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Plump drops of rain plummeted from the sky, kicking up dust from the parched ground. Gerry Archer latched the door of his dilapidated barn and sprinted across the yard. At the ranch house door he paused under the overhang. A smile crossed his rugged face. Maybe the drought’s over. Maybe the rain will bring good times again.

He liked the smell of the rain and for a long time stood on the doorstep contemplating the recent past. At first Wyoming had been good to him, his wife and daughter. They had bought the old ranch—one of the first spreads in the territory—for a fair price, and for several years it had made them a good living. But fate turned on them with a vengeance. First, little Emily died of the fever and soon her mother, Nelly, followed. Then, as if mourning the loss, the land dried up, driving the lonely widower almost to despair. Now, as he stood filling his lungs with the sweet air, a sense of well-being enveloped him. Although he had felt nothing could fill the gaping hole in his heart, he somehow sensed that the rain would bring him hope of a better future. Perhaps his prayers for an end to his loneliness would be answered.

A deafening peal of thunder, followed quickly by a lightning flash, drove him indoors. For hours the storm raged, rattling the house’s only window and echoing down the chimney. Gerry lay abed wondering if the old log building could withstand the fury.

About midnight, a piercing scream wrenched the rancher out of a half-sleep. Bolt upright, he strained to hear above the storm. After a long minute, he fell back onto the pillow. Probably a coyote or some other beast. He tried to fall back to sleep, but the echo of the human-like scream plagued his mind. Pushing aside the covers, he got up and, in stockinged feet, padded across the cold floor to the kitchen window. The pyrotechnics had intensified. Fascinated by the raw display of nature’s power, he stared into the night. Seeing nothing amiss in the yard, he shrugged and started back to his warm bed. Suddenly he stopped. Was it his imagination, or was that a low moan coming from outside the door?

Throwing a slicker over his long-johns, he opened the door, letting in a blast of wetness. A crumpled, mud-splattered figure lay at his feet. Half-dragging and half-carrying, he managed to get the female body to the rug in front of the fireplace. He stoked the fire back to life and stared down at the figure, inert except for shallow breathing.

Practicality told him that he should remove her wet clothing, but propriety held him back. After a brief hesitation, practicality won. Leaving her by the fire, he quickly threw off the slicker, dressed and returned with a towel and blanket. Removing her bonnet, he wiped the mud from her face, exposing an angry bump on her forehead. Gently, he laid her wet head on a cushion from the settle. Next, he undid the tie at her throat and eased off her cape. As he maneuvered her arms out of the garment, he noticed abrasions on both wrists and a gold band on the third finger of her left hand. His callused fingers were fumbling with the small, pearl-like buttons of her high-necked frock when her eyes blinked open.

Her scream sent Gerry scrambling backwards, crab-like. Embarrassment reddened his face under a week’s worth of black whiskers. Sheepishly, he motioned with his hands that he had meant no harm.

Fear in her blue eyes, the woman tried to rise; but the effort was too much. She fell back to the rug and doe-like, helplessly stared up at him.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “I was only trying to get you out of those wet clothes. You’re soaked to the skin and could catch your death. What would you have me to do?”

She stared at him for a long moment before pointing at the towel. He handed it to her and with great effort she sat up and wiped her face and hair.

“I tripped in the muddy yard and fell on my face,” she whispered. Her fingers went to the bump on her forehead. “I hit my head on something when I fell.”

“Your scream woke me,” he said. “Can I get you something else? A cup of coffee, maybe?”

“Water, please.” He was quickly back with a tin mug. She allowed him to hold it for her while she drank. “Thank you.”  She shivered. “You’re right. I should get out of these wet clothes.” Her eyes went to the half-open bedroom door. “May I change in there?”

“Of course. Let me help you.” He got her into the bedroom and seated on the bed. “You’ll find some women’s things in the trunk at the foot of the bed.”

He left the room, closing the door behind him. The fire was blazing cheerily when the bedroom door opened. His heart leapt into his throat. In Nelly’s nightgown and robe and with her hair cascading down her shoulders, the stranger could have been Nelly. For a minute he was speechless. Then, finding his voice, he said, “Come, sit by the fire. Is there anything else you need, some food maybe?”

She didn’t move from the bedroom door. “No thank you. We ate just before the storm broke.”

“We?”

Her face clouded. “May we talk in the morning? I’m very tired.”

“Of course.”

For a moment she seemed lost for words.

Finally, she said, “I would be happy to sleep on the settle.”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t hear of it. You take the bed.”

She nodded. “Thank you for everything,” she said, as she closed the door.

“Good night.”

Gerry lay on the settle and stared up at the firelight dancing on the rough rafters. Who could this woman be—this woman who had literally landed on his doorstep? Where did she come from? Where is her husband? What would bring her away out here, more than ten miles from Cheyenne Springs, especially in a night like this? He smiled wryly when he recalled his desperate prayers to find a companion and end his numbing loneliness. Was this woman an answer to his prayers? After a long while, he finally tired of asking unanswerable questions. His last thought before drifting off to sleep was: I don't even know her name.

The next morning, he awoke to the satisfying smell of coffee and bacon. Sunshine filtered through the kitchen window. Uncharacteristically, he had slept late. The woman, dressed in Nelly’s frock and apron, was busily laying the table.  A thrill went through him to see a woman in his kitchen again, a pretty woman, with graceful movements and flaxen hair. He could hardly believe his good fortune.

“Smells mighty good,” he said, swinging his legs to the floor.

She glanced at him and smiled. “I hope you don’t mind me invading your kitchen. When I was out at the line hanging up my wet things, I heard the chickens clucking and thought I’d gather some eggs for breakfast.”

“My late wife Nelly’s chickens; they’re a nuisance, but the eggs bring in some cash money.”

“The money in the baking powder tin in the larder?” He nodded and she added, “I was in there looking for biscuit fixings. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Mind? I’m in clover. It’s been many months since I’ve woke to the smell of coffee and bacon.” He rubbed his stubbly chin. “Do I have time to shave?”

She nodded. “There’s hot water in the kettle.”

Over the meal she asked his name and encouraged him to talk about himself. He willingly told his story.  Except for giving her name as Hetty Taylor, she was reluctant to talk about herself.

“That sure was a bang-up breakfast,” he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “Now, Mrs. Taylor, I wouldn’t want to upset you for the world, but I must know. What were you doing wandering around in the storm last night?”

Her lips formed a sad, half-smile. “I suppose you do have the right to know, but I’d prefer not to tell you at present. If that is not acceptable, I will be on my way as soon as my clothes are dry. But if you’re satisfied to wait, I promise I’ll tell you all before I leave. In the meantime, it would please me very much if I could stay here another day or so.” She glanced around the untidy room. “It appears you could use some help. Of course, it would have to be with the understanding that . . . that housekeeping would be my only duties. For the sake of propriety, I can sleep in the barn.”

He considered her proposal before saying, “I want you to stay more than you can know, but aren’t you afraid that I might . . . well, you, know.”

She smiled. “I read your eyes last night when I awoke and found you fumbling with my buttons. Your embarrassment assured me that you’re not one to take advantage of a woman. No, Mr. Archer, I am not afraid of you.” She paused, lowered her eyes and added softly, “It’s clear that you need some help here and I’m volunteering for the position.” As she spoke, the fingers on her right hand unconsciously turned the ring on her left hand. Feeling that Gerry needed some explanation, she added, “I will tell you this much: I’m a widow and, as you may have guessed, I am no stranger to keeping house. So, what do you say?”

Gerry took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I’d be a fool to turn you down. But if anyone’s goin’ to sleep in the barn, it’s me. Last year I roughed in a room there, fixing to have a place to store harness and the like, but I never got around to finishing it. It won’t take much to make it into a bunkhouse.”

“As you like. I’d be pleased to help you finish it. My father was a carpenter. I often helped him when I was a girl.”

“Your father?” he said with a sly grin. “Tell me about him.”

She grinned back. “Nice try, Mr. Archer, but my past will remain a closed book until I’m ready to share it.”

“Fair enough. I best go out and see what damage the storm brung. Maybe it did me a favor by knocking down the old barn and forcing me to build a new one."

She shook her head. “It didn’t. Except for many fallen branches from the cottonwood trees, I couldn’t see any real damage. I’ll help you pick up the branches when I finish here.”

Hetty was as good as her word. After clearing up in the kitchen and milking the cow, she helped him clear the debris and then worked with him in the erstwhile tack room. That evening they were returning from the barn when they tacitly stopped by the corral and stared in awe at the mountains tinted pink-orange from the setting sun.

“How lovely,” she said. “Have you spent much time in those mountains?”

“Not in a long while.” His mind went back to the happy days when he, Nelly and Emily first explored the surroundings of their new home. He pointed toward a mountain. “Just over that saddleback there’s a little lake just full of trout. Nelly and me...say, would you like to take a run up there tomorrow?”

She smiled. “I’d love to.”

“Good. We’ll have to go early so’s we can get back in time to milk again in the evening. You can ride the pinto, Buttermilk.”

The next morning they were both up early. They breakfasted together and later, while Gerry milked the cow, Hetty prepared a picnic lunch.

“When will you be going to town next?” she asked when he came in from milking.

“Tomorrow. I usually go to town on Saturday.”

“I’ll make you a list of things you need in the kitchen. Would that be all right?”

“You won’t be coming with me?”

She shook her head. “It would only give people something to talk about—us together and not married. Not that I mind what people say. I have no reputation to protect, but I’m sure you have.”

He shrugged, not knowing what to say. Her explanation for not going to town didn’t fully satisfy him. He’d never known a ranch woman who wouldn’t jump at the chance to go to the mercantile. Also, her statement that she had no reputation to protect filled his head with questions. Nevertheless, he had agreed to her terms, and he wanted her to stay, even if it was just a day or so. He didn’t question her further.

Later, Gerry’s heart sang as he rode beside Hetty up into the mountains. For now at least, his numbing loneliness had melted away. The hope he had felt with the coming of the rain now blossomed in Hetty’s company. The sun was overhead when they reached the small, unnamed lake.

“This is glorious,” Hetty said, as
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