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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1881

Constance Forrester has no intention of getting married. She is a suffragette and determined to change society. When Stephen Dawson, her school chum, starts a newspaper in their sleepy little town, Constance discovers an opportunity. With confidence and an unflinching will, she asks Stephen to take a risk and employ her as a journalist.
Stephen is stunned by Constance's impossible proposal and immediately turns her down. But the small moments he's spent with Constance have peeked someone's curiosity, and Stephen finds himself sought after by the town princess, Madeline Talbut. Stephen has loved Madeline for years, and when the young lady finally shows an interest in him, he concocts a plan: enter into a fake courtship with Constance in order to make Madeline love him, and in return, Constance can be a journalist for his newspaper. Anonymously, of course.
It’s a chance Constance can't pass up. So what if she has to attend parties and withstand Stephen's heart-melting kisses? A suffragette must forge through barriers, break down walls and risk all for the sake of freedom. But Stephen changes the game, and Constance finds herself the object of the editor's desire...
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For my editors...
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Ms. Bennett, the current, who makes me better and keeps me going.

(And don’t you just love her name, my fellow Janeites?)

And Ms. Green, who gives me confidence and loves Lonnie as I do.
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Chapter One
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Pike’s Run, Texas

January 1881

Constance Forrester shouldered her way through the crowd gathered at the train depot. The laughter and excited shouting fueled her struggle to get to the front. Men of varying ages towered over her, but somehow she shoved her way through them in time to see a hulking mass of iron and smoke come surging down the tracks.

This evidence of genius invention couldn’t hold her attention, though. She was, to her irritation, looking for a man. A particular man. One with a passion to make a difference. One with the freedom and the money to make his dream real. She hated him.

Well...no, she didn’t. Not really. She envied him and his ability to charge through this world without censure or raised eyebrows. 

Someone jostled her from behind, and she spared a glance at who peered over her shoulder. The postmaster gaped as the locomotive drew ever closer.

“Isaac, can you back up, please?” Constance asked. “You’re pushing me.” And he might wrinkle her dress, and that just wouldn’t do. This was the most important day of her life.

“I want to see it, too,” the older man almost whined. “I never get to be in the center of what’s going on.”

Constance refrained from snorting. Isaac Perkins was always in the middle of any kind of town excitement. He did his level best to be the person who knew everything about anything.

She sighed but didn’t insist. When she turned back to the tracks, she continued her search for the man causing all this fuss. Stephen Dawson. Her school chum, now her grown-up friend, had sent Pike’s Run into a tizzy with his announcement in church almost three months ago.

He was starting a newspaper. The Weekly Times, he’d called it. And a printing press should arrive today. He’d rented a building on Second Street and had moved into the room above the office. He’d already started writing articles, and people were only too happy to be the focus of one of his stories.

The morning he’d given the news, Constance had felt a surge of awe then envy. A journalist! To be someone who recorded the events of the world would be a phenomenal adventure. One could inspire change. Promote peace. Distribute education. The possibilities were endless. 

But it had seemed too fantastic, too unreal. She kept telling herself he wouldn’t come through, that somehow he’d lose interest and choose another path. Yet, here they all were, awaiting the arrival of an unknown number of crates containing parts of a printing press. 

The whistle blew, announcing the train’s presence, as if no one could see it.

Where was Stephen? Shouldn’t he be at the head of the crowd? She continued to scan the line of men in grays and browns, craning her neck and standing on her toes. It wasn’t until the metal conveyance had stopped and let out its steam that the newspaper editor finally emerged from among the sea of gawking people.

He held up his hands, and the crowd quieted. Someone got him a stepstool, and he climbed up though he didn’t really need it. He was tall enough and broad enough that no one could miss him unless he didn’t want to be found.

Travelers and porters disembarked, some noticing the onlookers and slowing their steps to flick curious gazes over the gathered people before moving on. Stephen pulled at his celluloid collar. Constance smiled to herself. Her usually quiet, always calm friend hated being the center of attention. She chuckled and wondered if he’d anticipated the avid curiosity his venture would cause. He certainly had to be pleased, for this much interest could mean good sales for at least his first edition.

“Folks,” he began then cleared his throat. “I’m beyond humbled that so many would appear for this occasion. I also thank those of you who’ve already helped me with my articles and sat for interviews.”

A porter with a clipboard came to stand beside Stephen, eyeing everyone as if he expected a stampede if he announced there was a nick in the wood or a chip off the stamped black letters that were surely printed on the sides.

Stephen gave the man a nod then continued his address. “I expect to be ready to print the first edition by the end of the month.” He grinned. “As long as I can put the darn thing together.”

Guffaws and hoots of laughter resounded amidst some cheering as Stephen stepped down and followed the porter. People jostled Constance as she tried to stay ahead of everyone. The sound of cargo doors sliding open reached her, but she couldn’t see. Somehow, she ended up at the back of the crowd again.

She exhaled in frustration. Well, this would hardly be the time to speak to Stephen anyway, she told herself. She hadn’t expected half the town would want to watch a series of crates unloaded onto a wagon. But Stephen had done a good job promoting interest by interviewing several townsfolk before the press arrived. Now no one could seem to stand the suspense.

She twitched her lips at the mass of suits and suspenders in front of her. She’d been right. Obviously she couldn’t speak to Stephen now. She would have to wait.

As she set her jaw, she strode away from the commotion and headed toward her family’s business, Forrester’s Tailoring. What was a few more hours? She’d survived the whole of her twenty-one years on her dreams; she could manage a little longer.

* * * *
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STEPHEN LET OUT AN exhale as soon as he closed the door on his last well-wisher. His back stung from being slapped so many times in good-hearted congratulations. He hadn’t expected such a fuss today, but it was satisfying. The townsfolk’s glee would continue through at least the first run of news—provided he could be quick about it. Interest could wane, and he didn’t want that.

His stomach grumbled, reminding him it was at least noon, but he didn’t have time to stop to eat. A jumble of crates of varying sizes were stacked in front of him, begging to be unpacked. He ignored their plea for the enjoyment of staring at the first evidence his dream had become a reality.

He swallowed, remembering the years of deliveries he’d completed for Miller’s General, saving every last cent the storeowner had paid him. The summers of backbreaking work at Fuller’s Lumber Mill and the winters he’d spent at the Swinging A, repairing fence and moving cattle.

All of it had led him to this moment. He had to admit he was overwhelmed with the task before him, but he’d never allowed hesitancy or fear to impede him. And he wouldn’t now.

With a gentle shove, he moved away from the door. After snapping open the shades to let in more light, he removed his jacket and suit coat then went to start a fire in the potbellied stove in the back left corner. Once he had that done, he took off his scratchy celluloid collar, unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves.

It took a few hours to get all the pieces unloaded and sorted. The instructions for putting together his brand new Albion Printing Press were detailed, and he sat on an empty crate to read through them after replacing its lid. There were pictures along with the descriptions, and he realized the task would take time but wouldn’t be nearly as daunting as he’d first feared.

A knock on the door sounded, and he grinned when he found his brothers peering through the glass pane. Stephen moved to let them in.

Frank, his older brother, with the same height and build as Stephen but with blond hair instead of black and light eyes as opposed to brown, stepped inside first. With a gentle fist, he chucked Stephen under the chin.

“You sure as hell did it,” Frank said, a proud expression lining his features. He turned his golden gaze onto the metal pieces strewn about the room. “And what a mess you’ve got here.”

While Frank surveyed the contents of the crates, their younger brother, Carl, sidled past. At sixteen, he was almost a man himself. His dreams involved leaving and traveling to faraway places like the Orient. Stephen hoped he never went away, but wouldn’t hold him back.

“Shitfire!” Carl exclaimed. “How in the name of anything are you gonna get all that into the right spots?”

Stephen stepped up beside his brothers, and they all stared at the unrecognizable items spread on the wood floor.

“One piece at a time, I suppose,” Stephen finally answered.

Frank gripped his shoulder but didn’t give him his gaze. “A logical answer from our always rationally-minded brother.” Now he did turn. “I’d stay and help, but I’ve gotta get home to Jane and the children. She hates waitin’ supper on me, and I promised the land deal with Fitzhugh wouldn’t take all day.”

Stephen waved off his regret. “Where’s Pa?”

“Working on Fuller’s last will.”

“Again?”

Frank just chuckled and shrugged. “I’m sure he’ll be over after ’while.”

Stephen sighed. “I’ll probably be up all night. I want to get this put together as soon as possible.”

“Want my help?” Carl asked.

“Of course.”

After a goodbye from Frank and a promise to bring Jane by to see the press when it was completed, Stephen and Carl got started. Once they sorted out who would do which part, they worked in silence, Stephen taking the inner mechanical areas, while Carl put together the iron frame.

Time slipped by, and the sun’s rays slowly changed position, eventually forcing Stephen to light the lanterns that hung from hooks around the room. A tap on the door caught his attention.

Lucy, their step-mother, stood on the stoop. Stephen hurriedly allowed her entrance. She hugged him tightly around the neck, going up on her tiptoes to do so. “Oh, Stephen, it’s so exciting. Everyone can’t stop talking about today.”

She gasped in delight when she noticed the progress they’d made. “But why am I surprised? You boys are smart like your father. Hardworking, too. I can’t believe this day is finally here.” With her hands linked and pressed to her chest, she faced Stephen. “Remember when you first told me about your dream? And here it is, a reality. All those summers and winters and Wednesday deliveries come to fruition at last.”

As she chattered on, Stephen didn’t interrupt, content to let her express her happiness for him. If there was anyone on earth he’d want the approval of more, save his pa, he didn’t know that person. Lucy had come into their lives during a time when her sunny and loving nature was needed most, and she’d saved their family just by being who she was. There wasn’t a person he admired more.

When she’d completed her exclamations of pride and well wishes, she turned to Carl. “You come on home, now. Supper is waiting, and your pa has your sister to himself, so there’s no telling what he’s let her have.” She sighed fondly and shook her head. “She’s the most spoiled two-year old I’ve ever encountered.” She smoothed her hands over her belly. “Let’s hope this one is a boy, or Heaven help your father.”

Carl followed her orders without complaint, shrugging into his coat before leaving. Lucy gave Stephen a pat on the shoulder. “As soon as he gets a moment, your father will be over.”

“No rush,” Stephen assured her. “I’ll be here.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You haven’t eaten.”

Her ability to read minds confounded him. He still hadn’t figured out how she knew things without being told. “No, ma’am.”

“I’ll send your father with a plate of food.” And with that last statement, she left.

Alone again, Stephen continued his work, slowly but surely putting his dream together. When he was halfway done, another knock sounded. His father peered through the glass pane with the promised meal. After a hand shake in greeting, Stephen sat and balanced the dish on his knees. Vigorously he ate the fried chicken, mashed potatoes, greens and roll.

His father peered at the partially built machine, leaning over and assessing the gears and levers. He glanced at Stephen through the bars of the frame. “Mighty fine, son. Mighty fine. Looks like it’ll do the job.”

“It’s coming along,” Stephen answered with a mouth full of food. “Not as hard as I thought it’d be.”

His father smiled at him, his light-colored eyes crinkling at the corners. “Or you’re smart enough to handle the task.”

Heat climbed up Stephen’s cheeks, and he shrugged.

A low chuckle came from his father. After one slap on a bar of the frame, he said, “Welp, guess I’ll go on home. You need anything?”

“Can’t say as I do,” Stephen answered, still eating.

“Bring the plate over whenever.”

“Yes, sir.”

His father paused at the door. “I’m proud of you, son.”

Sweeter words Stephen had never heard. “Thank you, sir.”

After a nod, his father closed the door on a monumental day.
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Chapter Two
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“What are you up to, Constance?” Sherry asked as Constance checked her reflection in the mirror for the fifth time. “You’ve fluffed your bangs so much they’re likely to float away,” her older sister teased as she leaned against the door frame of the room they shared.

“They’re bothering me,” Constance groused. “I might grow them out.”

“Oh, don’t do that,” Sherry implored her as Constance moved past her to head downstairs. “They fall becomingly over your lovely hazel eyes.”

Since Constance’s back was to her, Sherry couldn’t see her roll her proclaimed lovely eyes as they moved to the first floor. “We’ll see,” Constance said with a noncommittal tone.

She stopped to gather her coat in the front entry, noticing that Mary was already hard at work. The brass fixtures on the door gleamed in the early morning sunlight streaming through the lace curtains.

Constance had four sisters. Sherry, a redhead and the eldest, Julia, their third sister and another redhead, Mary, fourth and the most practical of all of them with her soft almond hair and whiskey colored eyes, and Amanda, the youngest at fifteen, blonde, blue-eyed and angelically gorgeous. There was always someone in love with Amanda, but she never paid the attention any mind.

Constance had brown hair, a no-nonsense attitude and not a single desire to be engaged or married. Ever. Sherry, a harmless flirt, had no desire to wed, either. In fact, the only one of Luther and Liddy Forrester’s five daughters who intended to fall in love and have endless amounts of children was Julia. But the love of her life had boarded a train for a college in Connecticut only a week ago, and no one knew if he would return to Pike’s Run when he was finished.

Sherry, Mary and Amanda might be content to live out their remaining days working at the tailoring business, but Constance had other dreams. She shrugged into her coat under Sherry’s watchful eye.

“You’re not eating breakfast?” her older sister asked.

“No. I need a walk. The crisp air seems perfect to clear my thoughts.”

While Constance slid her hands into her gloves, Sherry narrowed her eyes at her. “You’re up to something,” she accused.

Constance gave her a look. “If I am, it’s not skinny dipping in the creek.”

A twinkle appeared in Sherry’s blue gaze. “How sad for you,” she replied. “It’s luscious.”

“In the wintertime?”

Sherry laughed. “Well, no. Not in the wintertime.”

Constance shook her head then left the house. Her older sister had a penchant for doing whatever pleased her. None of it, for some odd reason, had to do with equal rights for women. Constance couldn’t understand her sister. While she loved her dearly, they were polar opposites in most things.

Sherry flirted; Constance didn’t. Sherry danced; Constance didn’t. Sherry kissed fellows behind haystacks; Constance wouldn’t dream of it.

Their only similarity was neither wanted marriage. Sherry because she preferred not to be “tied down”, and Constance because she had trails to blaze, minds to change, mountains to climb. And climb them she would. She would set a flame over this town, and Stephen Dawson would help her do it.

As she marched down the road, going past one farm then the steepled spires of St. Anne’s and First United Methodist standing tall against the rising sun, she mentally went over her speech to the editor of The Weekly Times. Somehow, she would find the right words to sway him to be a part of her crusade. She imagined he would be delighted, that he would shake her hand and spout statements proclaiming her proposal empowering.

Of course, she knew he wouldn’t be as excited as she hoped, but one needed encouragement when going into battle. She continued to stride down the road and turned right once she reached Main Street. It was a clear, bright Tuesday morning in mid-January. No one greeted her as shops weren’t open yet. It wouldn’t be long, though, before chimney stacks puffed smoke, alerting customers to the warmth found inside along with the wares those businesses peddled.

She spared a glance for her family’s store, Forrester’s Tailoring. The female dress shop was on the right, and the male side was on the left. Her father created the men’s clothing along with the help of an apprentice, whom Constance thought might be sweet on Mary, and the five daughters worked the female side with their mother.

Luther and Liddy Forrester were indulgent parents, kind but firm when they needed to be. They allowed their daughters freedom, too much probably, but Constance and her sisters didn’t take too much advantage of it. Sherry’s swims would be the riskiest venture, and now Constance’s foray into the world of news. But what her parents didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Constance would tell Luther and Liddy of her plans when the timing was right. She wasn’t sure how they would take to her becoming a journalist, but once she had several articles completed, perhaps they would be more inclined to believe she could handle the work.

After passing the clinic, she took a left and went down Second Street. Stephen’s office had a shingle swaying in the slight breeze. Constance had gazed at it often enough to discover it already had a nick at the bottom right hand corner. The Weekly Times it read in black letters.

The smoke wafting from the chimney told her Stephen was awake; whether he was ready to receive visitors, she didn’t know, but she would knock anyway. After a short rap, she waited with her hands linked in front of her.

He answered quickly, his brow pulled down in confusion. He was a handsome man. Dark hair and brows, brown eyes, an angled jawline and a face that held easy kindness. They had always gotten along, but Stephen had always been a friend to many.

“Constance,” he said, his obvious bewilderment not overtaking a polite tone. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Stephen. May I come in?”

“Of course.” He stepped back so she could enter.

The fire in the stove hadn’t had time to warm the room. Still, Stephen was only in his vest and shirtsleeves. He didn’t seem at all as if he were cold. Constance didn’t want to remove her coat that covered her from neck to ankle despite the care she’d put into her ensemble this morning. She’d chosen her most no-nonsense dress of brown serge, but it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t see it, and she hoped what she wore had no bearing on his decision anyway.

He shut the door. “You’re out early. Are you working today?”

She nodded as she gazed at the machine in the center of the room. “You got it put together.”

He stood next to her, close but not too close. He was at least a foot taller than her, but she’d never felt intimidated by him. She did now. In the face of his success, she saw him as an enterprising man and not as her former school chum who used to be her partner in three-legged races.

But she wouldn’t cower. She had a proposal for him and would present it with confidence.

“Have you tried it out yet?” she asked.

“Yes, in the wee hours of the morning.” He moved to one of the crates and picked up a piece of paper. The words “The Weekly Times” had been printed.

She couldn’t help but smile up at him. “It’s beautiful.”

“Isn’t it?” He gazed with an almost devoted expression at a title that would hopefully alter a town.

“I think it’s exceptional,” she began.

He looked at her.

“What you’ve done. What you’re going to do.” She’d reached her moment, and now her knees trembled. She locked them.

“Thank you, Constance. I’m stunned by everyone’s congratulations and encouragement. It gives me hope that all those years of hard work and saving weren’t for nothing.”

“I’m sure they weren’t. You’ll master this venture as you have every other obstacle in your life.”

He furrowed his brow once more. “I don’t mean to be rude but—”

“Why am I here?”

He nodded.

She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “I would like a job as a journalist.”

And always calm, never emotional Stephen Dawson dropped his chin in surprise.

She made haste to explain herself. “You might remember how I excelled in writing when we were in school. My stories and essays always received the highest marks. I’m a hard worker and take direction well. I’ll be an asset to you by providing a woman’s point of view to any article or editorial you deem worthy to put in your newspaper. I’m efficient, punctual and not given to flights of fancy, so you needn’t worry my head will be turned by other female pursuits.”

His expression hadn’t changed through her speech. Her heart pounded hard, its beat almost overtaking her breath. She pressed on.

“I don’t expect to be paid. In fact, I’ll work for free. My goal isn’t to make money. I want to help change the world for women. I want to be a part of this growing country, of this age of invention and academic discovery. Our country is progressing and moving toward a new era I don’t think most people can understand, and I can help with that.”

Finally he moved—a single blink the only proof she hadn’t stunned him frozen with her proposal. She resisted the urge to fidget as she waited for him to come to a decision. What else could she say? Had she correctly guessed his every concern about her ability and professionalism and obliterated every argument?

Probably not, because she hadn’t mentioned anything about society’s views on what she asked of him. There hadn’t been any reassurance on her part that all would be well. Because it wouldn’t be. She’d been aware of the situation she put him in but hadn’t let that dissuade her. And now couldn’t bear the thought of what his answer might be.

She lifted her chin. “I shall let you think on it.” And without a goodbye or a word from him, she yanked open the door and hurried away, understanding she’d probably made a complete fool of herself.

* * * *
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THE NOON HOUR HAD COME and gone. Stephen needed to organize the type, but the letters were too numerous for the case he’d originally designed. He hadn’t ordered the drawered unit because it had seemed a better idea to build his own, a cheaper route. He withdrew the design he’d sketched and revised his plan. Once he’d made the necessary adjustments, he journeyed to Fuller’s lumber mill for the required supplies.

As he drove down Main Street with an assortment of wood to build shelving, drawers and cubbyholes, he nodded at people as they greeted him, accepting their congratulations and well wishes with words of thanks. However, while he had these distractions, he couldn’t quiet the voice of Constance Forrester.

Work for him. As a journalist. 

A female. As a reporter. 

In Pike’s Run. Texas.

She’d officially lost her mind. What was she thinking? People would never accept her. She would inevitably spend more time trying to convince everyone she had the ability than she would actually writing. Had she considered the trials she would encounter, or could this be an impulsive decision brought on by the thrumming hum of excitement?

Of course, when he thought about Constance, about who she was, he shouldn’t be surprised she’d been in his office before normal hours. She’d always been determined to match wits with the boys in their class. And she hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d reminded him of her marks on her essays.

Constance could use words eloquently, and she’d never shirked her school assignments. If society were more accepting, it was possible she could be a journalist. But it wasn’t, so he couldn’t hire her.

Still, even though he knew what he must do, her request replayed over and over in his mind. How would he tell her? Maybe she wouldn’t return. After giving her speech, she’d beat a hasty retreat, so perhaps she’d heard the impossibilities in her idea and now regretted her proposal.

Hoping he was right, Stephen parked the wagon in front of his office then carried the lumber inside a few pieces at a time. He would need more nails, he realized, after checking his supply.

Taking a moment, he rubbed the back of his neck then set his hands on his desk. He scanned the design he’d redrafted this morning. Believing he had everything he needed, except the nails, he took a break and headed to his childhood home to see if Lucy had anything left over from lunch. He’d borrowed the wagon and horse from his pa and needed to return them, as well.

She did and welcomed him in with a cheery smile. Carl was in school, but his half-sister, two-year-old Amelia, was there and lifted her arms to be picked up. Her mop of brown curls shaded hazel eyes, and a dimple creased her right cheek as she beamed at him.

He held her in his arms then set her in his lap while he ate the plate of food Lucy offered him.

“How’s it going?” his step-mother asked.

“Gotta build a type case, but I’ve got the press working like a gem.”

Lucy clapped her hands. “Oh, wonderful! It’s all coming together, isn’t it?”

Stephen thought of Constance. She was probably working in her parents’ store today, on her knees while she pinned someone’s hem. He’d experienced the female portion of Forrester’s Tailoring exactly one time, and that was precisely what Constance had been doing when he’d entered the unfamiliar world.

He and Carl had followed Lucy inside one day as she hunted for some kind of ribbon. They’d both ogled evidence of the feminine life, and Carl had gone so far as to fiddle with some of the lace until Beulah Taylor, the self-proclaimed matriarch of Pike’s Run, had slapped his hand and told him to keep his grubby fingers off of anything white. When Beulah had turned her back, Carl touched the article once more in defiance. 

Stephen considered what it might be like to sew dresses and other items all day, every day. It seemed boring to him. Was it so to her? He knew her to be a woman not given to fits of emotion or impulsive bursts of shopping. She wasn’t the kind to care for all the knickknacks and doodads other women did. Maybe working for her parents was difficult for her, and she longed for something different.

If that was the case, Stephen understood her predicament. For years he’d struggled with telling his father he didn’t want the realty business. His worries had been unnecessary, because Harold Dawson hadn’t minded at all that his middle son wanted something other than being a land agent or attorney. When Frank and Jane had returned from Nebraska one year ago, Frank had taken over the realty portion of the business, allowing Harold to concentrate on his duties as the only legal advisor in Pike’s Run.

Amelia babbled as she played with Stephen’s tie, telling him some nonsense story only Lucy could understand. The mother translated for his baby sister, but Stephen didn’t care if he couldn’t detect what the little cherub said. He loved listening to her version of their language and loathed the day when she would be old enough to correct herself.

When Amelia finished her story, he described to Lucy the drawers and shelves he’d planned, and she listened intently while she scrubbed the dishes from lunch. She asked questions about some of the particulars of his design and explained that horizontal cubbyholes would be easier to clean than vertical.

Stephen supposed he would have to wipe them every once in a while, so he mentally modified his plans in order to have the compartments shift to either face up or sideways. That way he could take care of any dust or residue but still store various sizes of type without anything falling out.

After he finished eating, he set Amelia down. She immediately latched onto his leg, and he chuckled as he walked with her sitting on his foot over to the sink. He washed his own plate, bussed a kiss across Lucy’s cheek, disengaged Amelia from his calf with a promise to come for supper, then left.

As he traveled down First Street, heading toward Main, he pulled the lapels of his jacket around his throat. A brisk wind blew through him, making him pick up the pace. He turned left on Main and hustled past Forrester’s Tailoring, keeping his gaze straight ahead. Would Constance return today to have his answer? Should he seek her out? Or should he ignore it?

He frowned and couldn’t help but look back once he’d cleared the storefront. And ran smack dab into a solid form. He reached out to steady the person he’d almost bowled over.

Madeline Talbut gazed up at him as she righted herself, her blue eyes twinkling with relish. “Well, afternoon, Mr. Editor.”

Heat flooded his body, reaching every corner and nerve ending. “Madeline,” he uttered.

She gave him a dazzling smile, and his knees went weak. He locked them to keep from sagging against the front wall of the bakery.

“I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by,” she fairly purred, batting her lashes at him. “I’ve been busy with plans for my next party.”

Madeline Talbut was the most beautiful female he’d ever seen. He’d been in love with her since they were fifteen. And she knew it. The whole town knew it, but he’d never tried to make it a secret. He’d very respectfully asked her for a courtship twice, and she’d very sweetly turned him down both times.

He supposed he should have given up the quest, but when she looked at him as she did now, damnable hope gripped his heart, and he couldn’t get himself free. She hadn’t allowed anyone to court her. She had many suitors, was the judge’s eldest daughter, and her friends tried desperately to mimic her style.

She led their generation in all social events, and invitations to her parties were exclusive and coveted. He’d always received one. Why, he didn’t know, but he liked to pretend she secretly cared for him. Now that he’d set his future in motion, perhaps she would entertain stepping out with him.

“When is it?” he managed to croak out.

“Oh, don’t you worry, you gorgeous thing, you. You’ll get an invite.” She tittered up at him.

His heart pounded. She confused him. Left him in knots. He didn’t understand her, but he supposed that was part of the feminine way. Somehow he would get her to relent to his proposition, and once they spent more time together, she would see him as a man capable of taking care of her.

“I’ll look forward to it,” he murmured.

She opened her mouth to say more, but someone called his name. He turned and found Constance hurrying toward him. His spirits sank, but he released his grip on Madeline and forced a polite expression. Apparently Constance did intend to continue their earlier conversation.

Her cheeks glowed with eagerness as she came to a stop in front of him. Her hazel eyes were bright with questions. “I wondered if I might have a word with you.”

He took a deep breath, knowing the respectful and professional thing to do would be to discuss her proposal. “Of course. I’d hoped to visit with you today.”

An excited gleam jumped in her gaze, and he could have kicked himself for his phrasing. “Let’s go to my office.”

He was so wrapped in thoughts concerning the next several minutes, he forgot Madeline until she sing-songed his name. He turned and took in her eager expression. 

“I’ll see you soon, won’t I?” A different note laced her tone as she asked her question. An edge of something he couldn’t quite name. 

“Yes, of course. I look forward to your party. They’re always enjoyable.”

Her blue depths seemed to sharpen with satisfaction.

Confused, he nodded then turned away. Madeline’s interactions with him didn’t usually involve as intense a look as he’d just received. He recalled her greeting of “Mr. Editor” and decided his new venture might have something to do with it.

Constance walked alongside him, her boot heels clicking on the boardwalk as they made their way down Main before turning onto Second Street. Once inside his office, he offered to take her coat. She declined. He offered his desk chair. She declined.

Nothing remained except to have the conversation. His palms broke into a sweat. He didn’t want to disappoint her. This was something she wanted, and if the eager, hopeful expression on her face wasn’t proof, the tight grip of her linked fingers was. She’d neglected gloves as she’d run after him.

He cleared his throat, opened his mouth, but she spoke first.

“You aren’t going to hire me.”

He stilled and watched her for a few seconds of strained silence. “No.”

Her shoulders slumped, and she lowered her eyes to the floor.

Was she going to cry? He wouldn’t be able to handle it. Constance had always been his friend and, at one time, his closest female friend. He’d enjoyed spending time with her, but after their school years had ended, they’d gone their separate ways.

He couldn’t take his attention from her as he waited with his breath held for her reaction. He didn’t have to wait long. Her posture went rigid, then she whipped her gaze to his and glared.

Righteous anger shone in her expression. “I suppose you’re scared of what the town will think.”

He wouldn’t mince words. “Yes.”

“Well,” she fumed, “you shouldn’t be. Isn’t it your duty to help change the old thoughts? Shouldn’t you, as a future editor, be concerned with the plight of all?”

“I am.”

She scoffed. “How, sir? If you can’t brave the censure and hire me as a journalist, how will you manage to print the words that will inspire reformation?”

His own hackles rose, but he did his best to remain calm. “Are you questioning my courage?”

“How can I not?” she shot back. “At the first test, you’ve failed.”

He clenched his jaw. “Failed? Have I?”

“I don’t know how else to describe it, sir.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Really? How about caution? How about the practice of one step at a time?”

“A painfully slow process, that is,” she countered, “when women are hurting all over. How would you feel if your only opportunity to have a decent roof over your head involved consideration from a man who might never cross your path?”

It took a few moments for him to answer. He didn’t want to shout. She’d received bad news, and he expected her upset if not her accusations. “I wouldn’t say I know how it precisely feels, but I would say I understand it. My step-mother, whom I love very much, experienced the situation you describe for many years before she married my pa.”

His words caused her posture to relax, but her gaze still held disappointment and anger. “I can appreciate you have experience with what I refer to, but that’s only the tip of the problem. I’m talking about equal rights. Voting. Jobs. Choice. An understanding that we have minds and ideas and contributions.”

He refrained from sighing in irritation. “I understand what you want to do and the need, but I can’t risk my paper.” The town would crucify him, not to mention the ridicule he might receive from his peers.

Her cheeks colored. “That’s selfish,” she blurted.

Anger exploded inside him. “Selfish?”

Her eyes widened a fraction, but she didn’t back down. She nodded.

Now he set his hands on his hips and cocked a knee. “Why should I willingly jeopardize my dream for yours? Were you there making deliveries in sweltering heat? Did you cut your hands on barbed wire day after day in the blistering cold? Huh?”

She pressed her lips together and lowered her gaze.

“You’re right that confronting injustices is needed, but I don’t owe you anything, Constance. Not one blasted thing. I’ve dreamt of this for years, saved every penny I ever earned to have this. And you want me to gamble it away? Before I’ve even printed my first edition?”

When she raised her eyes to his, he saw apology and remorse. It cooled his ire somewhat.

He shook his head. “I won’t do it. I sympathize, and one day, when I’m established, I’ll probably print articles and editorials on this unfairness. But not now.”

Silence reigned around them.

“And I won’t be bullied into taking that chance.”

She gasped and took a step back.

He regretted his words, realizing they’d been too harsh.

“I-I b-beg your pardon.” She pressed her fingers to her cheeks. “I do beg your pardon.”

She rushed to the door.

“Constance, wait.”

But she dashed away.

He surged outside, calling after her, but she continued on. And didn’t look back.
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Chapter Three
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“There, this seems the right shade.”

Constance leaned closer, pretending interest in the help she supplied to Georgiana Wilkens. The young lady hunted for just the right color of purple for Madeline Talbut’s upcoming party. Constance glanced at the figurine in Georgiana’s hand of a woman picking flowers. The inanimate object’s dress was a deep hue, and the customer wanted an exact match.

“I think it’s perfect,” Constance declared. “Your hunt has been successful.”

The petite blonde smiled. “Now for a pattern.”

Holding in a sigh, Constance followed her over to the section where ladies might pour over magazines of various types of dress. Forrester’s Tailoring offered all the latest materials and kept abreast of current fashions from the northeast. Georgiana chose a seat at the desk near the light spilling through the storefront window. Thankfully, Wednesday afternoon was brighter than the morning had been.

Constance wasn’t needed by the customer, but she remained close in case the lady had questions. Constance set the sun at her back and surveyed the establishment in front of her. Three rows of drawered, waist-high cabinetry ran through the center of the shop. The purchase counter stood at the right end with a bank of cubbyholes behind containing all styles of hats and bonnets.

The back wall held built-in cupboards, and those were painted a light shade of green. The left end of the store held the dressing area. A curtained room where women could try on already-mades sat adjacent to the styling section where ladies could be fitted for an ordered product. Mirrors surrounded a stepping block.

At the moment, Sherry perched on her knees, pinning up a hem for Joy Menger, while Mary showed her choices of lace to possibly flank the square-cut neckline and cuffs of the hunter green dress she’d had them make. Julia rummaged in the storage space off of the purchase counter, searching for a particular style of fringe in case Joy didn’t care for the lace.

The register sang as Liddy, their mother, rang up a sale. Amanda was at home. It was her day to take care of chores. Lucky girl.

Constance would give anything to be at home today. After Stephen’s rejection and proper set-down, it would do her good to have some distance. She hadn’t thought how her righteous anger might sound to him.

While she wasn’t ashamed of the request she’d made, embarrassment had settled inside due to her ungracious response. Hiring her would be a dangerous gamble at this juncture. And who was she to expect it? To even admonish him for not taking the step?

What had she proven of herself? He’d drafted the idea, saved the money, procured the loan. It was his dream, and she wasn’t entitled to a piece of it. She pressed her lips into a thin line.

However, she wouldn’t let the disappointment of yesterday set back her tomorrows. While she did feel like licking her wounds, she knew she should be glad she worked in town. It gave her less moments for pity.

At some point, she would have to face Stephen. Not to repeat her proposal, but Pike’s Run wasn’t large. People came and went to be sure, but she would see him again. Somehow, she would greet him with confidence.

Georgiana grabbed her attention, and Constance helped her through the rest of her order. The hours progressed much as they always did. Lengths of ribbon, yards of satin, spools of thread and plackets of buttons continuously paraded around and out of the store. The register rang perpetually. Laughter and excited squeals, haughty turn-downs and pleas for more carried over the hustle and bustle.

An hour before closing, Constance stepped outside for a breath of fresh air. As she buttoned her coat, a male voice called her name. She found Stephen striding toward her.

He wore no jacket, and the wind ruffled his hair and pushed the ends of his suit coat back. His vest hugged his torso while his watch chain winked in the late afternoon sun. The intent look in his eyes dried her throat and made her fumble for the door handle.

“Wait, Constance,” Stephen urged.

At the pleading note in his tone, she paused and bit her lip.

He stopped in front of her. “I’ve been hoping to talk to you.”

He almost sounded out of breath, as if he’d run to catch her before they closed for the day. But he should remember they finished at four. “What is it?” she heard herself ask, pleased when she didn’t stumble over the question.

“I wanted to apologize for what I said to you,” he began, his expression earnest and open. He cleared his throat. “I guess I was angry.”

She took her hand from the brass knob. “If you were, I understand why. I wasn’t courteous in accepting your decision. It’s your paper, not mine.”

He licked his lips as his gaze searched her face. “That’s true, but it doesn’t give me cause to call you what I did. You were upset.”

Gratefulness seeped into her heart, but she kept her expression emotionless, not wanting another moment of overreaction. “Thank you, Stephen. You didn’t have to seek me out to say this, and I appreciate the kindness.”

A hopeful light entered his deep brown eyes. “So we don’t need to—”

“Stephen,” a feminine voice twittered from behind Constance.

Constance turned and found Madeline strolling toward them, a flirtatious smile on her lips. Knowing the new arrival had no wish for her presence, Constance took a step forward, intending to go back inside, but Stephen’s hand on her wrist stopped her. Before he could speak, her mother poked her head through the open door.

Stephen let go as Liddy ordered Constance to go on home and help Amanda with supper. Glad to leave early, Constance said good afternoon to Madeline, who stood entirely too close to the newspaper editor, then went down the boardwalk steps. At least the first meeting with him had gone well. He’d apologized for something to which most men wouldn’t have given a second thought. He really was a decent person.

* * * *
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STEPHEN WATCHED CONSTANCE leave, still unsettled about yesterday even though she appeared to be fine. He couldn’t help the frown he felt pulling his brow. He hadn’t finished his conversation with her. Before she was three feet from the boardwalk, he hurried after her and reached for her a second time.

She turned surprised eyes onto him.

“Constance, I beg your pardon, but I have one last question.”

She remained silent.

“We needn’t feel uncomfortable around each other, correct? I mean, we’re friends as we always were, I hope?”

A gentle smile graced her lips, and he breathed easier.

“Of course,” she answered. “I don’t hold grudges.”

He nodded, glad to hear it. In his experience with the opposite sex, which included only his mother and Lucy, some could be quite formidable in their upset and anger. His mother had made life hell for his father, and it had nearly destroyed their family. Lucy was the direct opposite of his late mother, and Stephen had been relieved to learn not all women handled disappointment with bitterness.

“I suppose I’ll see you Sunday at church, then,” he said.

After a nod from her, he let her go. When he moved back toward the boardwalk, shock froze his tracks. Madeline still stood there. She’d waited for him? He couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever dallied in order to talk to him.

As her smile turned dazzling, his throat dried up. His boots scuffed on the steps as he went toward her. “I’m sorry, Madeline. Did you need me?” The gleam in her eyes made his heart pound.

“Well, of course, I did, Stephen,” she purred. “Why wouldn’t I have need of you?”

The way she had of speaking to him made him heartsick. Her teasing and toying always tied him in knots, and he wondered when this game would ever be over. Did she like him at all? If she didn’t, why flirt? And why wait for him when she never had before?

“Here.” She held out an envelope.

He took it.

“It’s an invitation to my party on Saturday night.” Her gaze glowed. “You’ll come, won’t you?”

“Of course,” was his scratchy reply.

She sidled up next to him. “To see me?”

His pulse raced erratically. “Yes,” he replied, his voice low and husky.

Her expression seemed to become triumphant, and what she felt as if she’d won, he couldn’t guess. The workings of her mind had always flummoxed him. In truth, not knowing what she thought sometimes made him nauseous with worry. He was ill-equipped to deal with someone
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