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Grant County, Oregon

May 1880

Davis Weston pulled the letter out of his pocket. His fingers rasped against the worn paper. How many times had he opened and read this letter since receiving it? Five, six times a day?

Dearest Davis,

Brother, I worry about you. Your melancholy words of your recent letter insisted I write to you immediately.

I understand your grief, but not the martyr. Forget what the citizens of Maplewood think. Come west and start a new life. 

My friend, Mariella Swanson, has had yet another setback in keeping her late husband’s homestead. With a husband, she could keep his legacy alive for their children and you would have direction in your life again. 

Please think about this. You and Mariella would get along fine. She is nothing like your Sarah. You won’t have to worry about past memories bringing you sorrow. 

If you are agreeable to this arrangement, respond before the end of the month. Mariella is running out of time.

Your loving sister, 

Ernestine

Davis wasn’t sure how well a marriage of convenience would work, but he had to make a change. If another person questioned how Sarah died, he would go mad from repeating the horrifying scene over again. 

For that reason alone, he’d bought a train ticket to Winnemucca, Nevada, and was now riding in the back of a military supply wagon headed for Roaring Springs Ranch in Grant County, Oregon. At Roaring Springs Ranch, his brother-in-law, J.P. Mulligan, would collect him and they would travel to the Mulligan ranch. By the end of today, Davis would have a new wife. The thought didn’t set well considering how he’d lost his last wife, but he had needed a change and his sister’s letter had made him want to be near family and start fresh.

“Sorry the ride’s so rough!” the driver called back to him. “Had a lot of snow, it left the roads muddy and rutted.”

Davis raised a hand, letting the corporal know he’d heard. The high desert area of the Harney Valley was one of the reasons he’d agreed to come here, marry a stranger, and help save her ranch. After watching his wife and son drown in Lake Michigan, he didn’t want to be around water. Too many nights his dreams were filled with that day and how he couldn’t get to them fast enough. Their friends and his customers stared at him as if he’d murdered his own family. 

He fisted his hand, crumpling the letter. This had to work. He had concerns about knowing how to run a cattle and horse ranch, but Ernestine had insisted Mariella would deal with that. He would need to deal with the rancher Peter French who was trying to take over all of Blitzen Valley and Blitzen Canyon where Mariella and her family homesteaded.

“How long until we’re at Roaring Springs Ranch?” Davis called up to the driver. 

“Takes about two and a half days to get there.” The corporal peered over his shoulder. “You going to work for Mr. French?” 

“No.” 

“Didn’t think so. You ain’t dressed like a cowhand.” 

Davis stared at the corporal’s back. He seemed to know quite a bit about the country Davis would soon call home. He crawled over the tarped supplies and sat behind the driver. 

“What can you tell me about the Roaring Springs Ranch and Mr. French?” He pulled out his pipe and filled it with tobacco. Ernestine had told him very little about the troubles and the woman he was marrying. This man would be unbiased.

“Well, Mr. French owns Roaring Springs, the P Ranch, and Diamond Ranch. He employs vaqueros and locals to work his cattle. He’s put up more wire fence than I thought could be made.” 

“Is he a well-liked man?” If the rancher was only having problems with the Swanson family, his new family, then it would mean they were people who were hard to get along with. Ernestine hadn’t said whether or not he could back out once he arrived. 

“His workers like him. Can’t says he’s made many friends with the homesteaders and squatters.” 

Davis leaned back to hear the man better. “I heard he’s pushing people off their homesteads.”

The corporal spun in his seat and stared at Davis. “You a gun for hire?” 

“No. I’m marrying a woman who is having trouble with Mr. French.” Davis smiled round the pipe in his mouth. Me, a gunslinger. I haven’t held a rifle since leaving the farm. 

“Several widows in Harney Valley since the Bannocks went on a killing in seventy-eight.” 

“Mrs. Swanson doesn’t live in Harney Valley.” Ernestine had mentioned the homestead was up Blitzen Canyon in the Steens Mountains.

“Oh sure, Bull’s daughter.” 

“Bull?”

“Bull Simon. He was the tallest, broadest man I’d ever set my eyes on.” The corporal nodded his head.

“What about Mrs. Swanson’s husband? What happened to him?” 

The corporal glanced over his shoulder at Davis. “You don’t know much about your new wife.” 

“I don’t. My sister set this up. Mrs. J.P. Mulligan.”

“Mrs. Mulligan is a favorite at the fort. She sells knitted socks to the soldiers. They’re better than the ones sold at the store.” The corporal turned, extending his hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Hiram Oakley.”

Davis grasped his hand. “Davis Weston.” 

“Mrs. Mulligan and Mrs. Swanson attended the Christmas Ball at the fort with Mr. Mulligan.” 

His soon-to-be wife liked to socialize. That was good. He didn’t know if after being a merchant for so many years and having daily conversations with various people, if he’d do well isolated in a canyon. 

“Does the fort have balls often?” Davis asked.

“The captain throws three a year. Christmas, New Years, and on the anniversary of the war.”

Davis didn’t need to ask which war. The war between the North and the South was the only war people couldn’t forget. It pit families against one another and killed too many. 

“You ever been to the Swanson ranch?” Davis asked, trying to gather as much information as he could.

“No, sir. I just drive this road from Winnemucca to the fort and back. I only know people from my layover at the fort between runs.” He let out a long loud sigh. “I didn’t even get to help round up the Bannocks and Paiutes when they caused trouble.” 

“That’s when Mrs. Swanson became a widow?” Davis wanted to keep the conversation on his interests.

“Yes, sir. Her husband had gone to Winnemucca for supplies and on his way back run into a group of Bannocks. Heard they scalped him.” 

Davis shuddered. He didn’t know the man, but he wouldn’t want some renegade to take his scalp after killing him. Mariella had lost her husband as tragically as he’d lost his family. Perhaps this would be a good bonding point for them. 

He leaned against the seat back and stared at the desert covered with sagebrush. I hope the country I’m going to isn’t so bleak.
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Chapter Two
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Mariella Swanson stood in the small house of her friend, Ernestine Mulligan. Ernestine and her husband, J.P., were ten years older than Mariella, but they had been good friends since Mariella and her husband, Hugh, homesteaded the Blitzen Canyon. 

“You look beautiful!” Ernestine exclaimed, stepping through the door of the bedroom she shared with J.P. 

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” Mariella narrowed her eyes at her friend. 

“You need a husband. My brother needs a wife. He has no bad traits that I know of, but I haven’t been around him for ten years.” Ernestine’s eyes dulled with sadness. “He’s been through so much the last year. He needed this change.”

Mariella took hold of her friend’s hand. “I’ll keep him so busy he won’t have time for memories.”

“Go easy on him. He’s become a dandy since leaving the family farm.”

“You know we can’t have a person on the ranch who doesn’t pull their weight.” Mariella was having doubts—for the hundredth time. How was a merchant going to fit into the hard life she and Hugh carved out in the canyon? 

The rattle of harnesses, wheels rumbling, and thud of hooves meant J.P. had arrived with her groom. Mariella’s stomach had been tied in knots all morning wondering if she was doing the right thing. I have no choice. I need a husband to stand up to Mr. French and the cattle buyers. If not, all our work will go to P Ranch. She’d promised Hugh when Zach was born that if something ever happened to him she would keep the ranch for their son to take over when he was old enough. 

“That must be Davis and J.P.” Ernestine’s face glowed. She’d been telling Mariella all about her brother ever since his reply he’d give the marriage a try. 

“You stay here. Mr. Cline, the justice of the peace, from Sagehen should be here any minute. We’ll get the formalities of the wedding over, and then we’ll have a nice dinner before you head back to the ranch.” 

“I think I should get a chance to talk with Davis before we get married.” She didn’t want to find herself staring at a man she couldn’t tolerate. 

Ernestine patted her arm. “Would you rather have dinner then the ceremony?”

Mariella thought about this. Her stomach was in such knots she wouldn’t be able to enjoy her friend’s good cooking. 

“No, let’s get the wedding over with. But I want to meet him before.” She slipped her arm through her friends. Ernestine’s head came to Mariella’s shoulder. She was used to most people being shorter than her. Hugh had been her height and her father had been several inches taller than her. 

“I promise you, Davis isn’t an ogre. He’s quite dashing.” Ernestine pushed the bedroom door open as the front door of the stone house opened. 

J.P. entered, holding his hat in his hand. 

Mariella’s gaze went to the man following him through the door. Ernestine had been right. Her brother was dapper and dashing. He had brown short-clipped hair and a trimmed matching brown beard. His dusty clothes were nicer than any she’d seen on a man. His brocade vest fit snug to his wide chest and narrow waist. Fancy shoes peeked out from under his trousers legs. A fancy suit coat draped over his arm. 

“Davis!” Ernestine flew across the room and wrapped her arms around the man’s neck. He held her tight, his eyes closed, and his face pinched in pain. 

The brother and sister held one another for several minutes. J.P. shuffled his feet, and Mariella didn’t know whether to watch or look away. The long embrace showed the man believed in family. 

The two parted, Ernestine wiped at tears. Davis cleared his throat and turned his head, swiping a sleeve across his eyes. 

Once he was composed, Ernestine grasped his hand and led him over to Mariella. 

“Mariella Swanson, I’d like you to meet my brother, Davis Weston.” Ernestine stepped back, “Davis, this is Mariella.” 

Mariella held out her hand. “Davis.” 

He grasped her hand. It was smooth, but his shake was firm. 

“Mariella.” His gaze slid across her face and even though he stood a couple inches shorter than her, his gaze didn’t drop to her chest like most men she dealt with. Her ample bosoms were her downfall when dealing with men. They couldn’t see past them to her business sense. Hugh had, but the cattle buyers, and even that half-pint French whose eyes were level with her chest, couldn’t drag his gaze up to her face when he talked to her.

He held her hand after the shake, peering into her face. 

“Tell me about your family,” he said, drawing her over to the table and chairs. He released her hand to pull out a chair for her. 

Mariella sat and wondered at how he so skillfully maneuvered her to the table. 

Davis pulled a chair over in front of her and sat, his knees only inches from touching hers. 

“Ernestine wrote to me saying you have children. Tell me about them and everyone on the Bar S ranch,” Davis said.

Mariella accepted the cup of coffee Ernestine handed her. She waited until her friend handed Davis a cup too. 

“My son, Zach, is six. He wants to help with the ranch but isn’t quite big enough to take on many tasks. I have my hands full making him understand he needs schooling. Lizzie, my daughter, is two. She’s getting into everything right now and barely talking.” She noticed Davis’s eyes dull with sadness. Ernestine had told her he’d lost a wife and son in a boating accident.

“That must be hard taking care of two small children and keeping a ranch running,” Davis said. 

“My mother takes care of Zach and Lizzie and the house work.” She missed cooking and being with the children, but there was only her and Jedidiah to handle the cattle and horses. 

Davis studied her for the longest time. Her skin started tingling and her fingers tightened around the coffee mug. 

“You ride and take care of the cattle with the men?” he asked. 

She could tell by his tone, he didn’t like the idea. 

“There is only myself and Jedidiah left to run the ranch.” 

Davis leaned back and peered at his sister. “Ernestine said you had a large ranch.”

“We do. Two hundred head of cattle and fifty horses.” She and Jedidiah were getting worn out from handling all the work. From the looks of Davis, this wedding might be a mistake.

“Why are there only two of you dealing with that many animals?” Davis returned his gaze to her.

“Because Peter French offered my hands double what I could pay them.”

“You didn’t have any men loyal to the Bar S?” Davis asked.

“Not after Hugh was killed. There are few men who like to take orders from a woman.” She’d discovered that the hard way. All the years she’d delivered orders while her husband was alive the men had listened. Once the “man” of the ranch was gone, they stopped listening and several had even made untoward comments and actions. There had been many nights that she’d cried herself to sleep. For the loss of the man she loved, the loss of respect with the men, and the sinking feeling she wouldn’t be able to keep her promise to Hugh and save the ranch for Zach. 

Davis nodded. “Some men find it hard to believe a woman knows more than them.”

Mariella’s cheeks heated with anger. She didn’t need a husband who believed a woman couldn’t handle business dealings. “Why you—!”

Davis raised his hands. “I said some men. I don’t have a problem with a woman giving me orders as long as I know she knows more about the matter.”

A knock at the door stopped their conversation. All heads turned toward the sound as J.P. walked over and opened the door.

Mr. Cline, the Justice of the Peace, walked through the door. Her gut clenched. Why had she allowed Ernestine to talk her into marrying a complete stranger? 

Mariella glanced at Davis. This was her last chance to change her mind.
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Davis knew the man who walked through the door must be the Justice of the Peace. On the ride from Roaring Springs Ranch to J.P.’s ranch, his brother-in-law had told Davis the man was meeting them here. 

Mariella wasn’t unpleasant to look at. She had light brown, curly hair. He knew it was curly because of the wisps curling around her face, otherwise it was pulled up in a bun. The smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks gave her a youthful appearance. Talking with Mariella, her hazel eyes changed with her mood. His first sight of her had pleased him. She was nothing like his dainty Sarah. There was no comparison to his late wife. The dress Mariella wore showed off her wide child-baring hips, ample breasts, small waist, and broad shoulders. And her height. She stood a good two inches taller than his five-ten. 

What did concern him was her riding and working cattle like a man. Granted she was as big as many men and no doubt strong, but a mother should care for the children. 

“Davis, this is Mr. Cline, the Justice of the Peace, I was telling you about,” J.P. said, leading the man over to Davis. 

Davis stood, shook hands with the man, and wondered if he should go through with this.

After they shook hands, Mr. Cline turned to Mariella. “Mrs. Swanson, are you sure you’re ready to remarry?” 

Mariella shook her head. “I’m not sure. But Peter French has given me no choice.” 

The venom as she said the other rancher’s name, caught Davis’s attention. He felt there was more to the feud than she was telling. Her indecision about marrying after meeting him was a bit of a blow to his ego. He hadn’t expected her eyes to light up with interest when they met, but her having second thoughts after talking with him didn’t give him hope of an easy marriage.

Ernestine moved to put an arm around Mariella’s waist. “Mr. Cline, I’m sure you’ve heard how Mr. French is pushing squatters and homesteaders out of Blitzen Valley. He’s now trying to take Blitzen Canyon. That is Mariella and her children’s home. She needs a husband to keep her land. My brother needed a change in his life. This is a good thing.” 

Davis stared at his sister. She didn’t need to tell a stranger his problems. This matter was between him and Mariella. He held out a hand to Mariella. “We need to talk alone.” 

Mariella ignored his outstretched hand, but headed for the door of the house. He followed, tossing over his shoulder. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Outside, standing in the warm May sunshine, Davis walked over to where Mariella stood stroking a harnessed horse’s neck.

“Mariella, I understand this marriage is being forced on you. That you’d rather deal with it on your own but can’t. I didn’t want to remarry. Ever. It’s too painful to lose someone you love. You know this, having lost your husband brutally.”

She nodded and wiped at her tears with her fingers.

“What we have to decide isn’t if we will ever love one another, but can we get along. Do you think we can work together to keep your ranch?” Davis leaned against the wagon wheel behind the horse she pet.

Mariella cleared her throat. “I don’t know about getting along. You seem a bit citified to help on the ranch, but if you can help me keep this ranch, I’m willing to give it a try. I’m running out of choices.” 

“All I can tell you is I will do my best to help you keep the ranch. My goal in coming here was to change my life and leave memories behind. Helping you may just be my only salvation.” Davis didn’t know why, but since seeing the woman, he wanted to help her keep a ranch he’d never seen.

“You seem to be a reasonable man and with some intelligence. I’d be a fool to turn down someone willing to help.” Mariella held out her hand. 

Davis felt stung a bit by the ‘man of some intelligence’ comment but he understood her desperation. He clasped her hand and they shook. 

“Come on. Let’s make this legal so you can explain all the problems on the way to the ranch.” 

Mariella smiled. The first one he’d witnessed since meeting her. Her eyes turned a golden brown and her face glowed with youthfulness. That smile took his breath away. 

He motioned for her to precede him into the house so they could get the legalities of this out of the way. 

Mr. Cline read the official wedding narrative, had them sign a paper, and they all sat down to a delicious dinner prepared by Ernestine. 

Davis was pleased to see that his new bride didn’t eat huge helpings like a man, but she also didn’t pick and push her food around. 

After the meal, they hugged Ernestine, and Davis shook hands with J.P. and Mr. Cline. 

“Come see me soon!” Ernestine called as Mariella drove the horses and wagon out of the Mulligan’s yard and out to the road he and J.P. had taken to get to the homestead from Roaring Springs.

“How far is the ranch from here?” Davis asked as the horses settled into a lengthened walk. 

“About an hour. Depending on how many times we get stopped.” 

The venom he’d heard in her voice earlier when mentioning Mr. French stung her words.

“What do you mean by stopped?” He wasn’t understanding a lot of things this woman said.

“We have to cross land Mr. French uses for his cattle. He has riders who stop anyone crossing his land.” Mariella glanced at him. “He’s fenced in land he doesn’t own. His cattle graze it, and he keeps everyone else off.”

“How can he fence land he doesn’t own?” 

“I don’t know, but he has, and he’s keeping people from their land because of it.” 

Davis had never heard of this. “Have you talked to a law official about the legality of his fencing?”

“The closest one is Canyon City. That’s four days from here. I can’t spare the time to ride up there.” Mariella sighed. “I couldn’t really spare the time to meet and marry you.” She glanced over. “I’m sorry. That didn’t sound like I appreciate a complete stranger marrying me to help me save the ranch. I do appreciate you coming all this way to help me. Ernestine and I have been good friends since they arrived in the Blitzen Valley. When she said she’d asked you to come out here and marry me...I was mad at her. She’d aired my troubles to a complete stranger.” Mariella turned her gaze on him. The golden brown of her eyes had turned to a sobering brown. “I couldn’t believe when you’d accepted her offer.” Her cheeks reddened. “To be honest, I didn’t expect—” she waved her hand up and down, “—this.”

Davis smiled. Probably the first genuine smile in over a year. “You aren’t what I expected either.”

Mariella laughed. It was a hearty robust laugh that was deep and sent his insides quivering. 

“No one expects a six-foot, stout woman when they hear my name. Ma is the size of Ernestine, but my pa was a large man and I took after him in size.” She clicked at the horses and stared forward. “When Ma named me, she was hoping I’d be petite and like needlework and fancy dresses.” 

Davis let his gaze roam over his new bride. “That dress is pretty and fits you nice.” He hadn’t expected his wife to be a large package but from what he’d seen so far she carried herself well, was articulate, and had a sense of humor. 

She glanced over at him. “Your sister made this dress. Insisted I had to wear a dress when I met you.” Her pink lips tipped up on one side. “I mostly wear mens clothing at the ranch. It’s easier to do the ranching chores.” 

“When do you take care of your children?” Davis had a hunch earlier when she seemed a bit uncomfortable in the dress that she didn’t always wear dresses. Wearing trousers made sense given how much time she spent outside working. But he was most concerned with the children having a mother, especially since they had lost a father.

This time she didn’t glance over, she peered into his eyes. “Do you believe I put the ranch before my children?” 

“From everything you’ve said, there is little time for them or being a mother.” Davis had a strong belief in a mothers nurturing. 

“I have breakfast with them every morning before heading out to take care of the ranch. If the chores are close to the house, I have the noon meal with them. And we all sit down at dinner and afterwards I see what school work Zach has done, I read them a story, and I put them to bed. It’s all I have time for since Peter French stole my ranch hands.”

Davis thought on this. “You need more ranch hands. Aren’t there any local men Mr. French is pushing out that would be willing to work for you to help you keep your ranch?” 

Mariella stared forward, but he could see she was thinking by her scrunched forehead.

“Dan Michaels and John Tippen might hire on. They are barely hanging onto the land they squatted on in the marsh.” 

“Do they have families and how far from the Bar S do they live?” Davis was hoping for men who could live at the ranch, if they had to ride miles to get there every day they wouldn’t be much help. 

“They’re at least ten miles from the ranch.” 

The defeat in her voice set his need to help her higher. “Have you tried a notice in the Winnemucca paper or...what is the next closest town with a newspaper?”

“Canyon City, Prineville, or Baker City are the only larger towns with newspapers.” 

“I’ll write up an advertisement asking for ranch hands and send it to all those newspapers.” He had a knack for writing advertisements. It had been one of the tasks at the store he’d enjoyed. 

“It costs money to post in newspapers. I don’t know how much it would be,” Mariella said.

“I’ve posted advertisements in papers for the store. I know about how much they charge. I’m sure we can send them an amount that will be sufficient.”

The wagon slowed. Davis spotted the wire stretched across the road. “This is the fence you were talking about?” he asked.

“Yes. Do you know how to open the gate?” Mariella pulled the horses to a stop several feet from the wire. 

“I’ll figure it out.” Davis climbed down from the wagon and inspected the wooden post on the gate and the sticks making a basket up to his chest filled with rocks that held the five strands of wire that stretched the length of the fence. The stick or limbs every ten to fifteen feet along the fence appeared to stand on their own as the wire became harder to see farther along the line. 

He noticed the smaller stick through the gate and unwrapped it, loosening the gate. He slipped the wire over the top of the last stick on the gate and pulled the four strand gate open. 

Mariella drove the horses and wagon through and stopped, waiting for him to close the gate.

Davis climbed back on the wagon. “Is this land owned by Mr. French?”

“No. He owns land at the Roaring Springs Ranch and P Ranch but he ran a fence from Roaring Springs to the P Ranch, closing in all the land in between.” 

Davis stared at the tall grass waving in the breeze. “He’s locked other people out of land he doesn’t own?”

“Yes. And if people try to homestead or squat, his ranch hands kick them out or make their life so miserable they sell their land to French for half of what it’s worth.” The disgust in her voice echoed Davis’s feelings toward a man he’d yet to meet.

“And there’s no law around here to make him stop?” He couldn’t believe there was no legal way to make the man take his fences down.

“No. The law is spread thin in these parts. The sheriff is in Canyon City and doesn’t like to come down here when Fort Harney is so close. But the military don’t like to get mixed up in the land disputes. They’re here to deal with the Indians.” Mariella sighed. “It’s been up to the homesteaders to deal with French and it’s not easy because he has so many people working for him.” 

Two horseback riders came into view from the south.

“Dang.” Mariella said under her breath.

Davis stared at the men as their horses gathered speed and kicked up dust. “Who are they?” he asked.

“Men who work for French.” Mariella kept the horses moving along the road as the two ranch hands grew nearer. 

“What are they doing?” Davis asked.

“They’re going to tell me I’m trespassing and harass me.” 

“But this isn’t owned by Mr. French.” Davis was having a hard time believing a person could keep people out of land he didn’t own.

The two riders came abreast of them and one grabbed the head stall of Mariella’s wagon horse, stopping them.

“Well, Mrs. Swanson. I see you’re passin’ through P Ranch’s land again,” said the smaller of the two men. 

Davis also noticed the man’s gaze wasn’t on Mariella’s face but was leering at her curves. 

“She is no longer Mrs. Swanson, she is Mrs. Weston. I’d advise you to look her in her eyes when you talk to her,” Davis said, drawing the man’s attention and gaze. 

The man’s leering smile turned to a frown. “And who are you?”

“I’m Davis Weston, Mrs. Weston’s husband. Release our horse and move on. I understand this is a public road and there is no reason for you to detain us.” Davis reached over, taking the reins from Mariella. She stared at him, but didn’t refuse to hand them over. 

Davis slapped the horses on the rumps with the reins, causing them to lurch forward, making the other man release the headstall or be pulled off his horse. The horses and wagon headed down the road at a trot. Davis didn’t look back. But Mariella did.

“They aren’t following.” She twisted back, facing forward. “Thank you.”

Davis glanced at her. “For what?” 

She glanced down at her ample bosom. “For telling him to look me in the eyes.” 

Mariella was pleased her new husband noticed the man staring at her bosoms. She always hated running into Peter French’s ranch hands because they made her feel uncomfortable with their ogling and lewd comments.

“No man should stare at your body. Their eyes should be on your face. It shows respect and courtesy.” Davis’s words held conviction and a trace of anger.

The anger sent a shimmer of happiness through her. He cared how others viewed her. They’d only known each other for a few hours and he cared. It was a good sign. 

“That has been my problem since Hugh died. The men only look one place and don’t hear a word I say. Even some of our own ranch hands treated me differently once I was a widow.” 

Davis glanced over at her. “You’re no longer a widow, and I’ll not allow any man to be disrespectful to you.”

Mariella looked down at her idle hands. It had been two years since she didn’t have to drive a wagon. She wasn’t sure what to do with her hands if they weren’t holding reins. She clasped her hands together and stared ahead. She had no doubt her mother would be happy with Davis. But Jedidiah would be perplexed. He was hoping for a man who could step in and take over ranching chores. She had a feeling Davis would be more trouble than help while dealing with the cattle. 

“When was the last time you worked cattle?” Mariella asked.

“I was fifteen. We had a few head on my family’s farm.”

She frowned. “The last time you rode a horse?”

“A few years back, I rode out hunting with a friend.” Davis glanced over at her. “I’ve always been a quick learner. I understand you need me out working cattle.” He stared ahead. “I also think I need to familiarize myself with Oregon land laws. One man cannot keep the public off of land he doesn’t own.” 
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Chapter Four
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Davis was still thinking on the fact they had to open and close two fences that shouldn’t be on a public road when the horses and smaller dirt road started following a stream. 

“This is Little Blitzen. The water starts up in the Steens Mountains and flows through the canyon. It waters our cattle, horses, and crops.”

The pride in Mariella’s voice told Davis she would do whatever it took to keep the ranch. That included marrying a greenhorn. 

A log archway crossed the road. A board hung down with a long line over a large S. 

“This is where our land begins. We have this one hundred and sixty acres of grassland and the canyon.” Mariella waved her arm encompassing the wide flat land covered in new green grass. “Hugh had the foresight to cut and dry this meadow for hay to feed in the winter. Last winter we needed it. The snow was deep and it stayed cold for weeks. Other ranchers who didn’t have hay to feed their cattle lost nearly half their herds.” Mariella put a hand on his arm. “The first thing I need you to do as my husband is talk with the cattle buyers. They should be coming through here in the next couple of weeks. Last spring they wouldn’t negotiate with me and we had to take less than the other cattlemen. We need to get the same weight on the dollar as the others.”

Davis nodded his head. “Do you have figures for me to study?”

“Yes. We keep a ledger of all sales. It will give you an idea of what price we need to get.”

“How do you know when the buyers are coming through?” He didn’t want this ranch to be bypassed. 

“They send a rider ahead of them, saying the day they will be at each ranch.” She added. “They like to ride through the stock.” 

“That makes sense. We’ll be ready for them when they arrive.”

The grass meadow gave way to trees and soon they were driving in the bottom of a tall narrow canyon. Leaves were unfurling on the aspens and mahogany trees and the juniper trees were replaced with a smattering of pines. Green grass covered the canyon floors and sides up to a point where rocky edges dominated the rim.

“This is beautiful,” Davis said. He’d never seen a more rugged or beautiful spot.

“When my pa found this spot, he knew it was the perfect place for Hugh and me to homestead.” 

The melancholy in her voice made him wonder about the love and life she’d shared with her deceased husband.

“Your family has been around here a while?” he asked.

“Not really. I grew up in Canyon City. Pa was a freighter. But once Hugh and I married and settled here, he and Ma helped us get the buildings and corrals up.” Mariella stared toward the creek. 

“What happened to your pa?” She’d only mentioned her ma living with her and the corporal had made it sound like the man had passed on.

“After we had the ranch all set up, he went back to hauling freight. His wagon went over a cliff.” She remained staring at the stream, her voice barely carried over to him. “The next year Hugh was bringing us supplies from Winnemucca and he was ambushed by Indians. We hadn’t heard about the Indians until after he’d left. There was no way to tell him to stay. He wouldn’t have anyway, knowing we were in the path of the renegades.” 

She pointed to the right. “They camped in the canyon on the other side of that ridge. We still had ranch hands then. Drummond and Porter came riding in like their horses’ tails were on fire. They’d been up on the ridge and looked down in the other canyon and saw close to three hundred lodges set up in the bottom. Jedidiah sent a rider to the fort to let them know.” 

The hair on the back of Davis’s neck tingled knowing Mariella and her family had been so close to the warring Indians. “Did you take the kids to the fort for protection?”

“No. We put riders on the ridge to keep track of them. If they said the Indians were coming this way, we’d stored food and water in a dirt cellar. We would have hid out in there.”

He shook his head. “The fort would have protected you better.”

She finally looked at him. There were traces of tears glistening in her eyes. “We would have been easier to kill out in the wide open flats than hiding back in the canyon.” 

He wasn’t going to argue the point. Bringing up the past had caused her sadness. 

The road and stream opened to a small meadow. A long low, stone building with log pillars holding up a porch roof stood in the middle of the meadow. This building had what looked like smaller stone buildings to the right and to the left stood a two story barn. The lower story was made of stone and the upper out of timber. To the left of the barn was a smaller long building with a porch. Behind the barn and other building were corrals made of sticks with rope weaving them together. 

“The building left of the barn is the bunkhouse. Right now only Jedidiah is living there. It can hold up to twenty men.” The wistfulness in her voice told Davis she wished it held that many men still. 

“The buildings to the right of the house are the smoke house and hen house. The cellar I told you about is dug into the canyon wall and is our spring house as well.” Mariella pointed to the barn. “Pull the wagon up over there. We’ll unharness and put the horses out before going to the house.”

Davis reined the horses to the barn and hopped down. Mariella climbed down from the wagon, holding her skirt out of the way. Davis waited for her to open the large, double, wooden doors on the barn. He was impressed with the stone work and the wood working. 

“This is an impressive barn,” he commented, following Mariella back to the harnessed horses.

She started unhooking the traces from the wagon tongue. “Hugh helped his brothers build their barns and houses when they homesteaded. He learned a lot. But he preferred taking care of cattle.” 

Davis unfastened the harnesses on the far side and drove the horses into the barn where they continued to remove the harnesses. 

After the horses were free of the working tack, Mariella led the two to a small corral behind the barn. She poured grain onto the ground and the two started crunching the oats. 

“What about the wagon?” Davis asked, as Mariella exited the barn and shut the doors. 

“We’ll back it over alongside the barn.” She grasped the wooden tongue and started shoving. 

“Here, let me do that. You don’t want to ruin that new dress.” He grabbed the tongue between Mariella and the wagon and shoved, turning the wheels to make the wagon back alongside the barn. He brushed his hands and turned around to find Mariella frowning. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, lifting his carpet bag out of the buckboard and walking over to her.

“You aren’t going to start pushing me to the side when I have work that isn’t womens to do, are you?” She put her hands on her hips. “If you are, then we won’t get anything done around here.”

Davis raised the hand not holding the bag with his belongings. “I was only thinking of your new dress.”

“Ma!” A young boy came running out of the house. His feet skidded to a stop beside his mother. 

Mariella put a hand on the boy’s brown hair and smiled. Davis was happy to see a change in her. Her eyes softened and her lips curved into a smile. “Zach, this is Mr. Weston.”

“Is he a ranch hand?” the boy asked skeptically, looking Davis over from his dusty shoes to his derby hat. 

Davis decided to let Mariella explain this to her son. 

Her shining smile disappeared. It was evident she hadn’t told her son where she went today. 

Mariella crouched in front of her son. She’d only told Jedidiah and her ma what she was up to today. She didn’t want Zach thinking she was replacing his father. He may have only been four when Hugh was killed, but he remembered his daddy. Hugh had doted on his son, and his son had thought his father could do nothing wrong. Little Lizzie had been born after Hugh passed. 

Her heart squeezed in her chest and her mouth felt as dry as the Alvord lake bed. “Zach, Mr. Weston and I married today. He’s Mrs. Mulligan’s brother.” Zach loved Ernestine like an aunt. She hoped Davis being related to the woman would help Zach accept him.

His little six-year-old mind was humming. She could tell by the way his gaze flashed from Davis to her and back to Davis. Finally he said, “But you’re married to Pa.”

Tears burned the back of her eyes. He said he understood that Pa was gone and would never come back, like their dog Rusty who had been trampled by a bull. But she now wondered. 

“There you two are. I worried you wouldn’t get back before dark.” Ma hurried across the area between the house and the barn. 

Thankful for the distraction, Mariella stood, but grasped Zach’s small hand. “Ma, this is Davis Weston. Davis this is my ma, Ethel Simon.”

Davis held out his hand. “Mrs. Simon, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

Her mother smiled bright and shook hands with Davis. “I’m happy you and my daughter will be working together to save this ranch. It would be a shame to see all her hard work be taken over by Mr. French.” 

“I agree,” Davis said. He picked up his carpet bag and looked at Zach. “Zach, I’m going to put my bag on the porch. Then I’d like you to take me around and tell me all about the buildings on the ranch.”

Mariella watched Davis close, wondering what kind of father he would be to children that were not his own. Ernestine said he’d been a good father to his own son.

Zach peered up at Mariella. “Do you want me to?” he asked.

“Yes, that would be a big help to me if you could show Mr. Weston around.” Mariella squeezed Zach’s hand and watched him posture like a grown up.

“I’ll take you around cuz I know everything about the ranch.” His young voice held a note of seriousness that tugged at her heart. 

Even though he was only six and didn’t quite understand all that had gone on, he had stepped in as her protector from the day he’d found her crying over the loss of his pa. She hoped her children would accept Davis as their father. If they accepted him, she would be more open to accepting him as a husband.

“Thank you,” Mariella said to Zach and then mouthed the same words to Davis as he walked back to where they stood. 

He nodded and motioned to the barn. “Show me what I need to know about the barn,” he said to Zach.

Her son released her hand and trotted ahead of Davis, rattling on about the horses and tack in the barn. 

Ma put her arm around Mariella’s waist and led her toward the house. “He seems like a nice man.”

“I knew Ernestine wouldn’t have suggested I marry her brother if he wasn’t a good man. But I don’t know how well he’s going to fit in around here.” Mariella liked how Davis had taken Zach’s mind off who he was and used the boy’s pride to strike up a friendship. “He does know how to get along with little boys.” She stopped at the porch and picked up Davis’s bag. “I told you he lost his wife and son in a boating accident, didn’t I?” 

“Yes, you did. I hope being around Zach doesn’t bring him sad memories,” her mother said.

“Me too.”

They continued into the house. 

Walking toward the kitchen, Ma said over her shoulder, “Lizzie is napping.” 

Mariella stopped inside the door and stared at the bag in her hand. There were only three bedrooms in the house. Her mother had one, the children had the other, and then there was the one she’d shared with Hugh. She wasn’t ready to share her room with Davis. He’d have to stay in the bunkhouse. She placed his bag by the front door and strode across the main room to the children’s room. 

Mariella tiptoed over to the small bed where her precious daughter lay sleeping. She gently touched the fluffy blonde curls. They were lucky to have Lizzie in their lives. After finding out Hugh had been killed, Mariella had been so overwrought the child came a month early. They’d prayed over her small body that barely breathed and she’d come through. She had a weak constitution, but she was with them. She could see Davis being gentle and mindful of Lizzie’s frailness. Mariella kissed her sleeping child’s head and left the room. 

The daylight was almost gone, but she needed to go for a ride. So much had happened today, she needed to clear her head. 

In her room, she took off the pale green calico dress Ernestine had made her. She hung the dress and petticoat in a wardrobe her father had made from hewn alder. The skin under her corset itched. She dug a finger under the edge and tried to scratch. She was the only woman she knew who wore a corset while working cattle. But the bounce of riding a horse made her bosoms and her back ache. She’d rather suffer the confining whalebone than the pain from flopping  body parts. She pulled one of Hugh’s linen shirts on over her chemise and corset, and buttoned the top. She pulled the wool trousers over her legs and hips, and fastened them. Her mother had altered the waist to fit her more slender one and she’d hemmed the legs. Mariella shoved the bottom of the trouser legs into her boots and left her room, grabbing her wide-brimmed hat and leather gloves by the door on her way out of the house. 

She strode across the yard and down the side of the barn to the corral in the back. Her gelding, Dash, stood at the far end of the corral. Mariella whistled. 

Dash raised his head, nickered, and trotted to the gate. 

Tears burned the back of her eyes. Dash had been her first gift from Hugh. They’d met at a social in Canyon City when she was sixteen. Six months later, he’d shown up at her house with a tan-colored yearling colt and a marriage offer. She’d jumped into his arms and kissed him for the first time. 

Dash nuzzled her face. “You, Zach, and Lizzie are all I have to remember Hugh.” She stroked his face and looped the rope hanging from the fence around his neck and led him into the barn. All the emotions bombarding her mind needed to be cleared. The best way she knew was to ride up the canyon and check the cattle. That always cleared her head. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five
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Zach and Davis stepped out of the cellar as a shrill whistle rang through the canyon. 

“What’s that?” Davis asked Zach. The young boy did know a lot about the ranch and now Davis knew as much as the boy. 

“Ma whistling for Dash.” Zach waited for Davis to close the heavy wooden door on the dugout cellar. 

“Who is Dash? A dog?” Davis asked when the door dropped into place.

“Ma’s horse. She must be goin’ for a ride.” 

Davis watched the boy. He didn’t seem the least bit worried his mother was riding off by herself. “Where would she be riding to this late in the day?” 

“Check the cows. She’s pertiklar ’bout the cows bein’ watched.” He continued to the back door of the stone house. 

Davis had noted the precision with which the stones had been cut and laid in all the buildings. He was impressed with the shingled roof on the house and barn, and noted the sod roofs on the other out buildings. The smokehouse was large enough to handle several beef or hogs at the same time. He’d heard hogs squealing as they walked to the hen house and spotted a pen with two hogs farther up the canyon behind the outhouse.

They entered the house through the kitchen. The smell of cookies swarmed his head and Davis was tossed back to before the accident, walking into a kitchen filled with the same scents and seeing Sarah and Christian, heads bent together making cookies. His heart slammed into his ribs and air sucked out of his lungs. 

“Mr. Weston? Mr. Weston, are you all right?” 

The unfamiliar female voice drew him out of his memory. He focused on the woman with brown hair streaked with gray standing in front of him. Mrs. Simon. Mariella’s mother. He wasn’t in Michigan and his family wasn’t alive. 

“Mr. Weston, are you ill?” Mariella’s mother led him over to a kitchen chair. 

“No. No, I’m not ill. I just...” He shook his head. He didn’t need this woman feeling sorry for him because, even after traveling two thousand miles he still hadn’t run away from his memories. 

“Ma went riding,” Zach said, picking up a cookie and eating it. 

“Is it safe for her to ride alone?” Davis asked, drawing his thoughts back to the present.

Mrs. Simon studied him. “She knows this canyon, and Jedidiah will be headed back here for supper. He’ll run into her.” 

“I see.” He didn’t really, but he had no choice than to agree with her. “Where does Mariella keep the ledger? She wanted me to acquaint myself with the prices before the cattle buyers get here.” 

The older woman studied him a few seconds. “She said you were to look at the ledger?” 

“Yes. On our drive here she said the cattle buyers were coming in a few weeks and I needed to know the prices and weights for the cattle to deal with them.” He peered back at the woman. “That is why she married me, to act on her behalf as her husband.”

The woman sighed. “That’s true. She’s been beating her head against a tree trying to do business with the weak-minded men around here.” She nodded toward the door out of the kitchen. “In the main room is a desk in the corner. She keeps all the ranch records in there.”

“Thank you.” He headed to the door. 

“Wait.” She filled a cup with coffee and placed four cookies on a plate. “Supper won’t be for another couple of hours.” 

“Much obliged.” Davis took the coffee and plate of cookies into the main room. 

The room was a bit larger than the kitchen. The furniture in the room was sparse. Two hand hewn chairs, a chair of the same rough nature that would sit two at once, a small table by each chair,and a braided rug on the floor in front of a fireplace. The main door was a large door of wide thick planks. He noticed his bag sitting by the door in front of a bench under hooks for coats. Several coats of various sizes hung from the hooks. 

He spotted the desk far from the fireplace, tucked in a corner alongside the front window. A lantern sat on the top of the desk. 

Davis placed the coffee and plate on the desk and lit the lantern. He searched the top of the desk and noted a list of supplies. It looked like a trip to Winnemucca was in the planning stages. He pulled out a drawer on the left hand side and found a ledger. Spreading the book open, he picked up the coffee, sipped the strong brew, and ate a cookie as he read through the numbers. 

He turned up the lantern as the light from the window dimmed. 

Stomping from the kitchen side of the house, roused him from the calculations he scrawled on a piece of paper he’d found. 

A child cried behind one of the doors off the main room. He stood, stretched, and when no one came to the child’s aid, he listened at the doors and opened the middle door. 

A thin, pale child of about two sat in the middle of a small bed. Her blonde curls were tousled and her face puckered and red as tears slid down her cheeks.

“There, there angel. You’re not alone.” Davis crossed the room and crouched next to the bed. He rubbed the child’s back and spoke quietly. “I’m Davis. Since I’ve met everyone else, I’d guess you to be Lizzie.”

The child snuffled and looked at him with big, round eyes. They peered into one another’s eyes for a few moments, and she held up her arms to be picked up. 

Davis smiled. This was the first person in this house he’d won over. He picked her up, being careful to cradle her gently in his arms. She wrapped a small arm around his neck and patted his beard with her other hand.

“You like my whiskers?” he asked.

“I imagine your beard is softer than Jedidiah’s whiskers.” 

Davis spun toward Mariella’s voice. She stood inside the room. He took in the tall boots, wool trousers flaring at her hips and cinching in at her small waist. His gaze drifted quickly over the man’s shirt, billowing out of the waist of her trousers and hiding her bosom. Her brown hair with rust highlights hung down around her shoulders. 

“Did you have a good ride?” he asked, crossing the room and handing Lizzie over to her mother. 

“I did. Found some strays and headed them back to the herd.” She held the child to her and kissed the pale cheek. “Did you have a good nap?” she purred to the child. 

After his qualms about whether Mariella could be a good mother as well as run a cattle ranch, seeing her with her children had answered that question. A person would have to be blind to not see her love for her children. 

“Supper is ready,” she said, watching him over the child’s head. 

He headed out the door and stopped half way to the kitchen. “After supper, I have some numbers to show you.”

She glanced at the desk with the glowing lantern. “Ma said you were looking at the ledger.” 

“I was. You said the buyers should be coming soon, I wanted to make sure I knew what to say. I found some numbers I don’t understand.”

Her brow scrunched. He already knew that meant she was thinking. 

“I’m sure you’ll set me straight after supper.” He grasped her elbow and escorted her into the kitchen. 

Mariella couldn’t miss the expressions on Ma and Jedidiah’s faces when Davis escorted her into the kitchen and held out the chair at the end of the table while she sat. Hugh had shown her respect and treated her well, but he’d never held her chair for her. 

She placed Lizzie in the high chair next to her and on the same side of the table as Zach. Motioning toward Jedidiah, Mariella said, “Davis Weston, this is Jedidiah Morton. He’s been the foreman of the Bar S Ranch since we laid the first stone for the house.” 

Davis extended his hand and the two men shook. 

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Morton,” Davis said.

“No one calls me mister. I’m just plain ole Jedidiah,” her foreman said, moving to the seat beside Ma. Since Hugh’s death he’d taken to sitting at the head of the table. 

Mariella watched as Davis contemplated the only seat left. The one at the head of the table. He pulled out the chair and studied Zach. 

“Zach, do you mind if I sit in this chair?” Davis asked.

Mariella’s chest ached as she watched her son think about the question. She glanced at Davis. The boy’s answer meant as much to him as it did to her. 

“I guess it’s all right,” Zach said, and glanced across the table at Jedidiah, who nodded slightly.

Davis sat and peered across the table at her. She wasn’t sure what he was asking with his eyes. They didn’t know one another well enough to know their thoughts, but she had a feeling it wouldn’t be long. Not with the way her family was accepting him. 

Ma broke the awkward silence. “Better dish up the food before it gets cold.”

Mariella watched how Ma and Jedidiah interacted with Davis as he asked questions about the cattle, the ranch, and ultimately, Peter French. 

Davis wiped his mustache and beard with a cloth napkin and peered at Jedidiah. “How come no one has sent a petition to the county seat about the way Mr. French is taking over land that isn’t his?”

Mariella stood. “Zach, let’s check your school work.” She plucked Lizzie out of the highchair, tucking her on her hip, and herded Zach into the main room. When the topic of Peter French came up, Jedidiah used colorful language she didn’t want her children hearing. 

Davis reached out as she walked by, catching hold of her arm. 

She stopped and peered down at him. 

“How long until you want to go over those numbers?” he asked.

She glanced between the two men. “When you two are done talking, I’ll be ready.”

He nodded and released her arm. 

In the other room, she set Lizzie on the floor to play and rubbed her hand over the area where Davis had touched her. How could he be affecting her so soon when she barely knew the man? 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Six
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Davis walked into the main room feeling as if he’d just been in a boxing match. His ears burned from the language Jedidiah used while talking about Mr. French. It was obvious the foreman of the Bar S had little respect, and even less tolerance for the dandy runt claiming all of Blitzen and Harney Valleys, chasing the farmers off the land that had water.

He found Mariella sitting in one of the chairs, her eyes closed, humming. He didn’t know the tune, but it sounded pleasant.

“That’s a nice tune,” he said.

She jumped and her eyes opened. 

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” He stopped several feet from her chair. 

“I was deep in thought.” She stood. “You wanted to go over the ledger?”

“If you’re tired we can do it tomorrow.” He’d noticed dark circles under her eyes when she turned to him. 

“I am tired. It’s been a long and...eventful day.” 

He pulled his pipe out of his vest pocket. “If someone had told me a year ago, I’d be remarried in a year, I would have hit them in the mouth.”

She watched him a few moments. “Why?”

He closed his eyes briefly to wash the pain away and found it wasn’t as piercing. “After the accident, I couldn’t see myself as a husband to anyone but Sarah or a father to any child but Christian.” Davis didn’t understand the emotions rolling over him all day any more than he understood the pain and grief he’d endured when he’d lost his family. “But today, seeing my sister, meeting you and your family, I feel like I have a purpose again. Helping you keep the ranch.”

Her eyelashes drifted down, covering any thoughts he might have been able to see in her eyes. “I’m glad you’re here to help us.” 

Davis glanced over at his bag still sitting by the door. “Where am I sleeping?” he asked.

Her lashes flew up and she stared at him.

“My bag is sitting by the door. I take it there isn’t a guest room in the house.” He hadn’t expected her to invite him into her bed. He wouldn’t sleep with a woman he didn’t care for. While he liked her, he wasn’t desperate enough to sleep with her and give her the wrong idea about his feelings. 

“I thought you could sleep in the bunkhouse with Jedidiah.” She played with the sleeve of her shirt billowing over the garter on her arm. 

“I’m fine with that arrangement.” He walked over to the door and picked up his bag. “What time is breakfast?” Davis studied her tired face. He wanted to linger in her presence, not to see if she’d change her mind, but because he still knew so little about her.

“Six. Wear your work clothes. We’ll ride the canyon to familiarize you with the area and the cattle.” 

He nodded and left the house. Jedidiah stood under the porch of the bunkhouse as if waiting for him. 

Davis crossed the yard, dropped his bag by the bunkhouse door, and pulled out his tobacco. “Looks like we’re bunkmates,” he said to Jedidiah. 

The old man looked him over from head to toe. “I hope not for long.”

Davis snickered and filled his pipe. “What can you tell me about Hugh and Mariella?”

The old man rolled a cigarette and stared up at the moon. He didn’t say a word until he’d lit his cigarette and released a stream of smoke into the night air. “They took a fancy to one another. Courted about six months and married. Hugh had his eye on this property even before Bull told them about it. Bull, Mariella’s pa, thought a lot of Hugh. The three of them worked hard putting up the buildings, purchasing the right cattle, and making a go of this place.” 

Jedidiah moved to a bench along the outside wall of the bunk. “Mariella promised Hugh she’d keep this place going for Zach to have when he was of age. Means a lot to her to keep that promise.” 

“I figured it was something like that. Most women wouldn’t take on the work of the ranch or the battle with Mr. French. I knew when my sister sent me the letter there had to be a reason she wanted to hold onto this so badly.” Davis wondered at the commitment Mariella had taken on. She toiled to keep a promise to the man she loved. He respected that. 

Davis finished his pipe and picked up his bag. “Which bunk do you want me to take?”

Jedidiah pushed to his feet. “The one farthest from me.”

***
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Mariella stood in the kitchen helping her mother put breakfast on the table when Jedidiah and Davis entered. She smiled at both men and busied herself putting food on the tray in front of Lizzie. Her cheeks had heated from the direct smile Davis sent her way when he walked through the door. 

Last night was the first night in months she’d slept clear through and woke feeling refreshed. Having another to help handle the burdens of the ranch had allowed her to drift off without worries banging around in her mind. 

“Looks good, Mrs. Simon,” Davis said, walking over to stand beside Mariella’s chair.

“Mariella made the hot cakes,” Ma replied, setting cups of coffee in front of the men. 

“In that case, it looks delicious, ladies,” Davis said, holding the chair for Mariella as she sat and then walking over and doing the same for Ma. 

“Why do you do that?” Zach asked.

Davis moved to his place at the head of the table. “It’s showing respect for the women who made this good meal for us.”

“Pa never did that.” Zach stared at Mariella.

She wasn’t sure what to say. It was true. Hugh never held a chair for her. Not even when they were courting. 

“Your pa and ma spent lots of time together. Your pa could tell her how he respected and loved her. I’m a newcomer and this is my way of paying my respect.” Davis lifted his cup to take a drink and winked at her over the cup. 

Mariella’s heart thudded in her chest. He’d just saved her from a hard question and winked at her. A silent, yet intimate action. 

“My stomach is raisin’ a ruckus. Pass the hot cakes,” Jedidiah said, breaking the awkward moment.

The breakfast finished without any more questions she couldn’t answer.

“Zach work on the numbers I wrote on the slate and read to your sister.” Mariella stood, tousled Zach’s hair, and kissed the top of Lizzie’s head. “I’ll see you two tonight.” 

Mariella grabbed the saddlebag she’d brought in last night and had put sandwiches and cookies in for the mid-day meal in the canyon. “Come on, Davis, we have a lot of riding to do today.”

He stood, plucked his derby cap from the peg by the back door, and followed her out of the house.

She stared at his hat. “We’ll add a new hat to the list of supplies for Jedidiah to pick up in Winnemucca.” 

Davis resettled his hat on his head. “Why do I need a new hat?” 

“That one tells
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