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Emotions Running High


Riding to the Evans ranch, Rad Scaithe was in a tumult of conflicting emotions. He had been in love with Potter Evans since the moment he laid eyes on her. Immediately, he went about begging her father for months to marry her. But as much as his desire for her burned, he was afraid. Afraid of being near her, scared that his passion would overwhelm him or frighten her away. The fear that he might lose her if he wasn’t careful drove his agony deeper as he arrived at her father’s ranch. 
The door opened, and Micah Evans stepped out onto the porch with his daughter. “Welcome, Rad,” he said. “Come on in, Jen has dinner almost ready.” Rad’s eyes met Potter’s, and their gaze took root in his mind. Her mouth was upturned in a smile that carried an ache of sadness. She nodded slowly to him, her soft dark hair bouncing with the movement of her head.
At dinner, he tried desperately to keep his gaze averted from her, yet his eyes kept flitting back to hers. Micah’s tales of life on the ranch provided only a feeble distraction from her presence; Potter, although present, seemed miles away as she kept her head bowed and her eyes glued to her plate. He yearned for the day when this restraint would be broken, and they could feel more freely around one another.
As they finished their dinner, silence settled over the room, broken only by the clinking of utensils against plates. The weight of unsaid words and unresolved emotions hung heavy, creating an almost palpable feeling of unease. Rad and Micah retired to the library where he was expected to make small talk with her father. She would help her mother clean up then join them, sitting demurely on the sofa. When she walked into the room, her scent filled his nostrils and was driving him mad with longing. He yearned to be alone with her, to express his deepest desires, but fear held him back like a vice grip.
At the end of the evening, he said good night, then stopped. “You understand to be at my ranch by Thursday, don’t you?”
“Yes, we know,” Micah said, “and we are planning to be there more likely Wednesday afternoon.”
“That’s good,” Rad said. “I will have everything ready. If there is anything you need or want, let me know.” He looked at Potter, who gave a faint smile. Even now, a week before their wedding, he longed to confess his unbridled passion to her, yet his fear continued to paralyze him.
The days had seemed to stretch on forever as he rode home, the weeks feeling like an eternity. All he wanted was for this waiting game to be over and the two of them to become husband and wife. Still, only a week remained until his dream could finally come true, and yet it felt like ages away. He wanted to rush it along, but he knew that once they were married, he would have time to get to know the woman he adored.

      ***
Potter stood on the porch watching him ride away, her heart sinking beneath a swell of emotions. Her parents had already gone inside, leaving her alone with the quiet night. She sank into the porch swing and looked down at her shoes, her mind racing with questions. Why didn’t he ever talk to me? Can I trust that he will eventually open up when we are married, or will we be destined for an empty, loveless partnership?
She liked him—he was kind and polite—yet he always seemed so distant and eager to leave her company. Was this how it was supposed to be between two people in love? Potter wanted a marriage full of deep affection and companionship but felt increasingly uncertain that she could have it with him; their wedding day was only a week away, and she felt more conflicted than ever.
Suddenly, a movement in the shadows startled her. She sat up straight and watched until she saw the light from the house fall on a young handsome man, one of her father’s hands he had recently hired. She didn’t know his name, but he always smiled at her when he saw her.
“Aw, I’m right sorry ‘bout settin’ ya off, Miss Evans,” he said in a very odd accent she had never heard before.
She laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to that accent of yours. Where are you from?”
“Well, darlin’, bein’ from New Orleans and all, I sure do apologize for stirrin’ up a ruckus. But I reckon my accent’s got that certain charm and flair that can warm the heart like a bowl of gumbo on a chilly day.”
“It certainly makes me laugh and I thank you, I need a good laugh,” she said.
“It’s hard to fathom that a belle like you could bear any burdens heavy enough to bend your spirit. What’s stirrin’ up in the pot, cher?”
“The what?”
“The problem,” he said, laughing.
She laughed again.
“I’m getting married in a week, but Rad never talks to me. I don’t know what to think about it.”
“Hoo boy, I dunno why he ain’t chattin’ with ya. If I had a lady like you, I’d be chattin’ up a storm, tellin’ her all sorts of things to keep that smile on her face.”
“What would you say to her?”
“Well, if my darlin’ was you,” he said coming closer to the porch and leaning toward her. “I’d be spillin’ all the sweet talk. I’d whisper ‘bout how them eyes of hers light up like fireflies on a summer night, and how they set my heart aflutter. Them lips, oh my, they’d be like delicate rose petals, temptin’ and sweet, meltin’ like sugarcane on my tongue.”
Potter felt the heat rising into her face.
“I can’t rightly reckon what’s ailin’ that man of yours, not seein’ the treasure he’s got in you. A woman like you, well, she’s a rare gem, sparklin’ in the sunlight, and it’s a darn shame he ain’t seein’ that clear as day.”
As Potter sat trying to translate what he was saying in her head, her father stepped onto the porch. “Troy, ‘bout time you went on.”
“Ain’t no harm done, sir. Jest tryin’ to bring a bit of sunshine to your daughter’s day.”
“Good night, Troy,” Micah Evans said sternly.
“Good night to ya, sir. Rest easy and dream sweet, Miss Evans.”
Potter’s cheeks burned red with rage and humiliation as she watched her father follow Troy to the bunkhouse and scold him. She wanted nothing more than to shout out at her father, but instead she gritted her teeth and stayed rooted in place. Her heart thrashed wildly against her chest as Troy slowly walked away, his head bowed low. Her father followed him for a few steps before returning to the porch with a voice that cut through the air like a whip.
“Go on to bed, Potter,” he demanded.
Heat rushed to her ears as she stammered, “But I . . . I didn’t do anything wrong!”
He shot her a warning glance. “You’ll be married in a week, and I don’t want some man who I don’t hardly know making any trouble.”
“How would he make trouble?” she cried, but it was too late. Her father had already turned away, leaving Potter standing there in disbelief. Fuming with anger, she trudged into the house and stormed into her bedroom, determined never to let anyone treat her like that again. Thoughts of Troy’s sweet words and funny antics reminded her of why she liked him in the first place, and she smiled despite herself.

      ***
As Troy walked to the bunk house, his grin broadened, and he had to push down the urge to do a dance. He had set his sights on Miss Potter ever since the first day he saw her. He hadn’t been sure she would accept him, but maybe she had, even despite her father’s misgivings, and he couldn’t help but feel a thrill of triumph. If Mr. High and Mighty Rad Scaithe couldn’t keep her happy, he knew how.
Troy thought he was ready to settle down. Sure, he had spent the past months roaming from town to town, from ranch to ranch, woman to woman, and living day to day. But the thought of settling down with a wife like Potter and one day a family seemed like a good enough reason to keep talking to her, despite her father or her upcoming marriage.
He'd had a lot of women in his life. He was known to be a ladies’ man, but he didn’t know why it was that way. It was because he liked women and liked a lot of them. Potter was a young woman who obviously needed someone to tell her nice things and make her feel like the beautiful woman she was. And he would be the perfect person for that.
He reached the bunkhouse and paused in front of the door. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, savoring the moment. A life, he thought, with a woman like her, what would be better?
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Decisions


It was a beautiful day, not too hot for Golden City, Colorado, in the summer. The sky was a pretty blue, and there were a few little fluffy clouds floating aimlessly. Potter stared out the window overlooking the large pasture to the side of the house. The foothills loomed in the near distance, standing like sentries protecting secrets. She understood secrets; she was full of them, little ones to never confess to anyone. It was a familiar sight, one she was used to: the cattle meandering around, grazing, swishing their tails at the flies, and chewing their cud. 
Rad’s house loomed like some ancient castle, opulent and vast. The staff scurried about in a mad rush to prepare for the party, but Potter stood motionless as they draped her in expensive attire, not feeling an ounce of anything. Her thoughts were clouded with despondency and apathy toward her future husband; she was numb to it all.
Rad had been visiting for two years, speaking to her father, and discussing their wedding plans. Every time he spoke to her, it was with a forced politeness that sent needles of suspicion through her heart. He kept the same polite facade, but she could feel the icy restraint emanating from him as if he were keeping a layer of distance between them. His careful words left her wondering if there was something lurking beneath his charming exterior.
Her friend Marilynn beamed with joy when she wed the man chosen for her; he was handsome and gentle, and promised her a happy life. As soon as they said their vows, however, it all changed. Her husband’s sweet words were replaced by snarling accusations, his tender caresses turning into searing slaps that left welts and scars upon her skin. Potter pleaded with Marilynn to leave him, but she refused, believing that time would heal the wounds between them even though it felt like every passing second carried a wave of terror within her.
Potter felt torn. She was afraid of her upcoming marriage to Rad, but at the same time, she had become used to him over the last few months. He was kind and gentle when they were together, but so was Marilynn’s husband before they got married. Every time Potter thought about how her parents had mortgaged their estate for her dowry without consulting her, or how Rad hadn’t even asked for her hand in marriage but just arranged it with her father, questions swirled in her mind. What could Rad have said that made them think he was the one for her? Was there something they were getting out of this union? Her mother kept saying everything would be all right, but Potter was not sure. With a heavy heart, she looked out the window with trepidation.
The maid sauntered in carrying a garish, bright yellow ballgown that glowed like the sun. Potter’s eyes went wide as she beheld it, feeling a sudden burst of emotions for the first time in days. “What is that?” she asked incredulously.
“Your ballgown,” the maid replied with a sly smile. “Mr. Scaithe picked it out himself and gave strict instructions that you wear it tonight.”
“I’m not wearing that,” Potter spat, her disgust palpable.
“My lady, your future husband has bought it for you and expects you to wear it,” the maid said, her tone firm and unwavering.
“Why would I care what he thinks? I’ll walk out of here naked before I wear a bright yellow anything!” Potter exclaimed, crossing her arms over her chest, and glaring at the maid.
Just then, her mother entered the room, and the maid shot her a desperate look, begging for help. “What is going on?” Jen asked.
Potter gestured fiercely toward the yellow dress lying on the chair. “I refuse to wear that monstrosity!” she declared with venomous determination.
But Jen didn’t seem to notice how serious her daughter was, and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. “Of course, you’re going to wear it, my dear. It’s simply lovely,” she crooned as though Potter were still a child.
Potter seethed with anger at her mother’s patronizing tone. Her mind raced furiously as she concocted a plan to escape this nightmare altogether. “I absolutely refuse, Mother! There isn’t anything you can say or do to make me wear that hideous thing!”
“You will wear that dress, young lady, whether you like it or not,” Jen hissed as she began approaching Potter with an air of ominous finality.
Another maid rushed from the room to fetch help. Distant cries of distress and a loud thump ensued, followed by Rad’s voice bellowing from the other side of the door. “Let me in!” he shouted, pushing open the door with enough force to knock it off its hinges.
His gaze slowly raked up and down Potter’s body as she stood before him in her thin bloomers and camisole. Potter shot him an icy glare, but Rad appeared too distracted by her almost bare chest to take notice.
“What is the problem?” Rad said, his voice trembling.
“I won’t be caught dead wearing that ridiculous gown,” she spat out, and gestured toward the yellow dress draped over the chair nearby.
Rad averted his eyes and cleared his throat. “I thought it would look beautiful on you,” he replied in a soft voice, while repeatedly admiring her figure. His breath came out in heavy gusts as he scanned her body again, lingering at her chest.
“Potter, please wear the dress,” her mother pleaded quietly. “It’s such a lovely color, and Rad has fantastic taste.”
“Wear the dress,” Rad commanded before turning sharply on his heels and leaving the room.
“The hell I will!” she hissed through gritted teeth as he left the room with a bang. Is this what I have to look forward to in marriage? There’s no way I’m putting up with this kind of treatment!
“You see what you have done now, Potter,” her mother said. “You’ve pushed Rad right over the edge. Now put on this dress and let’s act like nothing ever happened—you know it’s all for your own good.”
“Please, Mother, can I just go and be alone for a moment?” she pleaded, averting her gaze from her mother’s face.
“Absolutely not, Potter,” her mother snapped back. “You need to finish getting ready for your engagement ball—now!”
Potter rolled her eyes and marched into the bedroom, slamming the door shut behind her with an angry thud and locking it tight.
She put her regular clothes on and headed back out the door.
“Where are you going, Potter?” her mother demanded. “We need to get you ready for the ball.”
Potter ignored her and walked into the hallway of the house. “Where is Rad?” she asked a servant, who was bringing something up the stairs.
“He is in his chambers getting ready for the ball,” he said.

      ***
Rad stood by the window, immobilized by the sight of Potter in her underclothes. Her beauty was breathtaking, and he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. He felt drawn to her as if by an invisible force, yet a voice inside his head told him he should look away and get out of there. Her piercing gaze only made him want her more, and even though he knew it was wrong, he wanted nothing more than to stay with her and let his feelings overtake him. On one hand, he wanted to stay and find out what would happen between them, but on the other hand, he knew that if he stayed too long, they both might regret it later.
If she didn’t want to wear the yellow dress, that was fine. She could wear whatever she wanted because she had good taste. He thought yellow would be nice; he didn’t know she didn’t like it. There were a lot of things he didn’t know about his bride-to-be. He intentionally didn’t speak to her, to get to know her, because his desire for her was so strong he was afraid of what might happen, and he didn’t want to lose her.
He was trying to get through all this pretense so she would be his, and they could talk and get to know each other the way he wanted to.
There was a loud banging on his door. It must be Peters.
“Come in,” he said, not turning to see who it was.
Rad was standing in front of the window facing it with his shirt off. His strong, muscled back flexed as he moved his head back and forth, slowly stretching the muscles in his neck.
“Peters, I can dress myself, I don’t know why my father insists I need a valet. I’m not a child anymore,” he said.
“I am not Peters, but I want a word with you.”
He turned around, startled at the voice. Potter stood there with her hands on her hips, wearing her everyday dress. Her eyes were on fire and her forehead was tense. Her dark hair fell down her shoulders and to him she was the most beautiful thing.
He reached over and took the shirt that was hanging on the hook, putting it on and buttoning it up.
“What do you want to talk about,” he said, his voice thick and gravelly.
“Actually, it’s not a matter of a conversation at all. I do not want to marry you and I will not marry you and I am not going through with this ball. I am packing my things and going back to my father’s ranch.”
“No,” he said more intensely than he wanted to. He couldn’t lose her, not now, not now that it was so close.
“Oh yes,” she said. “That is really all there is to it. I don’t know why I even went along with this. You’ve hardly even spoken to me, you never asked to be alone with me, to get to know me, to court me, to woo me. You spent more time with my father; you can marry him. You never even asked me to marry you.”
Walking out of the room, she slammed the bedroom door behind her.
She was shaking. Her parents would be so mad at her, but she didn’t care. This is what they got for not taking her opinion into consideration and selling her to the highest bidder like she was a horse at the auction.
Stomping back into her room past the maids, she pulled her bag out of the closet and started throwing her clothes in it.
Rad came into her room while she was packing. “You can’t go,” he said.
“I can and I will.”
Her mother came into the room.
“Potter, what are you doing?” her mother cried.
“I’m doing what I should have done a long time ago. I’m taking control of my life. I will go where I want and marry who I want, and no one is going to tell me any different. You all can stay here. I’m going home.” She grabbed her bag and headed out the door.
Rad was leaning against the wall with his head in his hands. Her mother chased her out the door, calling to her, trying to get her to change her mind. It wouldn’t happen. It was too late. He ruined everything and drove her away from him. He walked onto the balcony of the bedroom and watched as she commanded the stableboy to get a buckboard ready for her. Her mother continued pleading with her, but she stood silent, her arms crossed over her chest.
There was a figure approaching the ranch from the north: a tall man with long dark hair rode his Appaloosa toward the clamoring couple. Her mother stopped and stepped away from Potter as the man slid off the horse. He spoke to the mother as she moved her hands toward Potter and shook her head, crying.
The stableboy brought the buckboard for Potter. Throwing her bag into the back, she was about to pull herself up onto the wagon when the dark-haired man walked toward her. She talked to him for a while, pointing to the house. He stood silently listening to her. Rad wished he had the strength to be still like that in her presence, but his passion for her was so great he felt he needed to keep moving lest he do something he would regret and lose her. Yet here he was, losing her anyway. He wanted to be honest with her about how much he loved her, but he didn’t know how.
After a little while, she pulled herself up onto the wagon and took the reins in her hands. His heart physically hurt at the sight of it. She smiled at the dark-haired man, and he nodded toward her. She flicked the reins and her horse trotted out of the yard toward the road. The tall man turned around, saying something to the father, who had come out of the house, and moved to the porch’s shade while the man spoke with her. The mother was still crying.
As she left him, the dust from her wagon rose into the air. His heart ached, and he wanted to cry like a baby. She was everything to him, yet obviously she did not know how much he loved her.
“She will be safe,” a deep voice spoke behind him. Rad didn’t even look up to greet Climbing Bear. “I talked her into going to the Arapahoe village until she decides what she wants to do. Flying Hawk will talk to her and help her. The women will befriend her and be kind to her. The men will protect her.”
“I can’t live without her,” Rad said. “I know it’s crazy, but it’s true.”
“Your passion is high for the woman; I sensed it from the beginning,” Climbing Bear said.
“How do I do it? How do I love her and let her know how much I want her and not scare her away from me?” he asked with too much emotion in his voice.
“You are confused because you grew up in the white man’s world with his Christian god and principled ways. Your father was not like this with your mother,” Climbing Bear said. “Your woman is angry and frustrated, but I sensed she only wants to know you love her and that she can trust you.”
“What have I done to make her not trust me?” Rad asked.
Climbing Bear looked at Rad as he stood staring into the eastern horizon with his hand over his heart as if trying to soothe it.
“Perhaps it’s not what you have done, but what you haven’t done,” Climbing Bear said.
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Flying Hawk


Rad and Climbing Bear rode up to the village and dismounted their horses. They knew a shortcut that would get them there before Potter arrived but he needed to hurry and be gone before she arrived. As they walked toward an Arapahoe brave, the Indian stopped Rad. Speaking in the Arapahoe language, the brave said to him, “Welcome, Soaring Eagle, my brother.” 
“Gray Wolf,” Rad said in return. “It is good to see you.”
“What has brought you to the village?” Gray Wolf asked.
“I need to speak with Flying Hawk,” he said.
“He is here. Come, I will take you to him,” the man said.
They walked up to a tepee. After announcing themselves, they entered to find an old man sitting with some small children. The children ran out of the tepee, laughing. Flying Hawk motioned for them to sit. Climbing Bear left Rad to talk to Flying Hawk, telling Rad he would find him shortly.
“Please excuse my grandchildren,” Flying Hawk said. “They come to hear stories of when life was simpler, and we had a certain future.”
“Yes, I understand,” Rad said.
“Soaring Eagle, welcome. I sense you are troubled, my son.”
“Yes, I need your help desperately,” Rad said, his head lowering in despair.
“Anything you ask will be done. You are family.”
Rad’s hand came up to his forehead, and he took a deep breath. “Thank you.”
“Please speak of your trouble, it will help relieve your pain,” the old man said.
“I

      ***
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