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CHAPTER ONE
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Ben Callahan first saw Judy Stone standing beside a tired bay horse on the open prairie.

The morning sun spread across the grasslands, turning the distant hills pale gold. Ben had been riding home from town when he noticed the woman struggling with a twisted saddle strap.

He reined in beside her.

“Need a hand?”

Judy pushed a loose strand of reddish hair from her face. “I can manage.”

Ben smiled. “I believe you. But that strap may not.”

She looked at him carefully before stepping aside.

Ben dismounted and examined the worn leather. “It is nearly torn through.”

“I was hoping it would last until Willow Creek.”

“That is ten miles.”

Judy sighed. “Then I suppose I do need help.”

While Ben repaired the strap with a length of rawhide, she explained that she had come west to live with her aunt, Clara Stone, who owned a small dress shop in town.

“I taught school in Missouri,” Judy said. “My aunt says Willow Creek needs another teacher.”

“It does,” Ben replied. “Especially if you can convince the Thompson boys to sit still.”

Judy laughed. “I have handled worse.”

When the repair was finished, Ben offered to ride with her.

“You do not have to,” she said.

“I am headed that way.”

He was not, but he decided his cattle could wait another hour.

They rode slowly across the prairie. Judy asked about the town, the winters, and whether women were allowed to attend the Saturday dances without being introduced.

“You planning to dance?” Ben asked.

“I might.”

“With anyone in particular?”

“I have only met one man in the territory.”

Ben glanced at her. “And what do you think of him?”

“He talks too much.”

“That sounds like a serious fault.”

“But he repairs saddle straps well.”

Ben smiled.

At Willow Creek, Clara hurried from her shop and embraced Judy. Ben tipped his hat, preparing to leave.

“Will you be at the dance Saturday?” Judy asked.

“If the invitation is sincere.”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you plan to talk the whole time.”

Ben mounted his horse.

“I dance better than I talk.”

Judy’s smile followed him all the way home.

For the first time in years, Ben found himself wishing Saturday would hurry.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Willow Creek dance was held inside the town hall beneath rows of lanterns and paper flowers.

Judy wore a soft rose-colored blouse and a brown skirt Clara had altered for her. She had barely entered when Ben approached wearing a clean blue shirt and polished boots.

“You came,” he said.

“You sound surprised.”

“I was afraid my talking had frightened you away.”

“Not yet.”

Ben offered his hand.

They joined the dancers as the fiddler began a slow waltz. Judy rested one hand on Ben’s shoulder while he guided her across the floor.

“You were telling the truth,” she said.

“About what?”

“You do dance better than you talk.”

Ben laughed. “That is the nicest thing anyone has said to me.”

Judy had expected him to be awkward. Instead, he moved with quiet confidence, careful never to hold her too tightly.

When the music ended, he took her outside where the evening air was cool and sweet.

They walked along the boardwalk, passing the darkened mercantile and the small white church.

“Do you like Willow Creek?” Ben asked.

“I think I will.”

“That is not an answer.”

Judy looked toward the prairie beyond town. “It is beautiful. But it is very different from Missouri.”

“Different can be good.”

“It can also be lonely.”

Ben’s expression softened. “I understand that.”

He told her his parents had died several years earlier, leaving him the family ranch. He had friends in town, but most evenings he ate alone and listened to the wind move around the house.

“I suppose that is why you talk so much,” Judy said gently.

“Probably.”

She slipped her arm through his.

Ben looked down at her hand, then toward her face.

“What about you?” he asked. “Why did you leave Missouri?”

Judy hesitated.

“I wanted a new beginning. Everyone there had already decided what my life should become.”

“And what do you want?”

“I am still discovering that.”

Ben nodded. “Then Willow Creek is a good place to start.”

The music began again inside.

Judy expected him to lead her back, but he remained beside her.

“I would rather stay here,” he admitted.

“So would I.”

They stood beneath the stars, close enough for Judy to feel the warmth of his shoulder.

Ben did not try to kiss her.

Somehow, his patience made her wish he had.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Judy began teaching in the small schoolhouse the following Monday.

Ben appeared at noon carrying a wooden box.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Books.”

Inside were readers, geography texts, and several well-worn storybooks.

“My mother kept them,” he explained. “I thought the children might use them.”

Judy touched one of the faded covers. “These must mean a great deal to you.”

“They do. That is why I brought them.”

After school, Ben helped repair a broken bench while Judy graded lessons. They fell into an easy routine. He visited twice a week, sometimes bringing apples, fresh bread, or another excuse to remain near her.

One warm afternoon, Judy rode with him to the Callahan ranch.

The house stood in a broad green valley surrounded by cottonwoods. Ben showed her the barn, the garden, and a small hill overlooking the creek.

“My mother planted those roses,” he said, pointing toward several neglected bushes beside the porch.

“They need tending.”

“I have never been good with flowers.”

Judy knelt and examined the soil. “They can be saved.”

Ben watched her carefully.

“What?” she asked.

“You look as though you belong here.”

Judy’s heart quickened.

They spent the afternoon trimming the rose bushes. When a thorn caught Judy’s glove, Ben gently took her hand.

“You are bleeding.”

“It is barely a scratch.”

He removed the glove and wrapped her finger with his handkerchief. His touch lingered.

Judy looked up.

Ben leaned closer, then stopped.

“May I?” he asked.

She answered by rising on her toes.

Their kiss was warm, gentle, and unhurried.

When they parted, Ben rested his forehead against hers.

“I have wanted to do that since I fixed your saddle.”

“That long?”

“Longer than it seems.”

Judy smiled. “You were right about one thing.”

“What is that?”

“Different can be good.”

Ben kissed her again beneath the cottonwoods.

Later, as he rode beside her toward town, Judy glanced back at the quiet ranch house.

For the first time, she could imagine curtains in the windows, flowers beside the porch, and evenings shared with someone she loved.

The thought frightened her.

It also felt remarkably like hope.
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