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Delight thyself also in the LORD;
and he shall give thee the desires of thine heart.

—PSALM 37:4
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Chapter 1

Saturday, August 19, 1876

Amelia Carlyle’s face ached from the smile pasted on it for the last three-quarters of an hour. Would this ceremony never end? She balanced first on one foot and then the other to relieve the pain caused by the white satin pumps Amanda had insisted Amelia must wear.

Amanda’s face glowed with the radiance of the love she had for Charles Scott Bishop, the man who became her husband today. If that love ever happened to Amelia, and she decided to marry, it’d be a small and simple wedding without all this pomp and circumstance.

At last the minister pronounced them husband and wife, and Charles leaned forward to kiss his bride. Amelia’s thoughts went immediately to the buffet to be served at the reception. Mama and Papa had spared no expense for their oldest daughter’s wedding, and Amelia anticipated the spread of lobster, roast beef, croissants, and wedding cake.

Amanda and Charles made their way back up the aisle, and Amelia dreaded walking even that short distance in her shoes, but she put on another smile and made it to the front steps of the church where carriages waited to take them to the hotel for the reception.

Once they arrived, guests mingled and greeted the bride and groom, but Amelia found the closest table and sat down to slip off her shoes. Her white-stockinged toes wiggled in great relief to be free of their bindings. She turned her back to the room to hide her most unseemly behavior, but comfort won over decorum. She lifted her skirts to run her fingers along the arch of one foot, which relaxed in contentment. Of course if anyone asked her to dance later, she may not be able to squeeze her feet back into the slippers, but she had seen no one with whom she cared to dance anyway.

“Excuse me, Miss Carlyle?”

Amelia snatched the hem of her skirt and yanked it down to cover her legs and feet. She whirled around to find herself looking up into eyes so dark brown, they were almost black. The man towered over her with broad shoulders that blocked any view of the room behind him. A tingling started in her toes and progressed its way to her heart. Why had she not noticed this handsome young man before? “Yes, I’m Miss Carlyle, but I do believe you have the advantage.” His smile sent even more tremors through her bones. “I…I don’t recall having met you before.”

“Of course you don’t. You were twelve, and I was a skinny fourteen-year-old. Neither of us paid much attention to the other when we last met at my grandparents’ home for dinner after church one Sunday. My name’s Benjamin Haynes.”

Benjamin Haynes, of course, the son of her parents’ best friends of school days, but what was he doing in Boston? His family lived in Kansas. “Oh, yes, that was a few years ago. Have you moved back here?”

He grinned, and his eyes sparkled with amusement. “No, but my parents found your sister’s wedding to be the perfect opportunity for a return trip, and I must say now I’m glad I came along.”

Heat rose in her cheeks, and her tongue turned to mush. She simply stared back at him with what she hoped was not a stupid smile. What if he asked her to dance? Her feet crossed and rubbed against one another beneath her dress. She’d never get her feet back into those shoes.

“May I get you some refreshment?”

Amelia nodded. “A…a cup of punch would be nice.” As he turned to carry out the request, she groaned. Another thing she’d forgotten, no buffet table without her shoes. If she dared walk across the floor without them, her skirt would drag and give away her secret. As if in protest, her stomach grumbled and sent a wave of hunger pangs to her brain. All that food so near, yet it may as well be in another town for all the good it did her seated across the room.

Her gaze landed on Benjamin at the serving table. Although she vaguely remembered him from his last visit, he appeared much taller and was certainly more handsome than he had been then. His dark brown hair even curled slightly at the neckline. Of course she hadn’t been truly interested in boys at that time. Being noticed by him created a bit of delight in her now.

Benjamin returned, not only with a cup of punch, but also with a plate filled with some of her favorites from the buffet array. “I thought you might not want to cross the floor to the serving table without your shoes, so I brought it to you. I hope you like what I selected.”

Heat again filled her face. He’d noticed her shoeless feet and had sought to save her further embarrassment by being so polite. For that her stomach thanked him. “Thank you, Mr. Haynes. This will do quite nicely, but what about you? When will you eat?”

“If you’ll allow me, I’ll get my plate and rejoin you.”

“I’d like that very much, thank you.” Her heart beat in double time as he returned to the buffet and made his own selections. His broad shoulders hinted at the muscles and strength that must be hidden beneath the sleeves of the black suit he wore. The evening took on a whole new interest, and Amelia tucked her feet well beneath her skirts to keep them hidden from view.

When he returned, he sat in the chair next to hers. Miracles of miracles, no one asked to join them, and they remained alone. Her father may have a few words about that later, but for the time being, Amelia planned to enjoy every minute she could have with Mr. Benjamin Haynes.

He spread a napkin across his lap. “Tell me, Miss Haynes, what have you been doing since the last time I saw you?”

It had only been a little more than five years ago, but it may as well have been a lifetime for all Amelia could remember. Her mind a blank, she could only stare at him. He must think her to be a complete ninny. She cleared her throat. “In school, but of what interest could that possibly be to you? I would imagine your life has been much more eventful and interesting.”

Benjamin grinned at her and sipped his punch. He set the cup back on the table and cocked his head to one side. “My life has been herding cattle and getting them to market as well as bustin’ broncos to have horses to ride.”

“Now that sounds a lot more exciting than going to school, taking piano lessons, and learning to embroider.” She pictured him herding cattle or riding a bucking horse. An appealing image.

A young man approached the table, and Amelia cringed. The last person she wanted to see wore a determined expression on his face. Rudolph, Charles’s brother, wanted to dance, but his surly attitude the night before at a family dinner had frightened Amelia in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

He stopped beside Amelia and Benjamin. “Miss Carlyle, may I have the honor of this dance with you?” His dark eyes held nothing but malice even though his words were polite.

She stuck a shoeless foot out from under her dress. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bishop, but I don’t have my shoes on and have decided not to dance this evening. I’m sure you understand I can’t be on the dance floor in my stocking feet.”

He glared at her for a moment, then, without a word, swiveled on his heel and strode across the room. Amelia shivered, thankful she had removed her shoes.

“I must say, that was rude.” Benjamin frowned after the man.

Amelia nodded then smiled at Benjamin. “He’s Charles’s brother, and I’m glad I didn’t have to dance with him.” She picked up a pastry. “Let’s enjoy ourselves and not think about rude men like Rudolph Bishop.” Indeed, she wanted to know everything she could learn about Benjamin Haynes.
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Ben wanted to know more about this intriguing young woman he’d known in childhood. Until his father decided to pick up stakes and head west to start his own ranch, the Carlyle and Haynes families had spent many weekends together as his father and Mr. Carlyle had been close friends and schoolmates.

How thankful he was now that he had not insisted that he be left behind to help the ranch hands with the herds. If he had, he would not be sitting across from the lovely young woman in a pink dress.

“Amelia, do you remember the week my family left for Kansas? Your parents gave a wonderful farewell party for us. Of course you were only five, but I hoped you might recall that night.” If she did remember, he might find himself in trouble as he had delighted in pulling her golden brown curls more than once just to see her reaction, and she hadn’t disappointed. She had stomped her foot and hit him each time until his mother corralled him the third time and made him stay by her side.

Amelia chewed a piece of pastry and narrowed her eyes at him. She swallowed and pursed her lips. “Was that the time you kept pulling my curls?”

Heat rose in his face. “You do remember. I apologize for my awful behavior that evening, but you looked so cute with those long curls hanging down from that big yellow bow.”

Amelia laughed. “I forgive you, but it hurt that last time, and I wanted to cry. I wasn’t about to let you see me in tears, and I believe your mother took care of you. Mary Beth and I had fun after that.”

“Yes, Mama made sure I stayed by her side, and I didn’t have much fun the rest of the evening. I’m glad you did though. Then your family came to the railway station to see us off on our adventure westward.” That had been some scene with both their mothers crying and their fathers promising to keep in touch.

“Oh yes, I recall how afraid I was of that big engine with its smoke and loud whistle. When it started up and began rolling on the track, I hid behind Mama’s skirt, but I saw you wave at us from the window. I thought you were so brave to move away like that with your family.”

“It was quite the adventure.” And one he would never forget. He held no regret at all for leaving Boston all those years ago.

He glanced up to see his sister headed their way. He didn’t often get to see her so dressed up with her dark hair piled on her head. He grinned when she squealed and grabbed Amelia, her brown eyes dancing with pleasure. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I should have known Ben would have you all to himself.”

Amelia hugged the girl in return. “Mary Beth, I’m so glad to see you. I spotted you at the church when we went back up the aisle. Sit down and join us.”

Benjamin shook his head and glared at Mary Beth, but she paid him no mind and plopped down in the chair on the other side of Amelia. “I’d be delighted. What has my big brother been telling you? I could reveal a few of his secrets if you’d like to hear about some of his antics.”

“We were just talking about one on the night we had that party before you left.”

“Oh, yes, that was some fun watching him get into trouble.” Mary Beth grabbed Amelia’s hands. “How I wish you could have come out to visit us, and I wish we could have come back to Boston more often. Ben almost didn’t come with us, but Pa persuaded him. I’m really sorry we haven’t kept in closer touch.”

Amelia glanced at him and grinned in a way he could only call wicked. “To think we might have missed reminiscing about old times if you’d stayed back with the cows. What a shame that would have been, Mr. Haynes.”

Again heat rose in his cheeks, but he would not let her teasing get to him. “Since we’re such old friends, call me Ben; everybody else does.”

“All right, Ben it is.” Then she turned back to his sister. “Now, tell me what it’s like living on a ranch with all those cattle and horses.”

Ben groaned. Once Mary Beth started, he’d never get a word into the conversation. He may as well just enjoy his food and listen to their prattle. At least he could sit back and show interest in what Amelia had to say without being obvious with his attraction to her.

Her chestnut hair sat piled on top of her head in an elaborate arrangement that must have taken hours to accomplish. Two long curls like those of long ago hung down in the back from the curls amassed atop her head. His fingers itched to reach over and pull one of them as he had when she was five. Now seventeen, she had become a beautiful young lady with a sense of humor and a smile that could melt the heart of any man in her presence.

He blinked his eyes and shook his head as Amelia squealed with delight and clapped her hands. He stared at his sister. “What was that you said about staying in Boston?”

“Ma and Grandmama talked with me last night, and Pa agreed. I can stay here for the social season this fall.”

“Isn’t it wonderful, Ben? Mary Beth and I can do so many things together and have fun, and I’m sure there will be lots of parties.”

Ben narrowed his eyes. “I’m sure there will be.” This was the first he’d heard of any desire from Mary Beth to come back here. She loved the ranch, or at least he’d thought so.

“What will Ma and Aunt Clara do without you?” She’d been such a big help to them that he couldn’t imagine life without her around.

“They’ll get along just fine. After all, there aren’t any more babies to care for. Gideon, Grace Ann, and Billy are old enough to care for themselves, so they don’t need me looking after them all the time.”

That was true. With his youngest brother now eight years old and in school, no more children stayed at home needing care. Ma and Aunt Clara would manage just fine. Still, he had a difficult time believing his pa would let his oldest daughter live so far away.

Amelia and Mary Beth sat with heads close together discussing all the things they wanted to do in the coming months when Mary Beth would be presented to society just as her mother and grandmother had been before her. Then a bright side occurred to him. With Mary Beth here, that could mean Ma taking more trips to see her. Pa wouldn’t want to leave the ranch, so that would leave Ben to accompany Ma on such trips.

More trips to Boston meant more opportunity to see Amelia Haynes. Of course, he’d have to gain permission from her parents, but that shouldn’t be a problem since their families were longtime friends. The future began to look brighter and brighter. This had been the best trip he’d taken in a long time, and he looked forward to many more like it—that is, if Amelia agreed to his calling on her.


Chapter 2

Amelia dressed with extra care on Sunday morning. Ben Haynes would be at church with his family, and after their meeting last night, she looked forward to seeing him again. After the service, the families planned to dine together at the Carlyle home, which meant even more time together.

“Amelia, quit dawdling. It’s time to go. We don’t want to be late.”

The tone of her mother’s voice left Amelia with no choice as she pushed a pearl-tipped pin into the crown of her hat. “Coming right down, Mama.”

At the bottom of the stairs her mother greeted her with a frown. “Must you always come bounding down the steps? You’re a young lady now, and you should act like one.” She turned on her heel and headed for the door. “Come along, your father is waiting with the carriage.”

Amelia sighed and shrugged her shoulders. Why should being seventeen make such a difference in how she walked or came down the stairs? She didn’t feel any different, but Mama and Papa certainly expected her to act like a lady. Of course with Amanda gone to her own home now, Mama would be paying much closer attention to Amelia and her behavior.

In the carriage her parents talked while Amelia dreamed about the tall young cowboy, Ben. His appearance spoke of his life on the ranch, but his manners revealed the background of his family and their position in society. With her height, finding young men to whom she could look up and not eye to eye was difficult, but last night she’d had to raise her head to look into his eyes when they stood to say good-bye.

Her fingers reached to touch one of her curls, and a smile formed in her heart at the memory of his tugging on them so many years ago. The last time she’d seen him as a young teenager, he’d spent most of his time with his male cousins and had very little to do with the girls, but it looked like that had changed. For that she could only be grateful.

As they drew up to the stone structure of their church, Amelia’s toes itched to jump out and run inside to see if the Haynes family had arrived. Respect for her parents bade her to control her desire and sit still until the carriage stopped for her family to alight.

Once on the ground, she hurried with as much sedateness as she could muster. Stepping into the dim foyer, she blinked to allow her eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight.

Mary Beth hurried toward her. “Amelia, I’m so glad you’re here. Mama said I could sit with you if it’s all right with your parents.”

“Of course it is. They’ll be delighted.” Mary Beth’s dark hair was arranged in a most becoming style that set off her tanned complexion and brown eyes. Amelia had wished often enough for either dark hair or blonde instead of the somewhere-in-between brown that she had been given.

Mary Beth followed Amelia to their pew. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Ben and his family in the row directly behind where the Carlyles were to sit. His smile sent the heat rising in her cheeks, so she focused her eyes straight ahead as she took her seat.

During the music, Amelia fought the urge to turn her head just a bit to see Ben. Instead she concentrated on her surroundings. Being in the Lord’s house called for reverence, not fanciful imaginings of the handsome young man seated behind her.

Light filtered through the stained glass windows, casting a rainbow of colors across the congregation. Amelia fixed her gaze on the one to her left. The picture of Jesus holding a lamb always brought peace to her. Whenever she stumbled and fell, Jesus would be there to pick her up, and she’d done quite a bit of stumbling in the past few weeks. Not that she didn’t respect her parents, but lately she had found herself at odds with them more often than she should.

When they were seated and the sermon began, Amelia forced herself to concentrate on the message about the feeding of the five thousand. The Lord had provided for the needs of the crowd, and He had never failed to provide for her needs. She must rely on Him now. If her attraction to Ben was to go anywhere, it had to be the Lord’s doing.

A discreet glance at Mary Beth revealed her grinning as though she read Amelia’s thoughts. Heat rose in her cheeks, but she couldn’t resist an answering grin, which brought a tap on her thigh from Mama, who had eyes in the top, back, and sides of her head.

Amelia reached down between her and Mary Beth and grabbed her hand to squeeze it. Having Ben’s sister here for their coming out would be fun. Most of the girls of Amelia’s acquaintance were much too stuffy for her tastes and fun-loving spirit. Perhaps in the process of renewing their friendship she could learn more about Ben.
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Ben’s gaze had never left Amelia from the time she had walked down the aisle to the pew in front of his family. The sermon seemed to go on forever, and Ben tuned out the minister’s words to concentrate on the girl before him. She had grown so tall in the years since they’d last seen one another. When she stood last night at the reception, the top of her head had been even with his eyes. Finding a girl whose height fit in with his so that he didn’t tower over her delighted him no end.

He stifled a chuckle when Mary Beth and Amelia grinned at each other and Mrs. Carlyle reprimanded Amelia. Looked like Amelia was just as feisty as he’d remembered her. Apparently finishing school had not been able to subdue her spirit.

At last the sermon ended and the families made their way outside. Before Ben could invite Amelia to ride with his family to the Carlyle house, Amelia asked her parents if Mary Beth could ride with them. So much for that idea. He’d have to wait until dinner to have any conversation with Amelia.

At the table Amelia sat across from him while he sat between Mary Beth and his younger brother, Gideon. Several times during the course of the meal, his gaze locked with hers in silent communication to seek out time to be together later in the afternoon.

As the parents discussed how things had changed in Boston in the years since their last visit, Mary Beth spoke up. “I think it would be lovely if Amelia and I could ride around the city this afternoon so she can show me some of the sights. It will also give me an opportunity to become more familiar with the city since I’m going to be living here with Grandmama and Grandpapa. Of course Ben should accompany us.”

Amelia’s face lit with her smile. “That’s a grand idea. We’ll be safe with Ben as our escort.” Her eyes sparkled as she glanced in his direction.

Bless his sister for thinking of a way he and Amelia could be together!

Mr. Carlyle nodded in their direction. “I think that will be quite suitable. It will also give you the opportunity to renew your friendship.” He signaled to the young woman who served the table. “Inform Toby that we will need the carriage brought around.”

Amelia and Mary Beth could hardly contain their excitement, and Ben anticipated the excursion with pleasure. As soon as manners permitted, he and the girls excused themselves from the table.

The girls ran up the stairs to freshen themselves, but Ben remained in the foyer. His parents and the Carlyles went into the parlor, and his younger siblings headed for the library and the games set out for them there.

Amelia and Mary Beth descended the steps, and Amelia’s beauty once again robbed him of breath. He’d already seen the lively spirit of nonconformity in her last evening and eagerly awaited what more he would learn today.

Both wore large-brimmed straw hats decorated with ribbons and bows. Since they would be in an open carriage, they both carried parasols. Ben offered his arms to the girls, and each one placed a hand in the crook of his elbows. “I think I may be the luckiest man in Boston to have two such beautiful young ladies on my arms today.”

Mary Beth laughed and patted his arm. “He wouldn’t be saying that if we were at home. He’d be pushing me along and telling me to hurry up and get in the buggy.”

He couldn’t deny that fact. At home he spent much more time teasing her than he did paying her compliments. After he assisted Amelia into the carriage, Mary Beth climbed up and sat on the opposite seat, leaving him his choice of her or Amelia. His appreciation for his sister grew by leaps and bounds this afternoon as he settled in beside Amelia.

The carriage moved forward, and Amelia smoothed her skirt. “Father told Toby to take us through the historic section. After all, we’ve just recently celebrated the centennial of the birth of our nation.”

All the scenery Ben needed sat next to him, and he hoped to make the best of his time with Amelia today. As the horse clip-clopped over the cobblestone streets in the older sections of Boston, Amelia pointed out the places of interest. He remembered many of them from his last visit, but Mary Beth wanted to know more about each place.

“I loved American history in school. I wish I’d been living during the Revolutionary times.” Mary Beth pointed. “Oh, I remember Faneuil Hall.”

Amelia said, “That and the old State House are two of my favorite buildings. When I look up at that balcony on the end, I can just imagine the crowds there listening to speeches.” She turned to face Ben. “What was school like in Kansas?”

“Nothing like the Latin School here, I can assure you. We did reading, spelling, arithmetic, and history, but no Latin, and none of the classics they had here. I don’t regret my schooling, but the last time I was in Boston, the sons of some of Pa’s other friends talked about the courses they took, and I envied them.”

Amelia twirled her parasol and grinned. “I did too, as there’s no equivalent like it for girls. I attended a private school to study the classics, but I have no desire to go on to college.”

That suited Ben just fine. If she went off to Wellesley or Smith, she might meet someone else and forget him.

Then the two girls began conversing about the coming social season and all the parties and cotillions that would be planned. Ben shook his head. Another obstacle in his hopes of winning Amelia’s favor. Amelia would be meeting many eligible young men, all with college degrees and family connections. But he had chosen the path of ranching for his life. His visions for the future included a place of his own with his own herds and ranch hands, but would Amelia fit into that lifestyle? His mother had, but then she’d been so in love with Pa that she would have followed him anywhere in the world. He hoped to have that kind of love for and from a woman sometime.

Amelia touched his arm. “Ben, you’ve certainly been quiet for the past half hour. Are we that boring?”

Heat rose in face. Thankfully she couldn’t read his thoughts. “No, I enjoy listening to the two of you having such a good time.”

Amelia folded her parasol. “Well, we’re home, and I’m ready for something to drink. I hope Lettie has saved some of that delicious cake from dinner.”

The carriage stopped, and Ben hopped down to assist the ladies. When they entered the house, his parents were gathered with his brothers and sister in the foyer. His mother mentioned having luncheon with Mrs. Carlyle before the family headed back to Kansas.

Their train was to leave in five days. He must have some time alone with Amelia, but how could he manage it? He stepped over to Mr. Carlyle. “Sir, since my mother is having luncheon with Mrs. Carlyle, may I have permission to tour the city with Miss Carlyle during that time? There were a number of sights that we missed on our ride today.”

Mr. Carlyle studied him with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. “Mrs. Carlyle and I will discuss your request and send word to you.”

“Thank you, sir.” That was not what he had hoped for, but at least her father hadn’t said no. Of course he’d expect a chaperone, and he knew the perfect one, Aunt Clara. Being only fourteen years older than he, she would have a better understanding of his purpose. “Excuse me, I might add that I will ask my aunt Clara to join us.”

“I see. That will be satisfactory. We’ll send a message to you with our answer tomorrow morning.”

Ben bowed slightly and backed away to join his brothers. He would pray tonight that the answer would be a yes.


Chapter 3

At breakfast on Wednesday, Isaac Carlyle stirred his coffee and glanced at his wife. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing by letting Benjamin and Amelia spend the afternoon together?”

“I see no harm in it. They will only be here until Friday. It’s not like they are courting. Of that I would not approve at all, even if their background is on an equal footing with ours. Kansas is too far away, and I would never want Amelia that distance from home.”

“I totally agree, but I noticed the way he looked at her Sunday both at church and at dinner. There is more than a little interest in our daughter.” Perhaps he shouldn’t have agreed to this outing, but he hadn’t been able to come up with a good excuse that would be plausible to his old friend. Clara Haynes would be with them, and she would see to it that nothing happened to cause alarm.

“Maybe so, but Amelia is aware of our plans for her this fall, so after he leaves she will be much too busy to think about him.” Lenora took a piece of toast and buttered it. “I still remember when Elizabeth and Matthew left Boston. Her parents were terribly upset, but his were proud of their son for adventuring out west to start his own ranch. She and I cried about being apart, but Elizabeth would have gone to the ends of the earth with Matthew.”

“I remember that, and somewhat envied Matthew for the courage to pick up stakes and start out anew.” At Lenora’s frown, he hastily added, “Not that I wasn’t content to be here, my dear, but Matthew did a very brave thing taking his family to the unknown.”

“Foolish, if you ask me. He had no idea what he may face on the frontier, but then Matthew was more adventurous than most. Of course, it’s none of my business what others have done unless my own children become involved.”

Isaac chuckled. “And you’d hiss and fuss like a mama cat protecting her kittens if that happened. I honestly don’t think we have anything to worry about. Let the two young people enjoy each other’s company while the Haynes family is here.” Young people and their emotions could be quite unpredictable, but he preferred to place his trust in Amelia. Even as headstrong as she was, she’d think before doing anything foolish. Still, he’d keep a close watch on her.

With Amanda they’d never had the problems they encountered with Amelia. Her stubborn streak and strong will had led to punishment more than once, but he loved her spirit and wouldn’t have it any other way.

Amelia appeared in the doorway. “Good morning, Mama, Papa. I’m sorry I’m late. I had a difficult time deciding what I should wear for our outing today.” Amelia sat across from her mother.

“You chose well, my dear. That lemony yellow is perfect on you. With the warm weather today, the shear fabric should be quite comfortable.”

“Thank you, Mama.” She turned with a smile toward Isaac. “And thank you, Papa, for allowing me to visit with Ben this afternoon. We didn’t have time to see as much as I wanted to show him on Sunday.”

Papa nodded and placed his napkin on the table. “Then it’s good you will have Clara Haynes with you. I’m sure she can tell you what Boston was like when they left.” He pushed back his chair. “It’s time for me to leave, but I’m sure you and your mother have much to say to each other.”

Isaac leaned over and kissed his wife’s forehead before leaving. The sound of their voices followed him to the door. He’d decided to ride his horse into his office this morning, and Toby had the roan saddled and ready for him. “Thank you, Toby.”

“Yes, sir. Shall we expect you home at the regular time?”

“Yes, I believe Lettie is preparing something special for us tonight, and I don’t want to miss it.” He climbed up and swung his leg across the horse’s back. A hint of the cooler days to come laced the breeze that greeted him as he headed for downtown Boston. In not too many weeks the trees would turn to announce the arrival of fall, and if things went as planned, Amelia would be caught up in the whirl of social activities. She would find a beau just as Amanda had and would settle down here in Boston. He harbored visions of grandchildren one day filling the Carlyle home once again with the laughter of young ones.

He’d prayed all through their younger years that his daughters would find suitable young men to marry. God had answered that prayer for Amanda with Charles Bishop, and Isaac was certain Amelia too would find a good man, despite her streak of independence and not always conforming to society’s convention. Indeed, he had frowned at the fact that she’d gone barefoot at the wedding reception. That was not his idea of how a young lady should behave.

Then he chuckled as he remembered the other times Amelia had done what she wanted to do rather than what propriety expected. What was he going to do with Amelia in the days ahead? One thing for certain, home would be a very dull place without her around to enliven his days.
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Amelia stood at her window and peeked through the curtains to watch her mother leave to meet her friend for their luncheon. Almost as soon as her carriage moved away, Ben arrived. She dropped the curtain and grabbed her parasol to make her way downstairs. She reached the bottom of the stairway just as Murphy the butler answered the door. Ben stepped into the foyer and spotted Amelia right away. His smile sent her heart into somersaults as she moved toward him.

“Good afternoon, Miss Carlyle; you do look lovely. Aunt Clara is waiting for us. Shall we join her?” He offered his arm, and Amelia grasped it.

“Thank you, and I truly look forward to our ride around about the city today.” She fell into step beside him as he escorted her down the front stoop to the carriage where Miss Haynes sat waiting.

Clara Haynes sat in the middle of the seat with her back toward the driver, so that left Ben and Amelia to sit side by side. A twinkle in Clara’s eyes let Amelia know the seating arrangement had been thought out beforehand. For that Amelia was most appreciative.

“Good afternoon, Miss Haynes. I’m so glad you were free to accompany us today.”

“I looked forward to it, and please, call me Clara. Everyone else does. After all, I’m only fourteen years older than Ben.” She moved her parasol so that it blocked the sun from her face.

Amelia did the same with hers and welcomed the shade it provided. “All right, I will.” She turned to Ben. “And remember we’re not standing on formality, so I’m Amelia and not Miss Carlyle.”

Ben chuckled and shook his head. “I don’t think you’ll ever be anything but Amelia to me.”

The coachman drove them along the street toward the Old North Church, one of Amelia’s favorite places to visit. Clara reminisced about the places they passed, then interrupted one of her stories to grin at Amelia. “Here I am going on and on about Boston when you probably know a great deal more than I do since I’ve been gone for a while.”

What a perfect opportunity to learn more about Clara Haynes. “I was wondering, why did you choose to go out west with your brother?”

“I went with the idea of being a teacher and helping with the mission work there, but then Matthew and Elizabeth needed me to help with the children. Five children were a lot for Elizabeth to handle. When Billy started school a few years ago, I went back to teaching the older students in the school. I’ve enjoyed it.”

“Do you ever regret leaving Boston and all your family and friends here?” That would be the hardest for Amelia to do.

“At first I missed my parents and other siblings, but Matthew’s household was so lively that soon I didn’t have time for missing them. I made many new friends at the church we attend there, so now I don’t miss Boston at all, although I still love this city.”

“It all sounds so exciting to live on a ranch, but I’m not sure I’d want to leave everything here, even though I do love adventures and new things.”

Clara smiled and leaned over to pat Amelia’s arm. “Oh, if the right man came along, you might change your mind. Love does strange things to us.”

Heat rose in Amelia’s face as she caught a glimpse of the smile on Ben’s face. Yes, she was attracted to him, but he’d be gone in a few days. And would she be willing to give up her life here for life on a ranch in Kansas? For that she had no answer.
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The red spots on Amelia’s cheeks shot Ben’s thoughts far ahead to the future. He wanted to be that man in her life, but with the distance between them, he had no hopes of fostering a growing relationship. Mary Beth’s staying did give him some hope of seeing Amelia again, but with her beauty and spirited personality, she wouldn’t remain single long in Boston.

As the two women talked, jealousy for the young men who would claim Amelia for a dance or two at the cotillions in the days ahead wiggled its way into his heart. One of those would most likely win her hand in marriage as well.

He had no right to expect anything more than friendship from Amelia Carlyle, but his heart wished for more, much more. Her animated expressions and use of her hands while she conversed with Aunt Clara fascinated him.

She turned to glance at him. “And what do you find so amusing, Benjamin Haynes?”

Now it was his turn to have heat in his face. “I was admiring two lovely women enjoying their time together.”

Aunt Clara clasped her hands and held them in her lap. “Here I’ve been rattling on like a buggy with a loose wheel. This is supposed to be your time together, and I’m monopolizing it. Please excuse me, Ben.”

He laughed and bent over to grasp Aunt Clara’s hands. “You’re excused. Besides, your conversations are interesting, and I’ve learned a good deal about our hometown.”

“Still, I should keep quiet and let you two have your visit. We’ll have to return home soon.”

Indeed, the time passed faster than he would like, but perhaps he could salvage what was left. Before he had the chance to speak, Amelia shifted her parasol and gazed directly in his eyes. His breath caught in his throat at the depth in those brown pools of color.

“Tell me what it’s like living on a ranch.”

That he could do with ease. “It’s busy. We have a large herd of cattle and lots of land for them to roam. I ride my horse every day while we’re checking the herds and repairing fences. I hope to get a parcel of land and begin my own ranch one of these days in the near future.”

“What is the weather like in Kansas? I’ve heard you have bad storms.”

He remembered the tornado last year during the springtime and nodded. “Yes, we do have tornadoes, but we also have droughts, and once our creek flooded after a heavy rain. The winters are cold, and we have snow much like Boston.” He groaned inwardly. His talk of the weather could turn her against the land. “But the beauty of the prairie and the freshness of the air in springtime and the beauty of the fall more than make up for the few times we have storms.”

A glance across at Aunt Clara revealed her twirling her parasol with a satisfied smile. She liked Amelia and would be a good ally to have when he started courting Amelia to win her hand. Wait a minute. What had given him that idea? He couldn’t court Amelia halfway across the country, and he had too many responsibilities to remain here. He swallowed hard to quench the desire in his heart.

“Mary Beth has told me a few things about your home there. It sounds quite nice.”

Ben blinked his eyes and returned his attention to the girl beside him. “It’s a large house with barns and stables and a garden sitting out on the edge of our property. If we didn’t have such a large family, I imagine it would get lonely for Ma. Our nearest neighbor is several miles away.” There he went again, bringing up the negatives. He’d never win her interest if he didn’t bring up some of the good points.

Aunt Clara shook her head. “Don’t let him scare you. We go into town for supplies twice a month and to church on Sunday. Sweetwater Springs is a nice-size town, and the people are quite friendly.”

“And we have lots of socials and fun events, especially in the spring and summer.” If he could make the town sound more appealing, perhaps his parents could convince Mr. Carlyle to bring his family for a visit. He was only kidding himself. If they had any intention of ever coming to Kansas, they would have done it long before now. But he could dream of such a visit—and even pray that it might happen.
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