to see their things taken, especially not something as
expensive as cattle.”

Seeing that Greg, Marv, and Randy all
had their backs turned to her, Patty got up on her knees and waved
her hand to get Archie’s attention. As she hoped, he glanced up at
her then blinked in surprise.

“Um,” Archie began, quickly
turning his gaze back to the men. “Randy and I ought to head right
on out to the pasture, and there’s something I need to tend to real
quick. I’ll be right out with you, Randy.”

“I told you I didn’t mind
doing it,” Greg said.

“You got a pretty wife
waiting for you,” Archie glanced back up at her, “somewhere.” He
cleared his throat. “Now, go on and finish up making sure the
fences are secure, so you can get to her.”

“I’m so angry about the
rustler I won’t even argue with you,” Greg muttered as he
left.

Patty waited for Randy and Marv to
leave before she hurried down the ladder.

“What on earth...?” Archie
called out as she reached the bottom step. “How long have you been
up there?”

“Not long,” she
said.

“What do you want?” he
asked.

“I have some good
news.”

“I hope it’s not that you’ve
fallen in love with me and want to leave Greg. I might find you
pretty and all, but my first loyalty is to him.”

Catching the teasing tone in his voice,
she smiled. “I’d never leave Greg. You know that. No, what I have
to talk to you about is having another square dance. Do you
remember the ladies who came out here?”

“Sure do. If it weren’t for
them, the evening wouldn’t have been any fun.”

“Well, as it turns out,”
Patty said with a very pleased smile on her face as she clasped her
hands behind her back, “one of them has taken a liking to
you.”

“No kidding?” he asked, a
spark of interest in his voice.

“No kidding.”

He smiled but then frowned. “She was
single, wasn’t she?”

Patty giggled. “Of course, she was. I
wouldn’t tell you it was good news if she wasn’t. But I promised
her I wouldn’t say which one she was. She was rather shy about
admitting it.”

“I love a good mystery.” He
clapped his hands together and grinned. “I’ll have to pay close
attention to all the single young ladies you bring
back.”

“That’s what I was thinking.
Then you two can get a better chance to know each other. Do a
little talking and a little dancing. What do you think?”

“I say it’s a good idea.
Heck, it’s better than good. It’s the best one I heard all day, and
I’m not just saying that because I’ll get a chance to figure out
who likes me.”

Noting the large grin on his face, she
chuckled. “Just be yourself, Archie, and I’m sure things will
become obvious.”

“I hope so. At any rate,
it’ll be fun figuring out who it is. You know, I was dreading
spending the night outside on the hard, cold, lumpy ground. But I’m
not anymore. Not when I know a woman actually wants to be with me
and isn’t twice my age.”

“Twice your age?”

“It’s not a pretty story.
Her husband wouldn’t have been happy if he’d known. Don’t worry.
Nothing happened.”

Patty couldn’t help but be curious, but
she knew it was best if she let the matter alone. As Archie headed
out of the barn, he turned back to her and asked, “Do I want to
know how much you heard me tell Randy a few minutes
ago?”

“Oh, I heard all of
it.”

“That’s what I figured.” He
hesitated then pressed, “What do you think? You know, about showing
that reluctant husband of yours some leg, a little cleavage and
such? You up for it?”

“I’ll try anything if it
means I can have him, Archie. But will it really work?”

“He might not come around
right away, but I guarantee you, he’ll get all hot and bothered,
and men can’t go through that without eventually wanting to do
something about it.”

“Something like
what?”

After a moment, he winked at her. “In
nine months, Greg could be a father.”

His meaning dawned on her and she
gasped. But then she giggled, ignoring the heat rising up in her
face. It was in line with what her father had said, so it had to be
true. Men really did want to make love, but some were far more
stubborn than others. And Greg just happened to be one of them. But
she knew as soon as she got Greg in bed, she’d finally have him,
and all the nonsense about wanting to send her right back to her pa
would finally stop.

“I’ll give it all I got,
Archie. Thanks for the tip!” she said then made sure no one was
around before she hurried out of the barn, excited to try something
that might work.

 


 



 Chapter Thirteen

 


A few days passed, and Patty bit her
lower lip as she thought over her plan. Was this really going to
work? Was it a good idea? Or was she making a mistake? She sighed
as she glanced around the house.

Greg had made it a point of leaving
things spread throughout the place. He’d left his coffee grounds on
the worktable, his dirty socks on the kitchen floor, and his cup of
coffee on the kitchen table. Upstairs, he’d littered the entire
hallway with his dirty clothes, and he’d tracked some dirt into the
parlor. He’d even read a paper, tore parts of it up and threw it
around the room.

If he thought that was a huge mess, he
had another thing coming. She had had to deal with far worse from
stray cats one time. This was nothing she couldn’t handle. Without
a word of complaint, she cleaned everything up and neatly put them
away. When Greg entered the house in the evenings and saw all his
messiness had been for nothing, he hadn’t seemed
pleased.

And in as little as a week, he stopped
doing it altogether and reverted back to his clean ways. The poor
man really had no idea what to do to get rid of her, and while she
found it humorous, she couldn’t help but wonder when he’d give up
the nonsense and simply admit he wanted to be with her.

Now, as Patty waited for him in the
kitchen, she took a deep breath. He’d be home soon. It was time to
eat dinner, and he had finally given up the notion of trying to eat
with the ranch hands. On this particular night, she made mashed
potatoes and ham. She even made an apple pie. She currently had the
meal set on the table with two glasses of lemonade. She unfastened
a button on her shirtwaist, not sure if two or three was the best
way to do it. Finally, she opted to unbutton three of them since it
couldn’t hurt to do an extra one.

The front door opened, and Patty turned
from the kitchen table so she could run over to Greg. “How was your
day, my love?” she asked, clasping her hands together and offering
her sweetest smile.

He put the hat on the hook then stopped
in mid-turn when he saw her. His gaze lowered, and she was glad she
had opted for undoing three buttons instead of two. Pushing her
arms together, she exposed more cleavage. She closed the distance
between them and kissed his cheek.

He jerked back.

“I hope you’re hungry,” she
said. “I made apple pie tonight, and it tastes real good, if I do
say so myself.” And that was a feat considering she didn’t have
help this time.

He grimaced before he trudged to the
kitchen. “Well, it’s not like I have any choice but to eat here.
You pretty much banned me from my own meals out there.” He gestured
to the bunkhouse then plunked down in the chair as if the weight of
the world rested on his shoulders.

Undeterred by his persistent bad mood,
she followed him. “You shouldn’t let that bother you. I assure you
the meals I make are much better for you. And they taste better,
too.”

“That’s a matter of
opinion.”

“No, it’s not,” she argued
as she leaned forward, giving him a generous view of her
breasts.

As she hoped, his gaze went exactly
where she wanted it. When she was done pouring his coffee, she
picked the cloth napkin off the table and spread it out on his lap.
Though she hadn’t meant to brush his erection, she figured she’d
pretend she did and let her hand linger there, intentionally
stroking him a bit with her fingers.

She glanced at Greg, and though his
expression didn’t tell her one way or another if he liked it, he
didn’t push her hand away. And she took that as a positive sign.
But she couldn’t linger too long without being too
obvious.

She stood up and massaged his
shoulders. “You should come in sometime during the day and let me
help you relax.” She pressed her breasts against his back and
kissed his neck.

Something in him snapped to attention
because he shooed her away. “I don’t need to be relaxed. I’m plenty
relaxed as it is.”

Her eyebrows rose at the tension in his
voice. But instead of making a comment, she went to her seat. “Of
course, dear. Whatever you say.”

He sighed but poked his fork into the
ham.

“Oops. Silly me.” She stood
up and went to the pitcher of water. “It’s so hot outside. I bet
you need something better than lemonade to quench your
thirst.”

As she grabbed the pitcher from the
worktable, she let out a shriek then giggled. “I thought I saw a
spider,” she told him when she saw his bewildered expression. “But
it was only a shadow.”

Greg rolled his eyes.

Alright. So pretending to be afraid of
big, bad spiders didn’t work. Maybe he wasn’t one of those men who
felt the need to rescue women from every little thing. And really,
she didn’t fancy acting afraid of something so small
anyway.

Going with Archie’s idea, she lifted
the hem of her skirt and frowned. “I thought I had a tear in my
bloomers.”

She glanced at Greg and saw that his
attention had turned back to her. And not only that, but he seemed
much more interested in what she was doing than when she was
skittish because of a spider.

“Hmm,” she said as she made
a show of lifting her petticoats.

In all honesty, she detested these
things. They were much too constricting. But they were part of the
“feminine” attire women were told to wear, so she bore with it. And
judging by the way Greg seemed to have forgotten all about his
food, she figured she was on the right track. There was something
to wearing skirts, she supposed.

“How funny,” she mused. “I
don’t see a tear at all.” She lifted the bloomers in an attempt to
show some leg—as Archie had suggested—and glanced over at Greg. He
still hadn’t gone back to his food.

As much as she hated to lose his
attention, especially when it was the kind of attention she wanted,
she let the garments fall back in place. She picked up the pitcher
full of water and brought it to Greg.

“Want some?” she asked, once
again leaning forward so he could catch a glimpse of her
breasts.

Gasping, he threw the napkin on the
table and bolted up, knocking his chair back so it fell to the
floor. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?” she asked
innocently. “Offering you water?”

“No. Yes. No. I mean, stop
the way you’re doing it.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “I didn’t think
there was a wrong way to offer water.”

“You know very well what I’m
talking about,” he snapped.

She followed him to the door and tried
to prevent him from opening it, but he was too quick and flung it
open before she had time to blink. The man could really move when
he wanted to! If she wasn’t so disappointed he was leaving, she
would have been impressed.

“Oh come on, Greg,” she
argued, stepping in front of him. “All I’m doing is serving you
supper.”

“No, you’re not. You’re
trying to seduce me.”

She gasped, hoping she sounded
appropriated shocked. “I am not! I’m a lady. Why, I wear a
shirtwaist, a skirt, a chemise, bloomers, and petticoats,
stockings—”

“I don’t care about your
clothes.”

“I could take them off if
you’d like,” she offered with a hopeful smile.

He glowered at her then grabbed his hat
from the hook by the door. He shoved it on his head. “Get out of my
way before I toss you out of here.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Don’t test me.”

Though she didn’t believe for a minute
he’d really toss her out, she could tell he was serious, so she
moved aside to let him pass.

Grumbling, he trudged down the porch
steps. She sighed and closed the door. That didn’t go nearly as
well as she’d hoped. But she did have his attention. For ten whole
minutes, he’d been focused on her, and he didn’t look the least bit
unhappy about it.

She wondered where she messed up. He
let her touch his penis for goodness’ sakes. So she had been doing
something right. But he wouldn’t stick around as long next time.
Now, he would be on guard against her feminine wiles.

“I’m going to win, Greg
Wilson, if it’s the last thing I do,” she muttered before she shut
the door.

She was out of ideas. She’d tried
everything her pa, Evelyn, and Archie recommended. Now it was time
to seek out Heather’s help. God willing, Heather would have an idea
that she hadn’t tried yet.

 


***

 


When Patty reached Heather’s house, she
saw that her friend was talking to a woman she hadn’t seen before.
Maybe this was the woman Boaz married. Herb had mentioned it, but
she hadn’t paid much attention since she was busy gathering eggs
for Greg’s breakfast. Now, as she got off her horse, she took a
good look at the woman and thought Boaz did pretty well. And
judging by the woman’s smile, Patty ventured she was very happy
with her new marriage.

“Patty, I want you to meet
Eva,” Heather called out. “Eva just married Boaz.” Looking at Eva,
she added, “Patty just got married, too. She married Greg
Wilson.”

Patty tied the horse’s reins to the
post and rolled her eyes. “I’d hardly call what Greg and I have a
marriage.”

“Why? What’s wrong? Is Greg
not happy?”

“That’s an understatement,”
she grumbled and headed for the porch, her shoulders slumped. “I
don’t know what to do. I’ve cooked and cleaned for him. I even
brought him a newspaper and tried to rub his back.” Not that he
stuck around long enough for her to actually touch his back. As
soon as she’d come at him with the paper, he bolted for the door.
With a sigh, she asked, “But does he appreciate any of it? No! With
the way he’s acting, you’d swear I just ruined his life.” She
paused for a moment and smiled at Eva. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be
rude. It’s nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
too,” Eva replied, her smile assuring Patty that she took no
offense to her rude behavior, something Patty was grateful for
since she had enough troubles weighing her down as it
was.

“I just don’t understand
Greg.” Patty plopped in the rocking chair across from them and
crossed her arms. “I thought men were pretty simple to figure out.
As long as their bellies are full and they’re not tripping over
things in their house, they should be satisfied. At least my pa’s
an easy man to please. He’s happy for the littlest thing anyone
does for him. And look at Mitch.” She gestured to Heather. “He was
smiling and talking about you nonstop when he married you. I swear,
he’d never been that happy before. But will Greg see what a
blessing I am? Of course not. And why? Because he’s
stupid.”

“Oh, you don’t think he’s
stupid,” Heather replied. “A little misguided perhaps but not
stupid.”

Lowering her voice so Hannah wouldn’t
overhear, she said, “I went to his bed wearing nothing, and he
didn’t do anything.”

“You what?” Eva asked, her
eyes wide.

“I gave him what every man
dreams of,” Patty replied, shooting her a meaningful look. “And
what did he do? He left the room. Now, go on and tell me that’s not
stupid.”

Heather bit her lower lip. “Well, it
doesn’t take much to encourage a man.”

“Exactly. And honestly, I
don’t know how I could have been more encouraging than that.” Patty
leaned back in her chair, feeling as if the weight of the world was
on her shoulders. “I don’t know what to do. I’ve tried everything,
but nothing’s worked. The fool keeps going on and on about how
he’ll figure a way out of the marriage.”

Heather reached out and clasped Patty’s
hand, something that did comfort Patty despite her circumstances.
“You haven’t tried the most important thing of all,” Heather
whispered. “You haven’t been yourself.”

“If being myself would work,
he would have married me a long time ago.”

“I don’t recall you being
anything but the person you think
he wants you to be.”

“A man doesn’t want a woman
who can lasso cattle better than he can. Don’t get me wrong. Greg
manages very well on the ranch, but there are some things he could
do much better. Like breaking his horse? I could have handled that
one, but he paid Boaz to do it. And why? Because he’s a man and I’m
a woman. Greg expects me to be feminine at all times.”

“Patty,” Eva began, shifting
in her chair, “just because a man wants to be married, it doesn’t
mean he wants a wife.”

“What?” Patty asked, trying
to figure out how that was possible.

“Boaz only wanted to marry
me so he could have a mother for his children. He sleeps in the
parlor, and I sleep in the bedroom.”

Heather turned to Eva. “Was that his
idea?”

“Well,” Eva began, “at first
it was mine because I didn’t want to be with him right away. Then
when I was ready, I found out he planned for us to sleep in
separate rooms all along.”

“When I married Mitch, I
thought he wouldn’t want to be with me right away because we rushed
through everything.”

“So he slept on the couch?”
Patty asked, fully expecting her friend to say yes.

“No,” she slowly replied.
“He slept in the same room with me.”

“And?”

“And…it went as you’d expect
it to.”

“But it didn’t happen that
way for me,” Patty pointed out, not hiding her disappointment. Why
did Heather have to have everything so easy? “And it’s not
happening that way for Eva. You know what I think? I think some men
don’t know a good thing when they have it.”

“Or they’re too afraid to
accept it when they do,” Eva added then blushed. “I understand why,
though. Since Boaz’s first wife died in childbirth, he’s afraid
I’ll suffer the same fate.”

Heather pressed her hand to her heart.
“You weren’t here before he straightened his life out. He’s been
through so much, and he took her death hard.”

Patty couldn’t argue Heather’s point.
It was true. Boaz used to be a mess. She hardly recognized him
these days. All the changes he made had definitely been for the
better.

“I figured that,” Eva told
Heather. “It’s why I’m not so upset about it. Sure, I’d like to
have something like you and Mitch do, but I realize the situation
is different.” After a pause, she added, “I think it’d help Patty
to know she’s not the only one going through this. I know I feel
better knowing I’m not the only wife who doesn’t have a normal
marriage.”

“I feel better too, Eva,”
Patty agreed. And she did. “It’s nice to know not every woman has
it easy. I’m sorry, Heather, but it’s not fair to watch Mitch fall
all over himself to impress you. You have him wrapped around your
finger. I honestly don’t think there’s anything he wouldn’t do for
you.”

Heather glanced between them and
shrugged. “I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing you can
say,” Patty replied. “We’re glad you don’t have to go through what
we do. It’s horrible. Eva,” she looked at her, “the notion that
you’re going to die in childbirth might be possible, but I don’t
think it’s likely. Most women survive it just fine.”

“I know that,” Eva said,
“but I don’t think Boaz can be logical when it comes to
this.”

“I know it doesn’t seem like
it,” Heather began, “but Boaz is trying to protect you.”

“I realize that. It’s the
only reason why I don’t try to knock some sense into
him.”

Patty giggled at the image of a wisp of
a woman like Eva smacking Boaz with her purse to knock some sense
into him. “I wouldn’t mind doing that to Greg, and I would if I
didn’t want to kiss him so much. So tell me, Heather. What secrets
do you have for us? What can we do to nudge our men in the right
direction?”

Heather twirled her hair around her
finger. “I don’t know.”

“What do you do if you want
Mitch to join you in bed?”

Heather’s face went beet red, but she
said, “It doesn’t take much to get him interested. A touch in
certain places, a lingering kiss, telling him I’ll be in bed
waiting for him… He’s not hard to encourage like Greg
is.”

Patty rocked back and forth, tapping
the edge of the chair’s arm with her fingers. “I wonder if I can
get close enough to Greg to try the touching and kissing thing.”
Granted, he’d let her touch his erection, but it wasn’t like she
had made it a bold caress. “I think if I told him I’d be in bed,
he’d run out of the house.”

Eva chuckled then quickly cleared her
throat. “I’m sorry, Patty. I didn’t mean to laugh.”

“Oh, I know it sounds
ridiculous. It is ridiculous! No man in his right mind would refuse
to take a woman up on the offer to be intimate. That’s why there’s
something wrong with Greg up here.” She tapped her head. “I just
wish there was some medicine I could give him to cure him of his
stupidity.”

“Alas, no such thing
exists,” Eva said with a shake of her head.

Heather leaned toward them. “Patty, if
you really want Greg to act like a husband, then do something about
it. Don’t sit idly by while he’s running out of the
room.”

“And what do you suggest I
do?” Patty asked. “Lasso and tie him to the bed?”

“Why not?”

“Oh, be serious. Patty can’t
do that,” Eva argued.

“Sure, she can,” Heather
argued. “If anyone can lasso any moving thing, it’s Patty. She can
make Greg stay in the house with her. She doesn’t have to tie him
to a bed, but she can make it so that he has to spend time with her
and get to know her. And who knows? Maybe if he’s on the run and
she catches him, he might be impressed and see her in a new
light.”

“But that’s not ladylike,”
Patty replied. “You know that horrid woman at church wouldn’t like
me doing something like that. She’s always telling me I act too
much like a man for my own good. She’s the one who gave me the idea
to let him rescue me and it worked.” That was actually the one good
piece of advice Evelyn gave her. “He married me to save me from
John Meyer.”

“Who’s John Meyer?” Eva
asked.

“Just the worst piece of
scum in Lewistown,” Heather muttered. “Patty, you’re asking for
trouble by arranging something with John.”

“Everything’s fine,” Patty
assured her. “I paid him the amount due to him. He’s gone his
way.”

“I don’t know.” Heather
crossed her arms. “He’s a sly fox. You can’t trust him.”

Patty waved off her argument. “The
mayor was there to help arrange the whole thing.” And that being
the case, she saw no reason to be concerned.

“You better hope Greg
doesn’t find out he was tricked into marrying you,” Heather
commented, not seeming convinced that everything really was
alright.

“He won’t unless you two say
something.”

“We’re not going to say
anything. Besides, how can we if we don’t know the details of the
arrangement you made?” Then after a pause, she added, “You and Greg
will be a good match once he realizes you’re perfect for him,
though you need to be honest about who you are in order for him to
see it.”

Patty shook her head. Heather meant
well, but there was no way Greg could like the side of her that
would rather be out on a horse doing ranch work than stuck inside
cooking meals. She rose to her feet. “I better go. I want to be
sure one of his ranch hands secures all the stalls.”

Lyle hadn’t the other evening, and the
only reason she caught it was because she went to see her horse.
She would have confronted him except something told her she was
better off not letting him know she was watching him.

“You think one of his ranch
hands isn’t doing his job?” Heather asked.

Shrugging, she said, “It’s a hunch.
Nothing more. I won’t say anything unless I find out for sure.
Thank you for lending me a caring ear.” Turning to Eva, she added,
“And it was nice to meet you.”

Eva returned the sentiment and Patty
returned to her horse. At first, she got on it like she would if
she was wearing pants then realized she had put a side saddle on
it. Groaning, she changed her position and spread her skirt around
her. As much as she hated it, she’d have to bear with it. Offering
another wave at the women, she headed back home. Heather might be
onto something. Patty could very well lasso Greg so he had to talk
to her. But she still found it hard to believe he wanted to get to
know the real her.

 



 Chapter Fourteen

 


“You’re going to talk to me
whether you like it or not,” Patty insisted, her hands on her hips
before Greg could leave the house the next morning.

Greg stared at her. The sunlight
filtering in through the doorway as she blocked his exit made her
hair shine in a most attractive fashion. She was just as beautiful
as she’d been at supper the other day. Even now he could vividly
recall the curve of her breasts and leg from when she showed him
those parts of her body “unintentionally”.

Had he not taken care of himself, he
didn’t think he’d be able to resist her right now. But since he
had, he was able to resist the charming way her big brown eyes
stared up at him. She pulled out something from behind her, and he
lowered his gaze. He couldn’t believe it. What was she doing with a
lasso?

He shook his head. “I’m not spending
the day with you. I’m going to go out there and help my poor ranch
hands who’ve been taking turns sleeping outside, watching for
whoever’s been stealing my cattle.”

“No, you’re not. You’re
staying right here with me.”

Even if something in her tone sparked
his interest, he refused to bow down and cater to her. His father
would have bent to the will of his mother at her every whim, but he
wasn’t his father. “I don’t think so, Patty.”

He picked her up and set her behind
him. Then, without a glance back, he stepped onto the porch. He
heard her warn him that she was going to lasso him if he went down
the porch steps, but he paid her no mind and started down them
anyway. He didn’t make it to the second one when the rope went
around his chest and tightened. He spun around to glare at her and
almost tripped on the steps.

“You can’t be serious,” he
said, much too bewildered to snap at her.

“I’ve never been more
serious in my life,” she replied and jerked him forward.

He tried to steady himself but only
tumbled forward, almost falling flat on his face.

Not far away, he heard some chuckling
from his ranch hands. With a grimace, he looked behind him and saw
that Archie and Randy were clapping and whistling.

“Way to go, Patty!” Archie
called out. “Don’t let him out until he comes to his
senses.”

“We got it all covered out
here,” Randy added, laughing.

“You two better hope you
still have jobs when I’m free of this…this…” He glanced at the
lasso that had secured his arms in place and grumbled. What good
was it to try to threaten them when he was apprehended by a woman?
The ranch hands would never let him live this down.

 “Are you coming in willingly, or
should I drag you?” Patty asked, ignoring the ranch
hands.

“Do I have a choice?” he
snapped.

“Sure. If you come in
willingly, it won’t hurt.”

“Let me guess. You got a
whip, too?”

“No. I just meant that it’s
not pleasant when cattle have to be dragged across the land, and I
don’t think it’d be pleasant to drag you across the kitchen floor
in a similar manner.”

At the threat, he smirked. “You’re not
strong enough.”

Her eyebrows rose at the challenge. To
his surprise, she yanked on the rope. He stumbled and fell on his
behind. Archie and Randy’s laughter grew louder as she proceeded to
drag him across the floor. He struggled to grab something or dig
the heels of his boots in the floor to stop her, but she was too
quick.

“I’ll walk!” he screamed,
more annoyed at himself for underestimating her strength than for
being humiliated in front of his men.

She nodded in satisfaction and waited
for him to stand up.

With a heavy sigh, he asked, “Where do
you want me?”

She motioned to the kitchen chair by
the table.

He trudged forward, feeling more like a
man going off to war than going to sit in his kitchen. As soon as
he settled into the chair, she tied him down.

“You can’t keep me prisoner
in my own home,” he snapped, struggling against the rope. Dang but
the woman knew how to tie a good knot!

“You’re not leaving this
house until you give me a fair chance.”

“A fair chance?”

“Yes. Ever since you married
me, you’ve done everything you can to push me away. When we were
sixteen, you used to look for ways to talk to me. And then
something happened—something I had no control over—and you changed.
I know you love me. No matter how much you protest, I know you want
to be with me. If I have to keep you tied up in this house so I can
find out why you refuse to acknowledge it, then I will.”

“I have no desire to be
married.”

“Why?”

He groaned. The last thing he felt like
doing was talking about this. But she stood a few feet away from
him, hands on her hips, a determined look on her face that told him
she wasn’t going to give up until she got what she wanted. And that
was a bad thing because it meant he was doomed.

Then he heard a rattle. He grew still.
He’d know that sound anywhere. It was a rattlesnake. And if he
guessed right, it was behind him. Making sure he didn’t move, he
made eye contact with Patty, wondering if she heard it as well. By
the way her eyes widened, he knew she had. He fully expected her to
run up the stairs in a squeamish womanly fashion, but she didn’t.
Instead, she quietly stepped toward the door.

Well, great. So she was going to leave
him in here to die. It wasn’t enough she had him roped to a chair.
She had to make him an easy target for the snake, too.

But she didn’t slip out of the house.
She reached for the rifle near the door. She couldn’t be serious!
Did she really think she could kill a snake? He glanced at the
thing as it slithered over to his foot.

She lifted the rifle and aimed it at
the snake. By now, sweat beaded his forehead, and he swallowed. She
was going to shoot his foot off. He just knew it! If the snake
wasn’t so close to him, he would have told her not to shoot until
the thing was safely away from him. But he couldn’t say anything in
case the thing bit him. Either way, this wasn’t going to be
pleasant. She cocked the gun, and he squeezed his eyes shut tight.
He couldn’t watch.

The shot rang through the air, and he
waited for the pain to shoot from his foot up to his leg. But
nothing happened. Cautious, he opened his eyes and saw her put the
gun back in its original place on the wall. What?

He looked at his feet and saw that the
snake was lying dead in a pool of its own blood. It took him a
moment to realize what had just happened. He hadn’t gotten his foot
blown off!

Before he had time to contemplate his
good fortune, she came over to him and untied him from the chair.
“I need your help finding out if there are any more snakes in the
house.”

“How do you think that thing
got in here?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe it was
in here all along.”

Alright, the notion that a rattler had
been in his house for days bothered him. And he didn’t frighten
easily. “You really think that thing’s been in this house that
long?”

“I don’t know. The best
thing we can do is search this house from top to bottom and make
sure there are no eggs or other rattlers somewhere.”

“We?” he emphasized, sure that she would quickly clarify that she
meant ‘him’.

To his surprise, she nodded. “If we
both do it, the job will go quicker. And you might notice something
I don’t or I’ll notice something you don’t. Either way, my pa
always said two people doing the same job makes things more
efficient. We need to get some gloves and a bag before we start
looking though. I’ll go get what we need from the shed.”

“Wait.” He grabbed her arm
so she wouldn’t leave yet. He gave her a good look. She didn’t seem
at all scared by the prospect. “Did you do something like this
before?”

“Twice. Once was when we had
mice in the house. Another time, we had a snake.”

“But this is a
rattlesnake.”

“That’s why I’ll be extra
careful. You need to grab them from behind, but you need to be
quick.”

“You handled a rattler
before?”

“Three times. But that was
always out in the fields. One I caught and the other two I shot,
just like I shot that one a moment ago.” She gestured to the dead
snake.

“What on earth were you
doing running after rattlers?”

Her lips curled up, and she laughed. “I
didn’t run after them. I was out with my pa, spending the night in
the field.”

“You spent the night
outdoors?”

“We do when we have cattle
we want to sell at Grass Range or when we do business in Great
Falls. Well, I should say did. Now that I’m married to you, I won’t
be going with him and the ranch hands anymore.”

“But isn’t it
dangerous?”

“Haven’t you ever spent the
night outdoors?”

“Of course, I have, but I’m
a man,” he said. “Men are supposed to go out and do that kind of
thing. And they’re supposed to catch the vermin and shoot at
rattlers.”

“Oh.” Her smile faltered. “I
suppose it’s not the kind of thing men want in a wife.” Letting out
a long sigh, she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Greg, but I can’t be
that kind of person. I’ve tried to be good and stay indoors as much
as possible unless I need to hang up laundry. But you might as well
know the truth. Ever since I was a girl, I took care of horses,
rounded up cattle, repaired fences, and helped when the animals
gave birth. And I have slept outside quite a bit.”

“And you like doing all
that?”

“I love it. You have no idea
how hard it’s been for me to resist throwing on a pair of pants and
pitching in to help out there.”

He stared at her, still unable to
believe what he was hearing. “If you felt this way while you were
growing up, why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“We were at school,” she
said. “All the other girls talked about sewing and cooking. And
when you and I talked, it was about our lessons and the other
students.”

Now that he thought about it, she was
right. She probably had no idea he would have rather talked about
the chores on the ranch. He hadn’t introduced such topics, thinking
she’d find such talk boring.

“Anyway, none of this
matters right now,” she said. “If there are more snakes in the
house, we might not get so lucky next time. I’ll be right
back.”

She hurried out the door, and all he
could do was watch her, his mind reeling from everything he’d just
learned. Why didn’t he find out about this sooner? If he’d known
she had embraced life on the ranch with so much enthusiasm,
everything would have been different.

 



 Chapter Fifteen

 


By the time Patty returned, she had
everything they needed. “Do you want to start in the attic or the
basement?”

Greg watched her as she slipped on a
pair of gloves. They were too big for her since they were made for
men, but she didn’t seem to mind. “Um…the basement, I guess,” he
finally said, still in awe of everything he was learning about
her.

She picked up one of the sticks and a
bag then turned her expectant gaze to him.

Oh right. His gloves. He quickly put
them on and retrieved his stick and bag.

“I don’t make it a habit of
killing things, not even rattlesnakes,” she said as she went to the
chair where the dead rattlesnake was on its back. “But once in a
while, it’s a necessary evil. I don’t think this little guy would
have let me take him outside.” She picked it up and, without even
flinching, took it outside and flung it on the grass. Shutting the
door, she returned to him. “Ready?”

Like an idiot, all he could do was
nod.

But she didn’t seem disturbed by his
inability to speak. She just headed for the door that led to the
basement. And he followed. Even as he joined her in searching
through every nook and cranny in the dim room lit only by a single
window, he had to pause every few moments to make sure she wasn’t
huddled in a corner, frightened or ready to bolt for the stairs.
Each time he saw her, she was either inspecting every crack or on
her knees peering around old junk. Good grief. The dirt didn’t even
bother her. His mother would never have allowed a speck of the
stuff to land on her.

The rest of their search did turn up a
couple of mice in the attic, and Greg suspected the mice had been
what had lured the snake into the house. Patty wasted no time in
helping him put all the mice in their bags.

“I think we’re done,” she
said, closing her bag once they returned to the kitchen. “Let’s
take these outside.”

“I’ll do that,” he offered,
taking her bag. “You should change your clothes and wash
up.”

“Oh.” She glanced at her
shirtwaist and skirt. “I didn’t realize I was such a
mess.”

“Do you like being messy?”
he asked, smiling despite himself.

“You don’t think that’s very
feminine, do you?”

He shrugged. “A feminine woman isn’t
something every man wants.”

“Does that include
you?”

“I’m partial to a woman who
isn’t afraid to mess up her hair as she looks for creepy crawlies
in the house.”

She touched her hair then glanced at
him, as if wondering if he was telling her the truth or not.
“Really?”

“Yep.”

“And if I would rather spend
time on a horse instead of being inside cooking and cleaning, you’d
like that, too?”

“The house doesn’t get that
dirty when you spend most of your time outdoors,” he said. “As for
cooking, that’s what Marv’s for.”

She studied him, still not seeming
convinced.

He took a step toward her. Really, she
was beautiful. She’d always been beautiful. But at this moment,
with her hair disheveled and her clothes dirty, she was especially
so. With one hand, he cupped the side of her face and lifted it so
he could kiss her. To his pleasure, she wrapped her arms around him
and responded to him. In the past, he had imagined what it’d be
like to kiss her. At one time, he’d almost done it. But this was
much better than anything he imagined. She was soft and warm. And
better yet, she wasn’t afraid to get dirty.

“Would you rather be outside
doing the things a man does?” he softly asked when their kiss
ended.

“To be honest,
yes.”

“So all this time when
you’ve been doing all the household chores, you didn’t want to be
doing them?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“And the curtains, rugs and
little trinkets you decorated the house with?”

“Oh, those I did like. The
house was much too bare without them.”

Noting her matter-of-fact tone, he
laughed and stepped away from her. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t look
so bad with the changes you made.”

“Not so bad?” she asked, a
slight smile on her lips.

“I’ll admit it’s nice to
have a woman’s touch.” After a moment, he gestured to the bags in
his hand. “I’m guessing you’d like to clean up and put on a pair of
pants so you can get out to the field.”

Her eyes lit up. “Really? You don’t
mind if I do?”

“All in good time. Right
now, you need to wash up.”

He had no intention of letting her go
out to the field for a while yet. But he decided he wouldn’t tell
her what he was planning. After he released the critters into the
yard, he returned and set the empty sacks on the hook by the door.
He set the gloves on a small table then entered the kitchen where
Patty was washing her hands in the basin.

He couldn’t recall a time he’d seen a
more beautiful sight, and he wanted nothing more than to make love
to this strong woman who didn’t let little things like snakes and
rodents disturb her. This was a woman who wanted to wear pants so
she could go out and ride a horse. She loved everything about ranch
life. He thought for years that she had only been with her pa
because she had nowhere else to go, that because she was a woman,
her choices this far out West were limited. But now he knew better.
She was here because she wanted to be here, and she would never
have the desire to find a big city to live a more “civilized” kind
of life like his mother had.

Patty looked over at him, probably just
noticing him. “I’m done,” she said and wiped her hands on the
towel. “I’m going to change into some pants since you don’t mind.
I’ve been anxious to check out the land and see what you have ever
since we married.”

“Don’t change yet,” he told
her before she could run upstairs. “We should make up for lost time
first. But, I got to wash my hands as well.” If he was going to
touch her, the last thing he wanted to do was touch her right after
he handled mice, even if he’d been wearing gloves.

He quickly washed his hands, all too
aware that she watched him with furrowed eyebrows. Considering how
many times she’d made it a point to show off her body, he was
surprised she had no idea what he had in mind. When he was done, he
turned to face her and gave her a wicked grin.

“I haven’t made you my wife
yet, sweetheart, and that’s something,” he placed his hands on her
hips and drew her into his arms, “that I fully intend to
fix.”

She blushed. “Now?”

“Yep.”

“Right this
minute?”

He chuckled. “I believe that is what
‘now’ means.”

“Well, yes, I suppose it
does. I mean, I…well, you…um…”

“Patty.”

“What?”

Noting the way her face grew even
pinker, he lowered his head and kissed her. She was so adorable
when he caught her off guard. When the kiss ended, he said, “I
didn’t think anything spooked you. You could go after snakes and
mice without flinching, but I mention consummating our marriage,
and you act like you got spooked.”

“That’s silly. I’m not
spooked. I…I…” She shrugged and averted her gaze so she was no
longer looking him in the eye. “I just didn’t expect it, that’s
all.”

“Probably because I haven’t
been making this easy for you. But you have nothing to worry about
now. I won’t be pushing you away anymore.”

“Would it bother you if I
took the lead sometimes?”

“No,” he softly admitted and
pressed her closer to him, delighted by the feel of her soft
breasts. It didn’t take much to get him aroused when it came to
her. “I like it when you show me that incredible body you have.
But,” he quickly added before she got the wrong idea, “remember
that you’re for my eyes only.”

“I’ve never been meant for
anyone but you, Greg. You ought to know that by now.”

Her eyes sparkling, she wrapped her
arms around his neck and leaned into him, snuggling his erection
against her abdomen. Oh yes, he was going to make her his wife in
every sense of the word, and he was going to enjoy every moment of
it. Lowering his head, he kissed her again, this time letting his
lips linger on hers. She let out a soft sigh, and he deepened the
kiss.

Weeks of suppressed desire came racing
to the surface, and before he knew what was happening, their
tongues were intertwined and he had her back against the table. In
his mind, he knew he ought to be a gentleman and take her to the
bed. But at the moment, such logic flew out the window, and all he
could do was get caught up in the moment. She was made for his
pleasure, and in turn, he’d offer her pleasure that she’d only find
with him.

Lifting her by the hips, he set her on
the worktable so that she was sitting in front of him. He pressed
himself between her legs and groaned. He had no idea that being
with her this way could be so intoxicating, but all sense of time
faded as he became aware of her—and only her. And better yet, she
was responding very well to him. She wrapped her legs around his
waist and pulled him into her embrace.

As much as he wanted to stay in that
position, he was too eager to explore her. He brought his hands to
the front of her shirtwaist and undid the buttons, struggling to
find the patience required so he could be careful. He made it down
a couple buttons without any problems when he got stuck on the
fourth one down, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to
slip the button through the slit in the fabric.

Giggling, she ended their kiss and
leaned back so she could unfasten the button herself.

“I don’t want to rip the
fabric,” he explained, his pulse racing with the thrill of watching
her unfasten the rest of her buttons.

While she removed her shirtwaist, he
rushed through the process of removing his own clothes, and he
didn’t mind it when a couple of the buttons on his shirt went
flying across the room, though he did take more care when it came
time to take off his pants. Shirts were easier to fix, after
all.

Turning his gaze back to her, his eyes
greedily drank in the sight of her lovely breasts as she took the
chemise off and set it aside. She then unbuttoned the skirt, and
since he was already undressed at this point, he helped her. He
grunted when he realized there were bloomers, two petticoats and
stockings he also had to remove.

“I think you wearing pants
will make things a lot easier in the future,” he said as he finally
slipped the last of her layers off. Why women had to wear so much,
he didn’t know. Maybe it was to drive men senseless.

But the wait was worth it, for when she
was finally naked, he never saw a lovelier sight. Her breasts were
the perfect size, and her legs were slightly parted, hinting at the
dark hair between them. He parted her legs further, giving no sense
of embarrassment at openly staring at her. He was too wrapped up in
his desire for her to care at the moment, and by her heavy
breathing, he sensed that she wasn’t the overly shy type. He
glanced up at her and noted the flicker of arousal in her eyes,
which told him she didn’t mind his open study of her
body.

Her gaze went to his erection, and that
suited him just fine. She could definitely explore him while he was
exploring her. The fact that she was even interested in him—instead
of trying to avert her gaze so she didn’t have to look at
him—further aroused him. He parted her legs further and let in a
slight intake of breath. Below the dark curls was her entrance, and
even if he’d never been inside a woman before, he knew, without a
doubt, that he’d love nothing more than being inside
her.

What made it even better was the fact
that she was his wife, his companion, his lover. And she didn’t
mind reaching forward to touch his penis, her fingers tracing his
head then gently moving forward to his shaft.

He let out a moan and encouraged her to
wrap her hand around him. “That feels like heaven, sweetheart,” he
murmured. “And you look wonderful.”

Now that he’d had his fill of looking
at her, he brought his hands to her breasts and caressed them in a
manner similar to the way she was caressing him. The pleasure of
her touch made him that much bolder in his exploration of her.
Leaning forward, he kissed her neck while he continued running his
thumbs along her nipples, both excited and pleased when she
shivered in delight.

He moaned, not at all shy about
expressing his enjoyment, and as he hoped, she wasn’t shy about
expressing her pleasure either. In fact, it turned out she was
quite vocal, especially when he brought his hand between her legs
and traced the wet folds of her flesh.

“Yes, enter me,” she
whispered then shifted her hips so that one of his fingers slid
into her.

He closed his eyes and tried to
memorize the soft moist flesh as it clenched around him. After a
few seconds, he slid another finger in and was rewarded with a
groan.

“That feels good, Greg,” she
rasped and guided his thumb to her sensitive nub.

She lifted her hips, and his fingers
went deeper into her. Bringing her hand to his, she showed him how
to rub her sensitive nub in gentle circular motions. Then she
leaned back and rocked her hips to help him establish the rhythm of
his thrusting fingers.

He watched her, fascinated at the way
her breasts bounced as she continued rocking her hips in wild
abandon. He wanted nothing more than to hear her final cry of
pleasure as she reached her peak. She kept repeating his name and
begged him to keep going, not that he had any intention of
stopping. This was the most exciting thing he’d ever done in his
life.

Her cries grew louder until there was
the final cry, and as she screamed his name, her flesh clenched
tightly around him. He stilled his fingers, noting each time her
body clenched then relaxed a moment before clenching
again.

When she was done, she wrapped her legs
around him and guided him into her. He groaned as her hot flesh
accepted him. She let out a slight gasp as he widened her entrance,
marking her as a woman who’d now been claimed. He waited for a
moment, straining against the urge to move as he studied
her.

“Patty?” he asked, finding
it hard to concentrate but willing himself to for her sake. “Are
you hurt?”

“A little sting,” she
whispered as she shifted her hips and leaned back. “That’s better.”
She tightened her legs around his waist to pull him deeper into
her. “It feels good, Greg. Keep going. Make me your
wife.”

He slid out of her then pressed into
her, careful to make sure he wasn’t hurting her. This time she
didn’t wince. Leaning over her, he did it again, and she let out a
moan of pleasure. Relieved, he gave himself completely to the
moment and established a rhythm that would result in his eventual
climax. Had he not taken care of himself recently, he would have
spilled his seed already, but since he had, he was able to take his
time and fully enjoy the process of claiming her.

He purposely alternated between going
fast and slow, noting that when he slowed things down, he was able
to put off his orgasm. This only served to make things that much
more pleasurable, and when he finally reached his peak, the
intentional delay was worth it. Never before had he experienced
this much fulfillment. And now, as he rode wave after wave of
pleasure, he couldn’t help but wonder if he should keep her in the
house for the rest of the day.

No, he promised he’d take her out
riding. And there were some areas on the land where it was private
enough that they could do this again. He groaned as he imagined
taking her outside. He’d pack a blanket, of course, and let her go
on top of him so she wouldn’t have to risk the discomfort of being
on the ground. Yes, he’d definitely make love to her while they
were out. A grin crossed his face. Maybe he’d even take her twice.
Or three times. Maybe there were some interesting things they could
try while riding a horse. The possibilities were endless, and he
was excited to try each one.

“What are you smiling about
in such a wicked fashion?” she asked.

He opened his eyes and noted her
interest was piqued. He lowered his head and kissed her. “You’ll
find out soon enough,” he promised then helped her off the
worktable. “First, we need to get you in some pants.”

“You’re really going to let
me go riding in the pasture?”

“Of course. But we’re only
taking one horse.”

“One horse? Why?”

He kissed her and gave her behind an
affection squeeze. “Remember that day when we went to church and we
shared one horse? I want to do that again. Except this time, we’ll
make it interesting.”

“Oh.” Then her eyes lit up
with understanding and she blushed. “Oh!”

Laughing, he kissed her again. “Go on
upstairs and get dressed in clothes that are easy for me to take
off.”

While she hurried to obey, he put his
clothes back on.

 



 Chapter Sixteen

 


“Well, look who’s finally
smiling,” Archie called out the next morning as he entered the
barn.

Greg finished saddling his horse before
saying, “I wouldn’t be so eager to upset the man who has the final
say over whether or not we can have another square
dance.”

Archie’s eyebrows rose in interest.
“You’re going to let us have one?”

“Once we catch the man or
men responsible for stealing the cattle, yes.”

“It’s got to be men. No one
can do it alone. There’s no way.”

“You’re probably right.
Whoever is doing it has a good strategy.”

“Yep.” Unfortunately. “They
aren’t dumb.”

Greg finished tightening the straps
under the saddle and started putting the bridle on the
horse.

“You going to check on the
cattle?”

Greg nodded. “You and Randy be sure to
take a nap. You won’t be any good if you’re too tired to focus on
your work.”

“Will do, boss.” After a
moment, Archie asked, “Aren’t you going to take Patty with
you?”

“Not that it’s any of your
business, but yes.”

The only reason he told Archie that was
because Patty was heading in their direction in a pair of jeans and
a shirt. Though she wore clothes suited for men, she looked very
feminine since the pants only accentuated her curves. In fact, she
looked way better in pants than she ever did in a dress or skirt.
Getting her out of those clothes was the best thing he ever did for
his eyes. He glanced at Archie who smiled appreciatively at her
figure.

“Need I remind you that when
I offered her to you, you didn’t want her?” Greg
growled.

Archie’s eyebrows rose innocently. “I
wasn’t thinking anything wrong when I was looking at
her.”

“You’d better be thinking of
what songs you want Herb to play at the next square
dance.”

“Point taken.” As Patty came
near them, Archie waved to her. “The boss says you look real good
this morning.”

A pretty shade of pink graced Patty’s
cheeks. “Thank you, Greg.”

Though Greg hadn’t come out and said
that to Archie, he figured it was Archie’s way of making amends for
gawking at her, so Greg forgave him for staring at her when he had
better things to do. Greg waited until Archie headed for the
bunkhouse before he pulled Patty into his arms and kissed her. “You
do look good,” he whispered.

“I’m glad you don’t mind the
pants,” she replied and kissed him again.

“Mind? I prefer it,
sweetheart.” Before she could ask him why, he lifted her by the
waist and set her on the horse.

“You don’t want to take
separate horses this time?” she teased.

“And miss out on holding
you? I don’t think so.”

He got up behind her and settled into
the saddle. She really was a natural on a horse. She had perfect
balance and was comfortable on it. Yesterday he had wanted to take
his horse, but when hers put up enough of a fuss, he opted to take
hers instead. He did the same this morning. Horses could be jealous
when their owners didn’t ride them, but his horse wasn’t so
particular. Though she didn’t need him to wrap his arm around her
waist, he did because it gave him an excuse to touch
her.

“Where to?” he asked as he
led the horse into a trot.

She shrugged. “Maybe we should go
around the perimeter of the fence and see where the cattle rustlers
might be coming in.”

“The ranch hands and I have
made sure the area is secure, but I certainly don’t mind another
pass through. We could have missed something the first
time.”

She didn’t reply, and he gave her a
gentle nudge. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just that
you… Well, never mind.”

“What is it?” he
encouraged.

“Have you considered that it
might be an inside job? That maybe one of the ranch hands is
helping someone else with the theft?”

He frowned, not liking the idea. “I
hadn’t thought of it, but it’s possible.”

“I know it’s not a pleasant
thought,” she said. “But if you and the others checked for the
vulnerable spots on the property and didn’t find any, then it makes
sense someone under your employment could be letting cattle
out.”

“I get what you’re saying.”
And she was right. It made sense. He released his breath as he
thought of his ranch hands. “Got an idea of which one it might
be?”

“Lyle.”

He blinked in surprise. She didn’t even
have to think about it. “How long have you suspected
him?”

“I thought he was up to
something the first day I got here.”

“You did?”

“It was a feeling.” She
shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it. I saw him from the
bedroom window and thought it’d be a good idea to keep an eye on
him.”

He nodded. “I don’t get the same
feeling about him that you do, but I’ve heard women are better at
this kind of thing than men are.”

“You did?”

“You sound
surprised.”

“Well,” she began as they
came across the first corner of the fence on his property, “I guess
Evelyn doesn’t know as much as she thinks she does.”

“Evelyn Heiser? From
church?”

“That’s the one.”

He rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t pay her
any mind. She thinks she knows everything, but she doesn’t. Her
poor husband is a good reason why men should avoid
marriage.”

She wiggled around and straddled him,
her legs wrapping ever so nicely around his waist. He slowed the
horse and glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one else was
close enough to see what they were doing. With a smile, he turned
his attention back to her and kissed her, not at all hesitant to
let her know what he had in mind.

She chuckled. “Greg, I want to know
more about Evelyn. What is her husband like?”

He grimaced. “He’s not as interesting
as this is.” He shifted so that his erection rubbed against
her.

She let out a low moan but pressed, “I
want to know what you mean about her. What is it about Evelyn you
don’t like?”

“You’re rather morbid if you
want to badmouth a poor woman.”

“Evelyn was the one who told
me it’s wrong for me to wear pants and help with the
ranch.”

“Regardless, you shouldn’t
take delight in gossip.”

“It’s not gossip if you tell
me the truth.”

He shook his head, but she snuggled up
to him and kissed his neck. His resolve quickly melted, and he
found himself telling her what she wanted to know. “Her husband is
miserable. Evelyn tells him what to do and who he can spend time
with. She even got his job for him.”

She gasped. “Oh, she
didn’t!”

Catching the spark in her eye, he
couldn’t help but grin. “She did. Her brother owns the bank he
works for. He wanted to buy a ranch, but she wouldn’t have it.
Early in their marriage, he fought her about it, but she wouldn’t
give up. She even refused to share a bed with him for six whole
months until he finally obeyed her.”

“She didn’t!”

“She did. Men are
surprisingly weak when it comes to the bedroom.”

“You’re not. You’re
surprisingly stubborn, regardless of whether I wear clothes or
not.”

“That’s because I know how
to stand my ground. Her husband isn’t as strong as I
am.”

“You shouldn’t have resisted
me so much. I only wanted to make you happy.”

“To be fair, it wasn’t you
so much as watching my father die of a broken heart that worried
me. But as it turns out, you’re nothing like my mother. Marrying
you was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“If I’d known all it was
going to take was killing a snake and rounding up mice, I would
have done it on the first day we got married.”

He squeezed her waist. “A woman is
never sexier than when she shoots a rattler without blinking an
eye. Some men marry good cooks and some a woman who sews fancy
dresses. But me? I like a woman who isn’t afraid to go after vermin
and put on a pair of pants to go horseback riding. Life on a ranch
isn’t easy.”

“I can’t imagine having any
other kind of life. I love it out here.”

He cupped her face in his hands and
kissed her again, this time letting his lips linger on hers. He
couldn’t think of a better place to be than out here on the ranch
with the woman he had secretly hoped he’d marry since he was
fifteen. And unlike his mother, she was no weakling. She was made
for this kind of life. It was a hard one, but it was also
rewarding. It was nice that she understood that and appreciated
it.

When the kiss ended, he smiled at her,
enjoying the way her eyes twinkled. “Come on. Let’s check the rest
of the fence before we get back to the house.”

“You don’t want to have some
fun halfway out in the fields today?” she asked suggestively,
wiggling her hips for emphasis.

“Not today.” As fun as it’d
been at the time to make love to her out here yesterday, he was
still sore. “Some things are better left to the
imagination.”

“Well, you should have
brought a bedroll. I’m sure that would have made it
easier.”

“Probably, but if I’d done
that, Archie would have seen it. Then I’d never hear the end of
it.”

She giggled. “Would that be so
bad?”

“I guess not. But I’m
already putting up with enough of their joshing. I don’t want to
ask for more.”

Sighing, she shifted so she was
sideways. She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arm
around his waist while he led the horse forward.

 


***

 


Patty knew it was wrong to gloat,
especially at church, but she couldn’t help but feel a bit smug as
she watched Evelyn’s jaw drop as Greg helped her down from the
buggy. And not only did he help her, but he also kissed her cheek
before leading her over to Mitch and Heather.

Heather pulled Patty aside so she could
ask her what was going on.

“I lassoed him like you
suggested,” Patty began as she fiddled with the blue sleeves on her
mother’s dress. “Then I tied him to a chair and demanded he talk to
me. After a rattler and a couple mice, he made mad passionate love
to me in the kitchen, and the rest is history.”

Heather stared at her for a moment then
finally blinked. “A snake and mice? You’re joshing,
right?”

“Nope. That’s how it
happened. I shot a rattlesnake while he was tied to the chair, and
then we went through the entire house to look for more. We didn’t
find any, but we did find a couple of mice. I think that’s what the
rattlesnake was after. Greg agrees.”

A slow smile spread across Heather’s
face. “In other words, you were yourself.”

Patty hadn’t thought about it, but she
realized Heather was right. “I did do that kind of thing with my
pa.”

“You tied your father to a
chair?” Heather let out a playful gasp.

She rolled her eyes but smiled. “No,
silly. I searched for all kinds of vermin in the house, and I shot
things that posed a threat.”

Heather shot her a knowing smile.
“Which means, you were yourself. And it worked.”

“Yes, it worked. Greg won’t
continue with the ridiculous talk about me going back to my
pa.”

“Good. I’m glad your risk
paid off.”

“If he hadn’t made his
feelings known to me when we were younger, I would never have done
it.”

“Well, the look on Eve’s
face is worth it,” Heather said, gesturing to Evelyn.

Patty followed her friend’s gaze and
couldn’t help but laugh. “You have a mean streak in you, Heather.
It’s wrong for you to delight so much in proving Evelyn wrong. As
it turns out, all men don’t want a woman who goes around tossing
handkerchiefs on the ground and fainting at the smallest critter.
Apparently, if you had sent a mouse running through your house when
you invited me and Greg to supper a year ago, it would have saved
us all a lot of trouble.”

Heather laughed harder and wiped tears
from her eyes. “Yes, it would have.”

“Too bad Mitch gave you a
hard time about it.”

“Only because he was afraid
Greg was so upset he wouldn’t talk to him again. But,” she gestured
to Mitch and Greg who were both laughing, “it all worked out.
They’re not upset anymore.”

“No, they aren’t.” She
caught sight of her pa who had arrived on his horse. “I’m going to
tell my pa the good news.”

Heather grabbed her arm and stopped
her. “You can’t tell him you hunted down rodents and then Greg had
his way with you on the worktable.”

“I’m not going to put it
like that. I’m just going to tell him he might be a grandpa next
year, that’s all. I won’t disclose the details, and I’m sure he’ll
be glad.”

“Yes, you’re right. He will
be glad. The less said, the better.”

Patty left Heather and hurried over to
her father, bypassing a bewildered Evelyn as she did so. Her father
would be happy for her, she knew. And he might have figured it out
on his own if Patty waited long enough, but she was too excited not
to tell him. Things were looking very good. In fact, things were
perfect. Her plan had worked beautifully. Everything she ever
wanted had finally come to pass. And nothing was going to spoil
it.

 



 Chapter Seventeen

 


A week later, Patty read the missive in
the kitchen, hoping it would change when she read it the tenth
time. But it didn’t. She had picked it up that day in town at the
post office when she was shopping with Heather. At the time, she
managed to hide it from her friend so she wouldn’t arouse her
suspicions. But now she wondered if she should have opened it right
away. She could have benefited from her friend’s advice.

With a glance out the window, she saw
Greg going into the barn. She forced her eyes back to the paper. It
was from John Meyer.

Word is that Greg is
smitten with you. Looks like the risk paid off. I need you to dress
up in those men’s clothes again and meet me in the saloon. Come
alone. Saturday at 3pm. Don’t worry. I won’t have my way with
you…unless you want to know how a real man is in bed. I’m always
willing to oblige.

She grimaced. The last thing she wanted
to do was see John again. It’d been enough that she paid him all
she had and he managed to wiggle more money out of Greg. She didn’t
see why she had to go see him again. Their deal was
done.

She could decide not to go. But he
might tell Greg how she tricked him into marrying her. And after
how long it took Greg to figure out that he should be married to
her, she didn’t dare jeopardize ruining what they had.

No. Whether she liked it or not, she
had to go. And this wasn’t going to be easy. With a great deal of
uncertainty, she took the letter upstairs to the bedroom she and
Greg now shared and tucked it under her undergarments. Though
Greg’s parents’ room was still the bigger one, he said he preferred
to sleep in his old room and explained how much his mother’s
leaving had hurt his father.

“I can see putting our
children in there, but I’d rather we stay in here,” he had
finished.

It didn’t bother her where they slept,
so she agreed. They had moved the bigger bed into his room and put
the small one in the other one. Why it didn’t bother him to sleep
on the same bed his parents had, she didn’t know. But some things
were just better off not prying into, and this was one of
them.

Her gaze went to the drawer with her
undergarments that now hid John’s letter. If she wasn’t careful,
she was going to lose everything she fought so hard for. Taking a
deep breath, she closed the drawer then checked out the window
again to make sure Greg was still outside. When she saw he was, she
went over to her trunk.

The clothes she used to dress up as a
man when she went to the saloon were still there under a few of her
mother’s things. She’d use this disguise again. As much as she
didn’t want to, she had to. She’d come this far to get Greg. She
wasn’t going to stop now. She could only hope whatever John wanted,
it was simple and quick. Then she could go back to her happy life
with Greg.

She closed the lid of the trunk and
released her breath. Standing up, she bit her lower lip. How was
she going to slip out of the house without someone noticing? Seeing
her dressed up as a man would raise some questions she’d rather not
answer.

Heather! She’d simply tell Greg she
wanted to visit Heather. He’d understand and let her go without
asking any questions. That would work. Relieved, she headed back
down the stairs to finish making supper. Though she didn’t have to,
she did like cooking once in a while, especially since she had
finally mastered the art of cooking rhubarb cherry pie. And she had
the feeling that Greg wouldn’t mind it so much when she bent
forward to show him a little cleavage. With a wicked smile, she
unbuttoned the top three buttons of her shirt then entered the
kitchen.

 


***

 


“Are you sure you don’t want
me to go with you?” Greg asked that Saturday as Patty tied her
leather bag to the saddle on her horse.

Patty laughed in a way she hoped was
convincing. “No, that’s alright. I’m just going to visit Heather.”
She glanced over at him once the bag was secure, praying her guilt
didn’t show. “I’ll only be gone for a couple hours. We’ll only
engage in boring women talk. You know Heather. She doesn’t like
riding horses or looking for critters. She just wants to sit on the
porch and sew clothes for that baby she’s expecting.” There. That
should deter Greg from wanting to come.

“Maybe, but I could see
Mitch.” He rubbed the small of her back and shot her a suggestive
grin. “We could even take a little detour and have some
fun.”

Her face warmed. As much as she wanted
to take him up on his offer, there was no way she could. She needed
to see John before he came out here telling everyone the bargain
she’d made with him. “You have too much to do here as it is. Once
we figure out who’s been after the cattle, there will be plenty of
time to do that.”

After a moment, he nodded. “You’re
right. It’s not fair that I’ve been taking so much time off when
they’ve been guarding the fields.”

Relieved, she kissed his cheek. “We’ll
find out who’s behind it.”

She got up on the horse. Thank goodness
common sense overrode his desire to be with her, though it was
awfully nice that he wanted to be with her as much as he did. It
was definitely better than when he avoided her like the
plague.

“I won’t be long,” she
promised.

“I’ll miss you while you’re
gone.”

“I’ll miss you,
too.”

“Ah, that’s so sweet,” Randy
said.

She glanced over at the ranch hand who
was walking over to them with Marv and Herb.

“Don’t you all have
something better to do?” Greg called out.

“Not at the moment,” Marv
replied, glancing at the other two men who shook their heads.
“Nope. They don’t either.”

Greg sighed. “Fine. I’ll find work for
you to do.” He gave Patty’s leg a quick pat then headed over to
them.

Glad it’d been that easy to get away,
Patty hurried off the property. As soon as she was out of their
viewing range, she put on the beard, hat, boots, and trench coat.
The rest of her was already covered in men’s clothes, but the
trench coat reached her boots. The thing was hot, but it hid the
fact that she had breasts, so she had to wear it. Plus, it was
dusty on the town road. All she needed was for Greg to catch on to
the fact that she wasn’t at Heather’s because of the dust on
her.

When she reached the saloon,
she slid off her horse and tied the reins to a post. She closed her
eyes for a moment and released her breath. She could do this. All
she had to do was find out what he wanted and get out of there. She
proceeded up the steps and entered the bar through the swinging
doors. This time the smoke didn’t bother her eyes so much, and she
didn’t balk at the smell of liquor lingering in the air. She didn’t
know if that was a good thing or not. On one hand, she was getting
used to it. But on the other hand, she was getting used to it, and she didn’t
want to get used to something like this.

Someone cleared his throat, so she
turned her gaze to John Meyer, who waved her over. Forcing aside
her unease, she walked over to him, bumping into a chair along the
way. She wondered why he didn’t just sit at the bar like the other
men in the joint, but she figured he wanted their conversation to
be private. That probably wasn’t a good sign. If he wanted to keep
it between the two of them, then it had to be something underhanded
and sneaky.

“Glad you made it,” he said
and motioned to the chair next to him.

Well, it beat having to sit with him on
a horse while he thrust his slimy tongue in her mouth. Even now,
the memory made her shudder. She sat down and waited for him to
speak.

He leaned forward and winked. “You’re a
smart woman to come here. If you hadn’t, Greg would find out about
the deal we made, and I figured you weren’t stupid enough to let
that happen, especially not when things are goin’ so
well.”

“What do you want?” she
asked in a low voice, not bothering to try to sound like a
man.

“I need you to help me and a
couple others get some of Greg’s cattle.”

She felt the color drain from her face.
Had she not been wearing a beard, she was sure the whole world
would have seen how pale she got. “You’re the bandit who’s been
stealing from his herd?”

“Oh come now, Patty. You
can’t be surprised I’d do somethin’ like that.”

“But…but…” She glanced
around to make sure no one was paying attention to them. “But
that’s Greg’s livelihood.”

He snorted. “Greg has enough cattle.
He’ll be just fine.”

“You’re taking his strongest
ones.”

“I ain’t stupid, hon. I get
the best of the lot when I make my raids.”

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair.
He seriously couldn’t expect her to do this, especially not when
she was married to the man he was stealing cattle from. “Why are
you doing this?”

“Money,” he said as if it
was the most obvious reason in the world.

“Don’t you already rip off
enough men at the poker tables?” She’d heard of his reputation. It
didn’t seem to her he was exactly hurting.

“I don’t cheat, and that
means I don’t win every hand.”

“If you need money so badly,
why don’t you get an honest job?”

With a chuckle, he shook his head and
drowned a shot of whiskey. “What’d you take me for, Patty? An
honest man?” He leaned so close to her she could smell his breath.
“An honest man don’t earn the wages a dishonest one does. I may not
look like it, but I got myself a little house on a nice piece of
land outside another town. I enjoy what I do here, of course.
Winnin’ hands against men like Boaz Grady and sleeping around with
the ladies has its perks, but sometimes I think it’d be nice to get
away from it all and have some peace and quiet. And,” he leaned
back in his chair and crossed his arms, “I have no intention of
workin’ for it.”

He really meant it. He expected her to
help him with his cattle rustling. This was worse than she
imagined. Never in a million years did she think he stole cattle,
let alone Greg’s.

“You still owe Mayor White a
favor,” he added, shooting her a pointed look.

Her eyes widened. Mayor White was in
this? She quickly tried to dismiss the idea. Mayor White was a
prominent member of the community. He went to church, helped the
orphans and widows, and even bailed the ranchers out of a tight
spot a couple years back when the drought hit them hard and the
bank came looking for money. There was no way the mayor could be
involved in something like this. Could there?

“The last person who crossed
the mayor,” John began, “got his hand cut off.”

“His what?” she asked,
unable to believe what she was hearing. Surely, John was lying. He
had to be. At least, she hoped he was.

“You heard of one-handed
Bill? The man who took off runnin’ from Lewistown three years
ago?”

She gulped. That was how he lost the
hand? She thought it was an accident with a saw.

“I told the mayor you were
smart,” John said. “Now prove me right. Lyle’s on watch tomorrow
with Marv. Lyle will distract Marv while you take the best of the
herd and bring it to the east end of the fence. Do this at
midnight. We’ll do the rest. We’ll even repair the fence. There’s
no need for Greg or those ranch hands he’s got figurin’ out what’s
going on.”

John gave her a hearty pat on the
shoulder, almost knocking her over. She had to grab the edge of the
table to steady herself. He stood up and walked away, leaving her
alone. She gulped as she thought over her options. She could always
do it, of course. But if she did, then she’d end up being the kind
of person she didn’t want to be. Tricking Greg into marriage was
one thing. Stealing was something else.

John had mentioned Boaz Grady. She
wondered if Boaz ever had any dealings with the mayor. After
thinking of who else she might talk to, she came to the conclusion
that she could only go to Boaz. As she rose to her feet, she
realized her hands were trembling. This wasn’t good. It wasn’t good
at all. She was officially stuck between a rock and a hard place,
and she didn’t know how to best get out of it.

She’d talk to Boaz. That’s what she’d
do. At least he might give her some ideas. Maybe Boaz knew
something about getting out of a tough situation she didn’t. Yes,
that’s what she’d do. She’d talk to him. Moving her stiff feet
forward, she left the saloon.


 Chapter Eighteen

 


Please be home, Patty silently prayed
and knocked again on Boaz’s door. She knew he was often busy
training horses but hoped this wasn’t one of those
times.

She made a move to knock again, but the
front door opened and Eva shot her an uncertain look. “May I help
you?”

Patty could only guess how she looked,
standing in front of her with clothes too big for her. But more
than that, she worried that Eva would recognize her. She did talk
to Eva when she went to Heather’s to seek her advice. Forcing out a
low voice, she asked, “Is Boaz in?”

“Actually, he left for
Conner’s not too long ago. Do you want me to tell him you stopped
by?”

“Conner. You mean Josh
Conner?”

Eva shrugged. “I don’t know. How many
Conners are there?”

“Several. A lot of people
are related to each other around here.”

“Well, this Conner is older.
From the sound of it, he has grandchildren and lives on a ranch
just outside of town.”

“I think I know who you’re
talking about.” And if Patty guessed wrong, she’d ask the Conner
she talked to which one had the horse Boaz was training. “Thank
you.”

Patty tipped her hat and hurried back
to her horse before Eva could have time to recognize her. By the
time she found Boaz, she had seen two different Conners. She
glanced at the sun and saw she had stayed away from Greg longer
than she expected. She hoped he wouldn’t start looking for her. If
he found her wearing this outfit, who knew what he’d
think?

She pushed the thought aside and rode
up to Boaz who was leading the horse in a circle with a rope. She
waited until he noticed her before she waved to him. He returned
the greeting and slowed the horse to a stop. He walked over to her,
still holding the rope so the horse went with him.

“Afternoon, sir. May I help
you?” Boaz asked, squinting in the sunlight as he looked up at
her.

“It’s me, Boaz,” she said in
her normal voice.

He frowned as she got down from the
horse. “Patty?”

“Yes. That’s the ‘me’ I’m
talking about,” she joked.

“What are you doing dressed
up as a man?”

“It’s a long story.” After
trying to decide on the best way to proceed, she finally settled
for a simple, “I need your help.”

“With Greg?”

“No. With John Meyer and
Mayor White.”

“What are you doing getting
involved with the likes of them?”

She grimaced but decided she might as
well tell him. He already knew she was disguised as a man. How much
worse could it get? “I had John and the mayor’s help when I married
Greg. You know Greg saved me from marrying John who won my pa’s
land in a game?”

He nodded.

“There was no game. John
made up the whole thing, and the mayor came along to make sure Greg
believed it. I had no idea the mayor was a…a…” Not wishing to use
the word her pa’s ranch hands used when they were frustrated, she
said, “You know.”

His eyes grew wide then he swallowed.
“What do they want?”

“They want me to help Lyle
steal some of Greg’s cattle.”

“No.”

“Yes. I’m afraid so. And
they want me to do this tomorrow night.” She shifted from one foot
to the other. “What should I do? I know John’s bad enough, but from
the way he made it sound, the mayor is worse. He said the mayor cut
off someone’s hand. Is that true?”

“Bill Walter? Yeah, it’s
true.”

“The mayor seems like such a
nice person when you meet him.”

“He is…as long as you don’t
cross him.”

“I didn’t do anything to
him,” she said. “All he did was witness the wedding.”

“Did he say you owed him a
favor?”

“No.”

“Then you have nothing to
worry about. John’s just trying to scare you into doing what he
wants. I bet John’s the one who owes the mayor a favor, and this
favor involves cattle.”

She relaxed. Well, that was good
news.

“Patty, you’re going to have
to tell Greg the truth. If you help them steal a cow tomorrow
night, they won’t be satisfied. They’ll want you to do it again. If
they don’t ask for more of Greg’s cattle, they’ll ask for help with
someone else’s. And if it isn’t cattle, it’ll be something else.
They’re not going to go away. At least all you have right now is
the fact that you made an arrangement with them so Greg was fooled
into marrying you.”

Her grip tightened on the horse’s
reins. Boaz was right. It was the best course of action. If she
didn’t do this now, things would only get worse. “Thanks, Boaz,”
she replied then got on her horse.

“Patty,” he called
out.

She turned her gaze back to
him.

“I won’t tell anyone you
were here,” he promised.

She smiled. “Thank you.”

It took all her strength to head back
on home instead of going up to Canada. But she got herself into
this mess, and now she was going to have to dig her way out of it,
even if she had to lose Greg to do it.

 


***

 


Patty sat by the kitchen table, her
head hung low. She hadn’t made anything for supper. Her heart just
wasn’t in it. She had to tell Greg the terrible truth, and once he
learned what she’d done, she didn’t know if he could stand to have
her in his home anymore. Heather was right. She shouldn’t have
consulted John Meyer to help her get Greg.

All Patty could do at this point was go
back to her father’s ranch if Greg didn’t want to see her again.
But she owed it to him to tell him the truth about the cattle. He
didn’t deserve to lose any more of them. He’d worked too hard to
keep losing them.

The front door opened, and she took a
deep breath to steady her nerves. She could do this. She had to do
this. And it was better to do it sooner rather than
later.

“Did you want to eat Marv’s
slop tonight?” Greg teased as he came over to her.

She shook her head. “No, I’m not
hungry.” After she told him, she might never eat again.

“How come?” he asked as he
plopped down in the chair next to her. He reached out and stroked
her leg affectionately. “I missed you while you were
gone.”

“I missed you,
too.”

“Good. Then it won’t be hard
to convince you to go out to the field and spend the night with me.
I have to take a turn and let the other ranch hands get a good
night’s sleep. But,” he added with a twinkle in his eye, “I have a
very comfortable bedroll we can share. We’ll put the other one
underneath us so we can have extra cushioning. We won’t have to
risk getting sore from all the activity we’ll be doing.”

As much as she didn’t want him to stop
touching her, she rose to her feet and went over to the window so
she wouldn’t have to look at him while she made her confession.
This was going to be hard. Lassoing an ornery bull was easier. But
it needed to get done.

Crossing her arms, she watched as Lyle
took a horse into the barn. “When will Lyle be out to do his
watch?”

“Tomorrow night.”

“He’s not going alone, is
he?”

“No. I’m sending Marv out
with him. You needn’t worry. I told Marv to keep an eye on
him.”

She nodded. That lined up with what
John had told her, which meant Lyle had told him when it’d be his
turn in the pasture to keep watch. She wondered how long they’d
been talking to each other without Greg knowing. She closed her
eyes for a moment then opened them, continuing to stare at the
landscape in front of her. This had become her home in such a short
time. She was going to miss being here.

The chair scooted across the floor, and
she heard Greg’s footsteps as he walked over to her. “What’s this
about, Patty? You think Marv might be in on it, too?”

“No, you can trust Marv.” He
was a good man. There was no way he’d be caught doing anything
wrong. “But,” her lip trembled and tears welled up in her eyes,
“I…I lied to you.”

“When?”

Surprised by the soft tone in his
voice, she dared a glance in his direction. Through the tears in
her eyes, she saw that he loved her. Years ago when he walked her
home, he had the same wonderful look about him. And now he had it
again. How long had she waited to see it again? Hoped for it? And
now that he was finally doing it, she was about to crush the future
she’d fought so hard for.

Finally, she turned her gaze back to
the window and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I wasn’t really
going to marry John Meyer. It was a lie we came up with to get you
to marry me.”

“I know.”

It took his words a few seconds to
register in her mind. She kept waiting for him to scream at her, to
tell her that he’d never trust her again, to order her to return to
her father at once. But he didn’t do any of that. And when she
looked over at him, that same devoted expression was still on his
face. Only this time, there was a hint of a grin as
well.

She blinked a few times, not trusting
her eyes but seeing the same thing, no matter how many times she
expected his expression to change. “You know?”

“Sure. Why else would you
let someone like Meyer kiss you?”

For some reason, his question struck
her as so out of place with what she’d told him that she burst out
laughing, even as a tear slid down her cheek. “It was a disgusting
kiss.”

“I bet it was,” he replied.
“It was hard enough to watch.”

Noting the way he grimaced, she laughed
harder. It felt good to laugh. She’d been so tense ever since
finding that letter from John Meyer at the post office.

When her laughter died down, she asked,
“If you knew, why didn’t you say something?”

He shrugged. “It didn’t seem
important.”

“But it is.”

“Not so much that it changes
anything. So what if you got Meyer to pull such a clever ruse? It
only goes to show how much you wanted to be with me. In a way, I’m
flattered.”

“Yeah, well, he sent me a
letter the other day and asked me to meet him today.”

At this announcement, Greg frowned.
“What did he want? More money?”

“No. He,” she cleared her
throat, “wants me to help him steal from your herd.”

“He’s behind the cattle
rustling?”

She nodded. “Lyle’s been helping him.
The reason they want my help is because you have your ranch hands
watching everything that’s going on during the night. They think if
Lyle can distract Marv, it’ll give me a chance to get a cow to
them.”

“They?”

“Mayor White is in on it,
too.”

Greg’s eyes widened. “Mayor
White?”

She nodded. “If anyone else is, I don’t
know. John said if I didn’t help, he’d tell you about the way we
tricked you into marrying me. I’m sorry, Greg. This is all my
fault.”

“No, it’s not. You didn’t
tell them to steal some of my cattle.” He reached for her and took
her in his arms.

Relieved, she clung to him. He didn’t
hate her. He wasn’t going to send her home to live with her pa. He
still loved her. She closed her eyes and buried her face in his
shirt. If time could stand still at this very moment, she would be
content.

“Patty, I’m going to beat
them at their game, but I’m going to need your help.”

She pulled away from him enough so she
could meet his gaze. “What can I do?”

“I’ll let you know when I
figure it out.”

“Alright.”

He kissed the top of her head. “You
have nothing to worry about. We’ll make sure the men involved in
this will get everything that’s coming to them.”

Good, because she’d be happy if she
never had to deal with any of them ever again.

“I don’t know about you,”
Greg began, “but I do my best thinking on a full stomach. Let’s get
some of Marv’s slop.”

Chuckling, she slipped her arm around
his waist and let him lead her out of the house.

 


 



 Chapter Nineteen

 


“You remember what I told
you?” Greg asked Patty the next night as he came up to
her.

She nodded in the kitchen that was lit
only by the moonlight streaming through the window. “I lead a cow
to the corner east fence. You, Archie, Randy, Herb and the marshal
will be watching everything that happens.” After a moment, she
glanced over at him. “Are you sure the marshal isn’t involved in
this?”

“I’m sure.” Greg rubbed her
shoulder reassuringly. “Mitch knows the marshal and can vouch for
his integrity. As for the mayor, he probably doesn’t want the
marshal to find out what he’s doing.”

“And John?”

He shrugged. “John is already known for
his shady dealings. This will just get him caught in something
illegal. In a way, it’s good that you got stuck in the middle of
this.”

She shook her head.

“These men will get caught
before they can do this to anyone else,” he whispered in her ear.
“The fact that John felt comfortable enough to make you a part of
this makes it that much easier for us to catch them.”

“I suppose.” From that
perspective, he was right. It was a good thing. But she wished it
wasn’t happening at all. Chances were they would never recover the
cattle Greg already lost. The mayor and John were smart enough to
get rid of them—probably by selling them to someone else—right
away. Anyone would be able to recognize Greg’s cattle by their
branding.

Greg kissed her. “I didn’t take you for
a worrier.”

“I’m not.
Usually.”

“Well, between all of us,
the men involved won’t get away. We have different areas we’ll
cover, so no matter which direction they go, someone will be
waiting.”

That made her feel better. Greg was
good at planning.

“Are you ready to go?” he
softly asked.

She nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
She glanced at the clock again. It was almost midnight. If they
were going to do this, they needed to do it now.

“You can do
this.”

“Yeah, if I can walk into a
saloon dressed up as a man, I can do anything.”

He chuckled at her joke. “Now that’s
the Patty I know. Always scheming to get her way, making sure her
victim has no choice but to bend to her will—”

“Victim?”

“Lucky man. I mean, lucky
man.”

Noting his teasing tone, she smiled.
“Of course.”

“You got your
gun?”

Patting the Colt .45 in her holster,
she nodded.

“Good. If anyone gives you
any problems, you shoot first and ask questions later. We don’t
want to take any chances.”

She closed her eyes for a moment to
gather up her courage then opened the kitchen door. The plan was a
simple one. There should be no reason why she couldn’t do her part.
But she hoped that neither John nor the mayor was going to suspect
anything was up. If they did, Greg’s plan would be for
nothing.

She stepped outside and shut the door
behind her, aware that John or the mayor could be watching her at
that very moment. She made a show of scanning the land, as if she
was afraid Greg or one of the ranch hands might spot her. After a
few moments, she proceeded down the steps and headed for the barn.
Everything was eerily quiet. She’d had her share of going out at
night, but this was downright spooky. It was because she was being
watched. She could feel it. But at least Greg was watching her,
too, and that made her feel better.

She made it to the barn and got her
horse ready, working quickly. A couple times, she slightly jumped
when she heard an odd creaking sound, a coyote howl, or some small
critter run by the barn. Pausing, she took a moment to steady her
nerves. She didn’t consider herself squeamish, but she’d never been
stuck in the middle of something potentially dangerous. It was very
possible that someone could start firing their gun, and if that
happened, who knew if others would start shooting as
well?

Once she was done saddling her horse,
she grabbed the lasso. Then she rode out of the barn, careful to
make her way around the edge of the property so Marv and Lyle
wouldn’t see her. As John had promised, Lyle was distracting Marv
so that she had no trouble capturing a cow. It was a good one, too.
One of the best of Greg’s stock.

She led it to the east side of the
pasture in the quiet night. Not a single cloud was in the sky, but
for all the beauty the stars provided, she couldn’t push aside the
creepy sensation that she was still being watched. She wiped sweat
from her forehead.

How did outlaws live, going from one
act of theft to another? Even though Greg and the ranch hands knew
what she was doing, she didn’t like how she felt. She’d be glad
when this whole thing was over.

Just as John told her, he was waiting
for her where he said he’d be. She didn’t recognize the other man
who was with him. She looked for the mayor but didn’t see him. Was
John bluffing about the mayor? Or maybe the mayor didn’t get
involved in the actual crime even if he helped organize it. Maybe
he didn’t dare risk getting caught in the act.

In that case, it was a smart move, but
it wasn’t going to do her much good. Sure, John, this other man,
and Lyle would go to jail, but the mayor would be free to keep
doing his dark deeds by hiding behind other undesirable
men.

When she reached the two men, she saw
that John’s friend had cut the fence and had some barbed wire near
his feet to repair the damage.

“Miss me, honey?” John
asked, shooting her a suggestive smile.

Forcing herself not to gag, she held
out the rope to him. “I don’t suppose you’ll make this your last
act of cattle rustling,” she dryly commented.

“Ah now, Patty, you should
know me better than that,” he replied and pulled the rope so the
cow walked through the hole in the fence.

“What kind of life is this?”
She gestured to the cow. “You steal from people. And all for what?
A little bit of money?”

“It ain’t a little bit of
money. It’s twenty dollars. Zeke here gets twenty, too. Not bad for
one cow.”

“But you’re selling your
integrity for twenty dollars.”

“Add those twenties up, and
you get a better number. That’s what I’m aimin’ for.”

She wasn’t surprised by his response,
though a part of her had hoped he’d consider giving up this kind of
life. It’d been bad enough he took to gambling, booze, and
women.

“Not all of us can be as
noble as that husband of yours, honey,” John said with a chuckle.
“Nor would I want to be. That’d be a borin’ way to
live.”

She caught a movement out of the corner
of her eye but refused to look over at the person quietly
approaching. Whether it was Greg or one of the ranch hands, she
couldn’t tell, but she knew better than to alert John or Zeke that
someone was approaching, so she kept her gaze on them. “You’d be
surprised how much fun it can be to earn an honest
wage.”

At that, John snickered. “And you have
no idea how fun it can be to join a man who knows what he’s doing
in bed. But I don’t see you jumpin’ at the chance to be with
me.”

As much as she tried to hide her
grimace, she wasn’t successful.

“Don’t say it won’t be worth
it until you’ve tried it,” he replied with a pointed
look.

“Which is why you have to
pay women to be with you,” Zeke quipped as he repaired the
fence.

John smirked. “They won’t even take
you.”

Zeke shrugged.

A gun clicked, and they looked over at
Greg and the marshal. Patty frowned. Where was the
mayor?

John turned his gaze to Patty, his
expression a mixture of amusement and disappointment. “I should
have known you’d find a way to turn us in.” Though he didn’t add
more to his statement, Patty suspected a slight admiration in his
eyes.

“Foolish girl,” Zeke
muttered.

“No, she’s a smart one,”
Greg snapped. “Because of her, you and your friends won’t be
stealing from other people anymore.”

“Thanks for telling me what
was going on, Wilson,” Marshal Taft said before gesturing to John.
“Return the cow to her, and Zeke, finish repairing that
fence.”

John handed her the rope. “Well, it was
good while it lasted.”

“And it lasted longer than
when you’re with a woman,” Zeke replied.

“Enough of that talk,” the
marshal said. “There’s a lady present.”

Zeke huffed. “Some lady. Seems like a
lot of trouble to me.”

A whistle came from behind Patty, so
she glanced over her shoulder in time to see Marv, Archie, and
Randy leading Lyle over to them. Lyle didn’t look the least bit
happy about the turn of events. Well, it served him right for all
the trouble he caused, trying to steal from Greg and whatnot. Patty
could only guess what other things he’d done. She suspected this
wasn’t his first offense, but at least it’d be his last.

When Zeke was done, he got on the
horse, and the marshal gestured to Greg and Marv. “You two help me
get these three to jail.”

“What about Mayor White?”
she blurted out.

“Mayor White?” the marshal
asked.

“Yes. He’s involved in this,
too.” She motioned to John. “He told me so.”

John shook his head. “Sorry, honey, but
I never said nothing of the sort.”

“Yes, you did,” she
argued.

“You must’ve thought I
did.”

“But he was out here when
you helped me marry Greg,” she said. When she noted the curious
expressions on the ranch hands’ faces, she added, “I wasn’t ever in
danger of marrying John. We made it up to get Greg to marry
me.”

Archie chuckled. “You’re a smart one,
Patty.”

Patty turned her attention back to
John. “So where is the mayor?”

“Don’t know,” John replied
as he stroked the stubble on his face. “Probably asleep at
home.”

“But he was there that day I
married Greg.”

“Yes, that is true,” John
told the marshal. “He was trying to stop me from forcing Patty to
marry me.”

“No, he wasn’t. He was part
of the plan.”

“That’s not the way I
remember it. Did he ever say he was going to help me marry her?”
John asked Greg.

Greg glanced at Patty then sighed. “I’m
sorry, Patty. I believe you.” He looked at the marshal. “The mayor
was here that day, but he made it seem as if he protested her
marriage to John. I was led to believe the mayor was chasing them
so he could rescue her.”

“Without proof,” the marshal
began, “I can’t arrest anyone. All I can do is keep an eye on
him.”

Her grip tightened on the reins. It
wasn’t what she hoped for, but she knew he was right.

“Maybe the marshal will get
him in the future,” Greg softly told her.

She glanced at John who offered her an
apologetic shrug. Why would John protect the mayor? What did he
have to gain by it? He was going to be arrested. What else did he
have left to lose?

“I’ll be back soon,” Greg
told Patty. “Archie and Randy will see you to the
house.”

“And we’ll all sleep a
little better tonight knowing you all are behind bars,” Archie told
the three men who glowered at him.

Patty hid her disappointment. She had
hoped Greg would return to the house with her right away, but such
wasn’t going to be the case. She couldn’t be surprised. The marshal
had three dishonest men with him. If she was in his shoes, she
wouldn’t want to go alone with them either.

But despite her disappointment, she was
relieved things turned out as well as they had. It could have
easily been worse. Someone could be lying on the ground with a
bullet wound, or someone could have been bucked off by a horse, or
Greg’s plan might have failed. Yes, the mayor was still free to do
his dirty deeds, but there was nothing she could do about it. Maybe
someday he would be brought to justice.

Suddenly feeling tired, she followed
Archie and Randy to the barn while Greg, Marv and the marshal led
the three men to jail where they wouldn’t be a threat
anymore.

 


***

 


Greg didn’t return as soon as Patty
hoped, and the longer she lay awake in bed waiting for him, the
more she worried about what might be happening. John could go into
detail about how she dressed in disguise and came to him in the
saloon.

He could even lie and say he’d been
intimately engaged with her. The more she thought about the things
John might say in order to get even with her, the more tense she
became. John was a scoundrel, after all. Lying, cheating, and
stealing were all his favorite pastimes. And he had nothing to lose
by telling Greg all sorts of horror stories.

It was only by some miracle that she
managed to fall asleep, and when she did, she had nightmares that
Greg was dropping her off at her pa’s ranch and warning her that
she better not come back.

When she finally woke up, she was aware
of a strong pair of arms holding her. A second later, she realized
her back was to Greg’s chest. Lips brushed her shoulder, and the
telltale sign of Greg’s erection notified her that he had more in
mind than sleep. She opened her eyes and glanced over her shoulder
in time to see his smile widen.

“I’m sorry. I tried to wait
until you were awake before kissing you, but I couldn’t
resist.”

She rolled over so she could face him.
She pinched herself, and he laughed.

“What are you doing?” he
asked.

“Making sure I’m not
dreaming.”

“Rest assured. You’re not
dreaming.”

He lowered his head and kissed her. She
wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. Soon he had
her enveloped back in the world of sheer joy and bliss of being
with him. Her fears had been for nothing. She wasn’t sure if other
men would have been as forgiving, but he was and she’d never take
that for granted.

His lips left hers, and she let out a
low moan as he kissed her neck. He’d learned right away that she
found pleasure in this action and had used it often while making
love to her. And that being the case, she thought it was sweet of
him to do it now.

Before long, he was kissing her
breasts, lightly nipping at her nipples until she couldn’t take it
anymore. She rolled him onto his back and took him into her,
letting out a low moan as he filled her core.

“You feel good,” she
whispered.

“So do you,
sweetheart.”

He reached up and cupped her breasts in
his hands. He traced her erect nipples with the pads of his thumbs.
She closed her eyes and tightened the muscles of her core,
satisfied when he groaned and shifted his hips in an attempt to get
deeper into her. Biting her lower lip, she opened her eyes and shot
him a wicked grin before she did it again. He lightly squeezed her
breasts and returned her smile.

“I love it when you ride
me,” he whispered.

“You’re more fun to ride
than a horse,” she murmured then leaned forward to kiss
him.

Her tongue caressed his lower lip until
he accepted her into his mouth. Their tongues intertwining, he ran
his hands down her back and cupped her behind. Then he proceeded to
guide her hips in a slow, rocking motion. Straightening up, she
took his lead and moved back and forth in earnest, soon
establishing a rhythm that only heightened the pleasure for them
both.

He brought his hand to her sensitive
nub and stroked her until she climaxed. She stilled and cried out
as wave after wave of pleasure crashed into her. After several
seconds, she descended back to earth. Bringing his hands to her
hips, he moved beneath her, thrusting deep inside, his movements
growing more determined as he came closer to finding his release.
And when he finally did, he grew taut and throbbed inside
her.

Several seconds later, he relaxed and
brought her into his arms. She snuggled up to him, feeling more
complete than she’d ever felt in her entire life.

“Patty,” he whispered, his
breathing still heavy.

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

With a big smile, she offered a shy, “I
love you, too,” in return.

 



 Epilogue

 


A year later

 


Herb’s fiddle music swelled around
Patty as she held her one-month-old baby girl she and Greg finally
decided to name Angie. The square dance was a big success,
something that didn’t surprise her since they had started to become
a monthly occurrence in the spring through autumn months. She
hadn’t expected Greg to actually agree to the idea when she asked
him if he’d do it. But he agreed since the ranch hands looked
forward to the times when they could mingle and dance with women.
Though it didn’t always result in marriage, everyone had a good
time.

On this particular August evening, she
was sitting with Heather who was helping Ian stand. “I can’t
believe he’s already six months old,” Patty mused.

It seemed like yesterday she and Greg
were over at Heather and Mitch’s to welcome their son to the world.
And now here he was, eager to learn to crawl.

Patty glanced at her daughter and
tapped her on the nose, “Don’t you be in any hurry to grow up.
There’s nothing wrong with being young.”

Angie graced her with a smile before
turning her eyes to the couples who danced on the lawn. The little
girl was curious about the world, seeming to want to figure out
everything there was to learn.

“Heather, you think some day
our children will get married?” Patty asked.

“Married?” Heather’s eyes
grew wide as she turned her gaze in her friend’s direction.
“They’re not even out of diapers.”

“I know, but look at how old
they are already. Soon Ian will be walking and talking, and Angie’s
not far behind.”

“Give them time to be
children before you play matchmaker.”

“I’m not going to play
matchmaker.”

With a chuckle, Heather shook her head.
“I find that hard to believe.”

“I won’t, though it would be
wonderful if they got married. We’d be related by marriage, you
know.”

Heather sighed. “You’re hopeless,
Patty.”

“There’s my granddaughter,”
a familiar voice called out.

Patty looked up in time to see her pa
heading in their direction. Winking at Heather, she lowered her
voice and said, “He’s been finding all kinds of excuses to come by
now that Angie’s here.”

He pulled up a chair and sat on Patty’s
other side. “You can’t blame a grandfather for being
excited.”

“No, you can’t,” Heather
agreed.

Patty placed Angie in his arms and
smiled. “You two look happy together, though,” she added with
raised eyebrows, “I’m surprised you convinced Stella to come
tonight.”

He shrugged. “Remember that storm we
had two months ago?”

“Who could
forget?”

She still got chills when she thought
of how close the tornado came to tearing apart her house. Had it
not dissipated on the edge of their property, she didn’t think they
would have made it out alive. That evening when her father came to
check on her, she asked if he’d check on Stella, just to be on the
safe side, and as it turned out, Stella’s roof had received a
gaping hole in it. Her father and a couple other men pitched in to
help repair it. She hadn’t heard much about Stella since except
that her father was happy with the work they’d done to the
roof.

Now, as she studied her father’s
expression, another thought came to mind. “Did you invite Stella
here because you like her?”

“Like I said,” Heather
inserted, “you are a matchmaker.” Giggling, she stood and picked
her son up. “I’m going to see what Mitch is up to while you keep on
hounding your pa about his love life.”

Patty rolled her eyes. “Can you believe
her, Pa? What’s wrong with me being curious?”

“Nothing, but I hope you
focus more on raising my granddaughter than what others are doing
and who they’re doing it with.”

“Of course, I will. Greg and
Angie come first. But as you can see,” she pointed to Greg who was
talking to Marv and Mitch as Heather approached them, “he’s fine
and you’re taking care of my daughter. So what else do I have to do
but see how things are between you and Stella?” As an afterthought,
she added, “She’s not that much younger than you.”

“Some might consider ten
years a huge age difference.”

“But it’s not when you’re as
old as you are.” When she saw his eyes narrow at her, she quickly
added, “I didn’t mean that in the wrong way.”

His face softened into a smile. “I
know. But I’m not that old. I had you when I was twenty-three.
That’s really not that long ago. Time passes fast.”

“Which is why you should
enjoy it.” Leaning toward him, she patted his back. “I’d like to
see you with someone. Ma would want that, too.”

“No one will ever take your
mother’s place, but I think Stella and I could have something just
as good.”

“I knew it!”

“But don’t get too excited
yet. I’m not going to rush anything.”

“You can’t afford to wait
too long at your age.”

“What did I tell you about
calling me old?” he asked with a huff.

“I’m not calling you old.
You said yourself that time moves fast. You got to seize the
opportunity and take it while it’s here.”

“While that’s true, there is
the chance of acting too quickly.” He glanced over at Stella who
was walking toward them. “Now, don’t you dare say anything about
this conversation. Understand?”

“What do you take me for?”
Honestly, her pa ought to know she’d never embarrass him like
that.

When Stella reached them, Patty
motioned to the seat Heather had been sitting in. “Want to join
us?”

With a hesitant smile, Stella said,
“Actually, I’d like to apologize to you.”

“Apologize?” Patty asked as
Stella sat next to her.

Clasping her hands in her lap, Stella
nodded. “I was rude to you when you came out to see me last
year.”

“Oh, don’t mind that. I came
by unannounced, and I was prying where I had no right to
pry.”

“Patty, I appreciate you
making excuses for me, but the truth is, I was rude and should
never have treated you like that. I… Well, after years of not being
around anyone besides family, I was scared.” She glanced at her
hands and swallowed. “It’s not easy to open myself to new
people.”

Realizing Stella needed to do this—and
to be absolved from guilt—Patty rested her hand on Stella’s. “Thank
you for the apology, Stella. That’s very kind of you.”

Stella relaxed.

“I told you my daughter
would understand,” Patty’s father said.

“I appreciate it,” Stella
told Patty.

Patty leaned toward her and whispered,
“You make my pa happy, and it’s been a long time since I’ve seen
him smile that much.” She rose to her feet, ignoring the curious
expression on her pa’s face. “I need to talk to my husband. You two
enjoy yourselves.”

Before they could reply, she went over
to Greg and was thrilled when he slipped his arm around her
waist.

“Heather tells me you’re
creating more trouble,” he playfully admonished.

Patty shook her head at Heather who was
bouncing Ian in her arms. “I’m not doing anything of the
sort.”

Heather looked over at Mitch. “She’s
determined Ian and Angie will marry, and she’s doing everything she
can to get her pa hitched as well.”

Marv chuckled. “Well, I don’t see
Archie complaining about her attempts to fix people up. Seems like
he’s glad she meddles in people’s business.”

“Meddles?” Patty gasped,
trying her hardest not to give into the urge to laugh.

“Just look at how happy he
is with Jill,” Marv said, ignoring her.

Patty had already seen Archie and Jill
dancing earlier that evening. The two newlyweds were very well
matched. But she couldn’t resist looking at them as they danced in
their square. “I can’t take credit for that one. They fell in love
all by themselves.”

“Maybe, but you were the one
who gathered all the women in the area for him to dance with,” Marv
said.

“While that’s true, Greg
said it was fine to do this every month,” she countered.

“I’m not going to take any
credit for making people fall in love,” Greg said. “I do good
enough to manage the ranch. The love matches are all your doing,
sweetheart.” He kissed her cheek, and her face flushed with
pleasure. “Maybe next month, you’ll be up to dancing.”

She hoped so. She loved to dance. It
was one of her favorite pastimes, but she was still a little sore
from giving birth and knew it was best to wait. If she pushed
herself too hard, she’d never get back on the horse as soon as she
wanted.

“Speaking of dancing,” Marv
said, “I believe it’s my turn to play the fiddle so poor Herb can
get a break.”

As he hurried over to Herb, Mitch
turned to Heather. “Want to dance?”

“I’d love to.” Heather
glanced at Patty. “You mind holding your future son-in-law while we
dance?”

“I’d love to,” Patty replied
and took the boy in her arms.

“You really think Ian and
Angie will end up together?” Greg asked, chuckling.

“Well,” she said as Mitch
and Heather went to one of the squares, “it’s too soon to tell, but
if he offers to walk her home when she’s sixteen, I’m going to say
it’s a sure thing.”

“Once you set your mind to
something, you don’t stop until you get it.”

“No, I don’t.”

“And you know
what?”

“What?”

He smiled at her and gave her waist a
light squeeze. “That’s what I love most about you.”

Pleased, she returned his smile. She
leaned into him and scanned the couples who got ready for the next
dance. This was everything she wanted all those years ago when she
was sixteen. She wanted to marry Greg, to have his children, and to
enjoy moments like this with their friends. Now that it all had
come to pass, it was even better than she imagined. And she
couldn’t help but think the best was yet to come.

 



 Coming Soon in the Montana Collection:

Book 4

 


Shane’s
Deal

 


Madeline Thompson, the woman the
outlaws were looking for at the beginning of Boaz’s Wager (Book 2
in the Montana Collection), has finally been caught. And they are
holding her until the man who’s after her money comes to get
her.

The only man who can save her is
Marshal Shane Taft. After a quick marriage, he assumes the worst he
has to look forward to is teaching his new bride how to adjust to
living without the comforts she’s used to back East. But when it
comes to money, nothing is ever so simple.


 


 Other
books you might enjoy by Parchment & Plume, LLC

 


Montana
Collection

by Ruth Ann
Nordin

 


Mitch’s Win:
When Mitch Grady goes to a saloon to take his
wayward brother home, he finds that his brother’s horse isn’t the
only thing being offered in a poker game. Heather Curtiss’ brother
has bet her as well. But Mitch might find that keeping her is going
to take more than a poker game.

 


Boaz’s Wager:
What Boaz Grady wants more than anything is to
have his children back. But he needs a wife to make that happen.
When he buys one in an auction, he figures all his worries are
over…until he starts to fall in love with her.

 


Bride by
Arrangement: A two-part
anthology

by Ruth Ann Nordin and
Janet Syas Nitsick

 


In Ruth Ann Nordin’s
story The Purchased
Bride:

Ada Wilcox never thought her brother
would answer a mail-order bride ad on her behalf. And more than
that, the man she’s been sent to marry is not at all what she
expects.

 


In Janet Syas Nitsick’s
story She Came by Train:

She Came by Train to leave behind her
life of finery and be a governess, but soon has two men vying for
her attention-one of which has offered to take her back to her
home. Alex cannot imagine his life without Miss Preston, the
governess he’s hired for his children and looks for a way to
convince her to stay.

 


 


 


 


Fort Gibson Officer
Series

by USA Today Bestselling
Author Rose Gordon

American-set historical romance series
that takes place in Indian Territory in the mid-1840s.

 


The Officer and the
Bostoner –- While on her way to meet her
intended, Allison Pearson was abandoned by her traveling party at a
desolate Army fort in the middle of Indian Territory. It’s a good
thing there is a handsome, smooth talking officer named Captain Wes
Tucker who will temporarily marry her until her intended can
reclaim her.

 


The Officer and the
Southerner –- Lieutenant Jack Walker sent
off for a mail-order bride. Ella Davis answered the ad. Jack forgot
to mention a few living details, and Ella’s about to let him know
it!

 


The Officer and the
Traveler –- Captain Grayson Montgomery’s
mouth has landed him in trouble again! And this time it’s not
something a cleverly worded sentence and a handsome smile can fix.
Having been informed he’ll either have to marry or be demoted and
sentenced to hard labor for the remainder of his tour, he proposes,
only to discover those years of hard labor may have been the easier
choice for his heart.
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