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Albuquerque was an up and coming town in the new land of America and while Bethany enjoyed living there, she longed to explore the rest of the country, though she knew it wouldn’t happen. Ladies of Bethany’s station were expected to get married and have children—that was it. Though Bethany would love to settle down and have children, something inside her yearned for one last taste of freedom before she settled down. So, when her parents came to her that fateful February morning, Bethany felt a surge of defiance rush through her for the first time in her life.

“Mother, Father, you have already found me a husband?” she queried, hoping she had misheard them.

“Well, Bethany dear,” her mother began, “this year will be nineteen summers since your birth. Your father and I won’t be around forever and we would like to know that you’ll be taken care of. You remember Ralph, right? He’s the Mortimer’s eldest son. They have a very large estate and Ralph has made good money from the mining trade. He owns his own quarry near Ambrosia Lake and their estate is just to the north in Whitehorse. You will be very close to home, darling. We will be able to visit you often and see any of our gorgeous grandchildren you have.”

The news was devastating to Bethany. Not only was she going to be married off to some man she could barely remember from her childhood, but he lived so close that she wouldn’t even be leaving the state. Tears pricked at her eyes as frustration overwhelmed her. Was this really all her life would amount to; being someone’s wife and nothing more?

She didn’t respond to her parents for a long time and they watched her with curious expressions. Ever since Bethany can remember she’s always done as she was told. As a child, Bethany was always told she was well-behaved and acted wiser than her years by her family and friends of the family. Her father had often told her that she was an old soul, though Bethany didn’t quite understand that as a child. She didn’t want to disappoint them, but it hurt her that they had arranged this all without even consulting her; that they didn’t value her opinion enough to even ask her about it. She thought they had a closer relationship than that—clearly, she was wrong.

“I don’t want to marry, Ralph,” Bethany insisted. “I love you both, dearly. You are truly wonderful parents and I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done for me, but I cannot do this. Please don’t ask me to marry someone I don’t want to.”

Her father let out a huff. “Bethany, Ralph would be a great husband for you. He can provide for you and any children you decide to have. He is a very wealthy man, Bethany. He is very interested in you and he has even expressed an interest in marrying you as soon as possible—most likely in the early Spring. He has even offered to cover all the expenses since he knows our... situation.”

Our situation, Bethany repeated in her head. He means the disease which had swept through our town and had caused Bethany’s younger sister, Amy, to become gravely ill. The medical bills had mounted so high that their parents had spent almost all of their savings, withdrawing it all from the local bank and exhausted all of their promissory notes in an effort to cover the cost. It had worked and now six months later Amy was fit and healthy once more, regaining her demure and happy composure. But it had hit them hard and since Bethany was older she had heard a lot more than her parents would have probably been comfortable with. They were slowly making the money back now, so Bethany hadn’t thought it an issue, but clearly it was.

“Am I costing you too much to keep, is that it?” Bethany questioned, her voice shrill as the tears welled.

Their blank expressions were answers enough for Bethany.

“I don’t want to be with Ralph,” Bethany cried, anguish overwhelming her. “But if you need me gone, I can find another way.”

“No, Bethany that isn’t what we want,” her mother interjected. “You know how hard it’s been on our family the last six months and your father and I, well... We just want to make sure you’ll be taken care of.”

“I can take care of myself,” Bethany snapped, the petulance in her voice sounding uncommon and harsh on her tongue. This was the first time she had ever argued with her parents; the first time she had ever raised her voice. She didn’t like it, but she was tired of being pushed around.

“Bethany,” her father’s stern voice began his rebuke. “While you live in my house you will do as I say.”

“Then I guess I will have to live somewhere else then,” Bethany glowered, “you wanted me to move to Whitehorse to be with Ralph anyway. I may as well seek residence somewhere else.”

“Bethany, please,” her mother begged.

“Give me a few days to find somewhere else and I will be gone from your sight, I am certain you will find me less of a burden once I’m gone.”

With those last words still ringing in her ears, Bethany stormed up the stairs and to her bedroom where began to stuff her clothing and other finery into a leather suitcase. The tears that had sprung to her eyes now began to spill over and she allowed herself to weep for her family who could never understand the freedom she yearned for. Bethany wanted to be able to see more of the beautiful world, to live within the nature with animals, and to feel the peace that came from living outside the bustling city. She didn’t want to live in a mining town, surrounded by workmen, coal, and dirt. She didn’t believe it was too much to wish for, she would just have to make it happen herself.

***

The next day Bethany was all packed and ready to set off, clutching a wad of cash she had saved over the years and stuffing it into the front of her leather suitcase. Her curled brown hair fell over her eyes as she bent down to ensure everything was packed. One finger wrapped the curl around it in a practiced motion and tucked the unruly lock behind her ear with ease. Her eyes surveyed the luggage; brown and dark as they looked over her corsets, day gowns, underwear, and a few other everyday items. I missed my hairbrush, she noticed and turned quickly to retrieve it from her vanity, the silver, handcrafted mirror probably being the most expensive gift she had ever been given. Bethany tucked it safely in between her clothing and clasped the suitcase locked once more.

Once Bethany was certain she was ready she took one last look in the standing mirror in her bedroom and checked her appearance. She was wearing a tightly laced lemon-yellow day dress with a white corset and brown leather boots. She looked respectable if she did say so herself and thought it was the perfect outfit to start the first day of her new life, even if she had no idea what she was doing and the thought alone made her nervous.

She grabbed her suitcase and crept down the stairs quietly. The sun had only just risen over the horizon and Bethany was hoping she could slip away before her parents could notice and try to change her mind. She was desperate not to be a burden, but she also didn’t want the biggest decision of her life to be made on the whim of her parents.

As she exited the house, Bethany’s foot slipped on the folded newspaper that had been left on the doorstep. Since she had almost fallen, Bethany bent down to retrieve the item and noticed she had torn it. She tried to push it back into place, but it was hopeless. The front page fell apart in her hands where the boot of her heel had dug in and ripped it. With a sigh, Bethany flipped through the other pages to check for tears and prayed that her father wouldn’t be too mad about it. After all, she was already disobeying him, she really didn’t want to make matters any worse for herself.

That’s when a large title in the wanted advertisements caught her eyes: WANTED YOUNG BRIDE FOR ARIZONA RANCH OWNER. Bethany paused for a moment. Arizona wasn’t exactly across country or anything, but at least it was another state. A wicked glint sparkled in her eye as she proceeded to read the advert in its entirety.

WANTED YOUNG BRIDE FOR ARIZONA RANCH OWNER


Young ranch owner seeks a bride for a life-long commitment and to start a family. The bride will be compensated for her troubles and will be taken care of completely. She will not need to work nor look after the ranch. Duties will involve housework and raising children.

If you are interested please contact the ranch owner Rex Tillsbury at Tuscon Valley Farm.


Bethany’s breath caught in her throat. Could this be the answer she was looking for? Bethany tore the advert free from the pages of the paper and folded it up before stuffing it into her bag. She would just need to find a way to get to Arizona—surely someone would be willing to take her by horse and carriage. It wasn’t terribly far after all and she had some money. Though, if this didn’t work out Bethany would have to return home with her tail between her legs.

***

That was how Bethany ended up stood in front of the unfamiliar farmhouse in Tuscon, Arizona. The young woman took a surreptitious glance around the estate, intrigued by the unfamiliar area. It was so open and vibrant. The grass here even seemed greener than back in New Mexico, though Bethany knew that was a silly thought to have. She had to wonder what kind of man would post for a bride in a newspaper. Would he be old? Maybe he was ugly and couldn’t find a wife himself?

Bethany scolded herself internally for thinking such impolite thoughts. After all, if she wasn’t successful here or if there was anything she disliked, Bethany could walk away no questions asked. She hadn’t been promised to him the same way her parents had promised her to Ralph without even considering her own opinion and feelings. Here Bethany was in charge. That’s the way she wanted it.

Feeling bolstered by her own little pep talk, Bethany balled her right hand into a fist and struck the wooden door in front of her three times. She didn’t put much force behind it, not wanting to make too loud a sound, but just enough for the noise to resound inside the house. She waited patiently for a few moments until the door swung open and revealed the ranch owner, Rex Tillsbury.

The man that stood before her appeared to be quite a bit older than her, but not as old as she had been worried about. He was easily ten years her senior from his bulky build and the excess of hair that grew on his face, but he wasn’t unpleasant to look at. If anything, his age made Bethany feel more comfortable and at ease. He was certainly very attractive; he had brown eyes that resembled the same color as the tree bark Bethany admired in the summer sun and his hair was similarly as wavy as her own and also a dark mahogany in color. In his hands he held a beige colored cowboy hat pressed close to his muscular chest, which was covered by a blue and black flannel shirt. He was wearing black leather pants with tassels and dark brown boots with spurs attached. His face was red and flushed like he had just been exercising and it made Bethany heat with desire.

“Good morning little lady,” was the first thing Rex said to her and his voice was thick and deep. Bethany almost swooned on the spot.

“G-good morning,” she stuttered out, feeling her bravado fade as she was presented with such a gorgeous human being. “My name’s Bethany. I’m here for the uh...” When she couldn’t quite get the words out, she pulled the torn of the newspaper from her bag and thrust it forward.

The cowboy cocked an eyebrow at her strange behavior but took the page without question. “Ah, the bride advert,” he acknowledged, his drawling Southern accent was soothing and sexy. “I wasn’t really sure anyone was gonna take that too seriously,” he admitted with a brash smirk. “I put that advert in on as a bit of a joke with a friend.”

Bethany’s entire face flooded in a bright pink hue at his words. This isn’t a serious advert, she thought, her eyes wide with realization, it was a joke and she was the moron who had fallen for it. Bethany had never felt so embarrassed in her life and for a moment she couldn’t even speak. Of course, this handsome man didn’t need to put an advert in the paper to find someone to marry. Women must throw themselves at him every day and now Bethany was another one of those women.

“Oh, I’m so s-sorry,” she spluttered, her cheeks flushing even more as she spoke. “I’ll just be on my way then, I’m sorry to have bothered you.” As soon as she managed to get the words out Bethany had turned and was stumbling over her feet in her hurry to get out of this place and away from the man who had caused her painful embarrassment, but she didn’t get very far before he stopped her.

“No wait,” Rex called, his hand reaching out to grab her arm in a soft grip. “Please come in, I’d like to talk about it and get to know you, you seem like a good woman.”

“I don’t need your pity,” Bethany replied indignantly.

“Did I say I was taking pity on you, girl?” the cowboy asked and settled his hat on the top of his head. “Since you traveled all this way you must have wanted something out of that advert and well, I am in need of a wife. Maybe we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement?”

That tempted her far more than Bethany wanted to admit. “Okay,” she finally agreed.

Once they were both inside, Bethany had settled down on the wooden dining chair in the farmhouse kitchen and was sneaking glances around at the house. It seemed to be well-maintained but clearly could use a woman’s touch to dust the tops of the cabinets and give the countertops a good scrub.

“Would you like a drink?” Rex asked her in that deep, throaty voice of his.

“Sure, I’d love a glass of water,” Bethany replied pulling at the collar of her dress lightly. “It is awful hot out there today.”

“Trust me, I understand,” he replied as he grabbed a tumbler for her and poured some water for her. “Here you go.” He passed her the cup.

Bethany took the drink gratefully and immediately sipped at it. The water was refreshing and cool as it slithered down her throat and she closed her eyes, humming her pleasure at the feeling. “Thank you,” she told him as she settled the drink back down on the table. “But I need to ask what exactly you want to do here.”

“Just like the advert said,” Rex answered plainly. “I want a wife who can take care of the household and who can bear my children.”

The suggestion had Bethany heating up again. After all, she was a virgin and knew nothing of carnal relations except for the occasional gossip that went around her town. It was a huge leap now to be thinking about having someone’s children. He must have sensed her unease.

“Of course, I can tell you’re pretty young,” Rex noted with a kind smile. “So, there’s no rush on anything. If you have somewhere else to stay we can even hold off on the marriage for a little while. It would give us a chance to get to know each other better.”

“I don’t,” Bethany answered quietly, her eyes cast downward as she spoke. “I mean, I don’t have anywhere to stay.”

“Ah, okay,” he replied with a nod of his head. “So, we are going to have to hurry things along a little if you want to go ahead with it. That isn’t a problem for me, particularly. As you can see I’m not getting any younger.” Rex flashed her a dazzling smile.

Bethany felt another wave of heat rush over her body at the sight of his brilliant and handsome smile. She didn’t understand how a man she had only met mere minutes ago could have such a powerful effect on her. “You’re not old,” Bethany said unthinkingly.

“I know that, but I’d like to settle down by the time I’m thirty. The bachelor lifestyle just doesn’t suit me anymore.”

“Bachelor lifestyle?” Bethany asked, curious.

“Uh, well,” Rex began as he rubbed the back of his neck in an uneasy motion. “You know, drinking, gambling, spending too much time in the local saloons...”

“Ah,” Bethany nodded her understanding. His life was so different from hers. She had been so sheltered by her parents and so determined to be a good, moral woman all her life that she had never even set foot in a saloon before.

“That’s not who I am now though,” Rex quickly added. “I’m a different person now, I want a normal life. Wife and kids included.”

Bethany nodded but kept her eyes on the ground. “But the advert was just a dare?”

“Well, my buddy put it in the advert after I told him I was pulling out of his weekly poker game,” Rex answered with a laugh at the memory. “I think he was trying to embarrass me, but the joke will be on him now when he sees the gorgeous woman I had turn up on my doorstep.”

“Gorgeous?” Bethany echoed, shocked at his choice of words.

“Yeah, you don’t agree?” he asked.

Bethany took a moment to consider that. She hadn’t really had anyone comment on her looks growing up. She spent a lot of time attending church and helping her mother with household chores. She hadn’t received much male attention, which she thought meant she wasn’t beautiful.

“I don’t think I do agree,” Bethany answered honestly.

The man chortled loudly and with great mirth. “You’ve never looked in a mirror, little lady?” he asked and began to close the distance between them in the poky farmhouse kitchen. “Cause I gotta say you are pretty as a picture.”

The compliment caused Bethany to blush all the way up to her hairline. She wanted to look away from the man across from her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his gaze. The intensity in his eyes was breathtaking and the stare was enough to complete melt Bethany until she was a puddle of desire. He finally reached within touching distance of her, but he didn’t. Rex simply watched her for a moment or two until he seemed to have had enough and then his lips turned up into a small smile. Bethany had no idea what had just happened, but she wasn’t opposed to having his undivided attention on her again.

“I have a guest room,” he told her as he turned away to pour himself another whiskey. “You can stay there for the night and then we can go down to the courthouse tomorrow if you still fancy it.”

Bethany couldn’t believe her ears—he still wanted to marry her? Even though it was all just a joke in the first place and she was so young and she was so inexperienced when it came to men. There had to be some kind of ulterior motive, but he had explained everything so clearly to her and she hadn’t sensed any lies in his explanation.

“Okay,” Bethany finally agreed with a slight nod of her head. “That sounds like a plan.”

Rex turned back to her and sent her a sly wink. “Looking forward to it, Bethany.” The way his voice lingered on her name for a moment made her feel faint.

Oh Bethany, this man is gonna be the death of you.

***

It had been a week since their shotgun wedding and Bethany was still sleeping in the guest room. She hadn’t planned for it to be that way, but she was also terribly shy. It was difficult for her to bring up the subject of marital relations and for whatever reason Rex hadn’t either. They had actually spent very little time together since the wedding since Rex had a problem with a fox that had gotten into his hen house. He’d spent a lot of time with his ranch hands trying to chase the menace down and ensure it didn’t happen again.

It meant that Bethany had spent a lot of time in the house by herself, perusing the few books Rex owned and working on knitting a blue and black scarf for Rex. It wasn’t particularly cold at the moment, but it didn’t hurt for her to have a project to keep her busy. Especially when her new husband didn’t seem interested in her at all.

That night when Rex returned from the farm, worn out and sweating, Bethany couldn’t hold in the way she felt anymore. She knew it had only been a week, but she didn’t like being ignored. She refused to be the obedient little girl her parents had raised. She was a woman now.

“Rex, why am I still sleeping in the guest room?” she opened with.

“Why are you what?” he asked, half paying attention as he sat down on the stairs to tug his boots off.

“Why am I still sleeping in the guest room?” she repeated. “I’m your wife, now aren’t I?”

Rex paused and lifted his head to look at her from under the brim of his cowboy hat. “I thought you’d want to take things slow darlin’.”

“Well,” Bethany stammered a little now, losing her confidence as his eyes locked onto hers. “I do, but I don’t like being ignored.”

“I’m not ignoring you,” he protested.

“When was the last time we even spoke before now?”

“You expect me to remember—”

“Four days ago,” Bethany answered for herself. “I’ve been trying to keep myself busy with books and housework and even knitting when it warm outside! I’m sick of this. I want you to do what you said you wanted to do. I want us to get to know one another.”

“I’m happy to get to know you,” Rex told her gently, raising from his seat and approaching her cautiously. “I didn’t mean to make you feel insecure, Beth. I’ve been busy on the ranch and with the men. I wanted to spend more time with you, but I guess I just...” He sighed. “I’m not used to having another person around in my own home, much less being with a woman. It’s an adjustment.”

“Well, you better start adjusting because you vowed to be with me forever,” Bethany reprimanded.

Rex merely laughed. “You are definitely a feisty one, aren’t you?”

Now, he closed the distance between them, wrapping his arms around her waist and touching her earnestly for the first time since they had been married. They were so close now that Bethany could feel his breath ghost along the shell of her ear where he held her close. She felt him take a shaky inhale of breath and it made her heart flutter to think maybe she had the same effect on him as he had on her. After a few minutes, Rex pulled back a little from their embrace to look her in the eyes.

“I promise I won’t neglect you again,” he drawled in his thick accent. “Let me take you somewhere fun tonight, okay? You said you’d never been to a saloon before, right?”

Bethany nodded, excited at the prospect of leaving the house and seeing what Arizona had to offer.

“Well, let me show you. I’ll take you dancing and you can even have a drink or two if you like.” He winked at her.

“That sounds great,” Bethany replied with a toothy smile. “I can’t wait, should I get changed? I should get changed, right. I
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