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For those who know a promise is only the beginning, and love is built in the keeping.
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Chapter 1The Advertisement She Answered

The coach had scarcely stopped before Cora Nettleton put one hand over the letters inside her coat.

The packet was still there. Of course it was. She had checked it twice along the road. The string around it had rubbed a pale line across the paper.

She waited while the horses settled, then managed the step without help. After two days of being asked whether she was certain of her destination, a little ordinary confidence was a relief.

Cold air found the gap above her collar. The Wrenfall stage stop had a porch, a water trough, and a window wiped clear in an uneven circle. Beyond it stood a few business fronts, houses, and a great deal of open country. The road carried old ruts beneath drying mud.

Cora set her valise on the ground, straightened her skirt, and surveyed the men near the trough. One was busy with the team. The other stood beside an empty farm wagon, running his thumb along old stitching on a harness strap whose edge had frayed.

She had not traveled west to wait for a man to guess who she was.

“I am looking for Mr. Bram Tolland,” she said. “He offered marriage by letter. I have come to discuss the offer.”

The man at the wagon looked up so quickly that the harness slipped from his fingers.

“Cora?”

It was not a question put to a stranger. He said her name with pleasure, as though some portion of the day had just gone right.

“Cora Nettleton,” she confirmed.

“Bram Tolland.” He started toward her, then stopped short of reaching for her hand. “I meant to be standing at the coach when you came in. I was told it might be later.”

“You were told?”

“I made a poor guess, if we're being exact.”

“I generally prefer exactness.”

“Then I ought to begin again.” He took off his hat. “Miss Nettleton. Welcome to Wrenfall.”

The second greeting was slower. He looked directly at her. His coat was clean enough for an occasion, though the cuff had been mended with thread a shade too dark. The repair pleased her more than it ought.

“Thank you, Mr. Tolland.”

“Was the journey tolerable?”

“It was a journey.”

He laughed. “That's about the kindest account I've ever heard of a coach ride.”

He reached toward the valise. She kept her hand on its handle, and he let his arm fall without offense.

“May I at least offer you something warm?” he asked. “The station room usually has a stove going.”

“In a moment. I would like to establish that we understand the same arrangement.”

“We do.” His answer came quickly, with all the assurance of a man who had not yet considered that he might be mistaken. “I want a wife. You want a home where you can keep your accounts work. Neither of us is asking the other to become a stranger.”

She liked the answer well enough to wish it contained a single firm arrangement.

“You wrote that I would not be expected to abandon my trade.”

“I meant it.”

“And that I could seek my own clients, set my own fees, and keep a record of what I earned.”

“Yes.”

“I will be using part of my time for that work. Not only after every other task has been completed.”

His smile lost some of its easy certainty. “I suppose there's no end to work at a ranch. If we waited for it to be finished, neither of us would ever sit down.”

“Quite so.”

He studied her face. “You may find I'm not as foolish as that sounded.”

“I haven't made a finding yet.”

He laughed again. This time she nearly joined him.

The advertisement had been brief. Rancher, thirty-seven, seeking a sensible wife, modest home, honest labor, companionship desired. He had promised no grand house, and his letters spoke of hard weather and a diminished herd. When she asked what a wife might do besides keeping house, he admitted he did not know the full answer and wanted to discuss it.

That admission, more than the advertisement, had brought her here.

He could make a question feel welcome. She needed to learn whether he also did what he said he would do.

“There is another matter,” she said.

“I expect there are several.”

“The supplies.”

His gaze moved, very briefly, to the empty wagon.

She had meant to begin gently. The wagon changed her mind.

“In your last letter,” she continued, “you said the wire and staples were ordered and would be at the ranch when I arrived. You said the fencing work could be finished once the ground allowed it.”

“That's right.”

“Did you collect them while you were here?”

“No.”

“Then are they already at the ranch?”

He put his hat back on, though he made no move to leave. “No, ma'am.”

The word settled between them. Cora appreciated the plainness of it, even as the answer disappointed her.

“Did the order fail to arrive?”

“It hasn't had time.”

“Then when was it placed?”

He looked toward the station window. “I made the arrangements this week.”

“After you wrote that it was ordered?”

He rubbed the seam of his hat. “I meant to go the next morning. Then there was a sick animal, and a gate that wouldn't hold. I kept putting it off.”

“So yes?”

“Yes.”

Cora slipped the packet from her coat. She untied it with cold fingers, found the letter in question, and opened it against the valise. A gust tried to turn the page.

“You used the words 'already seen to.'”

“I did.”

“That is not what 'already seen to' means to me.”

For the first time, he did not try to brighten the moment. “No,” he said. “I can see it isn't.”

The coach driver called to his team. Cora stepped clear of the wheel, still holding the page. The horses moved, and their departure left a surprising amount of quiet behind.

“Why did you write it that way?” she asked.

“Because I had the list made and was certain I'd take it in before you arrived. I wanted things ready for you.” He looked at her letter. “I wrote as though the errand was done. In my mind it nearly was. That didn't bring in a foot of wire.”

“But a merchant cannot deliver a thought.”

“No,” he said. He tried to smile, then looked at the letter she held.

For a moment neither spoke. The written promise remained open in her hand.

At her former places of employment, Cora had watched earnest promises turn into another stack of books on her desk. A proprietor would offer to hire a second clerk next month, then ask if she could just complete the invoices before supper. He would thank her when she managed it. The promised help would be forgotten. Gratitude did not add a single hour to the day.

She folded the letter carefully.

“Are the wire and staples necessary?”

“They are.”

“Has the delay cost you anything?”

“Time. Work that ought to have gone elsewhere. I'll have to see about the rest.”

“I would rather know what you cannot manage than be assured of what you hope to manage.”

“I didn't intend to mislead you. I was wrong to write it that way. I'm sorry.”

“I believe that.”

He looked relieved, too soon.

“It doesn't make the work appear,” she added.

He let out a short breath and nodded. “Fair enough.”

“You have asked me to trust you with a marriage, Mr. Tolland. I don't expect you to be rich. You told me you weren't. I don't expect a ranch that has come through a hard winter to look prosperous. But I do need to know which of your statements are facts and which are wishes.”

He stood quiet for a moment. She noticed a patch of old straw caught in the seam of his boot. It was easier to consider that than to admit how much she wanted him to answer well.

“What would you have me do?” he asked at last.

“Do not ask for an answer today on the strength of our letters. I want a full day of plain facts before I decide.”

He glanced at her folded letter. “And after that?”

“After that I may say yes. I may say no.”

“Those are both fairly serious possibilities.”

“They are the possibilities you offered me.”

He did not attempt to turn the discussion into a proposal. Instead he looked at the empty wagon again, then back at her. “Would it help to see the place?”

“Very much. So long as you show me the parts that are inconvenient as well as the ones you are proud of.”

“There won't be any trouble finding the inconvenient parts.”

The answer was rueful, but closer to the truth she needed. Cora returned the letters to her coat. She had crossed too much country to judge him by one late order. She could look at the ranch without agreeing to live there.



Ada Fenner came to the doorway before Cora had decided how to bring up lodging.

“If you're Miss Nettleton,” the woman said, “I have a room you may hire for the night. Clean bed, washstand, and a stove downstairs. The rate is the same whether you marry Mr. Tolland or send him home by himself.”

Cora turned to her gratefully. Ada's sleeves were rolled away from her wrists and a dishcloth rested over one shoulder. Her day would evidently go on regardless of the answer.

“I'd like to see it,” Cora said.

“You can see it before you pay.” Ada moved aside. “Mr. Tolland can wait.”

Cora brought her valise inside and set it at the foot of the stairs before following Ada up.

The small room held a narrow bed, a washstand with a cracked basin, and a chair near a window. The pitcher was full and the floor swept. Cora checked the door latch. It held.

Ada watched without comment.

“I will take it for tonight,” Cora said. “And pay you now.”

Ada named the charge. Cora paid, keeping enough aside for meals and a journey away if she needed one. She closed the purse before she could reconsider the expense.

“I can carry your bag up,” Bram offered from the foot of the stairs. “And take you out to the ranch yard afterward, if that's still what you want.”

Cora regarded him over the railing. “What about that harness you were examining?”

“The stitching held when I tested it. I was checking it once more.”

“Then thank you.”

He waited for her nod, then carried the valise upstairs and set it just inside the room. He stepped away while she closed the door. That quiet allowance pleased her more than another assurance would have.

Downstairs, Ada told her when supper would be served. Bram waited with his hat in hand.

“Will we return before that?” Cora asked him.

“We will, if we leave now and don't waste daylight.”

“I don't want you driving dangerously to keep a promise you made without thinking.”

“Then I'll say this more carefully. I can show you the main yard and bring you back while there's light. We won't inspect every acre.”

“That is a promise I can understand.”

He opened the outer door, and she followed him to the wagon. She watched him test the mended harness before they climbed onto the seat. For once, he had checked something before declaring it ready.

The station buildings thinned behind them. Grass showed only in grudging strips. Bram watched the road and warned her when the wheels reached a hollow.

For a while they did not speak. The silence was more comfortable than she had expected.

“You wrote that you put accounts straight for men who kept them in their heads,” he said eventually. “Mine may be a candidate.”

“That depends. Would you be offering me paid work, or expecting me to correct your accounts because I am your wife?”

He guided the team around a rut. The question found him less prepared than the road.

“I hadn't put it that way,” he said.

“I have.”

“If the ranch employs you as a bookkeeper, the ranch should pay you. If you choose to help me understand my own figures over supper, I hope I can be useful in return.”

“You cannot pay for your supper with compliments.”

“No. But I could wash the dishes.”

“Do you?”

“When there's a meal to clear. It's not a task I need reminding of.” He watched the horses. “Usually.”

The qualification made her smile before she could decide whether it should.

The ranch appeared beyond low ground: a dwelling, outbuildings, a corral, and fencing that ran unevenly toward open land. A stack of salvaged boards leaned under a roof, and the grass was cropped short where animals had wintered hard.

Cora had seen businesses pretend fresh paint could cover unpaid bills. Not here.

He stopped beside the corral and set the brake. “Well,” he said, “there it is.”

“It is considerably more useful to see than to imagine.”

“I was going to say prettier.”

“Perhaps after the wire arrives.”

He laughed, but the sound ended when she stepped down and walked toward the gate.

The latch held. The adjoining fence had been braced with mismatched timber. A strand of wire was twisted back on itself, its cut end bent inward so an animal would not catch it. The repair was careful, but temporary.

“How long has this been waiting?” she asked.

“Since the worst of the weather. The order will let us replace some of it.”

“Who is doing the repairs?”

“I do what I can. I pay a hand for the stock work.”

“Is he paid to repair fencing as well?”

“When it needs doing.”

“And when he repairs fencing, who does his other work?”

Bram glanced toward the outbuildings.

“Sometimes I do,” he said. “Sometimes it waits.”

“Which work waits?”

He rubbed a thumb along the edge of the gate, then pulled it away. “The feed shed needs a proper door. I have a wagon wheel to set right. There's sorting to do as the herd comes through this season. Last winter left us thin in cattle and thinner in spare time.”

“And the hand's wages continue whether a shipment is late or not.”

“They do.”

“Then the missing wire is not only missing wire.”

“No.”

She waited.

“I should have ordered sooner,” he said. “I knew what was needed. I kept taking care of the thing in front of me and trusting I'd make up the difference tomorrow.”

“Did you?”

“Not this time.”

He looked at the patched section while Cora tested the brace. It did not shift.

“Is it safe to leave it?” she asked.

“For now, with the brace. I won't call it finished.”

“You called the order finished before.”

“I did.” A corner of his mouth lifted. “The wire may come in time to celebrate its own birthday.”

She wanted to laugh. The joke did not fasten another foot of fence.

“Your hand still has to be paid while he works around this delay,” Cora said. “That part isn't funny.”

“I wasn't laughing at his wages.” Bram's answer was quick enough to startle her. He took his hand from the gate. “I know what he costs.”

“I didn't say you didn't.”

He studied the patched wire. “No. You asked what the delay costs. I paid him to make this hold, and I'll pay him while we replace it. That's work I made for him.”

She had expected him to remind her that she had never managed cattle. Instead he had argued, stopped, and given her the less flattering account. She liked the last part best.

He showed her the feed shed. Its door sat crooked in the frame; a board kept it closed. Through a gap she glimpsed scant stores. Bram did not call them plentiful.

“What are you doing about feed?” she asked.

“There's hay at the back, but less of it than I want. I haven't bought another load. I meant to ask about one when I placed the wire order.” He glanced at the crooked door. “The hand's been patching fence instead of setting that right. If we get another turn of cold, what hay we have won't go far enough. I'll have to find more and pay for it. I haven't settled how.”

“You could have told me that it was all arranged.”

“I nearly did.” His attempt at a smile failed. “It's hard to say how little is put by.”

He turned toward her and waited until she had finished examining the shed. “What would you count first?”

She had expected to explain why his books mattered. She had not expected him to ask.

“Money owed,” she said. “Money due. Work you've promised and supplies you've counted as present when they aren't. After that, how much time your hand can actually give you without leaving the cattle neglected.”

“And the herd?”

“You know the herd. I would need you to tell me what the figures mean in the field. No ledger can do that part alone.”

“Good.”

His face brightened at her refusal to pretend knowledge of the herd. She had expected the questions to weary him.

“What?” she asked.

“You don't speak as though a ranch is a large sum that can be corrected on a page.”

“Nor do I suppose cows are much impressed by arithmetic.”

“They've never shown me any sign of it.”

Cora gave in to a brief laugh. Bram looked delighted by it, and she had to turn her attention toward the shed door before she made more of that small pleasure than it deserved.

The patched gate and the crooked shed door made a poor advertisement for marriage. Bram had not steered her toward the house to distract her from either one. Yet she had been the one to ask about both.

“You mentioned a place for my books,” she said.

“There's a room in the house that gets good light. It has a table. I would have to clear a few things to make it yours for working.”

“Have you cleared them?”

He considered the ground near his boots. “No.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saying no before I found out for myself.”

He took the rebuke without looking wounded. “I can show you the room another day.”

“Perhaps. Today I have seen enough to know what questions to ask.”

He looked toward the road they had taken. “We should start back before Ada charges me for keeping you from your supper.”

“She gave me an hour. I intend to be there.”

“Then we'd best be on the road.”

The wagon waited nearby. Cora stayed beside the gate. She had money enough to leave, though less than she liked, and skills to offer elsewhere. She could still refuse him.

“Mr. Tolland.”

He turned at once.

“I liked your letters. I believe you meant what you wrote in them. But I have spent years being told that help was coming, that an account would be settled, that a task was all but done. I know how a hopeful man's unfinished business can become somebody else's daily labor.”

He removed his hat, looking at her with none of the easy cheer he had used on the porch. “I don't want that for you.”

“I know you don't want it.” She stepped away from the gate. “What I need to learn is whether you can prevent it.”

“I can't settle that in an afternoon.”

“No. And I can't give my life to a man merely because I would like him to be the man he means to be.”

Dust had collected along the dark stitching of his cuff. For no sensible reason she wanted to brush it away. She kept her hands at her sides.

“Will you tell me what you have promised that you haven't yet done?” she asked. “And what you can truly afford, and what work you expect of me? Even when the answer makes you look less capable?”

His reply took a moment. “I can try.”

“Not a promise of perfection. I wouldn't trust that either.”

“Then I can begin by telling you where I am uncertain.”

She had prepared herself for persuasion. She had no rehearsed response for a man who left room for doubt.

The light was slipping across the yard. She left the letters untouched inside her coat. Ada's paid room waited at the station, and she had chosen to stay in it tonight. The choice of what to do tomorrow was hers as well.

“I'll stay long enough to hear what you haven't finished and what you cannot yet afford,” she said. “Will you give me one full day of truth, Bram, including the things you would rather leave unsaid, before I give you an answer?”





Chapter 2A Day Without Promises

Bram had laid the books on the kitchen table before sunrise. By the time Cora Nettleton arrived, he had moved them twice, put a clean cup beside her place, and discovered a remarkable quantity of dust in a room he had considered perfectly respectable the evening before.

He had spent the previous day gathering receipts and trying to make the tally agree with what he had seen on the range. This morning he had fetched her from Wrenfall Station. On the drive he had answered her questions about the road and the cost of wagon repairs, a small beginning to the day of truth she had requested when they parted two days earlier.

Now she stood inside his kitchen, looking at a cattle tally, two worn account books, a bundle of receipts, and a folded sheet of figures he had once thought suitable for a prospective wife.

“I hope you're fond of paper,” he said. “I've brought out most of mine. The rest is doing useful work keeping the north window from rattling.”

Cora took off her gloves and laid them beside the cup. “I asked about the ranch. You've brought me the ranch.”

“The paper portion, anyhow. The cattle won't fit through the door.”

She gave him a brief look that might have been amusement. Then she drew back the chair. “Where shall we start?”

He wanted to offer coffee first, and a warm biscuit, and a tour of the house before she saw what was written there. He had promised himself he would not waste this chance dressing his circumstances in better clothes.

“With what I had before the winter,” he said, opening the tally book, “and what I can account for now.”

He had made the marks himself, some in the range and some afterward, when he could hold a pencil again. One page showed cattle counted in autumn; the next listed animals found dead, and another those he and Perry had managed to gather since the weather broke. Some remained unaccounted for. He would not call them dead until he knew, but neither could he plan on their survival.

Cora went through the pages without turning them quickly. When she reached the last tally, she put one finger against the margin.

“You have counted these twice.”

“Which?”

“The ones brought in from the west draw. Here, on the earlier page, and again in the general count.”

The same small group appeared under two dates. He remembered coming home so relieved to see living cattle that he had entered them under the wrong heading.

“Well,” he said. “They must be the most obliging cattle in Nebraska, appearing twice when called.”

She did not smile. “Does the second entry represent a second group?”

“No.”

“Then the total at the bottom is too high.”

“It is.”

He scratched the correction into the margin himself. The smaller sum looked defenseless there. A man could spend a winter fearing losses and still be surprised to learn what they amounted to in pencil.

There came a knock at the outer door, followed by Perry Locke's familiar voice. “Bram? You said to bring the list before I went out.”

“Come in. We've begun the cheerful business.”

Perry entered with his cap in his hand and a creased scrap of paper. He stopped when he saw Cora.

“Miss Nettleton,” Bram said, “this is Perry Locke. He works here for wages and has the sense to write down what needs doing before I tell him we can finish it all by supper. Perry, Miss Nettleton is looking over the place today.”

Perry nodded to her, then passed over the list.

There was trouble at the hay shelter where a support had loosened, a stretch of fence pulled down by the last heavy snow, and a water trough that needed seeing to before the weather turned warmer. The remaining feed had to be moved under sound cover. Perry had added a note about the cattle in the lower lot, which would need sorting before they could be put out safely.

“I can mend the shelter first,” Perry said. “Then the trough, if the fittings will hold. The fence is more than one man can do alongside that.”

“I'll take the fence.”

“You said you'd be hauling the last hay today.”

“I did.”

Perry waited. Bram had once mistaken that habit for agreement. Experience had cured him.

“If the hay stays where it is, and another wet spell comes, we'll lose some of it,” Perry said.

“And if the fence stays down?”

“We keep the lower lot shut and spend more time moving cattle. One of those things has to wait.”

Bram glanced at Cora. He had hoped to show her the work from a comfortable distance. Instead, it had walked into the kitchen and demanded a choice.

“Do the shelter,” he told Perry. “I'll move the hay after we've gone through these books. The lower lot stays shut until the fence is sound. We'll put the trough next and see what hours are left.”

“That'll do.” Perry turned toward the door, then paused. “Have you got the fittings?”

Bram was already opening his mouth. He had meant to say they were coming. It was the sort of answer he gave when he had asked for something and expected the asking to make it appear.

“No,” he said. “The parcel I expected hasn't come. Work with what we have, and don't take anything apart that can't be put together again. I'll account for the missing pieces before I ask you to start.”

“Right.”

Perry went out to earn his wages. Bram watched the door settle on its latch and wished the list had contained one task he could make vanish by being pleasant.

“Does he always put the question back to you?” Cora asked.

“Only when I give him two jobs for one pair of hands.”

“Then he's saving you money.”

“I pay him to work, not to save me from my own instructions.”

“I suspect he does both.”

That earned a laugh from Bram, though it ended sooner than his laughs usually did. He turned to the account book again. “Here is what I owe for feed and repairs. Perry's wages are on this page. They come due whether the cattle flourish or not.”

Cora shifted the tally away from the receipts, leaving a clear place between them. “And here is the money you have available now?”

“Yes.”

She read the entry and then found the corresponding line on his folded estimate. “This figure is larger.”

“It includes what I expected from the spring sale.”

“Expected, or received?”

He had known she would ask. In fact, he had feared a less courteous version of the question all the way from the station.

“Expected.”

“Have you selected the cattle you can spare?”

“Not yet. I need a sound count first.”

“Have you a buyer?”

“No.”

“Then it isn't money in hand.”

“No. It isn't.”

She placed the estimate next to the actual account. In his letters he had called the ranch modest but steady, and said paid help would leave them free to settle into married life without every hour given to chores. The ink on his estimate had dried months ago. Not a cent of the supposed spring sale had followed it.

“I have forty-one dollars and twenty cents in hand,” he said. “Perry has twenty-four dollars coming. The feed account is twenty-two dollars sixty. I haven't paid for the missing fittings, either.”

Cora put the two obligations together on the spare paper. “Forty-six dollars sixty. You're short five dollars forty before you buy another thing.”

“I am. If I put aside Perry's wages, I have seventeen dollars twenty toward the feed bill. I'll have to tell the supplier what I can pay and ask about the balance. I can't count on the answer being yes.” He looked at the reduced cattle tally. “And if the grass stays late, we'll need feed again.”

He brought the cash tin from the cupboard and counted Perry's wages into a separate packet. The rest went back into the tin. Cora watched him do it without comment.

She looked up. “How long have you known?”

There was no decent answer that made him look better.

“I've known I was close since the last storm. I didn't know exactly how close because I didn't finish the sums. I kept hoping we'd find more cattle and I could put the figures right afterward.”

“Hope doesn't make a false entry,” she said. “Leaving it there does.”

He wanted to blame the wind and the losses. Neither had forced his pencil to include a sale that had never taken place.

“You're right. I did that.”

She studied him for a moment, then returned to the book. “Are the wages here what you've agreed to pay him?”

“Every bit.”

“And the account for feed?”

“Owed. Not a sum I can bargain away because winter was hard on me.”

“Good,” she said, very quietly.

The word had no more flourish than a mark beside an entry. He found he would rather hear it than a whole speech about his excellent intentions.

Cora turned the spare sheet to its clean side, then stopped. “May I?”

“Please.”

She made three headings: money in hand, payments due, and possible receipts. She moved the expected sale into the last column, then checked the feed charge against its receipt. Bram found the missing date and entered it. The shortfall remained five dollars forty, with no room for repairs or an easier household. The trough repair would wait until the missing fittings arrived and he knew how to pay for them.

“I don't mean to turn you into my bookkeeper,” he said when she laid down the pencil. “You've had a fair look at my mistakes. That's all I asked of you today.”

“I offered to look.”

“And I've taken the offer. But you've told me you intend to earn your living keeping accounts. I won't call this your duty as a wife because my own records are a nuisance. Until I can pay for the work, I'll keep them myself.”

She glanced at the ink stain near his thumb. “Will you keep them accurately?”

“I'll make the attempt.”

“That is not quite an answer.”

“No,” he admitted. “I'll put in the entries when they happen, and I'll check them against the receipts before I use them to decide anything. If I can't do that, I won't
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