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      Wyoming Territory – Late Summer 1885

      Oof.

      A whirlwind of swishing skirts smacked into Timothy O’Conner.

      His arms shot out to keep the woman from falling as the scent of lavender stole his breath. Glory be. His dreams had come true. Long, blond hair, creamy skin, eyes as blue as prairie flax—Gwendolyn McGill was in his arms.

      Her hands anchored onto his shoulders, and she looked up at him as the whistle of the incoming train pierced the air. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      His arms tightened around her, as if they’d decided to keep his dreams true just a bit longer—propriety be hanged. “Gwen.”

      She cocked her head.

      How had he dared to breathe her name? No lowly ranch hand called the prettiest, wealthiest girl this side of the Mississippi by her first name, let alone a nickname. Especially since—as far as she was concerned—they hardly knew each other. But he knew plenty about her, more than he wanted to know sometimes.

      She looked at him oddly. “Again, I’m sorry.”

      “No, it was my fault.”

      She attempted to pull away.

      Why hadn’t he let her go?

      Thankfully he hadn’t come into town smelling and looking like the ranch hand he was. And yet his clean, threadbare clothing seemed as if they’d contaminate whatever fancy fabric she was wearing. A deep blue cloth that set off her eyes, which were even more beautiful up close.

      “You can let me go now. I’m all right.”

      “Are you?” He looked behind her, scanning the crowd scurrying about the station. “You were practically running, and you’re not the type to run.”

      She pointed awkwardly toward the train. “I guess I was sort of running—that way.”

      “Oh? Well, trains don’t leave that quickly. It takes time to disembark and—”

      “I know how trains work.” She let loose a chuckle which made his heart stop. That had been a real laugh. For the past several years, he hadn’t heard anything but the fake laugh she used when flirting with men about town. The last time he’d heard her truly laugh had been the year he’d watched her mother chase after her by the creek behind their huge home. His parents had never played with him like that. He’d been content enough when they’d just—

      “I’m on my way to meet Mr. Wright.”

      Timothy looked toward the locomotive, a sneer overpowering his lips.

      He’d expected the young lawyer to return months ago and put a ring on Gwen’s finger, relieving Tim of this ridiculous pining for a woman who’d never be his. But the longer Mr. Wright had stayed away, and the longer Gwen hadn’t flirted with anyone since, the more his heart had been suspended in half agony, half hope.

      Considering a new lawyer had set up in town last month, Mr. Wright couldn’t be coming back for work. Which meant he had to be coming back for Gwen—the woman in Tim’s arms.

      Why was he still holding her? Tim let go and took a giant step back. How long had he kept her trapped against him? Seconds? Minutes? An eternity. “Sorry.”

      A worried wrinkle creased her flawless brow as she looked toward the passenger cars.

      Had Mr. Wright seen them wrapped up together? With the smoke rolling across the platform, hopefully no one had. Tim smashed his hat down, shoving the bangs he always arranged to hide his blemished forehead nearly into his eyes.

      “Well, excuse me, Mr. O’Conner, I must—”

      “Are you sure?”

      “About what?”

      Oh, why had he not kept his mouth shut? It was disrespectful to question someone of her social status. And yet, when would he ever again be able to ask her what no one seemed to be asking? “About Mr. Wright.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He didn’t meet her gaze, too afraid to see the affection she held for the man they spoke of. Was there anything he could say that would make a difference? “I just don’t think…” He huffed and glanced toward the train. “That he’s right for you.”

      “Oh?” She straightened, tilting her chin.

      Now he’d done it. Got her defensive. But what did she see in the man? Beyond the fact he was good-looking and wealthy.

      Tim sighed. That was probably sufficient for most people. But he’d seen the two of them together enough last year to know Mr. Wright was not mesmerized by her. Nor did he seem to care why she pretended to have no interests other than whatever issued forth from his mouth.

      Tim didn’t quite know why she acted like that either, but he’d seen the depths that ran under Gwen’s surface, once after her mother died, and once nearly two years ago—though Gwen hadn’t known he’d seen her crying that last time, sitting on a rock by the creek, doubled over as if sadness had given her an ulcer.

      Mr. Wright didn’t strike him as the kind of person who would pray for her for weeks without any idea why she was crying. And if the gossip could be trusted, he’d not communicated with her the entire year he’d been gone. “He can’t be the right man for you. Just like the six who came before him weren’t.”

      She took a quick step backward. “Pardon?”

      “The others who left you high and dry.”

      Her eyes clouded with hurt.

      But it was true. There’d been Smith, Jefferson, Hendrix, Grayson, Thomas something or other, and Parks. Though Hendrix, the best of the bunch, had never strung her along, none had truly seemed interested in what made her who she was.

      “Maybe so, but I don’t know why…” Her face crumbled.

      Had she no idea her phony flirtations attracted the wrong type of men? Maybe if he explained. Tim held up his hand and ticked off fingers. “Smith was too old for you. If you’d acted more mature, he might’ve been interested.”

      Her brows shot up and fire sparked within her eyes.

      Goodness, she was gorgeous riled. But he couldn’t stop now. “Hendrix couldn’t take your clinginess or the fake way you presented yourself—you know that I know you don’t naturally act like that.”

      Her eyes clouded a little, and she visibly swallowed. He’d wondered if she’d forgotten about that day, but apparently, she hadn’t. They’d never talked about the time he was eight and had caught her hacking into a tree trunk with a broken blade in a mournful rage after her mother’s death, when she’d hastily wiped away her tears after realizing he’d sneaked into her family’s orchard to steal the rotting apples off the ground. She’d sent him home with a ham hock instead, then gotten into trouble over the missing meat. But she’d never told her father, knowing he’d have accused Tim of stealing.

      His hand trembled at the memory, but he put up another finger. After that day, she’d gone on living a life he could never aspire to—though now, he wasn’t sure it was any better than his. “You likely didn’t have enough money to entice the nice-looking railroad boss. And the blond probably realized he couldn’t afford the standard of living you’d require.” Timothy glanced toward the train. “I’d not be surprised if Mr. Wright made seven.”

      “Thank you for that depressing prediction, Mr. O’Conner.” She lifted her chin and glared at him, though he noted the moisture in her eyes. “I’m glad to know I’ve no qualities whatsoever to attract a man—”

      “That’s not what I meant.” He reached for her, but Gwen’s glare stopped him cold. He sighed and clasped the back of his neck instead. “You’ve got a lot of good qualities. You care about people. And you’re stronger than I am.” He knew what it was like to be judged by a father’s failure. The talk. The wary glances. He had difficulty looking certain people in the eyes.

      She’d found a way to hold her head high, despite her father being sent to prison.

      The train doors thumped open, stealing her attention.

      “Gwen!” A masculine shout turned Tim’s head, and his heart sank. Time had run out.

      She waved at the blastedly good-looking Mr. Wright before turning back to Tim. “I’m thankful for your concern, but I have to go now.”

      Before he could say more, she plastered on that beautiful, heart-numbingly fake smile and walked straight for Mr. Wright.

      Why had he ever held onto hope?

      It was such a worthless thing to possess.
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      Arm in arm with Eric Wright, Gwen willed her heart to settle. He’d been hard to convince to take a walk after he disembarked, but she’d practically begged, and he’d relented.

      This was likely her only chance to prove to him she wasn’t the empty-headed woman he’d left behind last year before her brother showed up and monopolized the conversation. And yet, the words she’d planned to say had all fled—the ones she could remember felt either trite or childish.

      What if, no matter the words she chose, he didn’t like the real her any better than he’d liked the flirty her—the girl she’d believed he’d fallen for until he’d left and never wrote back?

      Thankfully Eric seemed content to take in the scenery as they drew closer to the creek that ran behind the church. The mountain ridges surrounding town were enveloped in a summer pollen haze and the clouds hung like fragile wisps high in the sky. The golden light infusing the air gave her hope that if she just got the words out, the interest he’d lost in regard to her would return, that she’d still have a chance at moving to Denver with him so she could start over.

      Her past flirty ways had disguised the fact she wasn’t a simpleton, aiding her in collecting enough information about her father’s criminal activities to pass to the marshal, but her flighty façade had done her no good. After Father had been sent to prison and her brother had returned to clean up the mess, she’d not been able to instantly drop the act and had teased and flattered her brother’s friend as she’d been accustomed to doing with the many men who’d come before him. But once she’d realized she liked Mr. Wright, she’d discovered herself imprisoned by her false front, ensnared by her own deceptions.

      No one knew she wasn’t really like that—except maybe Timothy O’Conner.

      She shook her head. No, that day in the orchard had not been enough for Timothy to actually know her. And after that incident, they’d never socialized, despite attending school together.

      And yet, Timothy had quite accurately described several of the men who’d left her without a second thought. But what of the good qualities he’d rattled off about her while his muddy hazel eyes had drilled into hers as if trying to convince her she was what he claimed? Well, she wanted to believe all those things about herself. But lately, the way the people in town treated her made her believe she was just fooling herself to think a man like Mr. Wright should’ve seen something worthy enough about her to have at least written once.

      Up ahead, a cluster of birch trees shot up through a pink and green cloud of Woods’ Rose behind the quaint little bench she’d commissioned in memory of her mother. With the trickling of the nearby creek and the backdrop of the purple-blue ridge bordering town, it would be an excellent place to declare herself.

      She rubbed her hands against his sleeve to dry her sweaty palms. It was time to break this awkward silence with something. “Are your legs feeling better? It’s been a long time since I’ve had to travel so far. How’s Denver?”

      Denver. She’d visited several times and considered it the perfect place to begin again. All the things she could learn to do there, the people she could meet, the ability to walk down the street and not be judged by her last name.

      “I couldn’t have picked a better town or job for myself.” He led her toward the wooden bench nestled between the two flower beds.

      Gwen sat and let out a shaky breath. “I’m glad you came back.”

      He raised a brow but sat beside her without asking the almost palpable ‘why’ that hung heavy in the summer heat.

      “Of course, Bo has been looking forward to your visit since we got your telegram, too. For a while there, he’d begun to believe you were never going to speak to us again.”

      Eric shifted on the bench but took her hand and patted it—like one might do to calm a doddering old woman. “Bo and I will always be friends.”

      She waited for him to mention her, but he seemed content to say no more.

      The moths that everyone assumed occupied the space between her ears started to swirl behind her ribcage. “I hope we’re still friends?”

      He blinked hard but gave a short nod. “Of course.”

      “Then why didn’t you write me?” She braced herself for his answer. If only he might say something that would prove he’d felt the same as she had before he left.

      He looked toward the mountains. “I’m not much for writing.”

      Her heart lifted a little. Maybe she hadn’t been the reason for his silence. “My brother isn’t either. I got very few letters from him when he was at school.”

      Eric smiled slightly, but then looked back toward the mountains, a deep wrinkle creasing his brow.

      A sudden urge to brush the lint off his shoulder and let her hand remain on his arm, give him a practiced smile, and tell him to stop being so very serious tugged at her. Though flirting might make things more comfortable right now, she would not allow herself to do so until he knew exactly what lay beneath her polished art of dalliance. “I’m sorry I didn’t receive any letters from you when you were gone.” She pulled in a deep breath and allowed the words to flow out, polished or not. “I know I might’ve acted in a way that may have made you believe my regard for you was shallow. I suppose it was in the beginning. But before you left, I’d begun to hope.”

      His whole face scrunched with apprehension.

      The moths turned into big fat frogs that kicked their way down into her stomach. “I know I should’ve been more forthright about my feelings before you left, but I’ve…been forced to grow up since then.” Maybe it’d be better if he believed she’d become a better woman this past year than try to explain why she’d continued to act like a cotton-head even after her father had been locked up. She’d chastised herself enough for her stupidity in continuing the ruse, for wasting the chance she’d had with him. “I know it’s been a long time since we were together, but I’d begun to develop feelings for you.”

      “Feelings for me?” He shook his head. “You didn’t seem to have feelings for me. Not real ones, anyway.”

      His tone indicated he doubted she could develop feelings for anyone. How could she prove he was mistaken before he walked away from her forever?

      Before her mind was aware of her body’s plan—her lips were upon his.

      When he didn’t react, she squelched the urge to pull back and run away. She pressed harder, curling a hand into his hair. The feelings he’d had for her would surely resurrect if—

      And then his fingers slid down her jaw and his lips turned soft and all manners of heady sensations she’d never experienced made the whole world grow hazy. When he broke the kiss, she pressed a hand against her scuffed lips.

      But the smile which had started to warm her face melted clean off.

      His expression bore no resemblance to that of a man who’d had his hopes rekindled. He stood and stabbed a hand through his perfectly combed hair. “I can’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry.” Oh, what must he think of her? How had she thought kissing him would make him believe she’d changed one whit? “I know that came out of nowhere, but the feelings I had for you last year were real. I was hoping to marry you, and then when you didn’t even write…”

      He turned and paced a few steps then came back. But as soon as he opened his mouth, he turned and marched off again.

      If only the ground could swallow her up. But instead, she pushed off the bench and went after him. “Eric. Could we not see how things might go—”

      He shook his head and turned. “I can’t right now.”

      “I understand. It’s too soon after so much time away, and you only intended to be here a week.” She put a hand on his arm though all she wanted to do was run away and curl up in humiliation, but that would get her nowhere. “But will you at least let me show you how much I’ve grown since you left—though a week surely isn’t enough time to do so. What if I moved to Denver? I’m certain Bo would allow me if—”

      “No.” Eric put up a hand, rubbing his forehead as if he’d suddenly recalled something, and took a step back. “You can’t.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself. How could he say no so adamantly after kissing her like that just minutes ago? But then, what did she really know of his feelings, his plans, his wants? He’d seemed to enjoy her flirting last year, but what if that’s all he’d enjoyed?

      His agitated movements were not those of a man who’d just been offered the chance to win back what he’d thought had been lost to him forever.

      “I’m sorry. I’d thought…” She turned her head and blinked away the warmth rising behind her eyelids. Seemed she hadn’t chastised herself enough over the way she’d handled things last year. Now she would lie awake for another handful of months, berating herself for this even bigger blunder. “Never mind. Pretend I didn’t say anything.”

      “Gwen…”

      His patronizing tone made her recoil. What had she been thinking to believe he’d ever felt something for her? He’d likely only put up with her flirting because she was his good friend’s little sister. “You don’t have to stay and assure me I’m a nice girl. That I’ll find somebody someday somewhere or anything of the sort. You’re free to go, Eric.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She glanced up and saw the confusion marring his face. He really hadn’t thought about her at all if he could be so blindsided by her hopes of renewing what she’d thought they’d once had. “It’s all right. I want you to go.” If he didn’t leave soon, he might see her cry, and that would make it even harder for him to leave.

      Thankfully he nodded, and without another word, turned back toward town.

      She plopped down on the bench and winced at a pinch pulling at her scalp. She reached up and extracted a few loose hairpins, allowing the right side of her curls to cascade over her shoulder.

      How was she going to spend seven days—let alone one—listening to Eric joke and laugh with her brother now? Or had she ruined Bo’s visit, too? Staring at the plants in the flowerbeds she’d commissioned earlier this summer, she tried not to think about all the ways she’d messed things up and allowed the minutes to tick by until she could trust herself to breathe normally without releasing tears.

      “Miss McGill?”

      Gwen held in a groan. The town’s biggest busybody would not make today any better. What was Mrs. Tate doing all the way out here anyway? As nonchalantly as possible, Gwen pushed her loose hair back behind her shoulder. Surely Mrs. Tate wouldn’t be able to see how her lips still pulsed after her ill-fated kiss, though it was highly unlikely her eyes weren’t bloodshot. Maybe she could blame that on hay fever if the woman noticed.

      “Are you all right, Miss McGill?”

      Keeping her face turned away, Gwen patted enthusiastically at the dirt at the base of a crooked flower. “Of course. Just out enjoying the sunshine.”

      The overweight woman stopped three feet away. “I don’t believe you.” She took a step and plucked a pin from the left side of Gwen’s coiffure. “What happened?”

      Failing to bluff well enough might entice Mrs. Tate to make up a story to spread about town. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Tate. I shouldn’t have tried to deceive you. You’re right. I’m having a terrible day and wished to be alone.”

      “Bet you’ve had plenty such days since your pa landed himself in jail. Don’t understand why your brother didn’t drag you away from here the moment he moved back. Is he not paying attention to you? He shouldn’t sit around and let things get worse.” The woman tsked and planted her hands on her meaty hips. “Nor should you. I saw what happened and you better do something about it before you land yourself in real trouble.”

      Why were people she barely knew telling her what to do today? First Timothy O’Conner, and now Mrs. Tate. But the woman was right, staying in Armelle was not best. Why did Bo seem unable to see that? “And pray, how should I do that?”

      Mrs. Tate held out her hands to help Gwen up. “First, we get you cleaned up and looking like the lady you’re supposed to be.”

      If Timothy could see something good in her, and Mrs. Tate was willing to help her when she was upset, maybe the townsfolk’s opinion of her wasn’t as bad as she’d thought.
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      Timothy O’Conner nodded a wordless thank you to Pastor Lawrence, who handed him a second crate to fill as they stood side by side in the church’s narrow pantry.

      After all the hours he’d put in at the Keys’ ranch, all the money he’d given his mother, they still couldn’t buy enough food. He’d hoped not to have to ask for food from the church again this month, but thankfully the pastor was the sort to help without judgment.

      Though such judgment ought to fall on his father.

      Ma should’ve known better than to put the cash Tim had given her under the mattress. Pa had discovered that spot once already, and when Pa needed money, he checked everywhere he’d ever found a coin twice over. He’d steal from the baby if he had to. Forget that Tim had worked long days in the hot sun with blistered hands for weeks on end. Wrangling cows. Fixing fences. Mucking stalls. None of it mattered—the last four weeks of his wages were long gone.

      Tim sighed and placed a jar of what looked like green beans and peppers into his crate. Next payday, he’d take the afternoon off to ride into town and deposit the money straight into an account at the mercantile. Hopefully Mr. Owens would be willing to make a separate account for his mother. Tim shook his head. Perhaps it’d be best to make an account in his own name and give his mother privileges. If Father found out Ma had a secret account, he’d demand to take it over, and Mr. Owens would likely relent.

      Tim squatted to see what was on the shadowy bottom shelf. A whole untouched section of peaches. These hadn’t been here weeks ago. Was the shopkeeper’s daughter back? If these were her preserves…

      He grimaced. It was an awful thing to be poor and starving, but Raven Owens’s peaches could make a starving man willing to fast. Did ladies’ finishing schools teach women how to can better? He picked one up and squinted at it. “Pastor Lawrence? Are these—?”

      A door slam cut him off. Then female voices, one on top of the other, floated in.

      “I better see what they need.” Pastor Lawrence left Tim to his selections.

      He put the peaches into his crate, then moved over. Jams and jellies were stacked two jars high, but the indecipherable print on the lids made him uncertain what lay within.

      “What can I do for you ladies?” The pastor’s voice boomed from somewhere in the sanctuary.

      “Get prepared to have a wedding, Pastor Lawrence.”

      Was that Mrs. Tate? Weren’t all her children married already?

      “Pardon?”

      “I said—”

      “What?” Gwen’s voice sounded incredulous. “Oh, Mrs. Tate. That won’t help anything at all.”

      Tim froze.

      “I’m afraid you’re…” Gwen’s words turned breathy. “That you’ve been mistaken—”

      “Biddy and I both saw that young man of yours use you ill.”

      “Now, Mrs. Tate.” Pastor Lawrence’s voice cracked. “We don’t—”

      “Just look at her—evidence enough of what we saw. And doesn’t the Bible say if single people can’t control themselves, it’s better to marry? And it ought to be done right away to avoid scandal.”

      Tim’s eye twitched. If there was any scandal, Mrs. Tate and her friend were creating it. And yet, he’d told Gwen he’d had a bad feeling about Mr. Wright.

      Seemed he’d been a fool to watch her walk off alone with him. But who she chose to spend her time with wasn’t any of his business. And truly, he didn’t know anything about Mr. Wright besides what his gut said—and what was the chance his gut would ever approve of a man who courted Gwen? He left the pantry to poke his head out of the pastor’s office.

      Gwen stood in the middle aisle of the sanctuary, wide-eyed, disheveled, tear-streaked.

      One of his father’s favorite curses bounced around inside his head.

      “It was just a kiss, Mrs. Tate.”

      Tim’s innards curdled. Knowing they’d kissed shouldn’t have bothered him. The two had courted for months last year, but to know for certain that they’d…

      He sighed. He had no right to feel one way or another about it. He’d allowed his feelings too free a rein earlier when he’d said things to her he never should have voiced.

      Mrs. Tate pointed out the window in the direction of the creek. “What I saw was a clear indication these two need to be married quick, Pastor. My boy’s gone after her beau. I told people she ought to have a chaperone. But does anyone listen to me? No.”

      Tim raised a brow. The problem with Armelle was people did listen to Mrs. Tate.

      But would Pastor Lawrence? Would he go through with a forced wedding? The few times Tim had heard of such things, he’d figured they were nothing but exaggerations. But then, if they were real, they likely had someone as pushy as Mrs. Tate behind them.

      The door opened as if on cue, and Mr. Wright stepped in, his face dark and pinched. Trailing in behind him was Mrs. Tate’s forty-year-old son, Ivan, shotgun in hand.

      Tim shook his head. Apparently, Mrs. Tate could act as entitled as his own father, believing things should happen just because they wished it so.

      Though Gwen was indeed a mess. Had there been more to that kiss than she let on?

      Tim pressed his lips together to keep from saying the word that had bounced around in his head earlier.

      God, for Gwen’s sake, don’t let him turn out to be what my gut believes he is.

      Eric gave Mrs. Tate a quick glare, then turned to the pastor, arms akimbo. “These women are crazy. And to send this man after me with a gun? Armelle really needs to hire itself another marshal to keep such insanity from ever occurring again.”

      Mrs. Tate waggled her finger in his face. “I know what I saw, and Biddy saw it, too. Besides, this isn’t a marshal’s business, it’s a man of the cloth’s. You must be made to do right by her in the sight of God.”

      Sidestepping her finger, Eric shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I saw what happened on that bench. She might’ve been willing, but if you’re not going to—”

      “She wasn’t on a bench.”

      Everyone turned to Biddy. Had she been there the whole time?

      The much shorter friend of Mrs. Tate was holding up the spectacles which normally dangled across her ample bosom, inspecting Mr. Wright as if he were an insect in need of identification. “They were embracing in front of the station.”

      Tim froze. Biddy must’ve seen Gwen in his arms after they’d bumped into each other. He had indeed held her too close for too long. If only she hadn’t smelled like heaven.

      Mrs. Tate harrumphed. “It wouldn’t surprise me if these two weren’t canoodling in all kinds of public spaces. With what I saw—”

      “We didn’t kiss in front of the station,” Eric growled. He turned to the pastor and pointed at the women. “They’re accusing us of things that didn’t occur. There’s no reason to listen to them any further. I’m sorry to have wasted your—”

      “Just a moment, young man.” The pastor held up his hand to cut Eric off. “Miss McGill, is what they’ve said true?”

      Tim held his breath. Even if it was, he hoped she wouldn’t admit it in front of these women.

      “I…well, we were probably cozied up more than we ought to have been, but nothing to force us into marriage.”

      Tim grimaced. That’d be enough for Mrs. Tate to consider her guilty.

      He stepped into the room. Maybe his presence might stop the crazy accusations.

      Eric kept his fierce gaze on Mrs. Tate. “I will not let a bunch of feather-brained busybodies dictate—”

      “That’s him!” Biddy pointed toward Tim, squinting through her lenses again. “That’s who I saw her cuddled up with, not this other one.”

      Eric turned in the direction Biddy indicated and he nearly recoiled.

      Mrs. Tate shook her head. “Biddy, you’re as blind as a bat. There’s no mistaking these two men. Timothy’s…well, he’s an O’Conner, and Mr. Wright here turns all the young gals’ heads.”

      Stiffening, Tim tried not to react to Mrs. Tate’s thoughts of his lack of attractiveness. But then, what opinion had she ever kept to herself? Not that he could negate her opinion. He was an unsightly ragamuffin who couldn’t even keep food on the table without the help of the church. Even so, his faulty looks and low social status were things Tim would rather not have pointed out in front of the girl he’d pined over for ages.

      “But I did see her with that one. I just couldn’t remember his name.”

      Mrs. Tate rolled her eyes at Biddy. “I’m sure she wasn’t with Timothy. But perhaps she’s been with more than one man today.”

      Gwen’s face paled.

      Tim stepped closer, holding up both his hands. “What you’re suggesting about Miss McGill without a lick of proof is outside of enough.”

      Though he had five inches on the old woman, Mrs. Tate still somehow looked down her spare nose at him. “I know what I saw.”

      “That’s debatable.” Eric’s voice rumbled low and menacing. He pointed an accusing finger at Biddy. “If this lady can’t distinguish between me and him, nothing you two say is worthy of consideration. Besides, marrying under duress isn’t legal. The law’s not on your side. And I know the law. We’re not getting married.” Eric’s words boomed off the rafters.

      Tim raised his brows at such vehemence. If Eric wasn’t intending to marry Gwen, what were his intentions?

      Mrs. Tate’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “But you’re willing to dally with her?”

      The room went silent except for Eric’s snarl. Gwen’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the pew’s back, but Eric’s nose was too far up in the air to notice.

      Pastor Lawrence gestured toward Ivan. “There’s no need for firearms in the church. Put that away, and then we can talk about how our assumptions—”

      “I’m not making assumptions.” Mrs. Tate stamped her foot, as if that might make them believe her. “Mr. Wright—”

      “But that’s not who I saw.” Biddy’s voice joined into the fray. “It was the other one.”

      Mrs. Tate slashed her hand through the air. “That’s not possible.”

      “Wild, baseless accusations don’t hold up in court, ma’am.” Did Eric not care a whit for how his words and actions affected Gwen?

      Tim scoffed. “Neither does gossip, but it can sentence someone just the same.”

      Eric’s glance snapped over to Tim.

      Biddy pointed one hand at Gwen and fluttered the other at Tim. “Were you not with this man, Miss McGill?”

      Gwen glanced at Eric, then Tim. “I mean, we were…he was—”

      “I told you!” Biddy clapped, creating one harsh resound, like the slap of a gavel. “He’s the one who ought to marry her.”

      “Timothy?” The pastor’s tone was wary, yet also unbelieving.

      “She was in my arms, yes, but—”

      “See!” Biddy practically jiggled at being proven right.

      “I caught her when she—”

      “Then, young man.” Mrs. Tate lumbered toward him, the disapproval Biddy lacked pouring from her narrowed eyes. “Are you going to step up and marry her?”

      “Ma’am, I would if she asked me to.” He shot a dark look at Eric. “But I’m afraid I have to agree with Mr. Wright. Your attempt to smear Miss McGill’s character and force her hand is unchristian. I doubt this would be how you’d like to be treated if you were in this situation.”

      “Me? Smearing her character? Why everyone…”

      The whole lot of them started defending themselves at once, making Tim growl under his breath at their inability to stay quiet long enough to listen to what anyone was saying.

      Even if this mess got sorted out, Mrs. Tate had already caused irreversible damage by publicly airing her accusations. How would Gwen’s reputation survive untarnished?
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      Timothy would marry her if she asked him to?

      Gwen forced herself not to glare at Eric. Instead of telling Timothy there was absolutely no need, Eric was arguing with Mrs. Tate and her friend about law and duress.

      Eric drew himself up to his full height, squaring off with a blustery Mrs. Tate. “All I’m doing by continuing to argue with you is lend credence to your ridiculous accusations. I’m done.” He turned his back on them.

      “Really, Gwen?” he whispered as he came by. “Me and him? I didn’t think you could be that…” He shook his head, and before she could respond, turned for the foyer.

      He couldn’t believe she was…? Oh, no. “Eric. Wait.”

      But the foyer door slammed behind him, rattling upon its hinges.

      “Now, Biddy.” Mrs. Tate frowned at the smaller woman. “Why’d you drag Timothy into this? The girl’s going to go back to chasing men now, thinking there will be no consequences.”

      Gwen pressed her hands against her swirling stomach. Because she hadn’t wanted to lie in God’s house, she’d admitted to what Biddy had seen, but for Eric to not even ask why she’d been in Timothy’s arms? To simply believe the accusation of a woman who couldn’t see past her own nose? How badly had she come across last year that he’d believe she went straight from one man to another so easily?

      “Gwen.”

      Timothy’s hand landed on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off. She had to catch up to Eric. After running down the aisle and into the foyer, she shoved through the front doors and into the harsh sunlight. Raising a hand to her eyes, she caught sight of Eric’s taut shoulders as he marched toward the station.

      “Eric!”

      He didn’t slow, though he must have heard her.

      Though she’d been called onto the carpet for her lack of propriety already today, she picked up her skirts and ran. “Please, wait.”

      He glanced over his shoulder for only a fraction of a second.

      Within moments, she caught up. “You said yourself those women are off their rockers. Why would you believe—?”

      “Because you said it was true.”

      “You didn’t ask me why—”

      “You made me look terrible back there, Gwen.”

      She stumbled over something unseen. She had? “It’s not my fault what those women said—not solely, anyway. You—”

      He whirled on her in the middle of the road. “Don’t accuse me of having any part in this.”

      “You think I did?”

      “You were awful pushy about getting married earlier.”

      Pushy? “I mentioned my hopes of getting married, but surely you knew that’s what I wanted last year, even if you doubted I truly loved you. But none of what happened back there was my idea.”

      He eyed her warily. “I knew you liked to play games, but I always figured you were rather innocent.”

      She stiffened. It would’ve never occurred to her to have contrived such a scheme. For him to even think she had…

      “Hey there, Eric!” Her brother’s call sounded behind them.

      Eric turned away from her and crashed into Bo, giving him a hearty, chest-bumping embrace.

      Gwen swallowed hard at how easily he’d turned his back on her but tried to pull herself back together.

      “You just got in?”

      “A few minutes ago.”

      “We’ve been eager for your return.” The smile Bo sent her way died immediately. He stepped away from Eric and scanned her face. “What’s wrong?”

      She must not have pulled herself together well enough.

      “Oh, nothing.” Eric put his hands on his hips and chuffed. “Except for your town gossip deciding Gwen and I needed to get married immediately because of an innocent kiss. And then some bumpkin was pulled into it, accused of having designs on her as well. Ludicrous. I mean, if you’d seen the man, it’s a wonder the pastor didn’t laugh at the absurdity of it all.”

      “Who was it?” Bo’s mouth curved into a heavy frown.

      Eric shrugged. “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter though…”

      Bo turned to her.

      “Timothy O’Conner,” she whispered, despite the fact Eric hadn’t stopped talking.

      “…They were making everything up. Your pastor needs to rein in his congregation. Slander and libel of that magnitude is no laughing matter.”

      Bo’s expression indicated he’d stopped listening to Eric, as if Timothy’s name had made him worried.

      “He’s right, Bo. They assumed things. Nothing happened.” She glanced at Eric. How had he gone from accusing her of playing with both his and Timothy’s hearts to assuring her brother nothing the women had said was true? “I was so intent on meeting up with Eric the moment he disembarked that I smacked into Mr. O’Conner. He caught me to keep me from falling.”

      Eric’s eyes narrowed.

      She couldn’t have both him and those two gooses telling people about town she was a two-timer. “That’s all it was. I’m not interested in him.”

      His lip twitched. “But considering how he looked at you…”

      She inhaled sharply. “He didn’t look at me in any way that should worry you. We hardly know each other.”

      And yet, Timothy had looked at her with intense scrutiny.

      Eric raised his hands and shook his head. “Fine. As I said, the whole thing’s ridiculous anyway, nothing to worry about.”

      “I don’t know about that.” The storm in Bo’s eyes hadn’t lightened. “Mrs. Tate has more influence than she should.”

      Gwen’s breath lodged in her chest. “But the town knows she’s a judgmental gossip. Surely we ought to act as if there’s nothing to what she says. Since everyone is desperate to work with you, any smear to my character should fade.” Even if it took longer than it ought.

      Bo’s cheek only ticked.

      Her heart fluttered. If her brother believed her reputation truly in danger, well then, maybe she’d finally be able to convince him there was no need to wait until her twenty-first birthday to give her access to the funds she needed to move away.

      “Gwen, are you truly all right?” Bo’s hand clasped her upper arm as if he were afraid she’d faint.

      She glanced over at Eric. How could she say yes, when she was faced with enduring the next few days sitting in a parlor with a man who seemed to believe she was as wanton as Mrs. Tate did? Swallowing hard, she nodded. Maybe she could feign an illness, hide in her room, allow her brother some time with his friend before he realized exactly how much this town was about to turn against her.

      “Good. Shall we?” Bo took her arm and informed Eric he’d send a servant for his bags as soon as they reached the house.

      After years of practiced flirtations, she’d have thought it’d be much easier to put on a carefree mask, but thankfully her brother wasn’t looking at her anymore. Bo questioned Eric about his trip, and he answered as if nothing life-altering had happened. As they talked, she concentrated on breathing, in and out, trying to believe this would all blow over as quickly as these two bounced between topics.

      Eric pointed toward a man with dirty hair sitting on the boardwalk. “I thought you told me Armelle didn’t have the riffraff problem Denver does.”

      “Most come up from Denver,” Bo responded. “Your deputies send them packing, and they drift up here. Without an active marshal, they stay.”

      “I thought that one rancher was helping.”

      “Dent has few hours to spare, and the council hasn’t been able to agree on who to hire.” Bo’s tone was less lighthearted than Eric’s.

      “Why don’t you run for mayor and bypass that argumentative lot?”

      Gwen pressed her lips together to keep from jumping in. Arguing politics in the mood she was in right now was likely not wise.

      “I’m the one man who shouldn’t run.” Bo crossed his arms over his chest. “No one would vote in another McGill.”

      All right, so she couldn’t stay silent. “I don’t think that’s true. Everyone’s pleased with how you’ve handled the return of the land Father stole. And you have schooling and knowhow.”

      His jaw tightened. “Not interested.”

      “What will you do once you’ve cleaned up Father’s mess, then? Become a man of leisure?”

      “I don’t think I’d mind leisure.”

      Her brother do nothing? She couldn’t imagine that. But then, maybe he needed a break. He’d worked hard for over a year now and people were lining up to do business with him.

      “With the real estate knowledge you’ve gained straightening out your father’s affairs, I’d bet you have a good eye for what’s fair.” Eric strode down Main as if they were on a carefree stroll. “I’ve got my eye on a piece of property on the outskirts of Denver. It’s run down, mind you, but cheap.”

      “What do you intend to use it for?”

      “After I hired a crew to renovate, I’d…”

      And with that, they were talking as if she weren’t there. That always happened when these two got together. Never before had she been so happy about it though. If she could just make it home, she’d excuse herself, hold her head a little too close to the lamp, and call up Mrs. Barton to take her temperature.

      A few minutes later, Bo gestured for them to stop in front of the hotel and tugged on his tie. “Seeing as how Mrs. Tate believed you two looked a touch too cozy, perhaps it’d be best you stay in town.”

      “What?” Eric threw his hands up as if Bo were unreasonable. “We can’t let a woman like that dictate our lives.”

      “I’ll put you up.”

      Eric sneered for a second, but then shrugged. “Fine.”

      Wonderful. Perhaps she didn’t have to fake the plague after all.

      “But if you’re that worried, perhaps I should cut my visit short.”

      “But how would leaving help?” She had to force herself not to clamp onto him. “Leaving immediately could lend weight to her accusations, make people think Bo believes her insinuations and asked you to leave.”

      “Gwen has a point.” Bo’s lips wriggled back and forth, as if trying to keep from saying more. “I don’t think it wise for you to go home too soon.”

      Eric sighed. “I’d planned to stay the week, but perhaps we could leave early for Denver together. Why don’t you come see the properties I’m considering?”

      She tried to stare hard enough at Bo to get him to agree. Not only would that get them away from all the piercing eyes Mrs. Tate’s rantings would likely send their way, but if they spent enough time in Denver, maybe he’d see how much better they’d fare far removed from the black cloud their father had enshrouded them in.

      Her brother breathed deep and then looked toward the train. “Maybe.”

      Maybe? “Surely a visit—”

      “We’ll see.” Bo cut her off, his gaze intense.

      Why would he be against visiting? Even if he thought there was something untoward going on between her and Eric, they usually stayed with Mother’s old friends, and Bo would be with them every minute. Though she now doubted Eric was the one for her, hopefully if she traveled down with the two of them, she could convince him she wasn’t the kind of woman who set out to entrap men. She didn’t need any rumors of her being a crazy person to contend with in Denver.

      Bo took off his hat and swept his arm toward the hotel door. “Let’s get you a room.”

      She stepped back. If her brother truly believed Eric had to stay at a hotel, going inside with them might bolster the busybodies’ tongues. By now, Mrs. Tate had likely told plenty of people about her accusations. “I’ll wait out here.”

      Could Mrs. Tate truly do more damage to her reputation than Gwen and her own father had?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you.” Tim grabbed the strange, long hinges from the blacksmith. What was his boss’s wife inventing now? Tim shoved the odd contraptions onto the wagon bed then hoisted himself up. Whatever she was making, he had wood to pick up from the sawmill for her, too.

      As soon as he finished pushing the animal feed sacks to the side, a wild movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.

      Across the street, Bowen McGill was waving frantically.

      Tim turned, but no one was behind him. Was Bo waving at him?

      “Mr. O’Conner!”

      Evidently, he was.

      Tim brushed his hands against each other to knock off the feed dust and hopped to the ground. Why would Bo want him? A week had passed since the crazy day Biddy Lockheed had accused him of being inappropriate with Gwen. He’d figured Bo had been as incredulous as Mr. Wright about Gwen wasting a second on him and had forgotten all about it.

      Unfortunately, Tim hadn’t forgotten. The feel of her seemed embedded in his skin.

      Would Bo ask what happened? His part at the depot had been innocent enough, but try as he might, he’d not been able to stop wondering about Gwen’s disheveled state after her walk with Mr. Wright. Tim had determined to give her the benefit of the doubt, but what if there’d been truth to Mrs. Tate’s accusations? He ran a hand through his long hair. He knew better than most that one could not make sound judgments based off looks.

      Bo locked eyes on him and nodded, as if telling Tim to wait.

      He took a moment to swipe at his sleeves, though doing so would not improve their appearance. They were stained and patched in so many places that a little dirt probably improved them. Next to Bo, he’d look bedraggled. The man wore an immaculate suit, a starched white shirt, and a silk tie the color of a green apple.

      Tim dragged off his hat as the spit-polished man approached. They’d not been friends in school. Town kids like the McGills didn’t play with country kids like him.

      Bo stopped in front of him.

      “What can I do for you, sir?”

      Bo raised an eyebrow slightly.

      Surely he was used to being called ‘sir’ by people his own age, likely even those older than him, considering his status.

      Bo scrunched his mouth as he scanned Tim’s threadbare shirt before taking a quick breath. “I wanted to ask you about something that was said the other day, when Mrs. Tate dragged you and Mr. Wright to the church.”

      Tim stiffened. “There was no truth in what those women said about your sister. They—”

      “I know that, but I heard you’d offered to marry her?”

      His heart froze, and his fingers turned to lead. “Um, I—Mrs. Tate and Mrs. Lockheed were trying to force them into a wedding. I’m not sure I thought through any of what I said. Just wanted to keep your sister from getting hurt any more than she already was.”

      “Hurt?” Bo cocked his head.

      “She seemed quite upset that Mr. Wright wasn’t keen on walking her down the aisle.” Unfortunately. What did she see in the guy anyway?

      Bo looked away and gave a slight shrug. “All right then.”

      Did Bo have no intuition when it came to the men his sister chased? Did he think letting her continue to gallivant around with such men with no oversight would end well?

      “I guess there’s no—”

      “Aren’t you tired of watching her go after men who don’t want her? I know it’s none of my business, but surely you haven’t wanted her to end up with any of them.”

      “What?” Bo startled. He scanned Tim from head to toe.

      Right, he wasn’t qualified to have an opinion on the lofty set. Why hadn’t he kept his mouth shut? He held up both hands. “I understand Mr. Wright’s your friend, and I don’t mean to judge, it’s just…curiosity. I don’t understand why she keeps setting her cap on men who’ll only break her heart.”

      Bo stared at him for a second, but then looked toward the McGill mansion while running his thumb along his jaw. “I’d figured she was always too enamored to notice.”

      Tim shifted on his feet. “Do you truly believe Mr. Wright’s good for her?”

      Bo shrugged. “He’s smart, a friend of the family, has enough money to keep her as she wishes—suitable. Before this, I… Well, I’m not her father. I can’t tell her what to do.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting you tell her what to do, but she needs someone who…” He waved his hands around, searching for a word. “…can advise her. Someone to tell her she doesn’t have to settle.”

      “Settle?” His brows winged up on that word.

      That probably did sound crazy since Eric Wright was the handsomest, wealthiest bachelor to ever set foot in Armelle—other than Bo. “I’m sorry. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.” He put his hat back on. “I’m afraid I need to get going. Don’t want the boss wondering what took me so long.”

      Bo opened his mouth, but then shut it quickly and gave him a curt nod. “All right, then. Good day.”

      Tim tipped his hat. “And to you as well.”

      After Bo moved out of earshot, Tim blew out a breath. What had gotten into him this week—saying what he thought to people who didn’t care a lick what went on in his head? At least he’d reined in his tongue enough to keep Bo from guessing his true feelings.

      After getting the boards from the sawmill, Tim drove to the mercantile. Before he returned to the ranch, he needed to
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