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The first earth-shattering sound made Elizabeth Blake gasp as she jumped out of sleep and sat up so fast her covers dropped to her lap. Heart racing, she looked around, disoriented. The room was dark, so she saw nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing in the darkest corner. Nothing in her closet. Nothing that would explain such a rude awakening.

Another harsh sound sent her heart into her throat. She pulled the heavy quilt over her and burrowed deep beneath her covers, her breath quickening to match her racing pulse.

It wasn’t thunder. Of that, she was certain.

Shouldn’t have been a gunshot either.

But tucked away under the covers, clinging to the fading tendrils of sleep, she feared her sanctuary would be short-lived. That soon there would be another—

Bam! Bam! Bam!

Her eyes popped open.

This time, the reverberations traveled through the floorboards and into the wooden bed frame.

Then she heard her father’s commanding voice shouting outside.

“Oh, what are you up to, Daddy?” she groaned and rolled over, dragging the covers with her.

Reaching, her fingers fumbled for the silver pocket watch on the mahogany bedside table.

Squinting, she read the time: 7:18.

Sighing, she glanced at the window. “The sun has yet to clear the pines, for gosh sakes.”

The sun’s golden glow, which on clear mornings made the mountains resemble fire, was but a promise on the horizon.

It can’t be bright enough to work... unless you expect less than perfection... which my father does not, she thought.

Robert Blake accepted nothing but excellence. A trait that had built his fortune but demanded sacrifices few understood.

Sighing again, she threw back the covers and lowered her bare feet toward the Eastern oak floor her father had shipped from Boston. Her foot jerked back, the cold sending chill bumps all over her body.

She glared at the beautiful wood, appreciating its craftsmanship even as she cursed its frigidity. So smooth. And no splinters, as her old room at the old house had. But it was far colder to her feet than her old floor in her old room at her old house with her old life.

Her shoes were too far away, requiring a journey across the arctic expanse of her bedroom floor, so she pulled her blanket from the bed and dropped it onto the floor, waiting until it landed in a pile. Then she spread it out with her toes, making a warm barrier to walk on.

Sliding the blanket with each step, she moved to the window—a small victory in her morning battle against the cold.

She peered out her new window, which was three times the size of her old window in her old room at her old house, with her old life.

Below, her father’s hands gestured emphatically, pointing to various places. And his voice cut through the crisp mountain air as he ordered his men like a general commanding his troops.

She sighed, fogging the glass, and with just the right amount of sarcasm, said, “Typical Robert Blake. Always bossing everyone around. Perhaps tomorrow I’ll wake to chirping birds or a perfect sunrise.”

For all his demanding ways, she adored her father and understood his drive for excellence. His reputation for fairness was matched only by his reputation for exacting standards. “Mind the details,” he always told her. “That’s the foundation of good business practices and the secret to a happy life.”

She glanced at her mother’s childhood vanity sitting in the corner. Its old, delicate curves and worn finish seemed out of place compared to the newer furniture her father had commissioned. She thought of her tedious morning routine, where she’d sit at the vanity for an hour of styling (or fussing with, as her daddy called it) her hair to make it perfect for the day.

Then she eyed her bed. It called to her, whispering, “Come back to me. I’ll keep you warm while you sleep the day away.”

And for a moment, she wondered if she could allow the bed to tempt her with promises of warmth and pleasant dreams.

But with another long sigh, she whispered back, “No... Daddy needs me.” The heavy sigh and those simple words were filled with the responsibility she’d shouldered since her mother’s passing.

Eying the bed, she fought her temptation to climb back in and get warm by sliding the blanket to the vanity. As she sat, she once again wished she could sleep longer. But she couldn’t. Today was an important day.

The soft hiss of a struck match echoed in the quiet room as she lit the candles. Her silver-handled brush reflected the flame. She smiled, watching it sparkle. How the dancing light transformed the ordinary into something magical had always fascinated her. Like fireflies. Growing up, she always thought fireflies were the most magical creatures of all. Her mother once told her that fireflies were stars that grew tired of the heavens and chose to dance among us instead.

Her hand hovered above the brush, her outstretched fingers hesitating over the wooden handle. The lacquer had worn away from years of use, but its memories remained. Touching it would release memories she didn’t want to have today. Memories that would pierce the careful armor she’d constructed around her heart. Memories that would make her cry. She didn’t want to cry. Not today. Tomorrow maybe. But not today. Today was supposed to be special.

Lately, every morning, and every touch of the brush brought a new memory.

Uninvited memories.

Unwelcome memories, especially with the intensity increasing with every dream.

And now, her mother’s laugh and her lavender scent seemed to follow her everywhere. Sometimes Elizabeth could swear she felt her mother’s cool hand against her forehead when fever struck.

Today would be no different. Only this special day’s memories might leave her joyless. Might bring her to tears that she couldn’t afford to shed. Not with her father needing her strength and composure. Not with the household depending on her to be the lady of the house, a role thrust upon her far too soon.

Some memories were worth the pain they brought; the bittersweetness of connecting to happy moments.

Others, not so much; those that left only emptiness and questions that would never get answered.

Her fingers closed around the handle, surrender disguised as courage, and with each stroke through her blonde hair, the years fell away like falling leaves, bringing her back to a morning two years back when her mother’s hand had guided the brush instead of her own. The sensation was so vivid. Elizabeth could almost feel the gentle pressure of her mother’s fingers. Could hear the soft humming that had always accompanied this ritual.

“Happy birthday, my darling girl,” Samantha had said, her reflection smiling wide while shaking her head. “I can’t believe you’re eighteen already. It seems like only yesterday you were a little girl playing with dolls and chasing butterflies in the garden.”

Elizabeth had leaned back, feeling her mother’s warmth against her head, cherishing this moment, knowing it was one of their last together. The illness had already begun its relentless claim, painting shadows beneath Samantha’s eyes and hollowing her once-full cheeks.

“I wish you could be here for all my birthdays,” Elizabeth had whispered, each word carrying love and loss; a prayer spoken to ears already half-turned toward heaven.

Samantha’s hands had stilled, the brush pausing mid-stroke. The mirror revealed a mother and daughter’s eyes sharing the same shadow of sorrow. It was a legacy Elizabeth had never wanted to inherit.

“I wish that too, sweetheart. More than anything in the world. But I’ll always be with you... even if you can’t see me. I’ll be watching over you from heaven. Guiding you. Loving you every step of the way.”

The memory faded like mist under a sultry morning sun, leaving Elizabeth alone once more in the quiet of her bedroom, feeling empty as tears threatened to fall. The brush continued its journey through her hair. But the comfort it once brought was absent, replaced by an ache that seemed to have made a permanent home in her chest.

“I miss you so much, Mama,” she whispered to the empty room. “Especially today... my 20th birthday. But I know you’re still with me. Even if I can’t see you. (She forced a wan smile.) And I’ll make you proud... I promise.” The words hung in the air as Elizabeth squared her shoulders and prepared to face the day, desperately trying to ignore her father’s commanding voice echoing from outside and the annoying bam! bam! bam! that had so rudely awakened her on her birthday.

* * *
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Nestled among tall pines on the outskirts of Sweetwater, the majestic log home stood on a gentle rise overlooking the town, seen only through the gaps between trees. The collection of buildings represented the future Robert Blake had envisioned when he’d first laid eyes on this territory. It was the largest home for hundreds of miles. Complete with a wraparound porch and large windows designed to catch both the morning sun and the spectacular sunsets that painted the western sky. 

It had taken years of planning; nights spent with his wife, Samantha, at their much smaller home, poring over sketches by lamplight, her eyes alight with possibilities as her delicate fingers traced imaginary rooms on rough paper. Then came the long months of construction, with Hank Peterson’s skilled carpenters bringing to life what had once been dreams and whispered promises between lovers. And now, the finishing touches were all that kept the dream from coming to fruition. 

He placed his well-worn hat atop his head and adjusted the brim to shield his eyes from the harsh sunlight reflecting off the glass. The hat, like Robert, had weathered many storms. Its edges were frayed. And the color had long faded. 

He continued to watch Hank Peterson’s workers as they installed window frames and shutters. Each tap, tap, bam! was a relentless torment that sent fresh waves of pain through his skull his pressed fingertips circling against the sides of his head couldn’t massage away. “Lord Almighty,” he muttered under his breath, and then winced as an enthusiastic carpenter struck a nail with what seemed like unnecessary force.

Tap, tap, bam!

Tap, tap, bam!

Tap, tap, bam!

He did his best to maintain his composure. But every flinch showed his discomfort.

The sweet scent of fresh-cut lumber still hung in the air. It mingled with the earthy aromas of the surrounding forest and the distinctive smell of sawdust that clung to everything.

“Well, my dear, our dream home is complete... almost,” he said to the winds, his voice sometimes getting lost in the persistent hammering, but he knew she heard him. “But will it ever feel like a home?” 

Tap, tap, bam!

Tap, tap, bam!

Tap, tap, bam!

His gaze drifted from the busy carpenters to the hill where her grave lay, marked by a simple wooden cross surrounded by wildflowers. The distance seemed so far yet so close. He could see it from almost every window of the house. Just as she had wanted to “always see our home.” 

Thinking of her made it hard to breathe. Hard to swallow. The constant reminders of her absence made everything about life harder each day. Tears welled as he envisioned her sitting on the swing she’d sketched on their plans, watching him, her hair caught the sunlight, her skirts swaying as she pushed herself gently back and forth. He could even imagine hearing her laugh.

If she were there, he’d walk up the porch steps and give her a hug. Then, he’d place a gentle kiss on her cheek. Followed by presenting her favorite deep crimson rose from the garden he planted before the house was built.

“What a sweet life we would have had here.” 

He closed his eyes, allowing the memories to wash over him. There, he could clearly see her. Not the frail figure consumed by illness in her last days. But the vibrant woman who had danced with him under the stars on the spot where their home now stood. He pictured her animated gestures as she described the layout. The exact placement of furniture they had yet to purchase. The décor that would give the house personality. The future they would build within these walls. She had been so full of life, her eyes sparkling with excitement even as consumption drained life from her.

“The kitchen window must face east,” she had insisted during one of her better days, propped up against pillows, her face pale but her spirit determined. “I want to see the sunrise while I prepare your breakfast.” Even then, she planned for mornings she’d never see.

The crunch of boots on gravel snapped him back to the present.

He wiped his eyes with his sleeve, composing himself before turning to face the approaching figure. No one in Sweetwater had ever seen Robert vulnerable. And he intended to keep it that way.

John Collins, the town’s sheriff and Robert’s closest friend, approached, his prematurely gray mustache twitching with the beginnings of a smile.

In an instant, Robert transformed. The sadness on his face gave way to a practiced joviality as he turned on the usual ‘Robert Blake charm.’ 

“Afternoon, John. Fine day, isn’t it?” Robert said, faking cheer.

John chuckled, his gaze moving past Robert to take in the impressive structure behind him. The sheriff’s reaction reflected the same admiration as all who saw it. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say your house has grown another story overnight.”

Robert smiled slightly, grateful for John distracting his sorrowful thoughts. “Just some finishing touches. Samantha always did have a flair for the dramatic.” He gestured toward the elaborate window trim he felt a carpenter was not-so-carefully installing. “She was obsessed about this window trim... said it needed to have ‘personality’... whatever that means for a piece of wood.”

John’s smile dissipated. His faded blue eyes studied Robert’s face. “How you holdin’ up?”

Robert straightened his shoulders and manufactured a smile. Years of business negotiations had taught him to wear masks when necessary. “Fine, just fine,” he said with false cheerfulness, “looking forward to the party tonight.” He redirected the conversation away from himself, a tactic he’d perfected since Samantha’s passing. “And you? You seem a bit worn around the edges yourself.”

John hesitated, looking down at his boots. Trail dust had collected around the edges despite his best efforts to maintain a professional appearance. The silence between them stretched, filled only by the rhythmic tap, tap, bam! tap, tap, bam! tap, tap, bam! that continued to aggravate Robert’s headache.

“That’s what I came to talk to ya about.” 

Robert heard something in John’s tone that made his stomach clench. That exact tone had brought too much impending bad news lately. What now? he thought. What could be so bad that it would mess up the party? 

Elizabeth’s birthday celebration was to be the social event of the season in Sweetwater. And more importantly, a distraction from the emptiness that threatened to consume him when left alone with his thoughts.

“What’s up with you?” Robert asked, trying to keep his voice casual, to hide the concern building within him.

“My sister,” John said, sighing. “She was killed in a saloon up in Montana.”

Robert blinked, taken aback by the news. The tap, tap, bam! seemed distant; as though the world had receded. He lowered his eyes, focusing on the ground. With his grief still so raw and painful, he wasn’t sure how to comfort his friend, or anyone. What words could provide solace when he had found none for himself?

He and John had been close friends since traveling west together, though they had nothing more in common than a shared dream for a quieter life than the big cities offered. “A place to stretch our legs,” as Robert had called it back then. Back when their faces were smoother. Back when their dreams were larger than the sky. And they had found that place in a small patch of land they named Sweetwater, which Robert had planned to make the town seat of the vast amount of land he had purchased, hoping to develop many towns across the territory. Having known each other for a couple of decades now, finding comforting words should be easy, and it would have been if Robert’s grieving had ended and not peaked today, of all days, as he watched Samantha’s dream take final shape without her.

Tap, tap, bam!

Robert winced. 

John chuckled, then quietened as sadness redirected him.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Robert said. Then he added, “Is there anything I can do?” 

John shook his head, taking a deep breath, his badge reflecting the sunlight. “No. Thank you, though.” He paused, eyes distant, looking past Robert toward the open country beyond. “I have to go up and get her kids. Since their daddy was killed in the mine explosion a few weeks ago, there’s no one left to look after them.”

Robert looked away, shaking his head while realizing the cruel hand fate had dealt those children. A chuckle escaped him, though there was nothing funny about the situation. 

“I don’t see anything funny about this,” John said, his voice hardening with offense, brows drawing together beneath the brim of his hat.

Robert shook his head, raising teary eyes to meet John’s stern gaze. “What’s funny is you trying to raise children,” he explained. “Hell, your dog ran away with that widow because you couldn’t take care of him. What was her name? Mrs. Green?”

The memory of John’s hound dog following the widow out of town after she’d spent weeks feeding him scraps while John worked long hours had been a running joke between them for years, and now it served as a small attempt to lighten the unbearable weight of the moment.

John’s brows relaxed a bit. “Things change, Robby,” he said, using the nickname that only he could use. He slapped Robert on the shoulder, a little harder than usual. Part camaraderie. Part reprimand. “I’ll see you soon. Luck with the party.”

As John turned to leave, Robert noticed a slight smile had returned to his friend’s face. Perhaps his ill-timed attempt at humor had made John’s sadness a little less painful, if only for a moment.

“Who’s watching the town?” Robert called after him, concerned about the practical implications of John’s departure. Sweetwater was growing. And with growth came challenges to law and order.

“Charlie,” John called back without turning around.

Robert’s brow furrowed, his head cocking. “Charlie?” 

Charlie. The name alone conjured an image of the nervous bookworm who seemed more suited to sweeping the jailhouse than wearing a badge.

John laughed. He shook his head. Then yelled, “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” over his shoulder.

“Charlie’s an idiot,” Robert muttered, and then raised his voice to ensure John heard him say, “No offense, John, but he’s fainted at the sight of his shadow.”

The young deputy’s reputation for nervousness was well-established in Sweetwater. Sometimes a source of good-natured ribbing at the saloon. But he had manned up when it was needed, breaking up bar brawls and finding children who decided to run away.

“It’ll be fine,” John insisted, his voice fading as he increased the distance between them.

“Fine, my ass!” 

Tap, tap, bam!

Robert flinched, grabbing his head. Damned Karma!

As the throbbing eased, he turned back to the house, its grandeur again a hollow reminder of the life he’d never have with Samantha.

The cabin stood, magnificent and terrible in its completion. Every detail as she had wanted it. The large front windows reflected the afternoon sun, blinding him as though the house itself was pushing him away. The newly installed trim that had caused her such delight in the planning now seemed like an ornate frame around an empty canvas.

He squared his shoulders, pushing against the grief that threatened to double him over. He couldn’t afford to wallow in sadness any longer. There was too much at stake. A town to grow. Investments to protect. A legacy to uphold. And most importantly, he would need to keep his composure when he laid eyes on Elizabeth, his daughter who so closely resembled her mother that sometimes it hurt to look at her.

As he climbed the porch steps, testing each one with a deliberate foot as though unsure they would bear his weight, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. It wasn’t just Samantha's absence. Or the awkward conversation with John. Something about Sweetwater’s idyllic façade seemed to crack at the edges, like a fine porcelain dish with hairline fractures spreading ominously.

I’m being ridiculous, he thought to himself as he reached the top step. Just the culmination of too many sleepless nights and not enough whiskey.

Still, he worried about John’s absence. The string of bank robberies in neighboring towns had everyone on edge. And Robert knew that even John, whose speed on the draw years ago was well known throughout the territory, would have difficulty if the robbers set their sights on Sweetwater’s modest bank.

There’s no way in hell Charlie can defend the town, he thought, his mind racing through potential solutions. Maybe I can borrow a few deputies from a nearby town. He dismissed the thought almost as quickly as it formed. Nah, they’re on alert as well. Everyone’s protecting their own right now.

He sighed. Then, he placed his hand on the ornate brass doorknob Samantha had specially ordered. He paused before turning it. Half prepared to pretend this was a day like any other. Half dreading the emptiness he knew awaited him inside the beautiful shell of what should have been their home.

Tap, tap, bam!

The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, revealing the interior that was as Samantha had envisioned, yet was nothing like what it should be. Without her presence to breathe life into it, the grand entryway with its sweeping staircase seemed more like a museum than a home. Perfect. Pristine. Painfully devoid of the laughter that should have echoed from its walls.

Robert stepped inside, closed the door behind him, and removed his hat.

The tap, tap, bam! outside continued, muted now by the thick walls that would keep out the cold of winter and, apparently, some measure of his headache. Small mercies, he supposed, in a world that seemed determined to offer him none.

* * *
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Deputy Charlie Anderson entered Hank Peterson’s workshop not knowing what to expect. His nerves were jittery, and his thoughts were consumed with worry. The workshop was alive with Hank’s work. Shavings curled around the legs of benches. Tools hung in perfect order along the wall. And half-finished projects waited patiently to be brought to life. The space was neither large nor small. The perfect size for the town’s only master carpenter. Cozy without being cramped. Organized without being sterile. 

Through the back window, Charlie could see the town of Sweetwater beginning to stir, folks making their way down the main street, beginning another day in the quickly growing community.

Behind his workbench, Hank looked up from the delicate scrollwork he was carving, his weathered face splitting into a grin that made the crow’s feet around his eyes deepen. He set down his craft knife and stood, brushing the sawdust from his hands across his faded blue overalls.

“Deputy Charlie! What brings ya by this fine mornin’?”

Charlie took in a nervous breath as he approached Hank. His usual confident stride had abandoned him the moment he’d decided to broach today’s subject. Just say it, for heaven’s sake, he scolded himself. You’ve faced down drunk cowboys twice your size with less hesitation.

There was no need to be nervous. Charlie’s father had been killed when he was a boy, and Hank had been like a second father to him since his mother up and moved them to Sweetwater on the promise of a peaceful life. The older man had taught him how to whittle. How to mend a fence. How to speak to a lady. All the things Charlie’s father had been too busy marshaling Fort Worth, Texas, to teach young Charlie before getting killed in the line of duty. Charlie respected Hank’s opinion more than almost anyone in Sweetwater. So, he had deliberately stopped in on his morning rounds, hoping Hank would have some words of wisdom. But forming the right words to ask was difficult. His mouth would move, but nothing would come out, as though his throat had gotten stuffed with the sawdust that coated every surface of the workshop.

Hank cocked an eyebrow at the deputy’s fidgeting, rubbing his beard in thought. “Somethin’ on your mind, son?” he asked, resuming his work. His knife’s soft scraping against wood made a soothing rhythm.

Charlie approached the workbench, his gaze fixed on a strange-shaped knot in the wooden bench’s grain. “Well...” he began, his voice cracking slightly. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I was hopin’ to get your advice on... on proposin’ to Lizzy.”

Hank’s hand stilled. He gazed up, blinking at Charlie in surprise. A heartbeat of silence filled the workshop. Then Hank’s face transformed, his grin so wide that Charlie could see the gap where he’d lost a tooth in a bar fight some twenty years ago. “Well, would you look at that!” he exclaimed, his voice booming with delight. “‘Bout time ya manned up and made her an honest woman. Ain’t nobody more suited for her than you, Charlie. I don’t care what Robert says about ya.”

Charlie’s heart sank at the mention of Robert Blake. 

He didn’t need to hear what Mr. Blake said about him. 

The man had often labeled Charlie the village idiot. And just last week at the saloon, Charlie had overheard him telling John that Charlie “couldn’t find his own backside with both hands and a map.” The memory stung. Especially because Charlie knew that in Robert’s eyes, he’d never be good enough for Elizabeth. 

He thinks I’m a fool playing at being a lawman, Charlie thought. A joke with a tin star pinned to his chest.

Still, Charlie’s shoulders relaxed at Hank’s encouraging words, the tension he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying melting away like spring snow. Deep down, he knew Elizabeth was the one for him. Had known it since they were children. They’d been tied to the hip since before they could walk. Made mud pies behind the church. Caught frogs by the creek. Confided their dreams under the aspens as teenagers. Robert’s disapproval couldn’t change the way his heart leapt whenever he saw her.

Hank set his carving down and came around the bench, sawdust floating in his wake like tiny specks of gold in a shaft of light. He slapped Charlie on the back hard enough to make the young deputy step forward to keep his balance. “Why, she’s plumb crazy about ya, Charlie!” Hank said. “Ain’t no need for fancy words or frills. Just get her alone. Somewhere special to her... and tell her your vision of a happy life together.”

Hank’s eyes took on a distant, knowing look. “Let her paint the picture in her head with your words. That’s how you win a woman over.” He tapped his temple with a sawdust-covered finger. “Up here, in her mind’s eye, that’s where the real magic happens.”

Charlie felt a smile tugging at his lips, his anxiety dissipating like morning fog. “Is that how you won Miss Jane’s hand?” he asked. “Painting a picture of the fabulous life of a carpenter’s wife?” He tried to imagine the stern, practical Jane Peterson being wooed by flowery words.

Hank chuckled. “Hell no,” he confessed, eyes twinkling with mischief. “I painted her the image of her closet, filled with dresses the only carpenter in town’s salary could buy.”

Charlie laughed at the image of practical Jane, who still wore the same Sunday dress she’d had for fifteen years despite her husband’s skill and relatively comfortable income, allowing herself to be tempted by a closet full of dresses. Then he grinned, pondering Hank’s suggestion. The knot of anxiety in his stomach had transformed into butterflies of anticipation. Hank was right. He didn’t need to wax poetic, quote Shakespeare, or fumble through a speech that would only sound rehearsed. All he needed to do was speak from his heart and let Elizabeth imagine their potential future together.

“Thanks, Hank,” Charlie said. “I appreciate the advice. I know just the place to make that happen.” He straightened his deputy badge while a newfound confidence straightened his posture.

“I’m sure ya do,” Hank said, moving back to his workbench. “And I’m happy for the both of ya. ‘Bout time Sweetwater had a Mrs. Deputy!” he added, winking as he picked up his carving knife and resumed his work.

Charlie pshaw’d and turned away. Though the title had a nice ring to it, his cheeks colored at the thought of Elizabeth as “Mrs. Deputy,” then his insides warmed like he’d taken a shot of good whiskey.

Hank’s pep talk set Charlie's mind churning with possibilities as he exited the workshop. The closing door's bells jingle announced he was stepping out onto the boardwalk a new man. Revitalized. Carrying a new swagger. 

He knew just the place to propose. 

All that was left was to figure out the perfect time to take Elizabeth there and paint her that perfect picture of their perfect life. Perhaps after the party, he thought, smiling at the idea of asking for Elizabeth’s hand on her birthday.

As he strode down the boardwalk, nodding to the townsfolk, Mrs. Wilson, with her perpetually crying baby, and old Mr. Granger, sitting outside the barbershop, waiting for his turn, the Littleton twins racing past with wooden swords, an idea began to take shape. 

He imagined himself and Elizabeth standing next to a little grove of aspens where they used to play as children, away from meddling eyes and her father’s disapproval. 

Where they’d carved their initials into the largest tree when they were twelve. 

Where they’d dreamed how different things could be once they were grown. 

Yes, it was the perfect place. He could see it now. The full moon would filter through the leaves, highlighting Elizabeth’s hair with slivers of silver. The river would provide a gentle soundtrack to his words. Yet those words would have to be perfect if he were to paint the perfect image of a perfect life together. An image of a closet full of dresses wouldn’t do. As the daughter of the richest man in the territory, she already had that luxury.

She needs something more, Charlie thought. Something that speaks to her heart, not her wardrobe.

He’d have to dig deep to find the right words to articulate the vision of a life where she wouldn’t just be Robert Blake’s daughter or Charlie Anderson’s wife, but her own person, respected and valued for her sharp mind and gentle heart—the qualities he loved most about her.

Shakespeare, Charlie was not. His attempts at poetry had often earned Elizabeth's good-natured teasing. "Your sonnets make a mockery of the English language,” she would laugh. Smiling at the memory, he paused to help Mrs. Rivera gather the apples that had spilled from her basket when one of the Littleton boys had bumped into her. 

In law school’s mock courtrooms—before he’d abandoned his studies to return to Sweetwater to care for his dying mother—he didn’t need to be Shakespearean. There, he’d had a knack for persuasion. His words could spread cold butter like warm molasses. Could paint pictures with words that made practice juries nod along. His arguments were so well-crafted that they flowed like Mozart playing a well-tuned piano.

Elizabeth had never seen that side of him. She knew only the version of Charlie who stammered when nervous. Who blushed when she teased him. Who sometimes tripped over his feet when she appeared unexpectedly. Who had settled for being a deputy in a small town rather than pursuing the legal career he dreamt of.

No one in Sweetwater had seen the other Charlie. The confident orator. The quick-witted debater. They knew only Deputy Anderson, John’s somewhat bumbling protégé, who had been known to jump at shadows.

The challenge would be channeling “courtroom Charlie” while fighting his nerves around the only person who could make his palms sweat and his heart race with a single glance from those blue eyes that reflected the universe.

You can do this, he told himself, resuming his patrol down the boardwalk, nodding to the blacksmith who was already at work. Just remember what Hank said. Let her see the vision. Let her paint it in her mind.

Charlie straightened his shoulders, feeling the weight of his responsibility both as Sweetwater’s acting sheriff during John’s absence and as a man about to propose to the woman he loved.

The morning sun was fully up now, promising a beautiful day in the small town. He smiled up at it, then looked toward the hills beyond town that held his and Elizabeth’s secret spot.

Tonight, he decided. I’ll ask her tonight. On her birthday.

And with that thought, he continued his morning rounds, rehearsing words in his head that would hopefully turn Elizabeth Blake into Elizabeth Anderson by the time the snow falls.
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CHAPTER 2
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The ride to town, with the cold seeping through her dress, still made Elizabeth shiver as she made her way along the boardwalk to the bank. 

There had been subtle changes in the trees this morning. More reds and yellows than yesterday. And the aspens that lined Main Street shimmered gold in the morning light, their small, round leaves quivering with the slightest breeze.

It’s as if Mother Nature is impatient for fall to begin, she thought. 

She didn’t like the idea of an early winter approaching. And the shivering thought made her tighten her shawl.

Inhaling deeply, the rich, earthy aroma of pine resin mingled with the crisp mountain air. At least the pines haven’t lost their scent, she thought. 

She loved the spring and summers in the mountains, but hated the cold with passion. Numb fingers and toes. The way her breath frosted in the air. Always struggling to keep warm. All of it made her wonder why she hadn’t insisted they move somewhere warmer, like California. Or even Texas.

Summer seemed so short this year. Barely a flutter of warmth before retreating. Like a sad poem.

Now the night air was getting too cold for her liking, requiring an extra quilt on her bed, and the changing colors meant snow wasn’t far off. Soon, the mountain roads would be impassible. And the snow would pile so high Sweetwater would get isolated from the outside world until the spring thaw.

She examined her slender fingers, reddened from the morning chill. I need to wear my riding gloves tomorrow. Perhaps the lined one’s father brought back from Golden City last spring.

Shoving those depressing thoughts aside, she shifted her focus to the task at hand: opening the bank.

Having to console her father longer than she expected this morning, she was almost thirty minutes late unlocking the door. She’d found him standing on the newly completed porch, staring at her mother’s grave on the distant hill. On any other day, she might have left him to his thoughts. But today, of all days, she’d hoped for something different. A simple acknowledgment, perhaps. But it didn’t come.

She knew this day would be hard on her father and she had planned to take a few minutes calming him before heading to town. His grief over her mother still ran deep. Sometimes she wondered if his inability to move forward was because her mother had died on Elizabeth’s eighteenth birthday, hours after their morning hair brushing routine, forever linking what should be a joyous occasion with profound loss.

The moment she held her bedroom doorknob in her hand this morning, she had decided she’d shed her tears tonight when she was alone in her room, away from prying eyes and pitying glances. And, understanding that the day held distinct memories for him, she had forgiven her father for not telling her happy birthday.

The polished brass sign gleamed: “Sweetwater Bank & Trust Company,” her father’s pride and joy aside from her. The windows reflected the brightening day were so clean they seemed almost invisible. Mrs. Johnson’s work, no doubt. Fulfilling her twice-weekly cleaning duties with her usual thoroughness.

She noted the empty boardwalk in front of the bank. 

At least no one’s waiting at the door, she thought with relief. 

The townspeople of Sweetwater were creatures of habit. And most knew that banking hours began at nine. Or were supposed to, at any rate.

As she approached the ornate double doors with their gleaming brass handles, the key to the bank felt colder and heavier than usual.

The building itself was one of the most imposing in Sweetwater. Two stories of solid stone construction. A statement of permanence and prosperity in a town that had begun as little more than a cluster of tents and wooden shacks.

Nearing the entrance, crunching footsteps approached behind her. She turned to find her friend Abigail rushing up, giggling, her eyes bright with excitement, and her chestnut curls bouncing beneath her fashionable blue bonnet. Her cheeks had flushed from her hurried pace. And her breath formed small clouds in the cool morning air.

“Happy birthday!” she exclaimed, enveloping Elizabeth in a bear hug.

Happy birthday. Though Elizabeth heard the words, they somehow brought her no joy.

Happy birthday. The words fell flat against the wall of melancholy that had surrounded her since waking.

Why? she wondered, returning her friend’s embrace. Am I getting too old for happy birthdays? Will they forever be just another day, overshadowed by Mother’s passing?

Twenty didn’t seem momentous. Still, something about the milestone left her feeling empty.

She faked a smile, then returned the affectionate embrace, hoping Abby’s enthusiasm would overshadow her sour mood.

Though Abby approached everything with the same boundless energy, from social gatherings to helping with the church bazaar, Elizabeth couldn’t reciprocate it today.

“Thank you, Abby,” she replied, but the words felt rehearsed, like a line from a play she’d performed too many times.

Pulling back, Abby caught her eyes, studying her face with concern. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped, making a clicking sign as she tried to search Elizabeth’s darting eyes. “Sweety, what’s wrong? You seem troubled,” Abby asked. 

Elizabeth sighed. Then she forced another pitiful excuse for a smile. “It’s nothing, really,” she said, the lie bitter on her tongue. Reconsidering, she added, “It’s just... well... I can’t shake the feeling that Father is up to something.” It was a half-lie. Still, she wrung her hands anxiously—a habit her finishing schoolteacher had tried and failed to break. She watched a gust of wind send leaves skittering past in a miniature whirlwind of fall colors.  “He’s been talking to people in secret, hushing when I enter the room. I fear he’s planning some lavish party I have no desire for. It’s embarrassing at my age.”

The mere thought of him parading her around like a debutante, subjecting her to the scrutinizing gazes of his handpicked suitors brought on a flutter of discomfort. The memory of last year’s harvest dance resurfaced. Her father had introduced her to a succession of eligible bachelors, each duller than the last, all with the same calculating look in their eyes as they assessed Robert Blake’s only daughter and heiress.

A party would have her cornered with no escape; trapped in the gilded cage of societal expectations and her father’s ambitions for her future. The idea made her skin crawl like ants marching along her spine.

Abby waved a dismissive hand, sunlight glinting off the small silver bracelet at her wrist (Elizabeth’s gift to her on her birthday last spring). Then she offered a reassuring smile that softened her features. “I know of no such plans,” she said, her voice carrying the conviction of someone embedded in the town’s gossip network. “Maybe he’s feeling sentimental that his little girl is a woman grown.”

Just as Elizabeth was about to respond, boots knocking against the wooden boardwalk approached. The steady, measured pace was unmistakable. She didn’t have to turn to know Charlie was approaching. She’d been attuned to the sound of his footsteps since childhood.

Turning with Abby, both watched his approach from down the street. His deputy’s badge gleamed on his chest, and his sandy hair peeked out from beneath his hat. Nearing, his eyes crinkled above a wide grin.

“Happy birthday, Lizzy,” he said, kissing her cheek.

His warm lips. The brief contact. The unexpected jolt to her system. It didn’t hurt, but surprised her. It felt as though she came alive at that moment. Like something deep within her awakened after a long slumber. A flush crept up her neck like mercury in a thermometer as it heated her face.

He’s never kissed my cheek... or anywhere.

The most physical contact they’d shared in recent years had been the occasional hand to help her up to a wagon bench or an awkward hug at holiday gatherings.

She wanted to press her fingers to her cheek. To feel whether the kiss had been real. To determine if the spot burned as hot as it seemed to. But she didn’t want him to see her doing so.

His sudden boldness confused her. Jumbled her thoughts. She didn’t know how to respond. 

“Thank you, Charlie,” popped out. 

Then she felt a sudden urge to hug him. Maybe because he was so sweet this morning. Maybe the unexpected tenderness caught her off guard. Maybe her pent-up emotions sought an outlet. Or maybe it was to test the waters and know what having him against her would feel like. Whatever the reason, the thought thrilled and terrified her. And before she could overthink it, she had stepped forward and embraced him. 

The long hug was more awkward than the usual brief ones he used to give after she fell and skinned her knees playing chase in the wildflower fields. Back then, his hugs had been comforting. Brotherly. But this felt different. Charged somehow. Like the air before a thunderstorm. Charlie's touch should have felt comfortable, like home. Yet it felt weird. Leaving her tingling. As though her skin had become hypersensitive everywhere he touched.

She was well aware of his scent. Clean soap. Leather. She was also aware of the solid feel of his chest against hers. Through the layers of clothing, she felt his warmth, and her quickening heartbeat was both alarming and strangely exhilarating.

When they parted, his gaze fell to Abby. Her hand covered a smile. A smile that quelled a giggle that would make her squeal girlishly and bounce with uncontrolled excitement. 

An awkward silence stretched between Charlie and Elizabeth. 

Charlie cleared his throat and said, “Well, I best be getting on with my rounds.” He tipped his hat with a newfound charisma. “Ladies.”

Elizabeth found it hard to take her eyes off him as he strode away.  

His eyes had shone with confidence. 

That was the first thing she noticed. 

Right before he kissed her cheek and threw her world into chaos.

Awkward Charlie had been absent. Replaced by a confident, charming, and handsome....

She wasn’t sure how to describe Charlie 2.0. Her only thought to sum up the interaction was, I think I like this Charlie.

Abby grunted, pulling Elizabeth back into reality.

When Elizabeth angled to her, Abby’s knowing smile made Elizabeth uncomfortable. “What?”

“Oh, nothing.” Abby’s eyes danced with mischief. “He just had that look.”

Taken aback, Elizabeth asked, “What look?”

“Oooh, just the kind that says a young man might be working up the courage to propose.”

Elizabeth’s heart stuttered.

Propose? Surely she’s jesting.

“How can you interpret any of Charlie’s looks? I certainly can’t. One moment he’s serious, and I think he might kiss me. The next, he’s looking away or at the ground like a shy schoolboy.”

Abby nudged Elizabeth’s shoulder, leaning in to ask, “And would you want him to kiss you? Somewhere other than the cheek, I mean.”

Heat flooded Elizabeth’s cheeks. Sweat prickled her brow. Flustered, she avoided her friend’s gaze. “I... I should go prepare the bank for business.”

She rushed inside, leaving Abby chuckling on the boardwalk. That chuckle and her curious line of questioning meant Abby knew something. But what?

Propose?

Charlie?

Thankfully, the bank was empty. No one to hug her uninvited. No constant “Happy birthdays”.

Constance, the bank teller, was no doubt watching from the restaurant, waiting for her to unlock the doors rather than stand out in the chilly air.

Oh, I’m going to hear “Happy Birthday” from every customer today. And with Daddy coming in to check on things, I’ll not be able to hide in the office.

Her cheek felt odd.

Charlie’s kiss remained, though it had grown cold. She raised her finger and circled where his lips had been. That’s when she realized no man had ever kissed her.

Hmm, she thought. Happy birthday indeed.

* * *
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Just another business day, Robert told himself for the third time that morning while he sat drumming his fingers on the empty town hall table. He wasn’t hearing a song but was working out nervous energy while making occasional glances through the windows, blinking through the blinding sun while watching townsfolk hurry about their morning business. None of them were aware of the weight he carried, holding everyone in the town’s fate in the palm of his hand.

Just another town meeting, he thought, lying to himself. Today’s gathering was far more consequential than most. And the responsibility felt heavier today. A burden that didn’t mix well with his grief cocktail.

The familiar ache bloomed in his chest as his eyes drifted to the empty chair beside him. Samantha’s chair. Even now, two years later, he half-expected to see her walk through the door, notes in hand, her practical sensibility tempering his ambitions as it always had. If she were here, she’d place her hand on his arm and remind him to breathe, to take things one step at a time.

He reached over and swept a patch of dust from the seat, keeping her space clean as if she might appear and claim it. The gesture had become something of a ritual for him, a small act of devotion that comforted him. 

Her home was just as ready. He’d moved her belongings into the new house they’d planned together, unpacking them as she would have wanted. Dresses hung in the wardrobe, organized by color and occasion. He had arranged her hairbrush, hair ties, and clips on the vanity. Everything waiting for an occupant who would never return.

Focus, he chided himself, turning his attention back to the matter at hand.

As the founder of Sweetwater, he had proudly watched the frontier town grow. What had begun as little more than a handful of determined settlers had now blossomed into a thriving community. He remembered the early days with fondness. When each new building felt like a victory, each new family a blessing.

So much accomplished, yet so much to do.

Other towns in the territory were growing faster due to miners flocking to Denver by the wagonload, drawn by its proximity to Pikes Peak and the gold discovered there. Sweetwater’s silver mines couldn’t compete with the allure of gold. But they provided steady work and income for the town. Still, this growth, however modest in comparison, brought challenges. More mouths to feed. More demand for resources. And he frowned at the thought of more potential for conflict.

He massaged his brow, trying to relieve the tension headache from the morning construction’s repeated tap, tap, bam! Tap, tap, bam! Tap, tap, bam!

The agenda for today weighed on his mind more than his daughter’s upcoming birthday party. They needed to discuss expanding Sweetwater’s borders to accommodate new settlers. A proposition that would necessitate negotiating with the Comanche and Jicarilla Apache for shared access to hunting grounds and water rights without a military presence, as Robert had insisted. The military wanted to run the show. But that wouldn’t fare well in negotiations. He wanted to build trust between the town and the local tribes. To forge agreements based on mutual respect rather than force. Keeping the peace while ensuring Sweetwater’s prosperity was a delicate balance. And he wasn’t confident in his ability to maintain it without Samantha’s counsel.

His gaze returned to the empty chair. What would you advise, my love? How would you smooth these troubled waters?

The creak of the door broke his reverie. He straightened as council members began filtering into the room. Each man took his preferred place around the table. A silent acknowledgment of the hierarchy that had evolved over years of meetings. These men were the backbone of Sweetwater—stubborn, opinionated, but dedicated to the town’s future.

Robert drew a deep breath, squared his shoulders, then prepared to assume the mantle of leadership once more. His grief would have to wait. Sweetwater needed him now.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “As you know, the railroad’s considering us for their western expansion.”

He spread out a map across the polished surface, watching as Hank and Emmett reached to hold down the corners. The parchment crinkled beneath his fingers as he pointed to a specific location. “They’re eyeing this patch of land just north of Main Street for the depot.”

Silas, the general store owner, leaned forward, squinting through his wire-rimmed spectacles. His forehead creased with interest as he adjusted his glasses. “What kind of revenue are we looking at?” he asked, always the first to consider the financial implications.

Robert felt the first spark of excitement he’d felt in weeks. “More than you can imagine,” he said, tracing his finger along the proposed railway line. The map’s rough texture grounded him, connected him to the tangible future he envisioned. “Every passenger train means hungry travelers at your store, Silas. Not to mention the freight possibilities.”

He could see it: the future was crystal clear. Sweetwater transformed from a modest frontier town to a bustling hub of commerce and travel. New businesses sprouting up alongside the tracks. New families putting down roots. New opportunities for everyone. This was what he’d dreamed of when he’d first staked his claim in this valley. Not just a settlement, but a community with a future.

Walter, the saloon owner, let out a mocking snort as he sat back in his corner chair, arms crossed over his barrel chest, skepticism plastered across his face. “Sounds like Robert’s got it all figured out,” he remarked, the words tinged with cynicism.

Robert met his gaze, refusing to be baited into defensiveness. Why must you always resist progress, Walt? he thought.

“The saloon will see plenty of business too, Walt,” he countered. “Imagine all those weary travelers looking for a drink and a hot meal after a long journey.”

Robert saw Walt’s wheels turning. That got his attention. Appeal to a man’s profit margins, and even the most stubborn resistance crumbles.

“Speaking of that,” Hank interjected, “Will the hotel have enough rooms to support the travelers?”

Robert nodded. Hank had always been one of his best supporters. A man who saw opportunity where others saw obstacles.

“Might need to expand the restaurant,” Robert said, smiling. The tension in his shoulders eased a bit as the discussion turned constructive. “Hank, if this deal goes through, you’ll need to increase your workforce. Draft some advertisements to run in other cities to attract workers just in case.”

Emmett wiped his hands on his leather apron, leaving smudges of soot that matched the permanent stains on his callused fingers. “With some repairs, my forge could handle the railway repair work,” he said. “Lord knows the town needs more steady summer income.”

“Probably should have some replacement track made for winter repairs,” Walt added, surprising Robert with his constructive input.

Perhaps there’s hope for the old curmudgeon after all, Robert thought. “Exactly why I called this meeting,” he said, carefully rolling up the map. “I need to head to Golden City in a few days. The executives want to discuss details.” He glanced around the table, making eye contact with each man. “While I’m gone, y’all should brainstorm ideas to make visitors fall in love with our town and want to stay.” Just as I did, he thought, remembering the first time he’d crested the ridge and seen the valley below, sunlight glinting off the winding river that gave Sweetwater its name. He’d known then, with a certainty that defied explanation, that he’d found his home.

Jeremiah Hawkins, the doctor and Abigail’s father, shifted in his seat, looking concerned. “What about the harvest festival? We’ve barely started planning. And I hate to say this... but fall’s here. Early, but it’s here.”

The harvest festival. Robert felt a pang of guilt for having pushed it from his mind.

Samantha had always overseen the arrangements, her natural talent for organization ensuring that the annual celebration went off without a hitch. Without her....

Robert rubbed his chin, aware of the expectant gazes fixed upon him. “I was hoping Mrs. Hawkins might take charge—”

“Lord, no!” Jeremiah’s eyes widened in alarm, causing a ripple of suppressed laughter around the table. “Sarah will drive everyone to distraction with her perfectionism. Now my Abigail... she’s got a head for numbers and organization.”

“Your daughter?” Robert considered this unexpected suggestion. Abigail was young. Perhaps too young for such responsibility. But she’d impressed him with her capability when organizing the church social. Still, with two young children demanding her attention....

“Well, she managed that church social last spring without breaking the budget,” he acknowledged. “But she’s busy with her children. Maybe she and Sarah can coordinate?”

“And without driving us all crazy,” Walt added, chuckling.

The sound of laughter eased something in Robert’s chest. For a moment, the weight of leadership felt lighter, shared among these men who had become friends over the years.

“Then it’s settled,” Robert declared, standing to signal the end of the meeting. He straightened his vest. “Before we adjourn, remember to keep Elizabeth’s birthday celebration under wraps. I want it to be a complete surprise.”

The men nodded, though Walt rolled his eyes at what he considered unnecessary secrecy.

Robert held back a smile at the predictable reaction. Walt’s disdain for social niceties was as much a fixture of town council meetings as Silas’s financial concerns or Emmett’s practical solutions.

A round of nods circled the room as they stood, chairs scraping against the wooden floor. Small talk about the town’s potential filled the air as they made their way out, their voices fading as they dispersed to their various responsibilities.

Robert remained behind, allowing the emptiness of the room to settle around him. He smiled. Then he let out a soft chuckle. “I think that went pretty well,” he said to the empty chair beside him.

The railroad would change everything. Bring prosperity, certainly. But also additional complications. Additional responsibilities. Yet as he cast one last glance at the map on the table, he felt a surge of determination. Sweetwater would thrive. He would make sure of it. For the town. For its people. And for Samantha’s memory.
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CHAPTER 3
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Robert entered the abandoned restaurant. He paused, taken aback. Swaying in the cross-breeze, paper streamers in bright blues and pinks hung in graceful arcs from the high ceiling. Colored lanterns shone dancing light across the floorboards, their glow reflecting in the tall windows lining the front wall. Not bad for an old forgotten place, he thought, a smile gracing his lips.

The abandoned restaurant had seemed like the perfect venue for Elizabeth’s birthday celebration when he’d proposed it to the planning committee. Spacious enough for the whole town. Centrally located. And with the ornate bar still intact, it had potential that only he had recognized. Yet his smile faded as his gaze swept across the empty tables.

The hollow space echoed with the high-pitched chatter from a single cluster of wives, their voices bouncing off the peeling wallpaper, amplifying in the vast emptiness.

Another small group of older women—mostly widows—stood in the far corner near the kitchen doorway, keeping to themselves.

Where is everyone? he thought.

He glanced at his pocket watch, confirming what he already knew: the party had begun an hour ago. The town council members had promised their attendance, along with their families and various other townsfolk. Yet the arranged chairs remained vacant, a slap in the face after all his efforts.

The voices at the wives’ table grated on his nerves as they dissected Martha Wilson’s choice of dress and Joyce Henderson’s scandalous new hat. He caught fragments of their conversation. He didn’t care enough to see who was talking. But couldn’t block out what they were saying, their voices carrying in the cavernous space like birds trapped in a chimney.

“Did you see how she wore her hair?” huffed Sarah Hawkins, Jeremiah’s wife, her voice rising above the others. She shook her head, golden earrings catching the lantern light.

“And that ribbon...” added Josephine Harrington, who had taken over Samantha’s dress shop upon her death. Her fingers traced the edge of her teacup, nails tapping a delicate rhythm against the porcelain. 

“In this weather...” Jane Peterson, Hank’s wife, laughed.

Robert clenched his jaw. Irritation crept through him. 

Is this what we’ve become? he thought. A town that can’t celebrate one of its own? 

The disappointment stung more than he cared to admit. Not for himself. But for Elizabeth. She deserved better than this half-hearted showing.

He made his way to the bar, his boots echoing. Though a relic from the restaurant’s more prosperous days, the bar was a magnificent piece. Solid oak with intricate carvings along the edge. He leaned against it and directed his attention across the room to where Elizabeth stood with Abigail and her husband, Thomas.

Elizabeth’s golden hair caught the lamplight as she laughed at something Thomas had said.

Robert preferred her genuine amusement over the artificial tittering from the wives’ table.

She wore a new dress—blue, like her eyes—and had pinned her hair up in a style that made her look so grown-up that Robert felt a pang in his heart.

My baby girl just turned twenty years old, he thought, nostalgia overtaking him. Seems like yesterday she was born, so small and helpless, my fingers wrapping around hers like a protective glove.

He remembered the weight of her tiny form in his arms. Remembered the overwhelming feeling of fierce protection that had flooded him the first time he held her. Recalled how she used to depend on him for everything. How she laughed while insisting he chase her around their small home, her chubby legs pumping as fast as they could while she shrieked with delight. Her favorite game had been hide-and-seek, though she’d never quite grasped the concept of hiding, always leaving a shoe or the hem of her dress visible from behind the curtains or under the table.

That was so long ago. 

A different life. 

A different Lizzy. 

A different Robert. 

He was younger then. More hopeful. And with Samantha by his side, they had the entire world ahead of them. Now the future stretched before him like an empty road.

He knew he should be proud of raising Elizabeth to be self-sufficient and independent. Now that she was grown, she seldom spoke to him. Needed little from him. And their conversations had dwindled to polite inquiries about each other’s day and occasional discussions about town matters. The intimacy of father and daughter had somehow slipped away when he wasn’t looking, leaving him feeling lost as a goose in tall grass. 

I need to find a way to change that, he thought, watching as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear like her mother used to. But I’ve been trying to connect with her for years.

He observed her more, thinking how she was a carbon copy of her mother, from the graceful curve of her neck to the way she tilted her head when listening. She possessed her mother’s looks and charm. But Lizzy was a bit more independent and rebellious than Samantha had ever been. Where Samantha had been content to follow the path laid out for her, Lizzy seemed determined to forge her own way, regardless of convention or expectation. However, she had a remarkable way with people and children that was remarkable to witness. Samantha, for all her virtues, had found social situations difficult to navigate and often retreated to the safety of routine and familiar faces. Lizzy could walk into a room of strangers and leave with a dozen new friends. Her special charm and her smile lit a room brighter than any lantern.

The biggest problem Robert had with his daughter was her reluctance to marry. No man he introduced to her seemed enough for her discerning eye. Her response was always that she was waiting for her “knight in shining armor” to come and take her off into the sunset. As far as he knew, there were no “knights” in the American west. None that would meet her lofty standards. The best he could hope for was finding her someone nice who would care for her. A gentleman with prospects and a steady head on his shoulders.

She’s a fine specimen of a woman, he thought, pride swelling in his chest despite his frustration, and I’m proud to have her as my daughter.

But when had his little girl transformed into this poised young woman?

The same stubborn determination that had made her refuse help with her first steps now showed in her insisted independence. And her refusal to follow the path most young women her age had already taken.

“She’s grown into quite the lady,” Hank said, joining Robert at the counter.

“That she has,” Robert said, then sighed. “Too independent for her own good sometimes. Three suitors this year alone, all turned away.” The last one had been the son of a wealthy rancher from the next town. An advantageous match by anyone’s standards. Yet Lizzy had declined his offer after a single dinner, claiming he spoke too much about cattle and too little about books.

“Some women know their minds,” Hank offered, scratching at his beard.

“Like her mother,” Robert said, his chest tightening at the memory. “Samantha refused four men before accepting my proposal.” He could still picture Samantha’s face the day he’d worked up the courage to ask for her hand—amused, almost as if she’d been waiting for him to catch up to a decision she’d already made.

The wives’ tittering grew louder, the pitch of their gossip rising like a kettle about to boil. Jane Peterson’s voice cut through the general murmur: “Well, I heard young William Carter—”

“Good Lord.” Hank rolled his eyes, hearing his wife’s voice, and gestured toward the door with a jerk of his thumb. “Shall we round up the deserters from the saloon? We could tell them Elizabeth’s choosing a husband. That’ll bring ‘em runnin’.”

Robert barked out a laugh that echoed through the room. “Might work too well. I’d have a riot on my hands.” He straightened his vest, preparing to leave. “But the saloon’s not a bad idea. Let me tell Lizzy first.”

He crossed the room to where Elizabeth sat with Thomas and Abigail; her face animated as she described something with sweeping hand gestures. Her sparkling eyes and enthusiasm reminded him painfully of Samantha when she’d been excited about a new bolt of fabric or a challenging dress pattern.

Will it upset her if I interrupt? he wondered, hesitating at the edge of their small circle. Well, here goes... “Having fun, birthday girl?”

“Oh yes, Daddy.” Her eyes lit with growing mischief. A look he recognized all too well. “Such an impressive turnout. I like how the empty chairs add to the ambiance.”

He felt his jaw tighten at the sarcasm, but forced a smile.

The disappointment in her eyes cut deeper than her words.

He had wanted this day to be perfect for her. Instead, it was turning into yet another example of his failures as a father since Samantha’s passing.

“Hank and I are heading to the saloon to retrieve our wayward guests,” he said, trying to inject confidence into his tone. He would drag them here by their collars if necessary.

“Good luck with that,” Elizabeth said, grinning. “Though I suspect they’ll have more fun there than here.”

The truth of her statement stung. But Robert chose not to acknowledge it. He would fix this, somehow. He always did.

As Robert turned to leave, Charlie appeared, hat in hand, and a nervous flush coloring his cheeks.

He looked at Robert, nodding. “Evenin’, Mr. Blake.” Then he turned to Abby, as if seeking an ally. “Might I borrow Lizzy for a moment? I’d like to give her my birthday gift.”

Abby elbowed Elizabeth’s shoulder, knocking her slightly sideways, flashing an “I told ya so” smile.

Robert narrowed his eyes. Alert to currents in the conversation he hadn’t expected.

Elizabeth hesitated, her cheeks flushing to Abigail’s obvious amusement. “I’m not sure—”

“Go on,” Abby nudged her, winking with all the subtlety of a charging bull. “Thomas and I will wait right here. Maybe we’ll dance and liven things up while you’re gone.”

Alarm bells rang in Robert’s mind. He knew Charlie. Knew the
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