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Dedication

To my granddaughter Leanna.
May you grow up to be strong in the faith of our Lord Jesus.
All my love, Grandma.

 

Chapter 1
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September 1857

A gentle breeze stirred the white tips of rye and barley stalks. Rylan’s face creased with a satisfied grin. The bountiful harvest testified of God’s good grace.

Tall stalks continued to dance and play like carefree children. Children! The next step in Rylan’s plan—a wife and a pack of children. He shifted his weight on his chestnut sorrel, the creak of the leather protesting the sudden change.

Months had passed since his last letter to Margaret. Three years he’d worked to develop the land enough to support her and the children they would have one day. Five months and not a word.

Truth be told, he hadn’t had an encouraging word from Margaret in more than a year. The first year he’d come and settled on his land in Kansas and received regu-lar letters. The second, they came less and less. But he refused to believe her love for him had dwindled. No, theirs was a strong one, a divine one. God had placed her in his life. Their love would withstand the hardship of separation. Yet her constant praise of Jackson Pearle, his best friend, made Rylan wonder …

Rylan reached down and pulled the grain from a stalk. The seed rolled in his palm. A farmer with land to work. What could be more exciting than that?

Margaret’s fine features glowed in his memory. “Ah yes, Lord, she is a fine one.”

Tomorrow the harvesting would begin. Today he would go to town and hire a few extra hands for the harvest. Rylan shifted in his saddle and nudged the horse forward. Perhaps Margaret’s letter had arrived, telling him when to expect her and her family. A man could hope.

He rode toward the dozen or so buildings that made up Prairie Center, the seat of Prairie County. This new territory of Kansas represented the hope and future of overpopulated Massachusetts and the rest of the North. Rylan had come and staked his claim, yielding to the enticement of free land. Margaret had agreed to postpone their wedding for a couple years to allow him to get the farm established. The fact that it had taken him a third year to build a suitable house and raise the funds for her ticket shouldn’t have been a problem.

Admittedly, her letters came less frequently after he wrote her of the need for yet another year of separation. Rylan shook his head. No, he wasn’t going to enter-tain those dark thoughts again. She was coming; he could feel it in his bones. It was just the knot in his stomach that didn’t seem to share the same conviction.

Rylan hitched his horse outside the general store and ambled inside. “Hello, Pete.”

“Afternoon, Rylan.” Pete Anderson stood behind a counter with a white apron spread across his broad belly.

“Know of anyone needing a couple days’ work?”

“Crops ready?” Pete placed a pencil down on the counter.

“Yup, and it’s a good one.”

“Glad to hear it. How many men do you need?”

Rylan removed his hat and wiped the inside brim with his red handkerchief. “Six is a good start, but I’ll go as high as a dozen if there’re enough men looking for work.”

“Usually are. A day or two’s work before a man continues west isn’t bad to line his pockets a tad bit more.”

Rylan grinned. Hiring extra men at harvesttime wasn’t difficult in Prairie County. Keeping men to stay and work the season … that was another matter. “Spread the word. Tell ‘em to be at my place by sunup, and we’ll work till sundown.”

Pete picked up his pencil. “Can I get you anything else today?”

Rylan didn’t want to ask if he had a letter. He’d been asking every time he’d come to town for the past two months. “Think I’ll just browse and see what’s new.”

“There are some newspapers from back east, Boston, in fact. Didn’t you tell me you came from there?”

“Yup.”

“Set and read a spell.”

“Thanks. Don’t mind if I do.” Newspapers were like gold, and once in a while someone would leave a previously read paper at the store, with a little prompting from Pete, of course. Occasionally Pete would pull them out of the trash and save them.

Beside the front window of the store, Pete had set a table and a couple of chairs. A man could grab a cup of coffee and read to his heart’s content. Rylan searched through the papers and found the one from Boston. He placed his hat on the table and sat down in the chair, spreading open the paper. Pete brought over a mug of coffee. Old names, familiar streets… Rylan journeyed back to Boston, to his family home, to a life he’d left behind.

An hour passed before he turned the final page. His heart stopped. He jumped up. The half-full mug of coffee toppled over. The table wobbled. “No!” he moaned.


Randolph and Wilma Cousins are proud to announce the betrothal of their daughter, Margaret Elizabeth, to Jackson Pearle….



Rylan couldn’t believe his eyes. He blinked and read the malicious lines again and again. Why? All the work … all the planning … for what?
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Judith leaped out of the way as a man barreled out of Pete Anderson’s store. She brushed the skirt of her dress to remove any vestiges of the dust and dirt he kicked up. “How rude,” she mumbled under her breath.

Singularly focused and driven were the best ways to describe the human train pushing his way out of the store and to his horse. She opened the basket carrying the few tomatoes she hoped Pete could sell. They weren’t much, but they were something to help ease the burden of her father’s debt.

Her father wasn’t a farmer. He should have stayed in Worcester. Coming to Kansas to start over again seemed impossible. And having looked over the fields her father had planted in the spring compared to the other farmers in the area, it was painfully obvious he should have stayed back east.

“Hi, Pete. Who was that?”

Pete’s generous smile warmed his full face. “Rylan Gaines owns the spread west of your father’s.”

“Oh.” The farmer whose fields shouted her father’s ineptitude. “I brought some tomatoes. I’m hoping you can sell them and put the money towards my father’s debt.”

“Sure,” Pete said, reaching for the bundle of tomatoes. “Fine-looking vegetables. They’ll sell.”

Judith smiled. She didn’t know if Pete was being truthful or simply generous. It didn’t matter. What her father owed for seed, a few tomatoes wouldn’t make a dent in.

“There’s a paper from Boston over there.” Pete pointed to the small wooden table and chairs. Over the summer it had been her only hiatus in this horrible place her parents now called home. They had let her stay in Worcester the first year while they settled.

Judith examined the soiled newspaper, an overturned cup, and a wet brown substance she assumed was coffee. The newsprint bled. The paper bubbled. “Pete, do you have anything to clean up this mess?” she called out.

“What mess?”

“Appears to be coffee.”

“Well, I’ll be. Something must have rattled Rylan.” Pete sauntered over with a dry rag.

Judith scanned what she could of the obituaries, birth announcements, and wedding announcements. “Perhaps someone he knew passed away.”

“Always possible. Rylan was one of the first to arrive. He came in fifty-four. Far as I can tell, he hasn’t been back east since.” Pete sopped up the coffee the paper hadn’t. His hand paused in midair. “What?”

“Uhh, nothing.” Pete finished his work and hurried back behind the counter.

Whatever bothered Rylan Gaines had hit Pete with nearly as much force. Judith scanned the paper again. No one named Gaines had passed away, married, or had a baby. Of course, she had no idea who his maternal grandparents were. It was always possible one of these names represented someone from that side of his family. But if someone had died, wouldn’t Pete have said?

Pete wasn’t a true gossip, but the man openly shared the comings and goings of most folks. He was Prairie County’s newspaper. No, it was something worse than death—and something more personal, she assessed. “Mind your concerns, Judithshe heard her mother’s voice chide her. Ever since childhood Judith had felt the urge to butt in and know why so-and-so did this and so-and-so did that. Gossip was the hardest sin she fought. Her natural curiosity craved finding out information. Truly this wasn’t her concern. If so, Pete would have said what was wrong. But he hadn’t, and she needed to leave it at that.

Judith tore the damp page from the rest of the paper and placed it over the other chair to dry. She settled down and read about life back east, the life she’d left behind. The life she desperately wanted to return to.

“Excuse me, Judith,” Pete called over to her.

Judith popped her head up over the edge of the newspaper. She’d been reading nonstop.

“Are you aware of the county fair coming up?”

“County fair?”

“Yeah, we hold it once a year. The farmers bring their crops, and the women— what few we have—bake pies. There are horse pulls, judging contests…. It’s a lot of fun.”

“No, I guess I hadn’t heard about it.” Even if she had, she knew her father wouldn’t be bringing his crops to show off.

“Reason I mention it is there’s some prize money for the best foods, and I thought you and your mother might like to enter.” Pete continued to count his stock.

Prize money. Could she and her mom possibly win?

“There’s a flyer hanging in my window. You know, on your father’s land there’s the best batch of wild black raspberries. They’d make some mighty fine jam.”

“If one had the sugar,” she mumbled.

“They’re so sweet, hardly need to add sugar.”

Had he heard her? She really did need to stop mumbling to herself.

“So you hold this fair every year?”

“It’s a grand time. Helps bring the folks in the county together. We’re spread so far apart.”

She’d seen enough of the county to know how true a statement that was. Eighty acres were given to each man and woman who set up their claim, but they needed to stay on the land for five years before the property actually became theirs.

Five years. She closed her eyes as if to shut out the knowledge of how much time stretched out before her until her parents would own their claim. Why did it bother her so much to be here? Nothing remained of the family home or her father’s bank back east. Her parents were here. Folks seemed friendly enough. She hadn’t left an admirer behind, so why her discontent?

“Where did you say these berries were?”

Pete rubbed his well-shaved chin. “I’d say on the hill behind where they built the house. There’s a line of trees that form a V and point right to it. You can’t miss ‘em.”

“Thanks. Don’t know if I’ll be making any jam, but the berries would be a nice treat for the folks.” Judith headed toward the door.

“Don’t have to make jam—that was just a suggestion. You can make anything and enter it,” Pete encouraged.

Judith turned and waved. “Thanks, Pete.”

Something for Momma’s sweet tooth to get her through the winter would be worth the effort to find those berries. She hadn’t searched the land much. She’d been so busy tending the garden and livestock, who had time for exploring?

On the other hand, the money would be a blessing if she should win. Who was she kidding? She held her own in the kitchen, but she was certain she couldn’t compete with the other women who lived in this territory.

Of course, there weren’t all that many women living in the county. Judith’s father had had more offers for her hand in marriage since she’d arrived in Prairie Center than during her entire eighteen years in Worcester. Some men who hadn’t even seen her came proposing. She climbed up on the buckboard and headed home.

“Howdy, Miss Timmons, may I escort you home?” Brian Flannery tipped his hat and rode proud in his saddle. He wasn’t an unhandsome man, but the lack of a front tooth gave him a less-than-intelligent appearance.

“Thank you, Mr. Flannery, but it isn’t necessary.”

“Nonsense. A pretty woman like you shouldn’t be alone.”

Alone? How could she be? If Brian hadn’t shown up, there was a list of at least a dozen other men who would. She’d never made a trip back from town without an escort.

“Thank you,” she said with a smile. Inwardly she sighed, praying just once an opportunity would arise for her to go home in peaceful solitude.
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Rylan stormed home, pushing Max as fast as the workhorse could run. Back in the barn, he brushed the animal down with care. The poor beast wasn’t the problem. Margaret and Jackson, they were his problem. How long had they been seeing each other behind his back? The newspaper was nearly a month old, and he’d not even received a sorry-but-I-fell-in-love-with-another-man letter.

“Nothing. Not one single word,” he huffed. “Why, Lord?” He threw the brush against the shelf and left Max with a bag of oats in payment for the hard ride home.

He’d trusted her. He’d worked himself weary preparing this place for her and their children. He looked over the barn. A barn, a house, and a root cellar. How much more did a woman need? And what was so great about Jackson?

Rylan didn’t consider himself a vain man, but he beat Jackson hands down in the looks department. Jackson barely had a chin to speak of. The poor guy was all neck.

“Jackson, thanks—friend.” The bile in his stomach boiled. He kicked a small stone with his boot.

He looked up at the house built for Margaret, a labor of love, now an empty tomb of disappointment and despair. “Why, Margaret? Didn’t I give you everything I promised I would? And why Jackson?”

Rylan turned his back to the house. He couldn’t sleep in there tonight. Not tonight. He needed to get a handle on his emotions. The temptation to tear the place apart board by board burned at him. Thankfully, something held him back. Perhaps it was all the hours he’d put into it, or hopefully it was God’s grace giving him some good common sense.

Every instinct he had urged him to storm home to Massachusetts and demand some answers. His head throbbed from the war being fought within. He needed time. Time to absorb. And time to decide what to do with his future.

He pulled a wool blanket from the barn, tucked a knife in his boot, and grabbed his rifle. Tonight he would camp in the small woods bordering his land and Oscar Timmons’s. Oscar wasn’t much of a farmer, but you only had to farm ten acres of the eighty to earn your land. The fact that he still lived in a dugout only proved how poorly the man was doing. Oscar once had told Rylan he was a banker. But his bank went bust when some investments he’d made hadn’t panned out. In the end, he ended up selling all he had to pay off the debts the bank had accumulated before he sold it off for pennies on the dollar. Whatever Oscar’s ability with numbers, he certainly didn’t have a hand for growing.

The brisk pace Rylan took as he headed toward the woods raised a sweat. A refreshing swim in the small pond on his property would help chill his burning temper. Most days it took Rylan quite a bit to lose his temper. Today was not most days.

He stripped to the waist and dove in. His long frame sluiced through the water as he swam deeper and deeper under the surface. No sound penetrated under the water. His lungs burned for oxygen. How long did he dare stay below the surface?

Rylan scanned the murky bottom and spun around, looking toward the sky. The water was so clear above him. Below him it was dark, murky, full of decaying leaves and matter. Above, the pure, clean water fed by a small stream.

He pushed his arms upward and kicked his legs with all his strength. He was a man brought to this earth by God for a purpose. He needed to look up to find his direction in life, not down in the pit of darkness and despair. Another strong kick and pull with his arms and Rylan’s head broke the surface, his lungs sucking in the precious oxygen that gave him life. “Lord, show me what to do,” he gasped.

 

Chapter 2
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Judith stretched her back, placing the heavily laden baskets of fruit on the rustic wooden table.

“Goodness, dear, where did you get these?” Her mother’s pale blue eyes widened.

“Pete Anderson told me there were some wild berries on our land. And, Mother, you won’t believe how thick those bushes are. I hardly made a dent.”

“Mercy, what are we going to do with all these?” Judith’s mother, Raixa, wiped her hands on a small hand towel.

“Enter the Prairie County Fair. Pete said you can win prize money for the best—“

“Judith, sit down,” her mother interrupted. Her once-thin frame now seemed to be more rugged and definitely wider in the hips. Back home, she never would have allowed those extra pounds to take over.

Judith obediently sat down. Her mother sat across from her at the small pine kitchen table.

“The fair is a lot of fun but hardly the place to make a lot of money. Yes, there is a contest, and some prize money is handed out, but it’s not much. Mostly, it is a place for everyone to gather together and have a good time. The farmers discuss farming, tools, seed, everything under the sun. The women talk about quilting, canning, children, and how to make do with what you have.”

“But—“

“Honey, I know you’re having a rough adjustment, and yes, money is tight, but we will survive. We may not have the wealth we had back in New England but…”

“Don’t you miss it?” Judith couldn’t believe her mother didn’t miss her silk dresses, fancy evening apparel, and the rest. They used to dine out three or four times a week.

“Actually, not too much. Oh sure, I wouldn’t mind having servants take care of all the housework, but your father and I have rediscovered ourselves, our relationship to each other, and to God.”

“You both do seem happier.” Judith realized there had been a change in her parents’ behavior. They seemed closer. They talked more often to each other. Many times back home they seemed to simply exist in the same house, each with their own life to live. Here, well, here things were definitely different.

“We are, dear. Extremely,” she added, leaning slightly toward Judith.

“I’m happy for you. But we are in need of money. The seed bill alone will bury us. What’s Father going to do when it comes time for planting next year if he hasn’t paid off this year’s debt?”

Her mother’s shoulders slumped.

“Don’t you see? We need to at least try to win. Even if we don’t, perhaps we can sell some of the jam to those heading west.”

Raixa Timmons had once reigned as a paragon of proper posture and manners in Worcester. That woman and the woman before Judith now were scarcely the same. Her once finely groomed eyebrows had grown thick. “I suppose you’re right. It couldn’t hurt to at least try.”

Judith jumped up and embraced her mother. Perhaps they could earn enough to return to Worcester. She let that thought exit her head as fast as it entered. A few berries and a few pies wouldn’t provide one so much as the cost of meals on the return trip.

“I’ll go pick some more. I think there’s enough time before sunset.”

The older woman chuckled. “Be careful of those briars.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Judith lit through the door with renewed purpose. Her heart hadn’t felt this gay since leaving Worcester.

Bending over in the bushes, Judith realized the only thing she and her mother could make at this point would be jam. The pies and tarts would spoil. She’d have to pick again in a few days. Her picking done, she headed for home. In the distance she spied a man heading toward the grove of trees that ran along their property and her neighbor’s. Rylan Gaines. She guessed he was still in an ugly disposition. Perhaps he always walked around with a chip on his shoulder. “Curious,” she mumbled.

Back at the house after dinner was served, she asked, “Mother, have you ever met our neighbor?”

“Rylan?”

“Yes.”

“Sweet young man.” Judith’s mother crushed another handful of berries. “Why do you ask, dear?”

“He nearly plowed me over in town today. He didn’t seem the friendly sort.”

“That is odd. I’ve never known Rylan to be anything less than a perfect gentlean.” She paused in her crushing of the berries and looked toward Rylan’s home.

“I think he read something in a paper from Boston,” Judith persisted. “I couldn’t figure out who died or what bothered him. His surname wasn’t listed in the paper.”

Her mother turned her gaze back to Judith with a look that was all too familiar. “There you go again, daughter. You must stop this unbridled curiosity of yours. Every man is entitled to some privacy.” “I know, I know, but—” “Judith Joy.”

Her mother had scolded her on more than one occasion in that tone. “Sorry,” she replied sheepishly and looked down at her berries. What was it with this place? Everyone seemed to be overly sensitive about knowing what was going on with others. I was just being curious, trying to relate in some small way. Stop lying to yourself, Judith. You know you’re just curious about why he was so upset. A mystery you haven’t been able to unlock. She sighed.

Her mother laughed. Judith could hear her father snicker in the other room.
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The next morning, Rylan fought the demons that had kept him awake all night. Sleeping in the woods hadn’t helped. Nightmares of seeing Margaret and Jackson arm and arm… He tossed a pitchfork into the wagon.

“Whoa, you trying to kill someone?” Ed Randolph asked as he walked up to the wagon.

“Guess I wasn’t thinking,” Rylan mumbled. If he wanted the men to work for him, he’d better rein in his emotions. He’d need the money from harvesting the rye and barley in order to pay for his trip back to Massachusetts. He’d decided he’d have to go back and confront them. Even just for his own peace of mind.

“Pete says you could use some help.” Ed’s thin frame hid the man’s strength. He didn’t bulge in the muscle department, but he held his own. Enough so that Rylan wouldn’t want to cross him.

“Sure could. Hoped more would be coming, though.”

“Ah, not to worry. I saw some headed here. I cut across Timmons’s place. That man can’t farm for anything. The ground is so rich here all you have to do is drop the seed, but…”

“Now don’t go pickin’ on the man. Seems to me I had to show you a thing or two.” Rylan winked.

“Yeah, yeah. But even at my worst, I wasn’t as bad as Timmons.” “He’s not a farmer.”

“What ever gave you that idea?” Ed asked in a sarcastic tone.

“Told me he’s a banker.”

“Why ain’t he being a banker then?”

“That’s for him to say, not me. But he has his reasons.”

“He couldn’t have robbed the bank. He wouldn’t have ended up here if he had.” “No, he didn’t rob the bank.”

“Who robbed the bank?” George Steadman sneezed into his handkerchief and deposited the folded cloth into the back pocket of his overalls.

“No one. You guys are worse than women,” Rylan teased.

“No worse than anyone else.” George set his hands on his hips. “Didn’t know if you’d need my wagon, so I have the youngin’ bringing it over later, after the missus uses it to buy her supplies.”

“Thanks, George. Of course we’ll use it.”

George nodded.

Half a dozen others showed up, and Rylan put them all to work. The sweat beaded on his back. It felt good to work. Healthy, even. Perhaps a trip to Boston isn’t worth the effort. The damage is done; they’re married. What could I do anyway?

By nightfall they’d cleared a good third of the fields. Rylan paid each man and encouraged him to bring others the next day. As the workers departed, he finished bagging the grain that a couple of the men had threshed. He sewed up each fifty- pound burlap sack after filling it. Dried, the stalks would be used to feed his horses through the winter.

Stretching his back, he realized he’d sleep tonight. He smelled worse than the pigs after a fresh roll in the mud. Pumping out some fresh water, he stripped and bathed in the yard.

“Hello,” a male voice called from the darkness.

Rylan grabbed his trousers and pulled them on. “Who’s there?” he called. A light swayed in the distance.

“Oscar Timmons.”

“What brings you out so late?”

“I need a favor.” Oscar’s shadowed image came into view.

“What can I do for you?”

The pencil-thin man with his freshly tanned face seemed much older this year than last.

“I need your honest opinion.”

Rylan leaned against a fence rail. “I’ll be as honest as I can. What’s up?”

“Me, I’m no farmer. The second season is in, and I’ve barely anything to harvest.”

“True, but do you have enough to feed your family?”

“I imagine so, if we’re careful. Judith has tried to help. She has more of a green thumb than either her mother or I, but—“

“Say no more. Look, the deal with the New England Emigrant Aid Society that helped us get out here is that we live on the land for five years. There’s no conditional clause about us having to make a profit. The thing you need to worry about the most is feeding your family. That’s all. If you can do that, in three more years the land is yours, free and clear.”

A slight grin rose on his cheek. “Thank you for the reminder.”

“Don’t fuss about it. I might be needing your encouragement soon.”

“What’s the trouble? I heard you barreled out of town yesterday.”

How’d he know that? Of course, everyone knew everything about everybody. But this tidbit was his. No one else needed to know his shame. “Just in a hurry.” “Oh.”

Oscar wouldn’t ask. Rylan knew he wasn’t that kind of man. Being a banker, he was used to keeping other men’s secrets. If Rylan could confide in anyone, it would be Oscar.

“Are you entering the fair?” A change in subject was necessary.

Oscar laughed. “Are you serious? Is there a category for the smallest tomatoes?”

Rylan chuckled. “I’m entering the team pull. My team seemed to finally get their act together this year.”

“I don’t have a team. I have a single mule that’s more stubborn than Judith.” Oscar’s smile slipped.

The man certainly had his problems.

“Don’t think they have a ‘most stubborn mule’ category, but if I hear of one, I’ll let you know.”

Oscar chuckled. “Good night, Rylan, and thanks again.”

“Good night.” Rylan watched the light grow dim as Oscar headed across the fields. If Oscar could stick it out, he’d be happy to purchase some of the land from him. He’d even considered farming a section of Oscar’s land on a rental basis but hadn’t checked the agreement to see if that was allowable or not.

Inside the house, he fought the memories of Margaret’s promises. He’d made the furnishings for her. Even the house had been for her. He’d be just as comfortable in the barn. Well, perhaps not as comfortable as the feather bed he’d put together. “Lord, why? Why’d she do it? Why Jackson?” He fell to his knees, covering his anguished face with his rough hands. Tears fell for the first time. The only time. He was a man. He couldn’t allow this. He sniffed and straightened himself up. No, with God’s grace, he’d get through this, just like every other bad moment of his life.

He wiped the tears from his face with his red handkerchief. I’ll place an ad in a New York paper for a wife. Any woman would do now, since his one true love had deceived him so. Yes, I’ll place an ad tomorrow. Tonight I’ll sleep outdoors again. The air is fresher, he reasoned. He lied. He knew it.
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Thursday, the day before the fair, Judith marched out to the berry patch early. The sun rose slowly over the hills as she worked her way toward the plentiful harvest. Getting an early start would allow time for possible failures. The jam she and her mother had made had turned out extremely well. Little sugar had been used. Instead, because of the bounty of the berries, they were able to thicken it with the fruit. The family had tried it last evening on warm bread fresh from the oven. Judith had never tasted anything better.

In the distance she saw a man heading toward Rylan Gaines’s place. All right, Lord, I know I’m not supposed to be so curious, but even You have to admit this is very strange behavior. The man has a huge house. Two stories, clapboard, with a wide front porch. Why on earth is he spending the nights in the woods?

A bird cawed. The world seemed to be waking up. Was it possible that Rylan Gaines had been hunting? Judith squinted her eyes for a better glance. He didn’t appear to be carrying a rifle. But he was carrying something. “Humph.” She wouldn’t be finding out today what her strange neighbor was up to. Everyone seemed to think rather highly of him, yet there was something about him, something Judith couldn’t put her finger on, something she knew wasn’t right. Perhaps she was here in Prairie County to discover the truth about a certain Rylan Gaines. Perhaps he has a secret past no one knows about. Eww, could he be running from the law? It wasn’t unheard of for criminals to head west hoping to get lost in the crowds. No laws existed. The lands were uncharted. A shiver rolled down Judith’s back. She’d given herself enough reasons to stay away and watch him like a hawk. After all, her parents thought the world of him. Yes, she had a purpose for coming to Prairie County. Once that purpose had been fulfilled, she could encourage her parents to move back home.

Judith bent down and picked with renewed vigor. Today she’d discovered the real reason God had seen fit to send her to this godforsaken land.

“Hello.”

Judith shrieked.

 

Chapter 3
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Rylan stepped back.

“Get away from me,” Judith screamed.

Rylan raised his hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I saw you over here and assumed you were Oscar Timmons’s daughter, Judith. I’m Rylan Gaines, your neighbor.”

She patted her heart. He squelched a chuckle, seeing her berry-stained hand leave its indelible mark on the white bib of her dress.

“Yes, I’m Judith.”

“I won’t intrude any longer. I just thought I’d come by and say hello. Good day, Miss Timmons.” He nodded and headed home. Rylan searched his memory. He couldn’t remember a single time he’d scared someone so badly in all his life. Not even the time he scared his six-year-old sister when she’d been sneaking a pickle out of the pickle barrel. She’d jumped, knocked the barrel over, and sent pickles flying everywhere. The cellar reeked of vinegar for years.

“Pickles, nice big sour ones.” His stomach grumbled. Yes, a wife would be a good thing. Pete had thought it foolish to advertise for a wife. Pete being Pete, he only said, “You’re wasting your money.” Then silently he wrote out the ad to be wired to New York later in the day.

Rylan shot back a glance at the berry-stained woman with a set of lungs that could deafen a man…. It’s all your fault, Pete. Rylan stuffed his hands in his trousers and headed back toward his farm.

If Pete hadn’t gone on and on about how pretty the Timmonses’ daughter was, Rylan wouldn’t have taken the time to say hello. Granted, Pete was right. The woman was a real looker. But she seemed … what? More afraid than scared of me? Maybe I just scare women off, Lord.

With the rye and barley shipped off to market, Rylan began work for the winter. The seeds needed to be dried and bagged. The hay needed to be bundled for the livestock. And wood needed to be split for the cold winter months. The harvesting might be over, but there was plenty of work to be done. Plus, he’d be helping his neighbors pull in their harvests. Rylan’s crop choices were rye and wheat. But he’d planted a couple acres of corn, too. It made for variety over the winter months.

Most of the area farmers planted corn. Many had trouble with the lack of rainfall for their crops during the summer. Having come to this land earlier, Rylan had been blessed with prime property. Two streams ran through the land, a river to his south, and the pond northeast that abutted the Timmonses’ property.

His mind drifted back to Judith Timmons and the blackberry stains on her white apron. Rylan chuckled. “She’s an odd one, Lord.”
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The next day he found himself at the Prairie County Fair. This year the number of people seemed double over the previous. The place buzzed with activity. Children ran from one event to another. The women huddled near their wares, and the men gathered around their livestock.

“Morning, George.” Rylan held back his team.

“You entering in the pull?” asked a man Rylan didn’t recognize.

“Yes, sir. My team’s ready this year.”

“Take a look at McCoy over there. He’s really been working his team. Seems mighty impressive,” George added.

Rylan watched for a few moments. No question about it, McCoy would offer serious competition. “Just means we’ll be putting on a better show.”

The men roared and continued to talk about their harvests. Several of the farmers who were raising corn had had a bad go of it.

“I’m hoping some of your wives will trade some of their canned vegetables for some of my rye,” Rylan offered.

“Hazel should be willing. She’s rather fond of rye bread.”

“Wonderful. Your wife packs away some of the finest vegetables I’ve ever had. Afraid most of my summer vegetable crop will go to feed the pigs. I don’t know how to can. Not that I have the time to do it.”

Ralph Davis scratched his chest. “Seems to me you might be able to bring some of your vegetables to some of the womenfolk, and they might can some for you.”

“I couldn’t impose. Besides, they’re a might busy taking care of their own.”

“Hey, there,” Josh Williams called, striding over with a bushel basket of apples. “Look at these fine apples. Hard to believe I got such a fine crop from those wee trees this year.”

Everyone admired the beautiful apples Josh brought over. A row of apple trees would be nice around the house, Rylan thought. But his thoughts darkened. When would he have time to care for them? Perhaps a single tree was all he could handle. A wife, I definitely need a wife. “Excuse me, gentlemen, I need to take care of my team.”

He brought his team over to the corral and noticed Judith Timmons sitting at a table. “Blackberries,” he murmured, chuckling, then brought the horses into the corral.
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Judith couldn’t ignore Rylan Gaines. He stood tall, and he smiled a warm, genuine smile. Perhaps she’d been wrong in thinking he was a criminal, she reflected as she watched him work. He walked his team of horses into the corral. The way he treated his animals spoke volumes of the man’s character. He placed some feed bags on their snouts and brushed them down.

Judith scanned the fairgrounds. So many people she didn’t know. Yet they all knew her. At least, they all knew who she was. She hadn’t seen her father this proud in all his life, introducing her to everyone he met. Men were plentiful. They came over to her table in a steady stream. Everyone bought something, whether a piece of pie, a tart, or some jam, it didn’t matter. They were there not to purchase goods but to try and purchase her, she supposed. Three marriage proposals this morning alone. And ages varied from a young boy of sixteen to an old man of sixty. She certainly had plenty to pick from. But if she picked one, she wouldn’t be returning to Worcester, and Worcester was the only place she wanted to be. Not that she was looking for a husband.

“Good morning.” Rylan’s distinguished voice drew her from her musings. “I see you’ve made good use of those berries.” His smile was disarming.

A capricious smile rose up her cheeks. “Yes, Mother and I worked hard.”

“It shows. How do you like Kansas?”

“Not much.” She snapped her mouth shut and placed her hand over it. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

Rylan’s rich laughter eased her troubled state. A woman of society would not have spoken her mind so. “It’s quite all right. Nothing wrong with being honest.”

His eyelids closed over the most vibrant brown eyes she’d ever seen. Brown eyes never appealed to her. They seemed to just be dark orbs that blended into the background of one’s soul. Blue eyes, now those were eyes that attracted her. So why was she so taken in by Rylan Gaines’s brown eyes?

He opened them slowly; his posture stiffened. “Truth comes in short supply these days. Good day, Miss Timmons, and keep being honest.”

He left as silently as he’d appeared. Was the man half fox? Another gentleman appeared in front of her table. “May I help you?”

“That ya can, lass. I’m looking for a wife….”

Here we go again. Judith put on her pleasant “but I don’t want to be here” smile. When would these men get the message? “I’m sorry. I’m not available.”

“Oh, I apologize, lass. I heard ya were single.”

She had to admit she loved his Irish accent. “I am single, so you didn’t hear wrong. However, I’m not available.”

He knitted his red eyebrows then released them. “Many pardons, lass. You’d best tell your husband-to-be to put a ring on your finger, and do it soon, or they’ll be no end to the proposals.”

Judith chuckled.

The poor man’s face reddened even more.

“I’m sorry,” she replied.

He scurried off before she could explain. Perhaps she shouldn’t clarify the issue. Perhaps it would be best to let the entire town think she was engaged to be married. Of course, Mother and Father won’t appreciate the deception. But what’s a poor girl to do in a county where men outnumber the women twenty to one?

The day continued with plenty of sales and far fewer proposals. They had actually stopped. Word must have gotten around. Her mother was working the table, which gave Judith her first real opportunity to peruse the fairgrounds. A crowd gathered at the corral; cheers and whistles filled the air. Judith worked her way toward the front. Inside the corral she saw Rylan working his team. “Oh my,” she gasped.

“They’re a pretty sight, aren’t they, miss?” a man next to her observed.

Pretty wasn’t exactly the word she had in mind. Muscles bulged on the horses… and on Rylan. They worked in unison, pulling the heavy load.

“What are they doing?” she asked the stranger.

“The goal is to have your team pull in unison as heavy a load as possible and work them around those posts without losing your load.”

“Oh my.”

“Rylan did well last year, but I think he’s going to beat McCoy this year. He’s got a fine team. They were just too young last year.”

Rylan’s broad shoulders were straining the seams of his perspiration-soaked shirt. Was it that hard to keep a team working? Shouldn’t the team work with ease? “Why is he working so hard?”

“His team wants to move faster than Rylan is allowing them to, but he knows they can’t make the turn if they move faster. It’s the difference between man and beast. The animal has learned how to haul but doesn’t have the wisdom to analyze. On the other hand, in the wild these animals wouldn’t be hauling this amount of weight, either.”

Judith clenched the rail as Rylan worked his team around the first post. The crowd roared with excitement. Her informative new companion whispered, “This is where he lost his load last year.”

Lord, help him, she silently prayed. Why was she so concerned about Rylan Gaines? It didn’t make sense, but something deep inside of her wanted, no, needed him to succeed.

The horses pulled together. The load wobbled but stayed on the flat. They strained forward and twisted around the second post. Sweat beaded down Rylan’s

forehead. His grin was infectious. “Excellent job, Rylan!” she heard herself scream. He turned toward the crowd.

The crowd turned their attention on Judith. She felt her cheeks flame.

Rylan nodded.

Judith escaped from the probing eyes of the crowd. She heard murmurings but didn’t care to listen. The safest place for her was back behind the table.

As Judith approached their stand, her mother asked, “Did you have fun, dear?”

“I found it quite interesting, Mother.”

Her mother stood and straightened the skirt of her dress. “I’m glad. We’ve just about sold out. The raspberry tea is chilled, and your father insists we simply give it out as a gesture of friendship to our neighbors.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“They’re about to judge the jams. Do you want to watch?”

“No, thank you.” Judith sat down behind the table.

Her mother took two steps back toward her. “Is everything all right, dear?” she whispered.

Judith startled back to her senses. “Just fine, Mother. I think I’ll have some of that tea myself.”

“Great. Don’t forget there’s a sandwich in the basket also. Oh, and your father had me make one for Rylan if he should ever come around.”

Judith swallowed and waved her mother off. The mere thought of meeting up with Rylan after such an outburst…

Her cheeks heated up again. Lord, what’s happening to me? I’ve been here for all of four months, and I’m forgetting all the social graces I’ve learned. Why?

She poured herself a tall glass of tea and grabbed the smaller sandwich in the basket. Why had her father asked her mother to make a sandwich for Rylan?

“Congratulations, Miss Timmons.” Pete waved as he walked past.

“Congratulations? What for?” she mumbled. Had they won the contest? Her spirit brightened. The sales and the prize money would make a good dent on the debt with Pete’s store. But Mother just left to go to the judging. Could it be over that quickly?
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“Congratulations, Rylan, excellent job.”

“Thanks, Jim.” Rylan took McCoy’s hand and pumped it.

Jim smiled. “I’ll have to see what I can do to beat you next year.”

Rylan chuckled. “Good idea. I worked hard on my team this past year.”

“It shows. Excellent job, just excellent. By the way, when’d you have time to get yourself engaged to Judith Timmons?”

“What?”

“Everyone’s talking about it. I didn’t even know you were courting her. I thought you had a gal back east.”

“I thought I did, too. I don’t know about being engaged to Miss Timmons, though. When did this happen?”

Jim McCoy chuckled. “Well, if you’re not the reason she’s unavailable, who is?”

“I wouldn’t have a clue. I’ve barely spoken with the gal. Who told you I was engaged?”

“Everyone … and no one in particular. Seems Michael O’Hara asked her earlier, and she told him she was unavailable. Seems he wasn’t the only one asking, either. Anyway, when she burst out at the pull, I guess everyone assumed you were her beau.”

“Hmm, don’t suppose it occurred to anyone that we’re just neighbors.”

Jim chuckled. “What would be the fun in gossiping about that?”

Rylan wagged his head. “None, I suppose. I’m hunting for a wife, but I want one who wants to live here, not back east.”

“Oscar said she wasn’t too fond of the area.” Jim leaned against a rail.

“He said the same to me. They gave up a lot to live out here.” Rylan continued to brush down his horses.

“Can’t understand why society folks would come back to the land. Wouldn’t it be easier to hire folks to work your land instead?”

“If Oscar could afford that, I’m sure he would.”

“I heard he ran into some financial troubles back east. Guess we all came for various reasons. But free land is free land and worth the work.”

“Amen,” Rylan added. He finished brushing down the horses after allowing them to walk off the heavy labor from moments before.

“Well, I won’t be keeping you. Just wanted to congratulate you. And warn ya that I’ll be winning next year.” Jim smiled.

“If you can.” Rylan winked.

As Jim took off, Rylan turned to his team. “Engaged! Can you imagine?” he muttered.

“I heard it, too,” Pete said with a wink as he walked over. “Congratulations.”

“Don’t tell me the entire town …?” Rylan asked.

“Just about. Probably the entire county will have heard by the end of the day.”

“Wonderful,” Rylan moaned.

Pete took a step closer. “You mean, it’s not true?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“Oh, but I thought…” Pete rubbed his chin with his right hand.

“I have no idea why she cheered me on, but we are just neighbors.”

“True, she doesn’t know many.”

“No, I can’t imagine that she does. I’ve barely seen her all summer.”

“That explains how she didn’t know you when you nearly toppled her over a few days ago.”

“What are you talking about?”

Pete reached over, placing his hand on Rylan’s shoulder. “I read the announcement in the paper. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks, but what does that have to do with me practically running over Miss Timmons?”

“Oh, well the day you read the announcement, she came into the store as you were departing.”

“I wasn’t in a good mood.”

“No, I suspect not. She asked who you were, seemed to recognize your name, but I gathered she hadn’t met you.”

“No, I’ve been too busy working on the house in the evening after a full day of working the farm. I suppose I should have introduced myself to my neighbor sooner, but I was preoccupied.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll start letting folks know it’s not true.” Pete took a step back.

“Thanks, Pete.”

“No trouble at all. I don’t mind being the man in the know.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Rylan chuckled. Then his mind sobered. Perhaps others would be congratulating Miss Timmons as well. He worked his way to her table. She’s a pretty thing, Lord, he realized as the distance between them disappeared.

“Good afternoon, Miss Timmons,” he said with a smile.

“Mr. Gaines, I—I…”

“Shh. I thank you for your praise.”

She teased golden hair back and forth. Her yellowish-brown eyes captivated him. “I’m so flustered. It’s not right for a lady to speak so openly.”

“Is it wrong for a woman to speak such to her fiancé?” he teased. “What?”

 

Chapter 4
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What on earth are you talking about?” She planted her hands on her hips.

These backwoods yokels weren’t going to mess up her reputation.

Rylan grinned. The dimple on his right cheek eased her tension. He reached for her hand. The warmth of his fingers made her breath catch in her throat. “Rumors have us engaged.”

“How?…When?…Why?”

“Apparently you told Michael O’Hara you were unavailable.”

“Michael?”

“Red-headed Irishman.”

“Oh.” Lord, what have I done? she silently petitioned.

“And when you spoke up after the pull…” His grin broadened.

“Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes. When shall we set the date for our marriage?”

“You can’t be serious,” she hissed. Only a fool would propose something so preposterous on the basis of rumors and gossip.

Rylan released a deep barrel laugh. “No, Miss Timmons, I’m not serious, but the reaction on your face was worth the trouble.”

“Oh, you! What is it with folks around here? Don’t they have an ounce of proper manners and respect?”

Rylan’s gaze narrowed. “Look, we may not be fancy here like Boston. And we don’t have the high society balls, but we are honest folk. Which is more than I can say about your high society. Here, if a man gives his word, it is his word. He doesn’t change his mind and back down.”

“Huh?”

“Sorry, that has nothing to do with you. Or perhaps in some small way it does. Oscar never said you were engaged.”

“I never said I was. I simply said I was unavailable. And I am. I have no interest in courting anyone.” She held back her tongue, not wanting to anger the man any further. “What has you all fired up about high society?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” Rylan’s shoulders slumped, and he looked down at his feet.

“Try me.”

“All right, Miss Timmons. Here’s the situation. If you pledged yourself to a man, and he went off to build your future together, would you wait for him?”

“Of course. That is what making a pledge is all about.”

“Well, some don’t.”

Her curious nature piqued, she reached for the cask of black raspberry iced tea and poured him a glass. “Here, drink this. Tell me what happened.”

“Maybe some other time.” Rylan gulped down the tea. “Excellent tea.”

“Thank you. I have a good ear if you decide you need to talk with someone.”

Rylan chuckled. “I lived in the East, Judith. I know how society women gossip.”

“I don’t. All right, maybe I do sometimes. But who do I know here to gossip to? Besides, I never said a word to anyone that someone shared confidentially. I do have my morals.”

Rylan leaned toward her, his gaze so beguiling she rapidly blinked, trying to break the connection she felt. “I do need a wife. Perhaps we should get engaged.”

“Did you fall off your horse?” Judith stepped back. She needed air. For a fleeting moment she actually considered his absurd proposal.

“No, I’m just being practical. I need a wife; you need a husband. I’ve got a good farm, a house; I can provide nicely. Why not?”

“If you didn’t just fall off your horse, he must have stomped on your pretty little head.”

“You think I’m pretty?” he asked with a wink.

She was dying here. What kind of a man could be so forward and so intoxicating at the same time? “It’s just not done that way!”

“In Boston, perhaps. But you’re in the wilds now, remember?”

“Don’t even get me started on that. I’m not available for the same reasons I told the young Irishman earlier, because I’m moving back east. I don’t want to live here. I wouldn’t make anyone a good wife. Not here.”

“Perhaps, Miss Timmons. On the other hand, a woman with as much spirit as you possess is born for life in the untamed country of this land. Think about it.”

Rylan placed his hat on his head and worked his way back into the crowd.

Judith collapsed in the chair behind her.

“Judith.” Her mother came running. “I just heard the news. Honey, I’m so happy for you. I didn’t even know you and Mr. Gaines had met each other.”

Judith groaned and buried her face in her hands.
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“Stupid, stupid, stupid, Gaines. Why’d you do something so foolish?” he chided himself and headed back to the corral. The safest place was home. He’d gather his

horses and be gone. The sooner, the better.

“Rylan!” Oscar called.

Rylan took a deep breath and eased it out slowly. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?” Oscar’s face filled with complete puzzlement.

Perhaps he didn’t know. “Rumors have your daughter and I engaged. There’s no truth to the rumor, but I found myself teasing your daughter, and I probably went too far.”

“Oh. Well, she needs a good shaking. The girl’s got her mind so muddled with what she thinks life is all about, she’s forgotten what matters most.”

“Money?”

“That and social standing. It’s all rubbish, you know. Once you’re in trouble, your so-called friends leave you faster than a hot coal cools in water.”

“It was pretty rough, huh?”

“We had our moments. We sheltered Judith from the worst of it, and that quite possibly was a tragic mistake. She doesn’t understand the difference living out here makes on a person’s soul. You know?”

“Yeah, I know. My fiancée married another. She won’t be coming. Guess I was feeling the sting when I teased your daughter.”

“What did you do?” Oscar’s voice lowered.

“I told her we ought to get married anyway. I needed a wife; she needs a husband….”

Oscar roared. “And you’re still standing?” Oscar slapped him on the back. “My boy, you just might be what the good Lord has in mind to tame that one.”

Rylan guffawed. “The good Lord better not.”

Oscar sobered. “The reason I came over to see you was, I’m … I’m…”

“What’s the matter, Oscar?”

“My bills—I don’t know if I’m going to meet them. The women gave it a good-hearted try, and they raised some funds, but it won’t meet my debt at Pete’s store for the seed I ordered last year. Do you have any ideas how I can raise some cash and still live on the land?”

Rylan scratched the day’s growth on his chin. “Not at the moment, but I’m certain the Lord will help us out here. You know the men made a suggestion to me earlier. I have vegetables that need canning, and I have no wife to can them. I don’t have the time to do it, either. I’d hate to see the food spoil. Do you think your wife and daughter might come over and do some canning for me?”

“I’m sure they’d lend a hand, but how’s that going to help with my debt?”

“It won’t, really. However, whatever they harvest and can that I don’t need, you and your family can have for payment. You might not have any cash, but your bellies will be full.”

“I’ll speak to Raixa. Thank you.”

“My pleasure. I’ve tasted your wife’s cooking. Having her put up vegetables for

the winter will be a blessing for me.”

After exchanging a brief handshake and good-byes, Rylan gathered his horses. The sassy smile of Judith Timmons shot back into his mind’s eye. Lord, she is beautiful. And what’s with those eyes? Yellow and brown… I’ve never seen anything like them. I could possibly find myself… Nope, I won’t go there. Sorry I teased her, Lord.

He guided his buckboard out of the fairgrounds. A woman with slumped shoulders walked by the side of the road. “Whoa, boys, who’s that?”

He paused before asking hesitantly, “Judith?”

She turned, her eyes damp. His heart sank. “Judith, I’m sorry. Please forgive me.”

“You don’t understand. My mother heard the rumors. She thinks it’s just wonderful. She didn’t believe me when I told her it wasn’t true.”

“What? I spoke with your father. He knows I was just teasing you.”

“Father knows?” She nibbled her lower lip.

“Yes.” He leaned over the edge of the wagon. “Judith, are you heading home?”

She nodded.

“May I give you a lift?”

“But it isn’t—“

“Proper. I know. But everyone thinks we’re engaged anyway. You can end our engagement tomorrow, and no one will think the worse of you. Of course, you’ll have to contend with the others who are standing in line to propose to you.”

She audibly sighed.

“Please, let me make amends for teasing you.”

She looked to her left and to her right. Rylan fought the desire to check if others were watching him, too.

“All right.”

She placed her slender hand in his. How can a woman’s hand be so small? Shifting, he made room for her on the seat of his buckboard.

He sucked in the hot afternoon air, making the clicking sound that told his team to move forward.

“I was fascinated with how well you worked your team,” Judith said. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“I’ve been practicing all year. I lost to Jim McCoy last time, and I was determined not to lose to him this year. Consequently, Jim is determined to beat me next year.”

“Healthy competition?”

“But of course, miss. A man has few things to compete with.”

Judith giggled. The purr of her laughter set his insides doing flip-flops. What was it about this woman? He stared into her eyes.

“What? Do I have dirt on my face?”

“No, a little dust maybe. I’m just fascinated with your eyes. I’ve never seen any others quite like them.”

She smiled. “They’re rare, but I’m told they are a family trait. My grandmother on my mother’s side is said to have had them, as well as my mother’s great-aunt Ruth.”

“Interesting.”

“When I was young I was teased by the other children. But when boys started noticing girls, things changed. Some were attracted because they were so different; others were afraid of them. One boy said they reminded him of tigers’ eyes. Not that the boy ever saw a real live tiger, but that’s how he described them.”

“Fascinating. Truthfully, I think they are beautiful. They remind me of golden wheat when the sun is setting on the grains at harvesttime.”

Judith blinked and turned her head, looking to their right.

“I’m sorry, did I offend you again?” Rylan sighed.

She placed her hand on his forearm. “Who hurt you?”

“Her name is Margaret. She married my best friend. They didn’t have the decency to tell me they’d married. I read it in the newspaper the other day.”

“I’m so sorry. No wonder you were in such a bad mood that afternoon.”

“Pete said I nearly knocked you down. I’m sorry. I didn’t even know I banged into anyone.”

“All is forgiven. You had reason to be upset.”

“I reckon I did, but it doesn’t excuse my rude behavior to you. I guess I was feeling pretty sorry for myself. I’ve spent the last three years building up the farm, building the barn and house, all for Margaret, and now she’s not coming.”

“I guess I’ve been feeling rather sorry for myself, too. I don’t want to be here. I want to be back home with my friends. Mother and Father are happier here, but I miss the evening socials.”

“Is there a gentleman waiting for you?”

“No. I have a bit of a sharp tongue, as you have seen.”

Rylan chuckled. “But it comes with such a pretty face. Those men in Worcester must be fools.”

“I thank you for saying so, but I’ve been hard on them. Especially when they’d talk about Daddy and the bank. So many lies were being said.”

Her face whitened. “Oh, no!” She cupped her hand over her mouth.

“Your father told me of his business troubles back east. I know what happened.”

“Phew, I thought I’d blown it again. You’re right when you pegged me for having trouble with my tongue.”

“Everyone has faults, Judith. I can’t imagine yours being so difficult a man couldn’t look past them.”

“It’s like I was saying—it had more to do with Daddy’s business misfortune. Once people knew I was the daughter of Oscar Timmons, the invitations ceased. I guess that’s why I want to go back. To prove to everyone they were wrong.”

“Why? What would it matter? I wanted to go back and see Jackson and Margaret, but then I realized it wouldn’t change anything. They would still be married. They still had betrayed me. It wouldn’t have made any difference, except for the possibility of me sinning with my fist.”

“Ouch. Jackson better stay in Boston.”

Rylan’s spirit lifted. “Thanks.”

He eased the buckboard to a halt at the corner of the path to her home. “You’re easy to talk with, Judith. Thank you.”

“You’re not so bad yourself. I suppose there really isn’t anything for me back east.”

“Wanna reconsider my offer?”

 

Chapter 5

[image: ]

I should probably scare the pants off you and accept your foolish invitation.”

Rylan chuckled.

Just how forward should she be with this man? Judith wondered. He did fascinate her, and not just on the curiosity level. The man had genuine appeal, and she felt irresistibly drawn to him in a way she’d never before experienced. “You did say you needed a wife.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

“And you need a husband.”

“Why?”

His smile slipped. “Uh, uh.”

“Seriously, why? Why do people think a woman needs a husband? I can cook, clean, take care of my house. I can even make an income for myself. Admittedly, it isn’t as much as a man could make but…”

He placed his finger to her lips. “Shh. Save your passion.”

Judith didn’t dare move. His finger seared her lips. Her insides felt like jelly.

“I used to believe a man and woman should have a passion for one another. I loved Margaret, but apparently it wasn’t enough.”

Judith cleared her throat. “Is it possible she wasn’t the right one? I used to believe that God designed the perfect spouse for me, and I simply hadn’t found him yet. But as time went by, that belief has dwindled. However, seeing my parents now, the love they have for each other, I’ve been wondering again if perhaps God may still have a perfect spouse for me.”

Rylan leaned back and knitted his fingers behind his head. “I used to believe Margaret was the one. I did until a few days ago. But now, I don’t know. I just don’t know what to think anymore.”

“Tell me, Rylan, what would you have done if Margaret came out here, saw the farm, married you, then left in less than a year? If she couldn’t live without proper society, things might have turned out that way.”

“I don’t know. The thought never crossed my mind. I assumed she’d be happy here with me. Isn’t that what true love is—to be happy when you’re with the other person?”

“You’re probably right. I haven’t experienced it yet. And while I’m getting older by social standards back east, living here doesn’t mean I’m at a loss for possible husbands.”

Rylan chuckled. “No, I’d say you’re the prime choice for wife this year. How many proposals have you had? Not counting mine, of course.”

“Ha, you’re not getting off that easy. Last count was around ten, I think. It might be closer to fifteen. It’s hard to keep track.”

Rylan let out a slow, lazy whistle. “Someone better knock you off your feet soon, or you might hit the world record. You could be an attraction at the county fairs—the woman with the most proposals.”

“Thanks a lot,” she huffed.

He held his hands up in the air. “Just teasing.”

Judith stood to get down from the buckboard. “Thank you for the ride home. Our engagement is officially over.”

He gave an exaggerated sigh. “This one was shorter than the last. I didn’t even make it to a full three hours.”

“At least you didn’t have to build me a house.” She jumped down.

“Ouch! You’re a vexing woman. Beautiful, but vexing.” Rylan smiled.

She reached up and touched his hand. “Rylan, pray about whether or not she was the right one. God will help settle it for you.”

“I will. And Judith—” He paused. “Pray about your new home. Ask the Lord to show you the beauty of the area. We’re good, hardworking people here. All of us are trying to make a better life for our families.”

“I will. And thank you, Rylan.”

He tipped his hat and snapped the reins.

“Lord, have mercy he’s a handsome man,” she mumbled.

“I heard that.”

Judith’s cheeks flamed.
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Rylan avoided Judith for days. Every time he saw her in the meadow, he’d steer clear of her. Every time he saw her in town, he’d cross the street and wave from a distance. The woman was not good for his system. She brought up feelings he hadn’t sensed in years. Feelings he’d had for Margaret and more. He’d tried to pray about Margaret and whether or not he’d made the wrong decision three years ago. He couldn’t help but wonder what life would have been like if he’d not moved west. If he’d stayed in Boston and married her. Would they have moved to New York, where his parents lived? Would they have stayed in Boston? Would he have been happy there? He felt so much pleasure working the land, digging his hands deep in the soil. Had it been best that he’d been delayed a year in bringing Margaret to Kansas? Was it what was best in the long run?

He didn’t have an answer, and every time he thought about it, his head pounded.

Then memories of Judith and their conversation would flood his mind. She would be a woman to wrestle with, so forward and open, yet also sensitive. She didn’t know it, but she was perfect for living in an untamed area. Her stubborn, defiant way fought well the hardships of nature. Unfortunately, those thoughts went on to suggest how perfect she’d be as his wife. He wanted a wife, needed a wife, but was he just grasping at the only available woman in the area? Or was the Lord above opening his eyes to another?

It was futile. All this thinking was going nowhere. Unable to sleep in the farmhouse, he knew it was another matter to take to the Lord in prayer. Indian summer had set in across the region. The days were uncommonly warm, and the nights pleasantly cool. Rylan stripped to the waist and dove into the pond.

The cool water washed away the day’s heat. He floated on the surface and allowed the warmth of the sun to warm his face and torso.

“Caught ya.”

Rylan splashed the water, rousing himself from his peaceful slumber. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you,” Judith answered.

“You followed me?” Rylan treaded water and stared at his unexpected visitor.” I need to know why you’re avoiding me.”

“I’ m not….”

She placed her hands on her hips. “You know and I know you’ve been avoiding me. So ‘fess up. What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why? I thought we’d become friends after sharing such intimate conversation with one another.”

With a hard kick, Rylan swam toward shore. He didn’t want to hurt Judith. She turned her head and looked toward the thick forest as he stepped out of the lake. Quickly he gathered his tossed shirt and covered himself. “Judith, my avoidance had nothing to do with you.”

Golden eyes searched his own. Perhaps it had everything to do with her. He squashed the thought. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Rylan, I don’t understand. You’re the only friend—or almost friend—I have in these parts and—“

“Shh. I’m sorry. It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me and my feelings for Margaret. I need to get a handle on them.”

“But what does that have to do with your avoidance of me?”

Because you are threatening my sanity, he wanted to shout. “I need time. Time to work through my hurt emotions before…” He let his words trail off. Did he want to label his feelings for Judith? No, it wouldn’t be right.

“Before?”

Rylan drew in a deep breath and expelled it slowly. “Come over here and sit down.” He pointed to a fallen tree that made a perfect bench at the pond’s edge. He combed the wet strands of his hair back with his fingers.

Rylan paced back and forth in front of the log bench then stopped and faced Judith. “I hadn’t told anyone until that day of the fair about Margaret and Jackson, and you know more than most. It’s hard for a man to admit he’s no good at love, and that something he’s been working for, planning for, and praying about for the past three years burned up as fast as grass in a prairie fire.”

“Which is why I thought we had developed a friendship.”

“Yes, but it wasn’t just friendship, was it?”

“Of course it was.”

Rylan came to her and sat down beside her on the log. “Judith, I’m attracted to you, and you’re attracted to me. We can’t deny that.”

“I’m not … well, maybe a little.”

He knitted his eyebrows and locked his gaze with hers.

“All right, maybe more than a little.” She looked away. A soft glow of pink rose on her cheeks.

“I can’t, Judith. Not until I’m over Margaret. I can’t even sleep in my own house yet.” “What?”

Judith couldn’t believe her ears. The man hadn’t slept in his house since the day he’d nearly run her over, the day he’d learned of Margaret’s betrayal.

“The house was my wedding gift to her.”

“What makes the house so specifically for Margaret?”

“You mean besides the fact that I built it for her?”

“Let’s do this. Let’s remove Margaret from the picture. A man builds a house for shelter for himself and his family, correct?”

“Of course, that’s what I just told you.”

“No, you said you built it as a wedding gift for Margaret. Are you telling me you never slept in the house before you got the news?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I slept in it, ate in it; it’s my house.”

“Exactly. It’s your house, Rylan, not Margaret’s. You may have built it with her in mind, but you also built it for yourself.”

He folded his hands in his lap. “True. But so much of the house is her.”

“How so?” She fought the desire to reach out and touch him.

“The wallpaper in my bedroom is covered with her favorite flowers, lilacs.”

“You wallpapered?” And with my favorite flower. I wonder if he has some more?

He jerked his head up and probed her with his glance. “Only the one bedroom. I wanted one room of the house feminine for her. Most of the house would be a working farmhouse and the children’s rooms, of course.”

She smiled. “How many children were you hoping for?”

“A dozen, but I’d settle for six.”

“A dozen! Are you raising children or farmhands?”

Rylan grinned. “Both.”

Judith couldn’t resist a chuckle. “What else in the house is specifically for Margaret? Is it something that can be removed? Wouldn’t that be easier for you than sleeping in the woods?”

Rylan was silent for a moment then got up to pace again.

Judith knew her attraction to him was strong, but more than her feelings had created her desire to see Rylan through this problem. She wanted to help him work this out. He’d helped her so much with his admonition to give this wilderness a chance. She still didn’t want to give up her longing to live back east, but an overall appreciation for the area and its people daily grew within her. But the idea of her and Rylan having a personal relationship deeper than friendship was one idea she buried deep. He wasn’t ready, and she wasn’t ready. The mere thought of being that close with this man kept her awake to the wee hours of the night.

“Rylan?” He stood there motionless, staring in the direction of the pond but not really focusing on it. “Rylan?” she called again.

“Huh? Oh, sorry, I guess I got to thinking.”

“I guess.” She grinned.

“I was pondering your questions. I’m not really sure what in the house is Margaret and what is me. To me it’s more of a sense of her in every room, in every nail I put into the place. I probably should just take it down and build again.”

“Are you a glutton for punishment?” “No, I…”

She marched over to him, grabbed his forearm, and yanked. He stood firmly planted. She released her grasp. “Come on, show me this shrine. I can’t believe it’s as bad as you say it is.”

“It’s not bad. It’s a beautiful home,” he protested.

“I didn’t mean bad in the sense that you didn’t do a good job. I meant bad in the sense of the overwhelming feelings you have when you’re in the place. Let’s go confront this demon before it takes the last bit of common sense you have out of your head.”

She yanked his arm again.

“Can I at least put my socks and shoes on?” he muttered.

“If you must.” She winked. Watch your step, Judith, or you’ll be encouraging that personal relationship that neither one of you is ready for.

They walked in silence across the field and down the pasture toward his home. Judith gasped as the wonderful structure came into view. “You built this?”

“Yes.” He beamed.

“Are you sure you should be a farmer? A woodworker or carpenter seems more in order.” She wagged her head. It was a real house, a grand house with a large front porch and beautifully paned windows.

“The house is built for additional rooms in the back. I did start with three children’s bedrooms and one large bedroom for me—and Margaret.”

“Lead on, oh master of wood. I’m impressed.”

“Thank you.”

He opened the front door, and the well-polished hardwood floors reflected the fading sunlight. Rylan had spared no expense on the house. It had large, nine-over- six paned windows, which Judith imagined would be hung with heavy drapes for the winter. A hearth stood between the kitchen and the living room.

“I put the fireplace here for warmth in the front parlor, as well as a working fireplace and bread oven over on the other side in the kitchen.”

“It’s lovely. Did you use stones from your field?” She reached up and touched the rough-hewn stones held in place with gray mortar.

His grin widened. “Yes. Growing up in the North, I have a healthy sense of being frugal.”

“I don’t think you were tightfisted here. The hardwood floors, the large windows…”

“I purchased the glass, but the wood is lumber I cut and milled from my land. It’s one of the reasons I had to delay Margaret’s coming for a year.”

“The house is beautiful, but we’re here to have you point out what you put in for Margaret.”

“Come into the kitchen.”

She followed behind, looking over the tall ceilings and the mixture of wood and plaster walls. He might think he was being frugal, but she was convinced he’d spent a bundle on the place. Inside the kitchen he pointed out the cabinets for canning, the woodstove, and the sink with a pump.

“I’m sorry, Rylan. I see a functional kitchen here. Well designed, but still it’s simply a kitchen. Nothing that shouts Margaret to me.”

He scanned the room slowly.

Father, help me get through to him. I know he’s hurting, and the loss is great, but help me show him that there’s room for him and another in this house. He’s too fine of a man not to have a wife, Lord, she prayed.

Rylan continued the tour. With the exception of the flowered wallpaper in the master bedroom, Judith didn’t find anything that shouted Margaret. She tried to gently point this out, a real exercise in controlling her tongue. She didn’t need to bait the man. He needed to allow the reality to sink home.

“You can change the wallpaper, Rylan. It’s beautiful, but if it reminds you too much of Margaret…” She let her words trail off. She wanted to ask if he had more rolls of the paper for her own family, but she couldn’t see putting wallpaper up on the dugout’s walls.

“I suppose I could do that. I don’t have the heart right now. I’m afraid my anger may take over, and I’d be replacing more than wallpaper. Perhaps a wall or two.”

“You don’t seem like the kind of man who can lose his temper.”

“Normally, I’d agree with you, but this hurt went deeper than any other I’ve ever experienced.”

“You mean more than the hurt God felt when your sins kept you from Him?”

He groaned. “You don’t play fair.”

“Am I supposed to?” She quirked a smile.

“Well, you should at least give me a chance.”

“Never. I take all the advantages I can.”

“I can tell.” Rylan reached for her hand and caressed the top of it with his thumb. “Thank you, Judith. I don’t know if I can sleep in here, but…”

“Give yourself time. Sleep in one of the children’s rooms. You know those aren’t going to be used for a while,” she teased.

“You are vexing.”

“I try.” She chuckled.

“As a woman, do you approve of the house?”

“Do you have to ask? I’ve been drooling since I saw it in the distance. You’ve done a wonderful job. And that kitchen is so workable.”

“Good, because I wanted to hire you and your mom to come do my canning. I have some tomatoes, corn, and squash that need to be canned soon or they’ll spoil. The winter squash, turnips, carrots, potatoes, and other hard vegetables can go in the root cellar.”

“Father mentioned you would like us to can. It would be a dream to work in this kitchen after working in my parents’.”

“When can you start?”

“Tomorrow morning. Mother might not be able to right away, but I can.”

“Thank you. You don’t know how much of a blessing that will be for me.”

“I can guess.”

He released her hand. “Don’t misunderstand me; I love my meat, but I also love vegetables.”

“Guess that’s a good thing for a farmer, huh?”

“Judith, I promise not to avoid you again.”

She gave him a soft punch in the shoulder. “You’d better not, or I’ll come after you again.”

“Is that a promise?” He wiggled his thick reddish-brown eyebrows. Judith’s stomach fluttered.

The sun had set, and it was getting darker inside the house.

“Rylan!” A panicked cry came from outside.

 

Chapter 6
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Father, what’s the matter?” Judith ran toward her father. “What’s the trouble, Oscar? How can I help?” Oscar wrapped his arms around his daughter and pulled her close. After a few awkward moments, Rylan cleared his throat.

“Sorry,” Oscar offered. “I came running over for your help to find Judith. Her mother and I feared she’d gotten lost in the woods.”

“I’m sorry, Father. I should have told you where I was off to.” Crimson-stained cheeks and pleading eyes implored Rylan to explain.

“I was showing her the house and the kitchen. She’s agreed to can what’s left of my vegetables for the winter season.”

Oscar grinned. “Wonderful. She’s nearly as good a cook as her mother.”

A few pleasantries exchanged, then Oscar and Judith departed for their home. Rylan gazed up at the farmhouse. He’d painted it white. No curtains hung in the windows, and bits of colored sunlight played off the glass. He’d spent a small fortune in glass to bring in the sun. He’d even positioned the house at the right direction for the breezes to blow through and cool the house during hot summer days.

Judith’s words about it being his house played back in his mind. “Father God, can I start looking at this place as my house and not Margaret’s?”

He fought his legs and forced himself up the porch stairs. Each step closer to the front door became more difficult. He placed his hand on the wrought-iron latch. Broken promises, betrayal, stormed his mind. He released the latch. Perhaps tomorrow he could tackle those demons. He turned to leave. At the base of the stairs he stopped. The empty house seemed to reach out to him and envelop him in its presence.

Rylan squared his shoulders and marched back into the house. Tonight he would slay these dragons. Tonight, with God’s grace, he would begin to move forward with his life.

The next morning Rylan woke in one of the children’s bedrooms. The cock’s crow and the glorious sunrise gave him a new outlook on the day. He hadn’t slept much, but when he finally did fade off, his sleep was deep.
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Day after day Rylan found himself getting stronger. The pain of Margaret’s betrayal wore less on him. The house began to smell alive, and Judith’s canning every day helped tremendously. The smell of new wood was mixed with wonderful aromas. Several evenings he even arrived to find homemade meals, thanks to Judith.

Oddly enough, he and Judith spent little time with each other. She’d leave him a message of what she’d accomplished each day and what she planned to do the following day. Only once had he managed to get home early enough from the fields to find her cleaning up.

Today would be different. He needed to see her. He needed to thank her, he continually told himself. He caught a whiff of … of … roast beef? Rylan took the front steps two at a time.

“What smells so heavenly?” He tossed his hat on the old rocker and rounded the corner into the kitchen.

“Rylan!” She jumped. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Sorry to startle you. What smells so good?”

“Beef brisket.”

“Judith, you don’t have to cook my meals for me. But thank you; they are most enjoyable.”

She smiled. “I know, but I’m here cooking anyway. Besides, I figured it would help you feel more at home in your own house.”

He pulled out a chair and sat at the table. “It does, and I’m doing better on that score. Thank you very much. You were right. There’s more in this house that is a part of me than Margaret.”

“Oh, Rylan, I’ve prayed for you every day. I’m so glad to hear the Lord is answering our prayers.”

“I hope you don’t run out of vegetables to can. My stomach will never forgive me if I make it go back to my own cooking.”

She giggled. “Better prepare your stomach. One more day, and I’ll be done.”

Rylan didn’t know what to say. He searched his mind for any other possible vegetables needing canning. “Did you get the vegetables out of the root cellar?”

“All that needed canning, yes. We don’t need to can the potatoes, carrots, or hard squashes.”

“I wouldn’t want to have them spoil.” He knew she’d see through this ruse but…

She slapped him on the shoulder. “You can hire me as your cook.”

“Now that’s a thought. How much?”

“Hmm.” She tapped his shoulder. “How much is it worth?”
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Judith chuckled as she left Rylan’s house. She hadn’t meant to work herself into a permanent job, but it looked promising. The extra income would be helpful, and the change of scenery a blessing. The dugout, while functional, depressed her. Its dark interior didn’t compare to Rylan’s light-filled home. She enjoyed her time there, perhaps too much.

The next day she found Rylan in the kitchen when she arrived. “Good morning, Rylan. Are you feeling ill?”

“No, I’m fine. I’ve been waiting for you.”

Why? Was he regretting his decision to hire her to cook his meals? She poured herself a cup of coffee, added some cream and sugar, and sat down beside him. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.” He looked down at his hands then back at her. “Everything.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We need to talk.”

“All right.” She sipped the bitter coffee and added more cream and sugar.

“I’ve had a response to my ad.”

“What ad?” She sat down at the table with him.

“For a wife.”

A wife? He advertised for a wife? Why would he do such a thing? He’s a handsome, caring man. Any woman would love to have him as a husband.

“After I read the marriage announcement in the paper, I decided I had little choice. I need a wife, Judith.” His gaze pierced her soul. “Do you know why I’ve been working late every night?”

“Avoiding me.”

“Yes, but do you know why?”

What could she say? He was afraid of his feelings. She was avoiding her own as well. They had connected at the fair, a real connection. She’d been dreaming about Rylan every night. She’d been wondering if she could be happy as his wife. She knew she loved his house, but that wasn’t the reason a woman should marry a man. It should be for love. Something both of them avoided, and something that each of them was too afraid to talk about.

“Judith.” His voice softened. He reached for her hand. “Am I just fooling myself, or do you care about me, even a little?”

Her mouth went dry. Did she want this much honesty? Could she afford to? “I care, Rylan, but we don’t know each other. Do I care only because of your house?” She slipped her hand over her mouth. She hadn’t intended to be that open.

Rylan grinned then relaxed. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I understand your desire for a wife, but I’d be lying to you if I said I was in love with you. I love your house, I love the way the light streams through the windows, and I enjoy speaking with you. But are we right for each other? Do we … can we have a love for one another?”

Rylan pushed himself from the table, scraping the chair across the hardwood floor. He paced for a moment then stopped and kept his back to her, looking out the back door. “I’ve given up on love, Judith. I need a wife to have my children, to care for my house.”

Judith’s heart sank. She wouldn’t marry a man without love. She understood his anger and hurt to some extent, but he hadn’t seen the woman in three years. And he’d confessed Margaret hadn’t written to him in well over a year, and the year before that had brought only occasional letters. Quietly Judith got up from the table and walked over to him. She placed her hand on his shoulder. Warmth radiated from the gentle contact. She cared for Rylan more than she wanted to admit. “Rylan?”

He turned and faced her. Hurt, anger, confusion swirled in his rich orbs. She wanted to tell him there was more to love than what they’d both experienced, but what could she say? She’d avoided relationships. She’d kept men at a distance, not wanting to be dragged into a life of social commitments and a house empty of love. Then reality hit. She didn’t like the lifestyle she’d been raised in, she hated its false pretense, and she yearned for a real and honest relationship. One like her parents now had. One she could have with Rylan if he could open himself to love.

She reached up and touched his cleanly shaved face.

He placed his hands on her shoulders, holding her but keeping her at a distance. “Please, don’t give up on love,” she whispered. “God can heal all our wounds.”

His grip softened.

Words unspoken played between them for what seemed like an eternity. Unspoken and yet heard, the language of lovers. She knew then that she loved this man, not for his house, not for his land, but because of him. Just him. It wouldn’t matter if he owned nothing, if they lived in a simple dugout. She’d love him until she breathed her last breath. But should she marry him when he was still hurting?

“Judith, should I answer the letter?”

“Do you care at all for me, Rylan?”

“Yes, I care. But I can’t…”

She placed her finger to his lips. “Don’t say it. Just promise me one thing, and I’ll marry you.”

“What do you need me to promise?” His stance became more rigid.

“That you will continue to pray and ask God to heal the hurt Margaret has caused you.” “But…”

“I’m asking little, Rylan. I’m not asking you to declare your love for me. I’m not asking for anything more than a promise to allow God to do what we are all asked to do in the scriptures. I realized something just a moment ago. I never got involved with the men back home because I didn’t like the shallowness of their lives. I didn’t like how people lived for recognition in society and not for one another in their homes. Marriages were unions that bettered one in business and in social standing. I didn’t want that in my life.”

“Why were you all set to go back?”

She moved from his arms and walked back toward the table.

“Because I didn’t recognize the truth about my life back there. I also now realize that I love you for who you are and not your beautiful house. I’ll accept your marriage proposal.”

“But I don’t love…”

She held back the hurt.

“I’m sorry. That is unkind. I care for you, Judith, truly I do.” He came up beside her and wrapped his arms around her. “I would never do anything to hurt you intentionally. At least I will try not to do that. But…”

She turned in his arms. “Stop talking and kiss me,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows.
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Rylan had not been prepared for the heat of passion that filled him when he’d kissed Judith. It pretty near stole his breath away. They decided to wait a couple days before they told anyone the news of their engagement. But Rylan couldn’t wait. He’d gone straight to town and sent word for a preacher. He’d also sent off a letter to the woman who’d answered his ad, gently declining her offer.

What he didn’t expect was to find Judith on his doorstep later that evening. “Judith!” Her name brought a smile to his face.

He came closer. Red eyes…

“Rylan, we need to talk.”

“What’s the matter?” He came and sat beside her.

“My parents and I are moving home by the end of this week.” “What?”

“They need me, Rylan. They can’t afford to make it on their own. They can’t pay the debt for the seed, which means they can’t plant next year….” She burst into another round of tears. He held her close to his chest. He wasn’t going to lose her. There had to be a way to keep Oscar and his family in the area.

“Did you tell them we’re getting married?” He stroked her head.

“No, we agreed to wait.”

“But, for pity’s sake, woman. I can afford to have your parents live with us. They don’t need to move.”

She pushed herself from his embrace and placed her hands on her hips. “My father has some pride, Rylan. He can’t accept a handout like that. Besides, I can’t leave them. I don’t want to leave you, but…”

He’d grown to appreciate Judith. She’d make a perfect wife. But I’m not about to lose another one to the call of the East. “I thought you said you loved me?” he challenged.

“I do, but they…”

“They need you, and I need you. What’s it going to be, Judith, me or your parents?”

“Don’t.”

Why did I send that letter off to the woman who answered my ad? Rylan’s anger bubbled to the surface. “Go, Go! I don’t need you. I can get along just fine.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes and punched him in the chest. “You stupid oaf.” She stomped off and headed toward her home.

“I still have that woman’s letter,” he mumbled to himself. “I could write to her again.” A bitter knot rose in his stomach at the very thought of someone other than Judith as his wife.

He marched into his house, a house filled with Judith’s presence. She’d left a bouquet of flowers on the table and a note. His hand trembled as he reached for the paper.


Dear Rylan,

As you look at these golden mums, think of me, and know that I love you and look forward to our life together.

Love,
Judith



Rylan closed his eyes and swallowed back the bile. He’d hurt her. His chest still smarted from the solid punch she’d landed on him. “Of course you hurt her. You are an oaf,” he chided himself.

He crumpled down in a chair. “And now you’ve lost her.”

 

Chapter 7
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Judith wiped her tears away and washed her face by the well before coming into the house. Her parents didn’t need to know her heart was breaking. She’d given them months of grief, telling them how much she wanted to go back home, and now that they’d decided to go…

No, dont think about it. Don’t even trek down the path where those foolish thoughts will lead. Who got engaged without a courtship anyway?

She’d been affected by the constant marriage proposals, forgetting her good social graces and openly discussing matters of the heart that were best left in private.

In her room, if the small section of the house could be called a room, she began packing her trunk.

“Judith,” her mother called.

“I’m in my room, Mother. Packing.”

“Goodness, child, we have a few days.”

She kept her back to her mother. She could still feel the swelling of her eyes.

“We aren’t moving back to Worcester.”

Judith turned. “We’re staying?” she said a bit too brightly.

“No, what I meant to say was that we were going to Springfield, to stay with your father’s cousin. But what’s going on, Judith? You look like you’ve been crying.”

“Must be the dust,” she said evasively.

“The dust, my foot. Sit down, daughter, and tell me what’s going on.”

“There’s nothing to tell, Mother.”

“Judith Joy Timmons.”

Judith cringed. It didn’t matter that she was twenty-two years old. She still felt as if she were five years old and had been caught doing something wrong.

“Please, Mother, don’t ask.”

“All right. But if someone’s— No, I won’t finish that thought.” She bit her lower lip and lines of worry etched across her forehead.

“Oh no, Mother. Nothing like that.” Judith drew in a deep breath. “All right, I’ll tell you. But promise me you won’t tell Father.”

“I’m not promising anything. ‘Fess up, child. What has happened?”

Judith filled her mother in on the details of her short-lived engagement with Rylan and his insistence for her to choose between her parents and him.

Her mother held Judith’s hand. “He is right, you know. A woman needs to go with her husband.”

“But he isn’t my husband yet, and…”

“No, daughter. If you consented to marry him, then he had the right to want you to stay and be with him.”

“But you need me.”

“Truthfully, dear, we can get along quite well without another mouth to feed and body to clothe. I would miss you terribly, and I would miss seeing my grandchildren. You say he wants a dozen?”

Judith chuckled. “Yes. I do love him, Mother. And I think he loves me more than he realizes.”

“Then go back to him and work this out.”

“But what of you and Father? I don’t want you so far away.”

“Leave it in the Lord’s hands, Judith. He’ll work everything out. Even with you and Rylan.”

Judith got up to leave. “You’re sure?”

“Positive. Now shoo.”

She practically ran to Rylan’s, her third trip in one day. The small path between their two farms was getting well worn.

“Rylan,” she called. No answer. She called again. She entered each room. Nothing. “Where are you?” She placed her hands on her hips and sighed. Then it hit her. He spent so much time in the woods, perhaps he was there.

The sun was setting by the time she made it to the edge of the tree line. She could smell a small campfire and headed toward it. “Rylan,” she called.

“Judith, what are you doing out here?”

“Looking for you.”

He came to her and held her to himself. “I’m sorry, Judith. I didn’t mean to speak so sharply.”

“I’m sorry, too. I want to be your wife, but I don’t want my parents to move back to Massachusetts. Mother said they would move back to Springfield and work in the mills or factories.”

“There’s got to be an answer.” Rylan held her close. “Judith, I don’t want to lose you. I—I…” He bent down and kissed her again. She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and savored the sweet kiss. A lifetime of his kisses would keep her satisfied, she mused.

Rylan cleared his throat. “I sent for a preacher.”

“Already? I thought we were going to wait. Oh, I did tell my mother.”

Rylan chuckled. “When the preacher comes, we’ll marry. He should be here by the end of the week.”

“You give a girl a long time to make her wedding dress,” she said with a smile. In all honesty, she didn’t want to wait, either.

“Come sit by the fire. The air is starting to cool.”

She looked around at the canopy the trees made. “It’s beautiful in here.”

“I find solace here—the gentle lull of the brook, the way the trees circle and make this an outdoor cathedral.”

“It’s” beautiful.”

“You’re right, you know. I am an oaf. Just this morning I promised not to hurt you; then I did. I am sorry.”

“It’s…”

He placed his finger to her lips. “Shh. I have more to say. I found your note and flowers. Thank you. But more importantly, when I walked into the house, I couldn’t imagine anyone but you as my wife. I don’t want anyone else. I want you, Judith, only you.”

Her smile brightened.

“I only want you for a husband, Rylan. Tell me about yourself as a boy. What do I have to look forward to when raising our sons?”

Rylan roared. “A handful. I wore my mother out. I brought home more critters in my pockets—toads, snakes. The spiders had a way of getting out long before she found them, though.”

“Oh dear, maybe I ought to reconsider.”

“For better or worse, you’re promised to me.” Rylan grinned and kissed her again.

Under the sparkle of the stars, they talked for an hour, maybe longer. “I’d better take you home,” Rylan finally said, regret tingeing his words.

“Yes, Father will be worried.”

“Do you need anything to prepare for our wedding?”

To hear those three special words, she thought. But she held back her tongue and decided not to push. He’d almost said he loved her when he’d said he didn’t want anyone else as a wife. For now, she’d have to settle for that. “No, I couldn’t possibly sew a new dress by week’s end.”

He nodded and held her elbow as he escorted her out of the woods and toward her home. “Careful, there are some gopher and prairie dog holes around the area.”

“Rylan, would you pray with me about my parents?”

“I have been, but sure, I’ll pray with you.” They stopped in the field under the black velvet sky. He took her hands. “Father, we don’t know the answer here, but we’re trusting You to work out the details in the Timmonses’ lives. You know their financial needs, and You know where they should live. We trust them into Your care. Amen.”

As they prayed together for the first time, Judith’s heart warmed hearing Rylan’s words. She cleared her throat. “Father, we also ask that You would help lead us in making the right decisions, and I thank You for someone as wonderful as Rylan for a husband. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

“Judith, how can you pray that way? You don’t know me.”

“But I do. I know you by the character you’ve expressed to me and to others. How you care for your animals. The details you put into the house when building it. And I now know that you kept your mother hopping as a boy. I do look forward to getting to know you better, though.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her toward himself. “You’re too good for me, Judith.”

“Perhaps you don’t know me all that well, either.”

Rylan chuckled.
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What a day! Rylan pulled the covers up over his weary body. First he got engaged, then not, then engaged again, and now he was lying here wondering why she loved him. It wasn’t as if he’d given her many reasons. The memory of their shared kisses brought assurance that he would be happy with this woman by his side the rest of his life. But there was still the issue of love. Could he really love her? A part of him ached to love her. Another part of him refused to open his heart.

The words of Proverbs 24:27 circled around and around in his head. For three years he’d lived by that scripture. Every decision he’d made about the farm, the house, Margaret, and himself revolved around that verse: “Prepare thy work without, and make it fit for thyself in the field; and afterwards build thine house.”

First he’d prepared the fields. Then he’d built the house. Preparing the fields had taken him the extra year. He couldn’t develop the land and build the house as fast as he’d hoped. But now, with Judith, the fields were prepared and so was the house. She didn’t have to wait. He didn’t have to wait. They could, and would, be married by the end of the week.

But he knew she loved him, and he couldn’t say the words to her. “Father, am I so hard-hearted that I can’t receive the love she’s giving me? I want her love in return. I crave her love. But shouldn’t I be giving her that same love? Doesn’t she deserve that from the man she loves? Is it really fair to her to go into a marriage when I don’t know if I love her?”

Rylan rolled to his side and pulled the covers higher. The heat of Indian summer had passed. Kansas was now experiencing much cooler temperatures. He glanced out the window to the wooded area between his land and Oscar’s. He’d cleared most of the trees from his land for farming. Those trees gave him the wood to build the barn and the house, and have many winters of heat from the cords of logs stored behind the barn.

“The trees!” Rylan jumped up out of bed. “That’s it.”

He hustled into his pants and shoes. Oscar could cut and sell the wood from the trees on his property.

Rylan stopped buckling his trousers. It was late, real late. The news could wait until morning. He reversed his actions and went back to bed. Proceeds from the sale of the trees would clear up Oscar’s debt, but it wouldn’t solve the problem of his needing to live on the land for three additional years. It would only be a temporary fix.

He took in a deep breath and sighed. Oscar and Raixa would still end up leaving the area. But it would help with the debt, he reasoned.

Late into the night he considered Oscar’s problems. Even later into the night he thought about bringing Judith into his home as his wife. A smile crept across his face. Yes, God had blessed him. The woman with golden eyes weaved through his dreams.
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The next morning Rylan found himself studying his bedroom. “Should I tear down the wallpaper, Lord?”

“Only if you must,” Judith whispered from behind him.

“Judith, when did you arrive?”

“A minute ago.”

He reached for her and held her close. “Do you mind that the flowers are purple lilacs?”

“No, they are one of my favorite flowers, too. And look here—they’ve put the pink and white lilacs in the design as well.”

She traced the floral pattern. He’d noticed it. He thought he remembered them being there. Guess I didn’t pay too close attention to them. “You don’t mind?”

“No, but if it’s too hard of a memory for you…”

“I don’t believe it’s a problem.”

She smiled. “Great, because I think this has to be one of the prettiest rooms I’ve ever seen. Come here.” She grabbed his hand and brought him to the bay window facing the east. “The room fills with the morning sunlight. It’s wonderful.”

“Do you … would you want to make curtains?”

“Yes, I’m thinking some light sheers under some nice thick colonial off-white. What do you think?”

“I’m thinking I don’t know the first thing about curtains, as you can tell, because there isn’t one in the house. Just tell me what you need, and I’ll purchase it.”

“You’ll spoil me, Rylan. I haven’t had spending money in a few years.”

Rylan smiled. There were things he could do to let her know she was special. “I’m not rich, but I have some set aside for the house.”

“All right then, if you don’t mind, I think we should put heavy curtains up before winter sets in. I’ll measure the windows and tell you what I need.”

“Excellent. Now, I need to speak with your father. I think I found a way for him to pay off his debts.”

“Really?” Judith jumped into his arms. “Tell me.”
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Everything was fitting into place, Judith decided. Rylan’s news about the trees answered her parents’ needs. Rylan and her father went to work on cutting the trees the next day. The goal was to cut only what was needed. The wooded cathedral area would stay intact. Her parents would try and stay another year but knew they would need help with the planting. Rylan couldn’t work both farms, but he’d given his word to help them with a small section.

In the past two days, she’d seen Rylan increase in his comments of appreciation, complimenting her beauty and repeating how happy he was that she’d agreed to be his wife.

Judith scanned the cleaned kitchen. Satisfaction flooded her soul. Tomorrow the preacher was due in. The house sparkled. The wedding was to be held in the house at two in the afternoon. She went to Rylan’s room and made the bed and dusted. Her mother had helped her move her clothing in earlier in the day. Tomorrow she’d be spending her first night with her husband…. Judith trembled at the thought. “Husband,” she whispered.

“Judith,” Rylan called from downstairs.

“I’m upstairs.” She wanted to add “in our room.”

“Judith!” Panic filled his voice.

Judith ran down the stairs. She didn’t know what to expect. To see him lying in a pool of blood or what? Relief washed over her when she found him sitting in the rocker with a crumpled paper in his hands. “What’s the matter?”

“Margaret is arriving tomorrow.”

“What?” Couldn’t this woman have picked a better time to ruin this man’s life again?

“Here.” He handed her the paper from the telegraph office.

She plopped onto the floor.

“Does she not know you read about her marriage to Jackson?”

“I didn’t tell her. But look, they’re both arriving. Why?”

“I don’t know, but can’t you have someone meet them at the stage and tell them not to bother to get off?” She knew he still loved Margaret. Was she so afraid of Rylan seeing his first love that their marriage would end before it began?

“I thought of that, but it doesn’t seem right somehow.”

“And you think it’s right that they should be arriving on our wedding day.” Her voice rose.

He jumped up from the rocker. “Of course I don’t think it’s right, but what can we do? I have to see them. I have to postpone our wedding.”

“No, you don’t.”

“It’s the Christian thing to do, don’t you think?”

“That’s not fair.”

“Look.” He knelt beside her. “I know this isn’t fair. It’s not fair to you, and it’s horrible timing. But I do feel I need to speak to them. Especially when she wires that she’s here to discuss our marriage. Don’t you think that’s a bit odd?”

“It’s more than odd; it’s deceitful.” She could taste the bile in her words.

He knit his reddish-brown eyebrows together. “I want to find out what’s going on. I need to know, Judith. Can you understand that?”

“Yes and no. Oh, Rylan, I don’t want to lose you.”

“You won’t. I’m not a foolish man. They can’t deceive me.”

He pushed back the strands of her hair that had fallen in her face. “I promise we’ll marry.”

“But…” The tears came. She couldn’t hold them back. He’d never declared his love to her, and now on their wedding day, he was going to meet the woman he loved. It was horribly unfair and dreadfully painful.

“Oh, sweet Judith. Come here, my sweet golden eyes. I give you my word we shall marry. I promise.”

“Marry me now, Rylan. Let’s not wait. The parson is in town tonight. Can’t we call upon him?”

She leaned forward to kiss him.

He placed his finger upon her lips. “Trust me,” he whispered and left.

Left her alone, sitting on the floor of the room that moments before had held so much promise.

“Oh, God, no,” she cried.

 

Chapter 8
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Congratulations, Rylan, I’ll see you at the wedding,” Dick Morgan called out from across the street the next morning. Rylan had left a note on the door of the house explaining that the wedding had been postponed. He’d even filled Pete Anderson in and asked him to spread the word. Apparently it hadn’t spread as quickly as he’d hoped. Thankfully, the parson understood the situation and agreed to stay another day. The town needed to hear a gospel message on Sunday, anyway, Rylan reasoned. He avoided Judith. He’d promised not to hurt her, and that’s all he’d been doing.

The stage was late.

Rylan felt the pulse on his neck throb. “Get control,” he reminded himself.

He released his clenched fist.

The noise of creaking leather, clinking chains, and horses working their way down Main Street indicated the stage was rounding the bend into town. Rylan placed his hat on his head and waited.

The door of the stagecoach opened slowly.

Rylan’s breath caught in his throat.

Margaret emerged from the carriage. He’d always thought her beautiful, but her looks paled in comparison to Judith’s.

“Rylan!” She waved and smiled, her hands gloved in white.

He gave a slight nod.

Jackson emerged, a bit thinner than in years past. “Hello, Rylan, it’s good to see you.” He reached out his hand.

Rylan accepted the gesture.

“He knows,” Margaret whispered.

Jackson eyed him slowly. “Yes, I believe he does. Sorry, Rylan. We’d like to talk with you if you wouldn’t mind.”

“There’s not much to say, is there?”

Jackson put his arm around his wife. “Actually, I believe there is. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have wasted our time coming out here. I … we need a favor.”

“You two are really something.” Judith’s voice rang through the air.

“Pardon me, miss, but this is a private conversation.” Jackson bowed slightly.

Rylan caught his voice and his temper. “Judith, not here. Jackson, Margaret, you can come to my home and discuss the matter. And Jackson, this does involve my future wife.” He held out his hand and grasped Judith’s. “You shouldn’t have come,” he whispered.

“I know, but I was going stir-crazy in the house.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” He held her closer.

Rylan made arrangements for Jackson and Margaret to be transported to his home and returned with Judith in his wagon. “They’re in trouble, Judith. I don’t know what the problem is, but I can see it in their eyes. Something is terribly wrong.”

“Why would they come to you?”

“Other than the fact that Jackson and I have been through thick and thin together as young men, I wouldn’t know.”

“She’s in a family way,” Judith offered.

“Are you sure?”

“Fairly. I’m not certain, but she looks to be.”

Rylan felt his jaw tighten. “I’ll … no, we’ll need to help them. I don’t know how, but…”

Judith reached over and took his hand. “The Lord will show us what to do.” She paused, then hoping to break the tension, teasingly added, “You sure you don’t want to swing by the parson’s and get hitched before we go back to the house?”

Rylan chuckled. “I’d love to, but you deserve better, Judith. I’ll not be a party to giving you less than you deserve on your wedding day.”

“On our wedding day,” she corrected.

“On our wedding day.” He reached his arm around her and pulled her close. “I love you, Judith. I love you more than I’ve loved anyone else. I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to admit that I’d been wrong for three years. But seeing Margaret”—he paused and eased out his breath—“I know I never loved her the way I love you. What I feel for you is so much more than what I ever felt for Margaret.”

“Oh, Rylan, hearing those words, I can wait as long as it takes.”

Rylan grinned. “Not too long, I hope. Do you know how hard it was to sleep in that house last night, knowing your belongings are all in there and that I shouldn’t have postponed the wedding?”

“We could still call on the parson.” She winked.

“Come here, golden eyes.”

She snuggled closer. He leaned over and kissed her. “Soon, my love. Soon.”
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Rylan could take all the time he wanted. She’d heard the words she’d been longing for. He loved her; he truly loved her. She could wait. But she prayed it wouldn’t be too long.

By the time they all gathered at Rylan’s house, it was time to start cooking dinner. Rylan and Jackson went for a walk to speak privately with each other while Margaret stood in the kitchen and observed Judith’s preparations for the noon meal.

“How far along are you?” Judith asked.

Margaret paled. “Five months.”

“Oh.” Judith flinched. Only one interpretation could be given to Margaret’s answer. The woman had been expecting before she married Jackson.

“My father is furious. He’s ruined Jackson’s chances of employment. We came here because…”

“Because you hoped Rylan could help.”

Margaret nodded.

“Why didn’t you write him, tell him the truth? You hurt him.” Judith clamped her mouth shut.

“How do you tell a man who writes you faithfully that you’ve fallen for his best friend, and worse yet, how do you tell him you’ve, you’ve…”

“Got your point there. But still…”

“I should have written him. I know there’s no excuse.”

“Sit down, Margaret. Can I get you anything?”

“Some tea would be nice.”

Judith poured boiling water into a china teapot.

“That’s beautiful. Is it yours?” Margaret asked.

“Yes, it was my mother’s. She gave it to me for our wedding.”

“When is your wedding?”

“It’s been postponed.”

“Why?” Margaret’s gaze met Judith’s. “I’m sorry,” she offered. “I didn’t know.”

“Your timing could use some work.”

Margaret plopped her swollen feet up on the chair next to her. “You are so right. Seriously, I am sorry to have ruined your plans. Jackson says we can go west and build a home.”

“Plenty of land around here.” Judith clamped her mouth shut again. Why did she offer that?

“Jackson is hoping to find work in the area and move west after the baby is born. I don’t mind telling you, I’m frightened. I know what we did was wrong, and we’re paying for that, but I feel it would have been just as wrong to marry Rylan. He’s a good man, but…”

Judith grinned. “What you feel for Jackson isn’t the same as what you felt for Rylan.”

“Exactly. It didn’t start out that way. The first year Jackson would just check in on me, see how I was faring, that kind of thing. But then we started to talk and talk, and things just escalated from there. For a year I’ve been trying to write Rylan and tell him what happened. For a year, Jackson refused to marry me until I told Rylan about us. Then it happened. We announced our engagement and married before my parents could notice my condition. When they found out…” She shook her head and buried her face in her hands.

“Judith,” Rylan called.

She handed Margaret a cool, damp cloth. “In the kitchen.”

“Judith, Jackson and Margaret will be staying with us for a little while.” Us. Her heart raced.

“All right. Dinner is just about ready. I’ll see you later.” Judith stepped toward the door to leave.

“Hang on, Judith, we need to talk. Excuse us, Jackson, Margaret.” Rylan gently grabbed Judith’s elbow, led her up the stairs to one of the spare rooms, and closed the door. “I’m sorry, this isn’t the way a newly married couple should live, but they’re in trouble.”

“Real trouble.” She sighed.

“What did she tell you?” he asked, sitting on a chair.

“That she’s with child.”

“Yeah, Jackson told me about their relationship before and after they married. I’d like to wring the man’s neck, but he’s done enough of that to himself. He’s skin and bones from worry.”

“I imagine so. Is her father that cruel of a man?”

“I’ve heard rumors to that effect. I know some fathers do it, but I can’t imagine throwing out your own child like that.”

“Me, either.”

“Judith?” He captured her hand and pulled her toward himself. “We can do a couple of different things here. We could get the parson to come over after the service tomorrow. Or we could go and see him tonight. In either case, I want to take you away from here. For a day or two, I want it to be just you and me. Helping Jackson and Margaret is going to take a lot of patience and a whole lot of God’s grace, but I want us to start our marriage on our own. Just you and me. What do you say?”

“I say you’re the most wonderful man in the world, and I’ll follow you anywhere.”

He pulled her into his embrace. “Marry me, Judith, and make me the happiest man alive.”

“You silly oaf, of course I’ll marry you. How about tonight?”

Rylan groaned and captured her lips. “Tonight’s just fine, my love. Let’s get word to your parents, the parson, the entire town!”

Judith chuckled. “In a minute. I’d like another moment with you all to myself.”

Rylan picked her up and carried her down the stairs. “Don’t you have this wrong?”

“No, ma’am, we’re doing it right. First the marriage, then the threshold. I’m just practicing the carrying part.” He kissed the top of her head.

 

Epilogue
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September 1858

Come on, honey, the fair is going to start without us,” Rylan called up to his wife.

“Hold your horses.”

He roared. “That’s the problem—they want to win again.”

“Tell them to behave themselves or I won’t be giving them sugar tomorrow.”

Rylan smiled as he watched his wife descend their stairway. “I hope you and your mom made the black raspberry tea again. I know I’ll have a powerful thirst today.”

“More than you know. Sit down, Rylan. I need to make a cup of tea.”

“Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine—nothing a few months won’t take care of.”

Rylan gazed down toward his wife’s stomach. “You mean?”

“Yes.”

“Ye-ha!” He grabbed her into his arms and twirled her around. She paled. “Oh, sorry. Can I get you anything? Sit down. Honey, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Judith smiled. “Crackers, dry crackers would be nice. At least that’s what Mother said would help.”

“Honey, we can stay home if you’re not up to it,” Rylan offered.

“No, you’ve been working that team too hard not to let them compete. Besides, I like watching the way your muscles play on your back. It was the first thing that attracted me to you.”

“It wasn’t my winning personality, huh?”

“Nope, pure physical attraction.”

Rylan roared again. “Don’t ever change, my love. I love you just the way you are. Pure, honest, and straight to the point. God’s blessed us.”

“Yes, and I’m so glad Jackson and Margaret are in their own place now.”

“Me, too. Your father is amazing with numbers. The town will benefit from the new bank he’s organizing.”

“I pray it remains stable.”

“It will; he won’t make the same mistakes.”

Rylan pulled her into his arms.

“I love you, Judith. Thank you for becoming my wife and the mother of our children.”

“I love you, too, Rylan. You’re right, I fit into life here much better than I ever did back east.”

He kissed her, a kiss that spoke volumes in commitment and love. Life was definitely better…after the harvest.

 

[image: ]

A pastor’s wife from North Miami Beach, Florida, LYNN A. COLEMAN is the president of the American Christian Romance Writers and enjoys helping authors achieve their writing goals.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/117-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/260-1.jpg
Fl





OEBPS/images/261-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/115-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/306-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/part2_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/part3_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/307-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
9 Historical Romances
from America’s Great Plains

.KWW/I/C&

Cathy Marie Hake, Judith Miller

Lynn A. Coleman, Mary Davis, Linda Ford,
Leoa Nelson Dooley. Linda Goodaight, Kathleen Paul,Janct Spcth








OEBPS/images/part6_common.jpg







OEBPS/images/part5_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/part7_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/part8_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/part9_common.jpg
8 e

4
Be not afraid
onlyp belie!
o Marksae ol
b3 3






OEBPS/images/part4_common.jpg





OEBPS/images/7-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/4-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
The
PRAIRIE
KIW/I/CC

COLLECTION

Cathy Marie Hake, Judith Miller
Lyno A. Coleman, Mary Davis, Linda Ford,
Low o Doy L Golright KotenPnL Sy






OEBPS/images/355-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/357-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/comman2.jpg





OEBPS/images/62-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/215-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/63-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/165-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/448-1.jpg
Us

ONLINE!

Christian Fiction for Women

Christian Fiction for Women is your online home
for the latest in Christian fiction.

Check us out online for

« Giveaways
+ Recipes

+ Info about Upcoming Releases

« Book Traiers

+ News and More!

Find Christian Fiction for Women at Your Favorite Social Media Site:

n Search “Christian Fiction for Women”

@ srcontoreomen





OEBPS/images/447-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/164-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/213-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/407-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/409-1.jpg
P

% e,
Be not afraid,
onlp beliebe.”

Mark 5:36
¥ ®






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





