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About the Author

Texas, 1890

Kenna Ainsley has no use for love. It only brings betrayal and disappointment. She finds solace in her work as a Harvey Girl, and the independence that brings.

But one day a stranger sits down at her table. He’s a Deputy Sheriff, and before she can blink, he’s dragging her back to Galveston on an erroneous charge that she’s a runaway wife.

Kenna plots her escape. But even as she tries to free herself, her heart is working against her. She’s falling for the handsome Deputy Sheriff, which sends her fleeing to the one place she swore she would never go.

Deputy Sheriff Levi Brandt has plans, and Kenna is at the center of them. After one look at her, he knows there’s no way in hell she’s gonna end up hitched to anyone else but him. But he’s gonna have to do some heavy lifting to get her to trust him. Lucky for her, he welcomes the weight. No matter how far she runs, he’ll find her. Always.
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Stiles Switch, Texas

April, 1883

The breeze came through, a gentle caress over Kenna’s cheeks as it rustled the leaves of her favorite oak. She sat in its branches and looked out at the creek and the field beyond.

Basking in Heaven.

Bluebonnets blanketed the land before her, an ocean of blue.

They were bright. They were luminous.

And they were persnickety and stubborn.

Kenna laughed softly to herself at the thought, but it was true.

Bluebonnets grew where they wanted, and even though the open fields were their home, they had rules. They didn’t like their house to be disturbed. If one messed with their field, they just might not come back next year. And while they liked the rain, they didn’t like it hanging around. So, they grew on the rolling hills of Texas, which meant the water might be allowed to sprinkle them, but it wasn’t allowed to stay.

Kenna loved bluebonnets. They were stunning. And every spring she waited for them to blossom, checking their clover and hoping for a speedy arrival. Now that they were here, she relaxed and basked in the view.

She stayed in her tree until the sun dipped to the middle of the wide open sky, then with a gentle push, jumped down from the branch. The grass was cool and soft against her bare feet.

She began the walk home, not bothering to let down the bottom of her skirt and petticoat from where she’d tied the ends up. Her ankles were on full display, but everyone was used to her ways now and had given up scolding her.

The breeze tugged at her auburn locks, and she removed what was left of the pins that had been holding her hair up in a bun. She gave her hair a toss and let out a sigh as the wind moved through her tresses, as if it, too, was rejoicing that she’d let another one of society’s expectations go.

She was seventeen, and her hoydenish ways were supposed to have diminished, or so people had advised her mother.

But Kenna was too stubborn to obey rules that deprived her of joy. So, she went without shoes when she felt like it, and she rode her horse recklessly, and she tied up her skirts, and let her hair down. Because she could. And because her parents indulged her.

She hurried along the road, needing to help her mother with supper. A chore she enjoyed immensely. Her parents were her whole world.

Her father was the postman. Her mother worked at the cotton gin.

They had a little house with their own field of bluebonnets right in front of the porch. This was how Kenna knew God really loved her, and that her favorite flower adored her. Because they grew where she lived.

When she reached her home, she skipped through the clover then jumped up onto the porch. She entered and heard her mother in the kitchen.

Harsh coughs reached Kenna’s ears, and she hastened through the front room with its simple pine furniture and stone hearth, to the kitchen. She pulled up when she saw her mother bracing her hands on her knees.

All of Kenna’s peace left her. “Was it bad?”

Elspeth Ainsley let out a breath, then raised up slowly. With watery eyes, she gave her daughter a shaky smile. “A little, but it was the first spell today.”

Hope burst inside Kenna. “Oh, that’s good. Maybe it’s going away.”

As Elspeth turned toward the stove, she said, “Maybe.”

Kenna heard the doubt in her mother’s tone, so didn’t keep the conversation going. Instead, she went to the larder to fetch potatoes and carrots to go with the chicken her mother was baking.

They worked in silence, a dance they could perform with no rehearsal.

Kenna tried not to anticipate more coughing from her mother, but it was difficult. She waited in fear that the rattle and wheezing caused by the cotton wisping through the air while working hours at the gin would grip her mother.

It wasn’t until they were done setting the table that another bout came, making her mother double over and her eyes water.

Kenna rubbed her mother’s back as she prayed desperately for the sickness to go away. They were going to have to get her to a doctor, but her father was the postman and couldn’t leave his post. Kenna was going to have to do it herself.

Elspeth quieted, then straightened and let out a weary breath. “That one was a little stronger.”

Yes, Kenna had been able to tell that.

“Come on, let’s get the tea from outside. Your father will be home soon.”

Kenna hastened outside where a glass jar of sun tea waited on the railing of the porch. She picked it up and carried it inside.

When she returned, she saw that her father had come home, and Kenna smiled at him. “Hello, Papa.” Her heart filled with love for him. She was grateful to see him after watching her mother struggle with that last spell. He would know what to do.

“Kenna,” he said, giving her his own smile.

But it didn’t reach his eyes. And there was something in his voice.

Kenna set the jug down slowly onto the table, watching him carefully. “Did you have a difficult day?” she asked him.

He gave her a distracted look from his seat. “Oh, I...” He rubbed at the back of his neck, then let out a trembling exhale. He forced a smile again. “No, Kenna. It was fine.”

She didn’t believe him, but she wouldn’t pry.

Her mother appeared from the kitchen, carrying three glasses. She handed one to Kenna, and the other to her husband.

Kenna and her mother sat, then they dutifully made the sign of the cross and prayed together as a family.

Once done, Kenna picked up a bowl filled with carrots, and as she did so, an odd silence descended. She paused as her stomach clenched with uncertainty. She tightened her grip around the serving spoon and glanced between her mother and father.

The former had her eyes downcast, and her face was lined with weariness and acceptance.

The sight alarmed Kenna. What was her mother accepting? An illness that couldn’t be cured?

She turned to her father, and his jaw was tight, his expression harsh, and there was some sort of caged look in his eyes.

What was going on?

Kenna set down the bowl of carrots and drew breath to speak, but Douglas Ainsley beat her, lifting his head and looking at Elspeth.

“I don’t want to be married to you anymore.”

The statement ripped through the tiny home, a claw that tore the soul.

Kenna’s breath left her. Her eyes went wide. Her heart was pounding hard in her breast in utter panic and disbelief. She turned to her mother.

Elspeth was still looking down, still with a resigned expression. As if she’d known this was coming. She said nothing and only nodded slowly, painfully.

As Kenna stared at her mother, unable to comprehend what was happening, the legs of her father’s chair scraped as he left the table.

His heavy steps sounded on the wood floor, and he disappeared into the bedroom.

A silent scream was building inside Kenna. What was going on? What was happening? Why was this happening?

Her hands were trembling. Her heart was twisting.

This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t!

But then Douglas Ainsley returned with a suitcase in hand. He never paused as he walked to the front door, opened it, and...left.

Kenna jumped up, toppling her chair. She stumbled to the front window and yanked back the pink gingham curtain.

And there, in the light of the setting sun, was her father. Walking away. Through bluebonnet fields.
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Slaton, Texas

March, 1890

Kenna Ainsley scowled at a gravy stain on her starched, white apron. Before she took food to table eight, she was going to have to change. She hurried into the laundry that was down the corridor from the expansive and boisterous kitchen of Harvey House. Hurriedly, she undid the ties, tossed the stained apron into the hamper, then reached for a fresh one resting with a stack of others on the shelf.

A Harvey Girl’s uniform had to be spotless at all times. Neglect would get a Girl fired, and Kenna wasn’t about to lose her job.

As she tied the strings into a bow, she hastened out of the room and back to the counter where food waited for table eight. Expertly and easily, she picked up two plates, went through the swinging door then into the dining hall.

She beamed at the businessmen seated at the linen-covered table who were fresh off the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe. “Here we are gentlemen.” As trained, she served food to the left of the diner. Once she had delivered all meals to table eight, she checked her assigned area and found a new customer seated at table seven.

The sharp, intent look in his eyes struck her, but she didn’t lose her smile as she went to his side. “Good afternoon, sir. May I take your drink order? Tea or coffee?”

The sleeves of his blue, cotton shirt had been rolled up to his elbows. His black vest curved over his powerful shoulders. His rich, brown hair fell over his forehead, and his scruff couldn’t hide his chiseled jaw.

His fingers were drumming the table as he assessed her from head to toe.

“Sir? Coffee or tea?” she asked, refusing to lose her smile while under his scrutiny. A Harvey Girl had to always appear happy and at ease.

More beats passed without an answer, and she felt her temper rising.

Finally, he cleared his throat, leaned forward and asked, “Are you Kenna Ainsley?”

He knew her? She didn’t recognize him at all. Or...was he looking for her? She wasn’t supposed to get too personal with the diners. She squared her shoulders. “Sir, I’m so sorry, but I must have your order. Our customers are bound by the schedule of the train and most only have thirty minutes to eat.”

With his gaze still intent upon her, he quirked one side of his mouth into a half-smile. “Then answer the question.”

Her temper shot up, and she wanted nothing more than to walk off from this man. She shouldn’t have to tell him who she was. And she wasn’t going to. She lifted her chin. “Excuse me, sir.”

Swiftly she walked away, heading toward the host station where Mr. White was supervising all that went on. She could feel the stranger’s eyes on her.

Mr. White looked up, his snowy white beard allowing his bright, blue eyes to twinkle. “Miss Ainsely?”

“I’m sorry, sir, but the diner at table seven is asking for my name.”

Mr. White frowned. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I calmly explained that I needed his drink order so I could continue to serve others, but he has ignored me.”

Mr. White’s brow furrowed more, and he left his station, heading toward the uncooperative guest.

As they neared the table, the stranger gave Mr. White a wry grin and didn’t look at all cowed.

“Sir, if you please,” Mr. White began, “could you come with me?”

The stranger made a noise of disbelief, but then shrugged and said, “Sure.” He got to his feet, pushing the chair back as he rose.

Kenna’s irritation fled, giving way to awe as she measured the man. He was over six feet easily. He looked as sturdy as an oak. And this man was looking for her?

“Follow me, please,” Mr. White ordered.

She stayed behind, watching the stranger saunter away. Everyone else was watching, too. He held some sort of command, but thankfully, Mr. White hadn’t seemed bothered.

And...she had a job to do. Firmly, she put the stranger from her mind and whatever his purpose was in seeking her out. She went to table six and took their orders. She took the slip of paper to the kitchen.

When she came back into the dining room, she almost ran into Mr. White. His angry expression took her aback. “Sir? Is something wrong?”

“Perhaps,” came his hard response. “Come with me.” He turned on a heel.

With her heart in her throat, she followed. What had she done? Her fingers trembled as she smoothed the auburn strands of her bun.

He led her into the organized office to the right of the entrance to the dining hall.

The stranger was there, leaning against the wall next to a credenza with a gas lamp. He nodded once at her.

What could possibly be wrong?

Mr. White went to his desk and picked up a piece of paper. It looked like an advertisement. “What do you have to say about this?” He handed the paper to her.

With her fingers still shaking, she took it. Fear was pulsing through her. She lowered her gaze and read.

Runaway Wife!

Kenna Cuthbert formerly Ainsley

$5000 reward for return

Edgar Cuthbert, husband

Galveston, Texas

Auburn hair, brown eyes, five foot six inches

Aged twenty-four years

Shock blasted through her. Fury ignited. She jerked up her head and declared firmly, “I am not married! Least of all to Edgar Cuthbert! He asked and I said no.”

Mr. White pursed his lips and considered her with a reproachful gaze. “Why is he offering a reward for your return? And quite a steep one?”

She crumpled the paper in her hand, her body trembling, she was so mad. And desperate to keep her job. “If I had to take a guess, he’s angry that I rejected him and is trying to exact some form of punishment.” She glanced at the stranger who watched the exchange between her and her boss with interest.

Mr. White made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Reasons don’t matter. We can’t have this sort of problem. Harvey Girls, if married, have to be good wives. You can’t work here as long as this is an issue.”

“Mr. White—” she began, her heart pounding.

He shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s nothing to argue. You’ll simply have to fix this problem, then perhaps return if we still have a position.” He jerked his head at the door. “The train runs soon. I want you on it. Mrs. White will help you pack if you need it. I need to return to the floor.” The man strode swiftly from the office, anger in his steps.

The door banged behind her.

Kenna jerked at the harsh sound as revolting tears began to burn. She gritted her teeth and willed them away.

The stranger who had destroyed her life still stood nearby as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

Though embarrassment stung her, she whipped to face him, needing an outlet for her fury. “Who are you?”

He lifted his brow, seeming impressed by her booming tone but not at all chastised by it. “Levi Brandt.”

“Do you work for Edgar?”

He shook his head. “Saw the advertisement in the Houston paper. The
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