	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

LOVE IN THIS TIME


[image: image]


HANNAH WINSTONE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LOVE IN THIS TIME

LOVE UNLIKELY

GABRIELA’S DRESS

HIS PERFECT BRIDE

LONE MOON RANCH

ADA

"Leah, I really think you should look for a new husband." Marie settled into the armchair opposite Leah, her dark braid spilling over her shoulders. "I know it's hard, but you have to think about your future."

Leah winced, turned away from her friend to stare into the fireplace. It crackled merrily and cast soft light across the living room, but it did nothing to improve her mood. "Marie," she started, not quite knowing where she was taking this. She was trying to be patient, really, but Marie didn't make it easier. "Simon has been gone less than three months and already you want me to move on? What happened to being allowed to mourn?"

Marie at least had the decency to look embarrassed. She flushed pink and ducked her head, a sigh leaving her lips. "I know you're grieving, Leah, but it isn't just yourself that you have to worry about. You have a baby on the way - what about her?"

Leah didn't actually know if the baby even was a her, but in light of things it seemed like a silly thing to get annoyed over. No, she felt a burst of annoyance toward Marie for insisting she needed a husband. Simon had been the love of her life, her everything, and now he was gone. Ripped from her by disease in less than two years after their marriage. Biting down on her lip, Leah forced the memories away. She hated to think about those last days with him, because then she remembered he wasn't there any longer.

Outside, the overcast sun cast weak streaks of light across the street. Two young children played, watched by their stern mother. The mother's eyes darted up and landed on Leah, but she quickly dropped her gaze and turned away. Once, neighbours wouldn't have thought twice about a smile or a hello. Now that she was the resident widow, it was all so different.

"I know some nice men that I think you'd love," Marie was saying now, "you know how many cousins I have, and my friend's brother is looking for someone, too. Maybe you could meet one of them sometime. Say next week?"

A spark of annoyance shot through Leah. What part of this did Marie not understand? Leah had tried to be patient. Tried to understand this from Marie's point of view. Yet each time, Leah was left with the sensation that she wasn't in control of her own choices. Not so long as everyone thought she needed to remarry.

"I know you hate this, but the baby-"

"Will be fine with me," Leah snapped. Without thinking she was on her feet, freckled hands splayed across her modest baby bump. "The two of us will be just fine ourselves. We don't need anyone else." They didn't have much, true, but Simon had enough savings to last them a few years. Then, if need be, Leah could find a job, perhaps in one of the shops in town. She would find a way.

Marie's expression softened in that way that was trying to be sympathetic, but always looked more condescending. She let out a low sigh and shook her head. "Please, Leah? Humour me. Spend some time with men of my choice, at least meet a few of them. You might surprise yourself and actually like one of them."

Doubtful. Really, really doubtful. Leah and Simon had been the perfect couple, so in love that it made other people turn away in jealousy. She was never going to find something like that with anyone else. How could she? Leah didn't believe in soulmates - but if she did, Simon would have been the one.

She hadn't stormed off though, not like she wanted to, and Marie seemed to take that as a good sign. "This isn't just about money or practicality," she said softly, "but about helping you move on. You can't shut yourself away in this house forever, especially not with a baby coming soon."

I have a few months yet, Leah wanted to shoot back, but the words dried up in her throat. She didn't want to discuss this any longer, her stomach rolling at the very thought of continuing this. "I am not going to remarry," she said evenly, "and nothing you say or force me into will change that. If it matters to you that much I'll meet these men you want me to see, but it will be a waste of time for everyone involved."

"It's only a waste of time because you won't give anyone a chance! I know you love Simon, but he's gone. It's time you realised that."

The heat building inside of Leah suddenly went cold. Her heart plummeted, and for a long moment she couldn't even force herself to speak. How could Marie say something like that? As if she needed a reminder that her love was gone. 

"Leah, I-"

She didn't give Marie time to speak. Turning slowly to the living room door, she gestured into the hall. "I think it's time you left." Her voice sounded so cold, even to her own ears, and yet she couldn't seem to stop it. "You've made your point clear, and I don't want to hear any more of it."

For a moment, Marie hesitated. Her mouth hung open, but no words came out. Then she lowered her gaze and sheepishly climbed to her feet, refusing to so much as look at Leah. "I only want what's best for you," she murmured, but that was all she said on the matter.

Leah watched her go with a heavy feeling settling in her gut. Maybe she did think it was best, but that didn't make it true. 

Marie trotted down the front steps without looking back, her shoulders hunched against some non-existent chill. The children turned to glance at her for a moment before continuing their game, and the mother didn't even acknowledge them at all.

When the door clicked closed, Leah let out a rattling sigh and fought back the urge to cry.

***

It was a week before she and Marie saw each other again. Leah would have happily let it go for longer, had Marie not turned up on her doorstep with an apologetic smile and a bouquet of beautiful flowers.

"Why," said Leah calmly, "do I feel like this isn't an apology for something you've done, but something you're about to do?"

Marie's face turned scarlet. They had been friends for so long now that people often mistook them for sisters, especially when comparing their naturally fair skin and dark blonde hair. They weren't related though; and even if they were Leah wouldn't have forgiven her so easily. "I've asked my cousin, David, to meet with you, and I didn't tell you at first because I knew you'd say no, but now he's expecting you." Somehow it all came out in one breath, leaving Marie gasping for air.

Leah looked from Marie to the bouquet, then back again. "You asked someone to meet with me, then thought it better not to tell me at all?" Oh, this was unbelievable. "Fine, but only if it will stop your insistence."

"I promise!" 

This was the third man that Marie had tried to force on her, even before Marie had started thinking about how important it was for the baby. At first it had only been about getting Leah out of the house, and quite frankly it had been less annoying then. "When?" Leah asked, fighting back the irritation rising in her chest.

"Uh, in half an hour?"

Fantastic. "As long as he's nice, I'll try not to be too angry."

David was, in fact, not nice at all. They sat in a little café bakery in plush seats, with delicious cake and tea in front of them, but Leah couldn't enjoy it at all. Why did Marie think that she was suited to this man? Or was it only about finding a husband as soon as possible?

"So," David sad as he sipped his tea, and he looked down at her with the kind of blank expression of somebody who didn't really care. "You're a widow. And with child. How unfortunate."

There was no room left in her to be upset; instead she felt dangerous heat rising in her chest, desperate to spill over. Who did he think he was? "It's only unfortunate if I let it be," she replied, forcing false calm into her voice, "I'm not someone you need to pity."

"Of course," David murmured, "not at all. I understand why you're so desperate to find a husband, though. All alone and with a child on the way, it must be terrifying."

Leah glared down at her teacup, appetite waning. As if in protest, the baby kicked right below her ribs and she winced. "I don't like him either," she murmured.

"What?"

"Nothing." This was going terribly, and Leah had no patience for these things. Standing, she announced, "I'm sorry David, but this isn't working. I told Marie it wouldn't."

He laughed, and it was a bitter sound. "I only did this because she asked," he snapped, "because I felt bad for you. You could at least be grateful."

Grateful? What did she have to be grateful for? Certainly not because some man she didn't know had taken her out due to pity, and then spent the entire time being nasty. Straightening her back, she said, "Good day, David. I'll be letting Marie know we won't be seeing each other again."

Before he could reply, Leah turned on her heel and stalked from the café. She was proud to know she was still light on her feet despite being pregnant, still walked elegantly despite her growing size. Refusing to look back, Leah didn't so much as let her eyes drift to the side until she was back outside, the weak autumn sunshine warming her face.

She made it perhaps three steps before her shoulder collided with someone and the breath was knocked from her lungs. She glanced up to see a tall man with dark hair. His eyes were such a bright, clear blue that for a moment she couldn't look away.

"Are you all right, miss?"

Leah blinked, snapping back to reality with a flush of her fair cheeks. "Oh, I'm fine," she murmured, "sorry."

That would have been that, if the man's eyebrows hadn't creased in concern. "My name is Caleb Fisher, you are..?"

"Leah Miller. I'm really sorry, but I'm not in the mood to talk right now."

Caleb's easy smile turned worried, and he bit down on his lip. "If it isn't too much to ask, are you sure you're okay?"

Leah didn't want to talk about it. Except, she did. The only person she had to talk to was Marie, and look how well that had gone. Wincing, Leah pushed that from her mind. "Really, you don't want to know. It's just, I lost my husband recently and my friend seems to think that a new husband will just fix everything."

"But it won't," Caleb finished for her. He shifted from foot to foot, bit down on his lip. Then he confessed quietly, "I lost my wife, three years ago. I know how you feel, or at least I feel something similar. It broke my heart and took me a long time to recover; I'm sorry you've gone through something so awful."

Leah blinked stupidly for a moment, her green eyes wide. How was it that this stranger was more understanding than her best friend? She truly couldn't quite believe it, even as she felt a swell of gratefulness fill her chest. "I... thank you. I'm sorry too, about your wife."

He smiled shyly. "I know we only just met, but perhaps you would like to meet up again sometime? As friends, of course."

Despite herself, Leah smiled. "Yes, I think I would like that."

***

They met up on market day, which was Leah's favourite. She adored the bustling town square and the beautiful market stalls. Enjoyed watching people laugh and have fun. Since she was little, she had always found there was something magical about the market.

Even at ten o'clock in the morning, it was already busy. Two young women darted past as Leah made her way into town, calling apologise behind them. Children played in the gardens and street while parents readied to go into town. The usually lazy town was suddenly budding with life.

The baby, which was usually quiet in the mornings, began to kick. Leah glanced down and physically saw her stomach move; something she had always thought was creepy until it was her own baby doing it. Smiling faintly, she patted her stomach.

When she looked back up, Caleb was smiling down at her. It was warmer today, and his hair seemed to shimmer under the sunlight. When he smiled, his sharp cheekbones looked even more handsome. Not that Leah cared, she was simply observing.

"Good morning," she managed shyly.

"Good morning," Caleb replied cheerfully, "I always love market days. Where would you like to go first?"

She didn't even have to think. Her favourite stall was by far Rachel's Bakery, which came all the way from two towns over to sell their delicious cakes. Although her desire for sweet treats had been somewhat soured by the disastrous meeting with David, she couldn't turn down Rachel's sugar cookies.

They wandered through the market together, and there was something just so lovely about being able to relax around Caleb. Marie was all energy and plans of action, but Caleb simply let her be. Perhaps it was because they didn't yet know each other well; or maybe he was just naturally easy to be around.

"If you don't mind me asking," Simon said softly, "why don't you want another husband? Surely it would make things easier on you."

"Easier, yes," she confirmed quietly, "but not always better. I don't want to marry for convenience or money. I want to marry for love." Leah paused, letting her eyes rove across the busy market. Truthfully she wasn't sure why she was telling him all of this, especially not when they'd only met two days before. Even so, it was so easy to talk to him. "Simon meant everything to me, and to marry someone else out of necessity would be betraying his memory."

Caleb hummed in agreement, the sound almost lost to the chatter surrounding them. "I never remarried, either. It seems as if everyone is either married or looking to find someone. I can't help but feel sometimes that I was wrong not to give someone else a chance."

Leah knew the feeling. Oh, she really did. She managed to offer him a soft smile, one she hoped was reassuring. "Until now I'd never met anyone in the same situation as me. I'm glad I did." 

Caleb's smile was soft, genuine, and it sent a flurry of delight through Leah's chest. "You're right. I've just felt so isolated since Abigail died, but this is nice."

They found Rachel's stall soon after that, and the woman greeted them with broad smiles. "Good morning, Leah. What can I get for you this time?"

"Two sugar cookies, please," she replied. For the first time in, well, forever, Leah was able to smile. Perhaps it was just the chance to get out for once, or to not have Marie hounding her about marriage. Or, more likely, it was because of Caleb by her side. It made her sound silly, didn't it? That simply finding someone to confide in had brightened her day so much.

They chatted for a while, all three of them, and Caleb even asked for a slice of apple pie despite denying having a sweet tooth. They turned to leave, thanking Rachel as they went - only for Leah to spot a head of familiar blonde hair.

Marie.

Marie caught her eye a second later, eyes going wide. She darted through the crowed, nearly tripping over her own skirts, in an attempt to reach Leah quickly.

"Oh no," Leah murmured, "I really don't want to see her right now."

Caleb's gaze followed hers, his brows crinkling. "Is this the friend you were talking about?" he questioned, turning to see Marie darting over.

"Yes," Leah answered with a wince. She loved Marie, truly, but their conversations as of late had revolved around only one thing. She was tired.

Marie skidded to a stop in front of them, her smile wide. "Leah!" she exclaimed, "you took my advice. And who is this young man?"

"Caleb Fisher," he replied, a smile creeping onto his features. Leah knew that smile, had seen it on plenty of men who saw Marie's beautiful face for the first time. It sent a jolt of jealously lacing through her chest; but why?

"Charmed," Marie replied kindly. As always, she was oblivious to the way Caleb looked at her. Then she spun to face Leah, her grin wide. "How sweet! I knew David and you wouldn't work out, but this is so much better anyway."

Leah felt her cheeks flush crimson. She winced, turning to gaze up at Caleb with a worried expression. "We aren't... I mean... he's a friend," she finished finally. That wasn't entirely true, because Leah had been brought up not to have friends of the opposite sex, but this wasn't what Marie thought. It was just two people with shared experiences finding solace in one another.

While walking through the market alone together. Fine. Leah could see where the misconceptions came from.

Marie rolled her eyes and continued to smile that bright smile of hers. "Well," she said, "at least you're not locked up at home any more. I'm happy for you."

We're still not together, Leah wanted to say, but she couldn't force the words from her lips.

***

After that, Leah spent more time than she liked to admit with Caleb. She looked forward to the days they spent together, taking long walks or simply talking about their lives. To the outside world perhaps it did look like they were courting; to Leah, it was a pleasant escape.

"You know," Caleb mused one afternoon as they wandered through the park, "you should try to make up with Marie. Not that I'm trying to tell you what to do - not at all - but I hate to see two friends at odds."

Not as much as Leah hated to be at odds with her friend. "Marie and I have been friends for so long. Since we were children, in fact. It's only ever been the two  of us, and I've only had her to rely on." She pursed her lips, casting her gaze across the park. There was a couple picnicking under the shade of an old oak tree, their children playing a few feet away. Absently, a hand drifted to her middle. "I've never really had another friend. I don't want to sound ungrateful to her, but..."

"You realise you've been missing out?" Caleb supplied quietly. They wandered past the duck pond in the middle of the park, shaded by tall trees and thick shrubs. There were no ducks today, but fish swam in the clear blue water. Caleb knelt by the pond, dipping his hands into the water.

Leah joined him. She was too big now to easily bend down, so she settled for sitting cross legged on the warm grass. When she dipped her hand under the water, it was cool enough to make her hands tingle. "Marie's so headstrong, and she always thinks she knows what's best. I know she's trying to help, but having someone who just accepts my choices, who doesn't try to change my mind but is willing to listen... it's a relief."

Caleb hummed quietly. He did that a lot, Leah noticed, when he was trying to think of what to say. Most men said what was on their minds without caring how it sounded, and it was a pleasant surprise. "I know how it feels to lose a loved one," he replied finally, "Abigail and I never had any children, so now it's just me and my mother, since Dad died when I was little." When he frowned, he let his gaze drop to the fish now crowding around his hand, curious. Then he seemed to brighten, smiling as he asked, "when are you due?"

Oh, he meant the baby. "Six weeks," she answered, "but all of the babies in my family are born early, so maybe less." Leah placed a gentle hand against her middle, feeling the baby move beneath her touch. "I haven't even thought of a name yet. Marie is certain I'm having a girl, but I've always hoped for a boy. Either way, it isn't long yet."

"Apparently, Mother didn't have a name for me
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