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      Jeremiah Connelly was up early that morning in May. His heart was heavy with sorrow, but he had to press on as if everything was normal. He was concerned that if he showed how much pain he was in, his mother and the women around him would shower him with attention and affection.

      He gently recoiled at the thought. As much as he loved the ladies who helped his mother bring him up, he wasn’t very keen on their hugs, kisses, and pinching of his cheeks. He was standing at that moment on the porch of the ranch that was now his. His with the passing of his father, a strong and bold man who had raised Jeremiah to be the man that he was, a man he could be proud of. A man they could both be proud of.

      His father, Alexander Marian Connelly, had been a pillar of the community. Their small town of Low Branch, Texas, was going to sorely miss the beacon of light Alex Connelly had been. Jeremiah could only hope to mean half as much to the townsfolk as his father had.

      As one of the founders of the town when he was just a young man and several years before Jeremiah was born, Alex had gone on to be a beloved mayor until he was stricken with tuberculosis. It took him in just under three years. He had suffered greatly in the meantime, and his position as mayor was taken over by his second, a good-hearted man named Nicholas Nickerson. Now he was the beloved mayor, and Jeremiah was gratified his father was succeeded by someone with the same brilliance, strength, and kindness.

      Jeremiah took in a deep breath, holding back his emotions. He’d cried for his father the night of the man’s death two weeks ago. Since then, if he shed a tear, it was behind closed doors. Never in front of his mother or the other women. He had to be strong. He had to be like his father.

      There were several buggies gathered in front of the ranch in the large dirt lot that made a circle around a lawn of green accessorized by patches of various types and colors of flowers and a statue in the middle of a leaping horse.

      Jeremiah’s uncle had sculpted that horse with his own hands. He’d presented it to Alex the day the ranch was purchased, and Alex became a wealthy man.

      “Jeremiah?”

      He turned to see his mother approaching from behind him. She looked elegant in her dark green gown. She wore a thin black veil over her face to represent mourning.

      “How are you, darling?” she asked, taking his arm and squeezing it. “You do look distraught.”

      “I’m not… I mean, I am distraught, of course, Mother, I’m just… I’m just thinking, that’s all. Thinking about what my responsibilities around here are now that Pa is gone.”

      “Oh, you know it won’t change much,” his mother replied in her typical stern but gentle way of speaking. “You’ve been the man around here since your father was struck with illness. You already do almost everything as it is.”

      Jeremiah knew his mother was only half-right. He had, indeed, been doing a great deal of the work around the ranch. A lot of the hands-on work that he’d already been doing, plus picking up the slack where his father was no longer able to help out.

      But now, he would have everything else that his father did and was capable of doing even while he was sick. He made a lot of decisions, as his mind was clear for much of the time until the very end when the pain was too much, and he was put on medications that made him sleep most of the time.

      Now everything would be left up to Jeremiah. It was up to him to sign the checks and order supplies and make decisions for every part of the ranch and its business.

      “Come on inside,” his mother urged him. “Benjamin wants to read the will. I think he wants to go home to his family. His little girl is having a birthday today.”

      Jeremiah tried not to feel any resentment that his lawyer and friend wanted to hurry through his father’s will so he could get home. It was a petty reaction, he decided.

      So he buried it with the rest of his pain.

      They had barely slipped into their seats before Benjamin Ratcliffe, their family lawyer, was reading from the will. When he got past all the legal wording at the beginning, he slowed down and began flipping his eyes up to look at Jeremiah. “All right, now… this is the part you’ve been waiting for. It has to do with leaving his possessions. I won’t make you wait any longer.”

      Jeremiah sat and listened, as hard and cold as a stone, stunned into absolute silence by what the lawyer proceeded to say, growing more and more anxious as time went on.

      “After the bequeathed amounts mentioned at the end of this section, anything remaining will be given to my son, my only heir, Jeremiah, with the stipulation that he is married within three months of the reading of this will.”

      Jeremiah stiffened, cold chills sliding up his arms and down his spine. His eyes snapped to Benjamin, narrowing angrily.

      “What was that? What was that about marriage?”

      Benjamin stopped, his face turning bright red. He swallowed hard and blinked at Jeremiah. “That’s what it says, Jeremiah.”

      “Well, can I get around that?” Jeremiah demanded, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not even courting anyone. I have no sweetheart to speak of. I work too much to think about courting a woman. I would want to give her my full time. I don’t…” He stopped, letting his words trail off. By the look on Benjamin’s face, he could tell he was wasting his breath.

      He shook his head, flabbergasted at the right hook surprise his beloved father had left him.

      “Well, what happens if I don’t get married within three months?” he asked, trying not to get upset. There had to be a way out of this.

      “The ranch and the entire estate will go to your uncle.”

      All eyes turned to Jeremiah’s uncle, Daniel Connelly, who was as successful and wealthy due to his own efforts and hard work. Daniel’s thick grey eyebrows shot up, as did his hands, his palms out.

      “I didn’t know,” he said quickly. “Alex knew I had my eye on the land and ideas for ways to make it better, but I didn’t know about this.”

      Jeremiah sighed. “I don’t believe this.”

      “Good luck, though,” Daniel added. “I mean that.”
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      “Did you know about this, Mother?” Jeremiah tried to keep his tone even. He was not about to disrespect his mother. Aggravation was surging in him, though, making it difficult to keep calm.

      Everyone had gone. On his way out, Jeremiah’s uncle had shaken Jeremiah’s hand and told him there would be no pressure from his end.

      “I’ll give you a couple extra few days if you need it,” he’d said.

      And that was it.

      The man had hopped down the stairs and gone to his buggy, talking to the foreman of his ranch, who went with him everywhere like a bodyguard. Jeremiah was under the impression the two men had been friends since they were boys, and Daniel relied on the man to help him make good business decisions.

      “I didn’t know anything about it,” Clarice replied, shaking her head. She was bundled up in a shawl as the May day had turned a bit windy and chilly. They were on the porch once more, as Jeremiah had begun to feel stuffy inside the house.

      “Do you think Uncle Daniel knew? He seemed pretty confident when he said he’d give me a couple of days.”

      “I don’t know if he knew, Jeremiah,” his mother answered, sighing heavily. She was an overly dramatic woman as it was. Jeremiah tried to keep his personal business away from her because of that. She might try fainting, which would require him to give her more attention than he had time for. Besides, it was he who had been done wrong.

      “Why else would he bring Albert with him?” Jeremiah stormed. He took to his feet, bounding up and down the porch in front of his mother. A squeaking floorboard got his attention. Repairs on the porch were the last thing he needed.

      Frustrated almost to the breaking point, Jeremiah stopped at the pole of the railing and slapped one hand flat against it. It stung his palm, but he didn’t care.

      “I don’t even have a woman on my arm,” he raged, glaring out over the land he thought was now his. “Why would he want me to suddenly grab a woman and share all of this with her? Who deserves that? How could I possibly find a woman worthy of living here, becoming a member of our family in just three months? Did he somehow think I had a sweetheart?”

      His mother didn’t answer. He looked over his shoulder at her. She was looking down at her hands, which she’d bundled in the ends of the long shawl she was wearing over her shoulders and head. He stared at her, wondering just how much she knew.

      Could his mother be lying to him? If she was, exactly what was she lying about? How much had she truly known about this scheme of his father’s?

      “Mother?” He knew his voice was menacing, but he couldn’t help it. She was pushing the limit with him. “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t tell him you had a sweetheart, Jeremiah.” His mother let out a sharp breath as she spoke and flapped the ends of her shawl nervously. She lifted her eyes but not to look at him. She stared away from him at the trees on the other side of the lawn. When she moved her eyes, it was only as far as the statue.

      “Mother,” Jeremiah barked. “What did you do?”

      “Well, he was upset,” Clarice exclaimed, squeezing her hands together, her voice as tight as her jaw. “He needed some reassurance that there would be an heir. He was just as concerned about it as I was, you know.”

      Jeremiah pulled in a sharp breath. “But, Mother.” He crossed over to her chair and got down on one knee, looking at her with pleading eyes. “You know I am not interested in finding a woman until I can give her the time she deserves. I want to give my love every minute I can and make her happy so she knows how important she is. I can’t do that if I’m always working. Right now is the worst time for me to start something with a woman since I will have all of Pa’s additional work he was still doing on me every day. I have to learn a schedule and get used to it before I can devote time to a woman.”

      His mother didn’t say anything at first. She wouldn’t look at him either.

      When she finally did, he saw she had tears in her eyes.

      “I… I didn’t realize he would try to force this, Jeremiah. I really didn’t tell him you had a sweetheart. I just told him a week before he passed that there seemed to be something going on between you and Betty at the market.”

      Tingles covered Jeremiah’s body. His voice was quiet when he said, “Betty Copperfield?”

      She looked away from him again, blinking quickly. She knew what she’d done was wrong.

      “I didn’t know he was going to force it. To push you. I didn’t mean anything when I said it. I was only trying to cheer him up.”

      Jeremiah thought for a moment about Betty Copperfield. He tried to recall any time she had flirted with him or given him the impression she wanted to spend time with him. He couldn’t recall any such time. Plus, he was fairly certain she was at least ten years older than him. He didn’t mind the thought of being with an older woman. But the connection it would take for them to become a couple wasn’t there. If it was, it would have already manifested itself. He’d gone in the supply shop plenty of times.

      His heart hurt when he looked at his mother. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She still couldn’t look at him.

      His anger dissipated as quickly as it had come over him. He pulled in a deep breath and held it for a moment, pushing up to his feet with one hand on the edge of the porch table next to his mother and the other one on the armrest of her chair.

      He looked down at her, hesitating before lowering himself to give her a hug.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean to upset you. I know you miss Pa so much. I know you do. I do, too.”

      “I only… wanted him to… be happier…” his mother gulped out between sobs. “If… if you could have seen him smile. Son, it made him so happy to think you might have found love. I swear to you, I didn’t know he would push it like this. I didn’t know he would do this to you.”

      “It’s all right, Mother. It’s all right.”

      He hugged her some more, patting her on the back. He would find a way out of this or find a way to deal with it. One way or another, the ranch would be his.

      As he rose back up to his feet, his eyes settled on an open magazine on the table beside him. His vision focused on an ad. The title was Find a Bride/Become a Bride.

      He couldn’t believe it. It had to be a sign from God. He snatched up the paper and, giving his mother a final look of remorse, sauntered inside, hoping she wouldn’t ask him what he was doing with her magazine.
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      “Such a dreary day.” Isabelle Lawton rolled her eyes and turned away from the window. She enjoyed the battering of the water against the glass, but that was about the only thing she liked about a rainy day in Berkenshire, Va. It was cold, gray, and dreary. It made her want to sleep all day, and that wasn’t like her. She prided herself on being energetic and always ready to do something fun and adventurous.

      She’d already decided to go into town and see her friend, Margie. She didn’t like to make plans and not keep them. So she dressed accordingly and was pleased when she stepped out to see the morning rain had dissipated and the sun was showing its bright, warm face, drying up the mud puddles.

      She longed to get out and explore the world. So far, she wasn’t having any luck at that. In all of her twenty-one years, she’d never been past the town limits of Berkenshire. She was itching for it, though.

      Isabelle hadn’t been raised with a great deal of wealth. The little cottage she lived in was well-maintained by her aunt and uncle, who were dear to her but had lives of their own.

      Delilah and Walter Banks had taken care of her since her parents died in the fire that consumed their house. Delilah, called Lila, was Isabelle’s mother’s sister. She taught Isabelle everything she needed to know to be out on her own, and the Banks promptly left town to do some traveling of their own. They gave Isabelle the cottage, saying that if they ever returned, they expected her to have abandoned it for adventures of her own, or they would all be living together there.

      She thought about them all the time. She wouldn’t have minded if they’d wanted to come back and stay. She often got lonely.

      It was difficult for someone like her to live alone. She wasn’t in need of money because her aunt and uncle sent her a monthly allowance and had since they’d left when she was sixteen. She’d learned to survive quite well on the allowance, even keeping some back in case she needed a savings of some sort.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough for a train ticket somewhere. She always thought the longer she saved, the further away she’d be able to get.

      But time had passed, and she’d settled into a nice routine. She got up at the same time every day and went to sleep that night on time, too. Isabelle didn’t have an exciting life, but that didn’t mean she never would.

      Isabelle slowed down the horse pulling her buggy through Berkenshire main street. Tugging on the left rein, she pulled the buggy over and climbed down. As she walked around the buggy, she brushed her hands down her skirt to smooth it out.

      “Well, hello there.”

      Her heart plummeted into her stomach when she heard a voice she’d been hoping she wouldn’t hear. How did she not see him before she pulled over? He had to have been hiding from her or walking just behind her buggy until she pulled over. She came to the conclusion it was the latter.

      She struggled not to let her face reveal what she was thinking.

      “Hello, Percy,” she said through pinched lips.

      The mayor was a good man. How he’d spawned Percy, who was not a gentleman of any sort, was a mystery.

      Percy sauntered over as if he was the smoothest man on the planet. The look on his face reflected that thought, as well.

      “How are you doing, dear? You look lovely.”

      Percy’s compliments did nothing for Isabelle. He was a decent-looking man. Some women might even call him handsome. He had dark brown hair that swept and waved over his head like small dark ocean waves. His eyes were a piercing brown, narrow with naturally shaded eyelids. His face was sculpted and shaped so his features fit quite well together.

      But the handsome exterior didn’t hide the slimy interior Isabelle was aware of. His agenda to have Isabelle as his wife was well-known. But her disdain was just as widely known. It seemed like Percy was the only one who didn’t know that. Or he just wouldn’t accept that Isabelle wasn’t interested in him that way.

      In reality, she wasn’t interested in him in any way. She didn’t want to be friends with him. She certainly didn’t want anything more than that. And if she had her way, she’d be leaving town on the first train out of Virginia.

      “Have dinner with me, my dear,” Percy said, holding out his hand as if she wanted to touch him at all. She glanced down at it, suddenly nervous because she was about to reject it, and that might make him angry. It wasn’t a good idea to upset the mayor’s son—even if chances were good no action would be taken as a result.

      Mayor Barney Andrews was a good enough man—a decent fellow who seemed to want to do right by the sleepy riverside town. When it came to his son, however, he had a blind spot. He was weak where Percy was concerned, having a deep love for the boy despite his obvious flaws.

      “I… I—”

      “Oh, Isabelle…” Now her name was called in a sing-song way that lifted her heart up instead of bringing it down. She stepped to the side and smiled wide at Margie Milkins, who had apparently just stepped out of her dress shop when Isabelle pulled the buggy over. She’d been intending to go to Margie’s shop and was pleased her friend had seen what was going on. She was truly a guardian angel.

      Isabelle stretched both arms toward her friend, taking long steps directly past Percy to the woman. Margie did the same, and the two women grasped hands. They leaned toward each other, giving “air kisses” on either side of their faces.

      “Oh, you do look lovely, yes. Oh, doesn’t she look—” Margie turned to Percy. Isabelle looked on with amusement as Margie wrinkled her forehead and stared the man up and down. “Oh, it’s you. How are you, Percy? Need some supplies from my shop?”

      Percy narrowed his eyes at the woman. Isabelle was fully aware the two didn’t get along. Then again, Percy didn’t get along well with anyone.

      “Not right now, thank you. And you are interrupting our conversation. I had just asked the dear lady to join me for dinner.”

      “Well, she can’t,” Margie said bluntly, her face not registering any emotion at all. “She has plans.”

      Percy’s eyes narrowed even more, reminding Isabelle of a snake.

      “Is that so?” He turned to Isabelle. “What plans do you have?”

      “She’s coming over to my h—”

      Both Margie’s and Isabelle’s eyes opened wide when Percy held up one hand directly in front of Margie’s face as if to shut her up completely and block her out.

      “I asked Isabelle the question, Margie,” he said in a cold voice.

      Margie’s eyebrows shot up, and she gasped loudly.

      “Percy,” Isabelle exclaimed. “How rude of you.”

      Percy looked completely innocent. He gave her a nonchalant glance before tilting his head to
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One adventure too many leads to love...
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