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DAKOTA FARM (previously published in 2013 as THE FARMER TAKES A WIFE)

LONELY FARMER SEEKS WIFE…MUST LIKE COUNTRY LIFE.

Dave Stafford reckons he’s got enough to offer a woman: he’s decent and hardworking, and his farm in Buffalo Valley does all right. But there aren’t many women in town, so he places a personal ad. And he gets one single reply. Only Emma Fowler, a woman from Seattle, is interested. But when she arrives in North Dakota, she’s a little different from the picture she sent—and that’s not all Emma hasn’t been completely honest about. Emma is desperate to change her hectic, stretched-thin life, for her own sake…and for her three-year-old daughter. She’s been lonely, too, and is hoping that this practical match will be the solution for her bruised heart. Dave and Emma will discover they can make a family, once they get used to the fact that they are husband and wife!







Praise for the Dakota novels
by #1 New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber

“[Dakota Born is] a heartwarming tale set in a small farming town on the brink of extinction. Fans are certain to take to the Dakota series as they would to cotton candy at a state fair.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Dakota Born is more than just a regional contemporary romance. The lead couple is a wonderful pair, and the supporting cast brings North Dakota to life.”

—ReadertoReader.com

“[Debbie Macomber] is skilled at creating characters who work their way into readers’ hearts. In this book she masterfully moves the story along while not shortchanging the main plotline.”

—RT Book Reviews on Dakota Home

“Macomber closes [Dakota Home] with a cliffhanger, leaving readers anxiously awaiting the final installment to this first-rate series.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Poignant, moving, compelling, Always Dakota comes highly recommended.”

—WordWeaving

“Macomber excels at depicting believable characters…who inhabit this delightful town.”

—Publishers Weekly








		
			
				Dear Friends,

				I’m delighted to see this new edition of Dakota Born (the first book in the Dakota Trilogy), with the prequel story, The Farmer Takes a Wife. 

				These books are special to me. They reflect the fact that the Dakotas are an important part of my own heritage. My mother was born and raised in Dickinson, North Dakota, and my father came from Ipswich, South Dakota. The Dakotas and the immigrants who settled there shaped my parents’ lives and in turn shaped mine.

				In November 1998—that’s eighteen years ago!—I flew into Minneapolis and met my cousin Shirley Adler for a tour of the Dakotas. With a rented car and a map, we drove through the landscape of our memories, sharing childhood experiences, alternating between nostalgia and laughter. I looked up cousins I hadn’t seen in more than thirty years and savored some wonderful moments with Aunt Gladys in Dickinson and with Aunt Betty and Uncle Vern in Aberdeen, South Dakota. Uncle Vern died soon after, which makes the memories of that visit even more precious. At the time of his death, he and Aunt Betty had been married for seventy-two years!

				While I was on this research trip, two writing friends—Judy Baer and Sandy Huseby, both of North Dakota—provided invaluable assistance. They answered countless questions and shared their pride in their state with me. I can only hope I did North Dakota justice.

				And I hope you enjoy this story about finding love in a small town.

				[image: Macomber_Debbie.TIF]

				PS: I’d love to hear from you! You can reach me at debbiemacomber.com, via Facebook or P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.
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				One

				Dave Stafford needed a wife, and he wasn’t in any position to be choosy. He was thirty-seven and lived alone, more than thirty miles from the closest town. Buffalo Valley, North Dakota, was nothing to brag about, either. It had been a thriving community once upon a time, but not now, not with the virtual collapse of the farm economy. A lot of people had been forced to leave Buffalo Valley, abandoning homes and property, in search of jobs.

				Dave did all right, though. He owned three thousand acres and grew soybeans, sunflowers and wheat. The work was hard and his days were long, which didn’t leave much time for seeking female companionship. Compared to those pretty boys in magazine ads, Dave figured he wasn’t much to look at; however, he also figured that as a prospective husband, he wasn’t such a bad bargain. He was solvent and reasonably successful. He paid his bills on time and was clean (regular baths), healthy (all that fresh air) and without serious vices. None of that sounded very exciting, and he suspected it might not be enough of an endorsement to attract a woman, but it was all he had to offer.

				That was the reason he’d placed a personal ad in the Farmer’s Newsletter, a national publication. The wording hadn’t been easy. He’d spent almost a week writing and rewriting the few short lines, and in the end, he felt the direct approach seemed best and that was what he’d sent.

				LONELY FARMER SEEKS WIFE OF CHILD-BEARING AGE. PREFER NON-SMOKER. MUST LIKE COUNTRY LIFE. I’M HONEST, FAIR AND DECENT. FOURTH-GENERATION FARMER AND PROUD OF IT.

				He’d tried to fit in a line that stated he wasn’t interested in a woman who’d had parts of her body pierced or tattooed, but couldn’t think of a way to say it. The ad had appeared in the singles column a month earlier, and despite the effort that had gone into writing it, he’d received only one response.

				One. Her name was Emma Fowler, and she was a thirty-year-old woman from Seattle. She hadn’t mentioned how she’d happened upon the ad, but considering everything else he still had to learn about her, that didn’t seem important. Her job—routing delivery trucks for a produce supplier—might have something to do with it. He could picture a copy of the Farmer’s Newsletter lying around the lunchroom and maybe that was how she’d found it.

				What was important was that they were going to meet that very day, late in the afternoon since her plane was getting into Grand Forks around four. Dave’s stomach had been tied up in knots all week as he anticipated this dinner date. Well, he supposed he could refer to it as a “date.” He’d shaved, had his mother take a pair of scissors to his hair and ordered a new shirt. This was it—as cleaned-up as he got. He’d sent Emma his photograph, taken for this purpose by a friend, another farmer named Gage Sinclair. Dave had been standing in front of his farmhouse, which looked a little shabby in the bright light of an April morning. He was six feet tall with wide shoulders and a sun-reddened neck, and he’d been wearing a cap that covered his thick dark hair and shaded his brown eyes. She’d mailed him her photograph, too. She was fairly ordinary in appearance, a little on the short side, but that didn’t bother him. Her hair was dark blond and even from a distance he could tell that her eyes were a pretty shade of green. He wasn’t looking for some stunning beauty—and didn’t expect to find one. What he wanted was a woman with simple tastes, someone who could appreciate quiet, who didn’t need to be constantly entertained and wasn’t afraid of a little solitude. Someone who shared his values, understood the importance of family and community. A woman who’d sit beside him on the porch and listen to birdsong at dawn, watch the sunset, breathe in the good, rich smell of freshly turned earth. Simple pleasures.

				“You ready?” His mother checked him over one last time.

				“Ready as I’ll ever be.” She clearly considered this meeting significant—enough to drive all the way in from Dickinson, where she lived with her sister. He knew she’d be waiting for him when he returned, too. Emotionally, she seemed to have a lot invested in this; she’d been a widow for years and Dave was her only child, and she definitely felt it was time he got married. In fact, she’d been the one who’d brought him the Farmer’s Newsletter and suggested he place an ad.

				“If you bring her back to the farm...” she said, following him out the door.

				“That would be only fair, don’t you think?”

				“Oh, yes,” she said eagerly. “I’ve got the guest room ready. If she agrees to marry you, then everything’s set.”

				He nodded. A month’s courtship through letters and a few phone calls wasn’t much, but it would have to do. As a precaution, he’d requested references and several letters of recommendation with regard to her background and personality; he’d provided the same. She’d checked his references and he’d checked hers. If they both decided to go through with this once they met, they’d get married the following week. He’d already made arrangements for a quiet ceremony in a chapel near Grand Forks.

				“I’ll head out now,” he said, knowing it was early. He’d have a couple of extra hours when he got to the city, but he didn’t mind. He was sure he could find errands to do, stores to visit. Besides, he was a man who prized punctuality. 

				His mother hugged him and stayed on the porch while he pulled the truck around from its usual parking space behind the barn. Waving vigorously, she continued to watch as he drove off. Dave tapped his horn in farewell, then concentrated on the day ahead.

				“Be everything you say you are, Emma Fowler,” he whispered. 

				Two hours later, Dave arrived in Grand Forks and made a point of locating the restaurant first. The place he’d chosen served Italian cuisine. He didn’t eat out often enough to vouch for it, but in one of her letters, Emma had said Italian was her favorite, and he wanted her to know he paid attention to the things she’d written. He’d read and reread her letters dozens of times, until a picture of her had taken shape in his mind—a picture of the kind of person she was. So far, he liked her.

				He’d offered to meet her plane, but Emma had said no. At first that left him feeling a bit unsettled; only later did he realize she didn’t want to be dependent on him if things didn’t work out the way they both appeared to want. She had a reservation for a rental car and directions to the restaurant, where they were supposed to meet at six. Even after completing his errands, Dave had enough time to sit outside for almost an hour, his stomach tight with nerves.

				He finally went and chose a table at the far end of the room so he could see everyone who entered. He’d only been seated five minutes when Emma walked in. She stared directly at him, and he could tell she recognized him instantly.

				Dave got to his feet. The picture she’d sent looked nothing like her and he frowned, even more nervous now. He couldn’t imagine why she’d purposely misled him. The photo she’d mailed had revealed a rather ordinary woman with dishwater hair. Yet the woman who walked toward him was anything but ordinary. The word that tumbled through his mind was beautiful. Emma was a beautiful woman.

				“You must be Dave,” she said with a smile that seemed completely effortless.

				“And you’re Emma.” Still in something of a stupor, he walked around the table and held out her chair. 

				“How was your flight?” he asked once he was back in his seat.

				She reached for her napkin and smoothed it across her lap. “Wonderful. Have you been waiting long?”

				“No...” He wanted to say more, to make some additional small talk, but his mouth didn’t seem willing to cooperate. “You’re...you’re not what I expected.”

				She stiffened noticeably. “What do you mean?”

				“The photo...”

				“Oh, yes. I’d forgotten about that.”

				“You purposely chose an unflattering one.”

				She nodded.

				“But...why?”

				“Because there’s more to me than meets the eye. I didn’t want you to be swayed by appearances.... I wanted you to know me, the real me.” Her gaze flew to his, but then she quickly averted it. Dave wasn’t sure what to make of that, but he guessed there was something she hadn’t told him, something she wouldn’t until they met. He held his breath, wondering.

				Before either could speak, the waitress approached their table. Dave ordered a bottle of wine; he had the feeling he was going to need it. While they waited, they each studied the menu, although Dave didn’t have much of an appetite.

				Once the wine had been opened, approved and poured, they relaxed a bit.

				“Would you like my assessment of you?” Emma asked.

				Dave took a gulp of wine. “Please.”

				“You’re exactly what you led me to believe. Your picture said it all.”

				The picture. Dave felt a little embarrassed. He hadn’t wanted to deceive Emma, but he wasn’t going to discount what he had to offer, either.

				“Your photo showed a man who’s proud of who he is and what he does. A man who understands hard work. Your ad said you were decent and honest, and for what it’s worth, your photograph and letters confirm it.”

				“My picture said all that?” She held his gaze and he asked, “So, what was your picture supposed to tell me?” He couldn’t help being curious, since she’d deliberately set out to delude him.

				“Mine?” she blurted, then reached for her wineglass. “Well, for one thing, it said I’m not as trusting as I once was. It said... I had something to hide.”

				“And do you?” Might as well lay it on the line now, he decided.

				She took a long time answering, long enough for Dave to fear this entire episode had been a waste of time.

				“Yes,” she whispered. “I have a three-year-old daughter. I was as honest as I could be about everything else, but I have to tell you—I come as part of a package deal. It’s me and Jamie, and if you can accept the two of us, I’ll marry you.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Today, the twenty-second of April, was Emma Fowler’s wedding day. She hadn’t realized she would agree to marry Dave Stafford until she’d actually uttered the words. Her friends said she was crazy and Emma couldn’t really argue; marrying a man she’d only met the week before did sound certifiable.

				She’d found the Farmer’s Newsletter at the rural feed store where she’d taken Jamie to look at puppies. It’d been a Saturday afternoon, and they’d gone for a drive in the country. She’d read the brief, straightforward ad, and for reasons she couldn’t explain, Dave Stafford’s words had struck a chord within her. The idea of contacting this North Dakota farmer had slowly but surely taken hold in her mind.

				Life in Seattle, raising Jamie alone, was difficult and often hectic. She raced to the day-care center every morning, carrying a sleeping Jamie into the building, whispering goodbye and then rushing off to work. By the end of her shift she was tired, depleted. All she wanted was to get home, get dinner on the table, and spend whatever time she could with her daughter. During those evenings, she often sat at Jamie’s bedside, her heart aching, thinking this was no way to raise a child.

				She’d once dreamed of being a photographer, of having her pictures appear on calendars and in magazines. In fact, it was in a photography class that she’d met Gary Simpson. He was handsome and talented and he’d made a point of pursuing her. They’d gotten involved, more involved than Emma intended, and then he’d abruptly broken it off without explanation, disappearing from the photography class, refusing to return her calls. When Emma learned she was pregnant, Gary had reluctantly confessed that he was married and in couples’ counseling with his wife. Left reeling from the shock, Emma changed the course of her own life. She dropped out of the class, worked as much overtime as she could and prepared to be a single mother.

				Her own mother had died of ovarian cancer when Emma was twenty; her father had quickly remarried and now lived in Arizona. Her only brother had a fishing trawler in the waters off Alaska. As a single mother, struggling to do what was right for her daughter, Emma had never felt more alone. There were men, plenty of them, interested in dating her, but having been burned once, Emma was less trusting, less open, less willing to make herself vulnerable again.

				As the next few years slipped past, Emma faced a simple truth. She didn’t want to date. The weekends with Jamie were precious, and since she had no choice but to leave her daughter every day, it didn’t seem right to waste the little time they did have together on relationships that always went nowhere.

				Dave’s honesty had impressed Emma and she’d been particularly moved by the word he’d used to describe himself during one of their conversations. Lonely. It resonated with her. Although she lived in a large metropolis, Emma was lonely, too. She had her child and her friends, but she didn’t have a companion to share her life with, a lover she could trust with her deepest truths. Her heart had been shattered and she still felt used, emotionally wounded.

				She often thought of a story she’d once heard about her great-grandparents. The two families had immigrated to the American midwest from Germany at the turn of the last century. Since their son and daughter were of marriageable age, their parents had arranged for them to meet, and the two of them had subsequently agreed that they could make a life together. Then, without courtship or fanfare, they’d married a week later. Their union had lasted nearly sixty years and produced eight children. They’d worked hard to ensure that their marriage would succeed and by all accounts it had been a contented one.

				So, remembering the story of her great-grandparents, Emma had answered Dave Stafford’s advertisement for a wife. Lonely farmer seeks wife. Lonely single mother seeks husband. It was a good match...she hoped.

				A knock sounded on the bedroom door and Emma whirled around, staring at it.

				“Emma,” Dave called called softly. “Time to go.”

				“I’m...nearly ready,” she called back. She reached for the small bouquet of wildflowers Dave’s mother had picked for her that morning, then resolutely opened the bedroom door. Dave and his mother were waiting for her at the foot of the stairs and they escorted her to Mrs. Stafford’s car—a ten-year-old sedan—which was parked in front of the farmhouse. Emma had sat on the porch and watched Dave wash and wax it the night before, touched by the sweet hopefulness of this gesture.

				From here they would drive into Grand Forks to meet the plane that was bringing Jamie and her godmother to North Dakota. Because of the complexity of the arrangements, both here and in Seattle, Emma had come to North Dakota two days before her daughter. As soon as she arrived—to stay for good—she’d been installed in the guest bedroom. Now she sat in the car beside her husband-to-be, on the way to her own wedding.

				Three hours later, the wedding took place in a small church on the outskirts of Grand Forks. The minister was a longtime friend of Dave’s family. Jamie, uncertain and cranky, clung to Emma’s skirt and whined. During the ceremony, Dave bent down and picked her up and held her in his arms. To Emma’s astonishment, Jamie didn’t squirm or cry. Instead, she stared at Dave transfixed, as though she understood that this stranger, this man now holding her, would play a major role in her life.

				Afterward they all went to dinner at the same Italian restaurant where Dave and Emma had met a week earlier. Following the meal, Sandy, Jamie’s godmother and Emma’s closest friend, left for Minneapolis to visit her brother.

				On the drive to the farm, Dave’s mother sat with Jamie in the back seat, while Dave and Emma again rode up front. They didn’t seem to have much to say to each other. As soon as they reached home, Dave’s mother loaded up her car, kissed them goodbye and promptly left.

				For the first time, the three of them were alone.

				“I’ll get Jamie ready for bed,” Emma said after Dave had carried in the suitcases. The child was exhausted and fell asleep halfway through her favorite story.

				Dave was waiting for her when she came downstairs. “She went to sleep okay?” he asked.

				“No problem at all.”

				“Good.” He shoved his hands in his pockets as if he wasn’t sure what else to do with them. “I’ve got some errands to run in the morning if you’d care to come along. I’d like you to see Buffalo Valley.”

				Emma hesitated.

				“The town’s not much, but there’s a grocery there and a great little pharmacy. I’ll treat Jamie to an ice cream soda. Hassie Knight makes the best sodas I’ve ever tasted.”

				“I’d like that,” she told him. They’d spent nearly a week becoming accustomed to the idea of marriage, of living together. She’d stayed at his house that first night—after their meeting at the Italian restaurant—and they’d talked endlessly; then she’d gone home to Seattle to make all the necessary plans. But every night that week, they’d talked for hours on the phone.

				Now they were married, and there was only silence, an awkward silence that stretched between them.

				“I was thinking...”

				“Maybe we should...”

				Nervous laughter followed, and they both hesitated. Finally Dave spoke. “How about a game of cribbage?” he asked politely.

				The previous evening, he’d taught her how to play. Emma remembered her grandparents had loved it, but as a child, she’d never gotten the hang of the counting system.

				“Sure,” she said, willing to do anything that would relax some of the tension they were obviously both feeling.

				They sat across from each other and as he dealt the cards, Emma noticed the plain gold band on his left hand. Her gaze dropped to her own wedding wing, equally plain. It was still hard to believe that the man who sat across from her was her husband. She was married. This was for life, and it was for real. They were husband and wife.

				“Fifteen-two, fifteen-four and a pair is six,” Dave said as he moved his peg forward.

				Emma spread out her hand for him to see. “I only have...” She paused checking her cards a second time. “Fifteen-two, right?”

				“Look again,” he advised.

				She recounted. “Fifteen-four,” she said, then saw an additional two points. “Fifteen-six.”

				“Right.” He grinned broadly, and Emma grinned back. He hadn’t pointed out her error to her, but let her see it for herself. Emma appreciated that. In fact, there was a great deal to appreciate about Dave Stafford. She’d had a revelation of this during the middle of their wedding service when he reached down for Jamie, taking her daughter in his arms and holding her between them as they repeated their vows. This simple action reassured her that the vows Dave spoke included Jamie. He’d promised to love her, to care for her, to be her daddy.

				“It’s late and we’ve both had a long day,” Dave announced when she covered a yawn.

				Emma nodded. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how truly tired she was. After all, it wasn’t every day she became someone’s wife!

				She waited for him as, one by one, he turned out the lights. Together they climbed the stairs, illuminated by a single lamp that cast a soft glow about them. Emma paused outside the bedroom she’d slept in last night, where Jamie rested now. “Thank you, Dave, for a wonderful day. A special day...”

				He frowned. “You aren’t sleeping in there, are you?”

				Emma frowned, too, a little shocked by his question. They hadn’t discussed this, and she hadn’t planned to share his bed. Not yet, anyway. Not tonight. “You don’t honestly expect me to sleep with you?”

				In response he gave a small, soft laugh. “You’re my wife now. Expecting might be putting it a little strongly, but, yes, I was hoping you would....” 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Dave worried about Emma’s reaction to Buffalo Valley; he wanted her to like the town but he wasn’t sure she would. As was his habit, he’d been up since dawn, had the coffee brewing and the farm animals fed before Emma woke up. She came downstairs in her housecoat and slippers, the little girl at her side.

				“Mornin’,” he said matter-of-factly, a bit shy. He wasn’t used to seeing a woman in her housecoat, even if she was his wife.

				“Good morning,” Emma murmured as she helped herself to a cup of coffee.

				“Good morning, Jamie,” he said earnestly.

				The child gave him a sleepy grin, and he smiled back. Along with everything else, he worried about her reaction to him and was pleasantly surprised by how willingly she allowed him into her small world.

				Emma joined him at the table. “About last night,” she whispered, then stopped to clear her throat.

				He nodded. “I wouldn’t have forced you,” he said. “And I never will. I want you to understand that. I was just hoping...”

				“I know...or I should’ve known. And I want you to understand that...well, when the time seems right I’ll be your wife in every way.”

				“And I’ll be your husband in every way.”

				They shared a smile and he felt as if they’d successfully crossed their first hurdle.

				Emma turned to her daughter. “We’re going for a ride this morning,” she told Jamie.

				“Into Buffalo Valley,” Dave added.

				The little girl clapped her hands, obviously delighted.

				“Does the grocery sell film?” Emma asked as they headed toward the car.

				“If not, the pharmacy will.”

				“If you don’t mind, I’d like to take some pictures of the farm.”

				Dave assumed she wanted to take a few snapshots to send her family. Although she’d contacted her father and brother about the wedding, neither had bothered to attend the ceremony. They’d both sent token congratulations but neither had done more than that. She’d made an obvious effort to hide her disappointment and offered excuses for her family’s lack of interest, but Dave could see that their indifference had hurt Emma. Earlier, she’d let it slip that her father had only seen Jamie once, and then very briefly. Her brother had visited her in Seattle a few times, but had revealed no great interest in the child, either.

				During the drive into town, Emma taught Jamie the words to Farmer in the Dell, and soon the three of them were singing together. He felt self-conscious about the second verse, in which the farmer takes a wife, but was determined not to show it. He suggested She’ll be Comin’ Around the Mountain next and Jamie threw herself into the “toot-toots” with great vigor. He noted that as they arrived in Buffalo Valley, the song faded from Emma’s lips.

				Dave tried to picture the town through her eyes, tried to imagine seeing it for the first time. He had to admit it was a stark, sad little place, with boarded up storefronts, cracked sidewalks, abandoned homes and lives. Years earlier, it’d been a thriving farm town, filled with people who had hopes and dreams for the future. In the midsixties, the high school had won the state football championship; Dave doubted they even had a team these days.

				“That’s the grocery over there,” he said, pointing to Hansen’s on Main Street. “It doesn’t look like much, but they should have everything on your list.”

				“I’m sure they will,” Emma said and put on a brave smile. She didn’t mention what she thought of the town, but the expression on her face told him all he needed to know.

				Dave ran over to Joshua McKenna’s Fix-It and Antiques Store while Emma did the grocery shopping. He found her chatting with Marta Hansen when he finished loading the small engine Joshua had repaired for him.

				“I didn’t know you were married!” Marta said, eyes narrowed. “And you kept it a secret...” She seemed affronted at the thought that he might have wanted to keep his private life private. “I don’t—”

				“Congratulations,” Jacob interrupted, joining his wife.

				Jamie raced up and down the store’s aisles, which were sadly empty. “I don’t suppose you heard the news about Eloise Patten,” Marta said, frowning at her husband. “She’s dead.”

				“The schoolteacher,” Jacob elaborated for Emma’s benefit.

				“It means the death of this town, too. We all know what’ll happen when the school closes down,” Marta said grimly.

				“No one said anything about closing the school,” Jacob pointed out, glancing apologetically toward Dave and Emma.

				“Not yet,” Marta said. “Just wait and see. That’s the problem with people in this town,” she continued, shaking her head. “Where do they think we’re going to get another teacher? Who on earth would move here? I can’t understand why no one’s willing to admit the truth. Buffalo Valley is as good as dead.”

				On that discouraging note, Dave quickly ushered Emma and Jamie outside, sorry he’d taken Emma to the grocery first. A better choice would have been Knight’s Pharmacy. Hassie was always stalwart and usually cheerful and would present a more optimistic look at the community.

				Dave made the introductions as he lifted Jamie onto the stool at the soda fountain.

				“Heard you found yourself a wife,” Hassie said, beaming them a welcoming smile. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Stafford—Emma.” She gestured expansively. “Sodas are on the house.”

				“How sweet,” Emma said, responding with obvious pleasure to Hassie’s generosity.

				“Welcome to Buffalo Valley.”

				“Thank you,” Emma said, smiling at Dave. “It’s good to be here.”

				“This town could use more children,” Hassie added, plopping a maraschino cherry on Jamie’s soda. Jamie squealed with excitement and immediately grabbed for the bright red fruit.

				“You talked to Gage Sinclair lately?” Hassie asked.

				“Not lately.” Dave knew what Hassie was really asking and it had nothing to do with sharing farm news. What she was suggesting was that Dave tell his friend about his good fortune in finding a wife, since Gage was interested in marriage, too. Somehow Dave couldn’t see him placing an ad, the way he’d done. But then he’d been surprised at his own willingness to try this. A man had to reach a certain point of desperation, he suspected. And he’d reached it a few months earlier, when he realized he was almost forty, and he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life alone. Glancing at the woman beside him, he was glad he’d found the courage to follow through with the ad.

				They left Buffalo Valley an hour later. Jamie fell asleep in the back seat and they rode in silence for several miles.

				“Is Buffalo Valley going to die?” Emma asked as they drove by field after field of greening wheat.

				Dave shook his head. “I don’t know.”

				“They need a teacher?”

				“Yes. The town may not survive without one, but my guess is someone will step forward and take the job.”

				“I hope you’re right,” she murmured, growing thoughtful again.

				Dave wasn’t sure why he suddenly felt so confident; perhaps it was because his own view of the future had grown more positive.

				They arrived back at the house, and a few minutes later Emma had loaded her camera with film. Together they put away the groceries, and then Dave gave Jamie a ride around the yard in the wheelbarrow. Afterward, he left the child sitting on the ground nearby, digging idly in the dirt and watching her mother.

				Emma took more pictures than he’d ever seen anyone take, holding the camera in different positions and at varying distances from her subjects. Standing eye to eye with a sunflower, she must have snapped a dozen photographs of that alone. He couldn’t imagine what she intended to do with them all, but he enjoyed seeing her pleasure as she worked.

				He went to the barn for a while, carrying the repaired engine, which was for a small generator he kept there. When he returned, she was still engrossed in taking her photographs.

				“It’s been almost three years since I did this,” she said happily, focusing on him and quickly clicking off a number of frames.

				“You obviously know your way around a camera,” he remarked in a good-natured way, although he felt self-conscious about being photographed.

				“I studied photography. At one time I thought I’d be able to sell my pictures.” She paused. “This used to be very important to me. I haven’t mentioned it yet...but I’d like photography to be part of my life again.”

				“I’d like that, too,” he murmured, wanting to encourage her.

				Emma smiled. “I’d better get lunch ready,” she said, then surprised him by kissing his cheek.

				So far, they’d shared casual kisses, nothing passionate. Dave wasn’t sure what they were waiting for. He’d vowed that he’d allow the physical side of their relationship to develop naturally. He didn’t want to rush Emma, but by the same token he was a man and they were married.

				“Emma?” he said and reached for her hand, stopping her.

				He could see in her eyes that she knew what he was asking.

				Without another word, she was in his arms and she’d raised her face to his. Dave felt the kiss all the way to the soles of his feet. Her mouth was warm and moist, the kiss deep, probing...wonderful. They broke apart, stared at each other, then came together again like the lovers they fully intended to be. Dave could barely believe the intensity of desire that flashed through him.

				“Emma, sweet Emma.”

				“Oh, Dave...oh...oh, I didn’t expect—”

				“Me, neither.”

				“It’s still early... We’ve hardly been married twenty-four hours.”

				“We’re married,” he cried, laughing and eager. “What more do you want?” He dropped a brief kiss on her lips. “Listen, if Jamie’s down for her nap, we—”

				At the mention of the child’s name, Emma whirled around. “Jamie? Where’s Jamie?”

				Dave started and looked wildly in all directions. “I thought she was with you! I thought maybe you’d taken her inside....”

				“She was with me.... She was right over there. I was taking pictures of the sunflowers and—” Emma froze and they both stared down the rows of five-foot-high plants. Sunflowers, row after row, that stretched continuously, stretched for miles.

				If Jamie had wandered down one of those rows and gotten lost, it might be days before they found her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Emma was in a panic as she raced toward the fields. Dave stopped her just before she barreled mindlessly down the nearest row.

				“No,” he shouted, catching her by the arm. “You’ll get lost yourself.”

				“Jamie!” Emma screamed, her voice trembling with fear. “Jamie... Jamie!”

				“I’ll call the neighbors for help,” Dave insisted. “We can’t do this alone. If necessary, we’ll get a rescue unit with a plane.”

				“Oh, Dave... Dave.” Shaken, Emma pressed her hands to her lips. “Don’t you see,” she cried, wanting him to understand, needing him to feel the same stark terror she did. “It was because of Jamie that I married you, and now...now she could be...” Her daughter, lost somewhere in the endless row of sunflowers. Emma’s voice rose in near-hysteria. “Jamie!” she yelled. “Jamie!”

				Dave’s head came back as though she’d slapped him. “Get hold of yourself,” he said firmly, gripping her shoulders.

				At first she struggled, but it didn’t take long for reason to assert itself. She realized that if they were to find Jamie she’d need a clear head. Splaying her fingers through her hair, she forced herself to calm down and think.

				“It’s nap time... Jamie’s tired...she’s probably found a sunny spot to cuddle up.”

				“Okay, good,” he said, and briefly squeezed her shoulders. “Then she probably hasn’t wandered far. We’ll find her, Emma, you have my word on that. We’re going to find her. We’ll start a systematic search, but first we should check the house. Just in case...”

				Emma followed him and climbed the porch steps, taking them quickly. She would’ve missed seeing Jamie except for the fact that she suddenly moved. Emma gasped. There on the wicker rocking chair, curled up like a kitten, was the three-year-old child, sound asleep and oblivious to the turmoil her disappearance had caused.

				“Dave, look,” she called softly. He’d gone into the house, but as he emerged and stood in the doorway, she grabbed his arm and pointed to Jamie.

				Emma watched the tension leave his shoulders, saw his face relax in a slow, relieved smile. “Asleep, just like you said.”

				Her own sense of relief was so great her knees felt weak. Picking Jamie up, she sat carefully in the rocker and held her daughter against her heart. The trembling didn’t stop right away. But Emma knew that was a natural reaction because she’d come so close to losing what she valued most.

				Dave sank down in the rocker beside hers.

				Brushing the curls from Jamie’s forehead, she knew she needed to explain herself. “About what I said earlier...marrying you for Jamie’s sake...”

				“It’s all right, I understand. I didn’t expect to attract a wife with my dashing good looks.”

				“Stop it,” she snapped.

				“You married me because Jamie needs a father,” he continued in a measured tone. “That was your reason. It’s no different from me marrying you because I felt I needed a wife, a family. We both knew, going into this marriage, that our reasons had to do with need, with what we need in our lives. I’m well aware that you intended no offense, and none was taken.”

				“Yes,” she agreed, “need is part of this. It brought us to this point, to marriage. But you’re going to be the love of my life, David Stafford,” she said fiercely. “I’m going to love you, dammit. I’m going to love you with the same depth and loyalty that my immigrant ancestors had in their marriage. This is a love that will last us all our lives.”

				His lack of response shook her. He sat looking out over the ripening fields, then stared down at his callused hands.

				“I know we didn’t have a conventional kind of courtship,” she added. “It wasn’t necessary, not for me anyway. You’re everything you claimed to be in that Farmer’s Newsletter ad—decent, hardworking, honest—and it’s enough. More than enough.”

				He remained still. So still that Emma didn’t know what to think.

				“Say something,” she pleaded. Despite what he’d claimed earlier, she sensed that her thoughtless, desperate remark had hurt him and she couldn’t bear that. He’d been so good to her, to them. So understanding and patient.

				“I loved you sight unseen,” he said.

				Emma couldn’t help it; she disregarded his words. He’d told her himself that she’d been the only woman to respond to his ad. It wasn’t like he’d chosen her from among dozens of eager applicants.

				“You don’t believe me,” he said stiffly. “I can see it in your eyes.”

				“It isn’t that...”

				“Then what?”

				“Well, first, you didn’t exactly have a wide range of choices, now did you?”

				“It wouldn’t have mattered if a thousand women had answered that ad. You’re the one I would have picked.”

				“But I came with... Jamie.” She leaned forward and kissed her daughter’s brow.

				“You came with an asset. What is it advertisers like to say? Added value. Not only did I find a wife, now I have a family. For years I’ve lived alone, wishing for this very thing, needing it, wondering if it was possible for someone like me.”

				There was a silence. Then Emma said, “Dave, why do you think I answered the ad?”

				“For Jamie. You said so yourself.”

				She smiled and reached for his hand, linking her fingers with his. “I answered it for me, too. Yes, Jamie needs a daddy, and I love my daughter to the depths of my soul, but I’m not completely unselfish. I was lonely, just like you were. I wanted a husband, a man in my life. A good man, who would encourage my dreams and share his dreams with me.”

				A smile came to his eyes and she knew the reason. In those early letters, he’d explained what she should expect of life on a farm. He’d told her about his vision for America’s independent farmer and his own place in that future. He’d written about Buffalo Valley and how he hoped the town would survive and even flourish. There’d been no false enthusiasm in his words. No sentimentality. His was a dream that entailed hard work, careful planning and a willingness to change. He’d told her that he accepted these challenges and was looking for a woman who would accept them, too. A woman who would embrace this life of his. A woman who could value him for who he was.

				“I expected my dreams to scare you off,” he said.

				“They didn’t. I’m here, aren’t I?”

				“Married to me.” His wholehearted smile made him handsome in a way that went beyond the merely physical. “Damn, but I feel like the luckiest man alive.”

				“I feel so blessed myself.”

				Dave glanced over his shoulder toward the doorway leading to the house. “Well, Mrs. Stafford, I recall that we were both a bit sleepy earlier.” He raised his arms high above his head and released a loud and completely phony yawn.

				Emma chuckled. “It seems I’m rather tired myself. Shall we go to bed, Mr. Stafford?”

				“Oh, yes, but be warned—I don’t expect either of us will do much sleeping.”

				* * * * *
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				Dakota Home

				by Debbie Macomber

				One

				It was the screaming that woke him.

				Jeb bolted upright in bed and forced himself to look around the darkened room, to recognize familiar details. Four years had passed since the accident. Four years in which his mind refused to release even one small detail of that fateful afternoon.

				Leaning against his headboard, he dragged in deep gulps of air until the shaking subsided. Invariably with the dream came the pain, the pain in his leg. The remembered agony of that summer’s day.

				His mind refused to forget and so did his body. As he waited for his hammering pulse to return to normal, pain shot through his badly scarred thigh, cramping his calf muscle. Instinctively cringing, he stiffened until the discomfort passed.

				Then he started to laugh. Sitting on the edge of his bed, Jeb reached for his prosthesis and strapped it onto the stump of his left leg. This was the joke: The pain Jeb experienced, the charley horse that knotted and twisted his muscles, was in a leg that had been amputated four years earlier.

				He’d cheated death that day, but death had gained its own revenge. The doctors had a phrase for it. They called it phantom pain, and assured him that eventually it would pass. It was all part of his emotional adjustment to the loss of a limb. Or so they said, over and over, only Jeb had given up listening a long time ago.

				After he’d dressed, he made his way into the kitchen, eager to get some caffeine into his system and dispel the lingering effects of the dream. Then he remembered he was out of coffee.

				It didn’t take a genius to realize that Sarah had purposely forgotten coffee when she’d delivered his supplies. This was his sister’s less-than-subtle effort to make him go into town. It wouldn’t work. He wasn’t going to let her manipulate him—even if it meant roasting barley and brewing that.

				Jeb slammed out the back door and headed for the barn, his limp more pronounced with his anger. His last trip into Buffalo Valley had been at Christmas, almost ten months earlier. Sarah knew how he felt about people staring at him, whispering behind his back as if he wasn’t supposed to know what they were talking about. He’d lost his leg, not his hearing or his intelligence. Their pity was as unwelcome as their curiosity.

				Jeb hadn’t been particularly sociable before the accident and was less so now. Sarah knew that, too. She was also aware that his least favorite person in Buffalo Valley was Marta Hansen, the grocer’s wife. The old biddy treated him like a charity case, a poor, pathetic cripple—as if it was her duty, now that his mother was gone, to smother him with sympathy. Her condescending manner offended him and hurt his already wounded pride.

				Jeb knew he made people uncomfortable. His loss reminded other farmers of their own vulnerability. With few exceptions, namely Dennis, the men he’d once considered friends felt awkward and uneasy around him. Even more now that he’d given up farming and taken up raising bison. For the past three and a half years he’d maintained a herd of fifty breeding animals. He’d learned mostly by trial and error, but felt he’d made considerable progress.

				Genesis, his gelding, walked to the corral fence and stretched his head over the rail to remind Jeb he hadn’t been fed yet.

				“I haven’t had my coffee,” he told the quarter horse, as if the animal could commiserate with him. He hardly ever rode anymore, but kept the horse for company.

				He fed the gelding, then returned to the kitchen.

				Cursing his sister and her obstinate ways, he wrote a grocery list—if he was going into town he’d make it worth his while—and hurried toward his pickup. The October wind felt almost hot in his face. A few minutes later, he drove out of the yard, sparing a glance for the bison grazing stolidly on either side. He moved the herd on a pasture rotation system. Later in the day he’d separate the weanlings and feeders from the main herd.

				Buffalo ranching. He’d made the right decision. They were hardy animals, requiring less care than cattle did. The demand for their meat was growing and often exceeded supply. Business was good. Currently his females were worth more as breeding stock than meat: just last week, Jeb had sold one of his cows for a healthy five thousand dollars.

				To his surprise, he enjoyed the fifty-minute drive to Buffalo Valley, although he rarely ventured into town these days. Usually he preferred to drive with no real destination, enjoying the solitude and the changing seasons and the feel of the road.

				When he pulled into town, he was immediately struck by the changes the past ten months had brought to Buffalo Valley. Knight’s Pharmacy was and always had been the brightest spot on Main Street. Hassie Knight had been around as long as he could remember and served the world’s best old-fashioned ice-cream sodas. He’d loved that place as a kid and had considered it a special treat when his mother took him there on Saturday afternoons.

				Like Marta Hansen, Hassie Knight had been a friend of his mother’s; she was also the one woman he knew, other than Sarah, who didn’t make him feel like a cripple.

				3 OF A KIND, the town’s only hotel, bar and grill, was down the street from the pharmacy. Jeb had briefly met Buffalo Bob a couple of years earlier. He never did understand why a leather-clad, tattooed biker with a ponytail would settle in Buffalo Valley, but it wasn’t up to him to question. Bob had lasted longer than Jeb had thought he would. People seemed to like him, or so Calla, Jeb’s niece, had informed him.

				The Pizza Parlor was new, but now that he thought about it, he remembered Sarah telling him Calla had started working there part-time. Good thing—the kid needed an outlet. She was fifteen and full of attitude. Jeb suspected that Dennis and his sister would have been married by now if it wasn’t for Calla.

				Sarah’s quilting store came into view next and despite his irritation with her, he couldn’t squelch his sense of pride. Her quilts were exquisite, crafted from muslin colored with various natural dyes that Sarah derived from plants, berries and lichen. She managed to make something complex and beautiful out of this hand-dyed muslin, combining traditional methods with her own designs. The store was a testament to her talent and skill. She took justifiable pride in her work, displaying quilts in the front window of what had once been a florist shop. The Spring Bouquet had been closed for at least fifteen years. Folks didn’t buy a luxury like hothouse flowers when it was hard enough just getting food on the table. Nor had there been much to celebrate in Buffalo Valley for a long time.

				Still, the town showed more life than it had in years. The old Buffalo Valley theater appeared to be in operation; he recalled his father saying something about a school play being held there last Christmas. He didn’t realize the theater had reopened permanently, but he supposed it made sense, since the place had been completely refurbished.

				The theater wasn’t his only surprise. The outside of Hansen’s Grocery had recently been painted, as well. God knew it could use a face-lift. The sign was down and propped against the building; it was probably worn out, like so much else in town.

				Not delaying the unpleasant task any longer, Jeb parked and headed toward the grocery, determined to be as cold and aloof as possible until Marta Hansen got the message. If past experience was anything to go by, that could take a while.

				“Hello.”

				He wasn’t two steps into the grocery when a friendly voice called out to greet him. His reply was more grunt than words. Without stopping, he reached for a cart and started down the first aisle.

				“I don’t believe we’ve met,” the woman said, following him.

				Jeb turned. He didn’t want to be rude, but he did want to get his point across. Leave me alone. He wasn’t interested in exchanging gossip, didn’t require assistance or company. He’d come for coffee and a few other groceries and that was it.

				Confronting the woman with the friendly voice, Jeb got the shock of his life. She was young and blond and beautiful. Really beautiful. He couldn’t begin to imagine what had brought a beauty like this to a town like Buffalo Valley. The next thing he noticed was how tall she was—just a couple of inches shorter than his own six feet. Her blue eyes held kindness and her smile was warm.

				“I’m Maddy Washburn,” she said, holding out her hand.

				Jeb stared at it a second before he extended his own. “Jeb McKenna,” he said gruffly, certain he was making an ass of himself by gawking at her. Hell, he couldn’t seem to stop.

				“So you’re Jeb,” she returned, sounding genuinely pleased to make his acquaintance. “I wondered when I’d have a chance to meet you. Sarah and Calla talk about you all the time.”

				He nodded and turned back to his cart. It was adding up now, why his sister had “forgotten” to include coffee in his monthly supplies.

				“I own Hansen’s Grocery,” she said.

				“You do?” Afraid his staring was noticeable, he placed two large tins of ground coffee in his cart.

				“What do you think of the new paint job?”

				“Looks nice,” he said, and pointedly checked his list as he pushed his cart down the aisle. He added a ten-pound bag of sugar.

				“I thought so, too.”

				She was in front of him now, straightening rows of powdered creamer.

				“Wait a minute. You bought the grocery?” The fact that she owned the store hadn’t really hit him earlier. “Why?” It made no sense that someone with so much obvious potential and such a great body—call him sexist, but it wasn’t like he could ignore the curves on this woman—would purchase a grocery in a back-country town on the Dakota plains.

				She laughed. “Everyone asks me that.”

				He’d bet they did.

				“I flew out for Lindsay and Gage’s wedding,” she explained.

				“Lindsay? Lindsay Snyder?” Jeb asked aloud, trying to remember where he’d heard the name. It didn’t take him long to make the connection. Lindsay was the schoolteacher Calla was so crazy about. The Southern gal who’d stepped in at the last moment a year earlier and saved the high school from being closed. He’d never met her, but she was all Calla had talked about for months. Apparently she was related to Anton and Gina Snyder, who were long-dead and buried, if memory served him right. Back in July, Lindsay had married Gage Sinclair, an area farmer and once a good friend. Needless to say, Jeb hadn’t attended the wedding.

				“Lindsay and I’ve been best friends our entire lives and...well, I was looking for a change...”

				“You’re from the South, too?”

				Maddy nodded and laughed again. “Savannah, Georgia. Please don’t feel obliged to warn me about the winters. Everyone takes delight in telling me how dreadful conditions can get here.”

				The Southern beauty didn’t have a clue, but she’d soon discover the truth of that on her own. Not being much of a talker, he wasn’t sure what to say next, so he pushed his cart forward.

				“I’ve changed things around quite a bit,” she said as she strolled down the aisle at his side. “If you’d like some help with your list—”

				“I don’t.” He knew he’d been curt, but that seemed the best way to say what needed to be said.

				“Okay.” Apparently without taking offense, she left him, humming as she returned to the front of the store. She certainly appeared to be a good-natured sort of person. It made him wonder if she knew about his leg. The only telltale sign was his limp, which was more or less pronounced according to his mood. Some days it was hard to remember, and then on other days there was no forgetting. Days like this one, when he saw a woman as lovely as Maddy Washburn....

				Once he’d collected everything he needed, Jeb pushed the cart to the check-out stand where Maddy stood, waiting for him. He set the groceries on the counter and she quickly rang them up. “I’m starting a delivery service,” she announced as she bagged his purchases, using several white plastic sacks. “Would you be interested in adding your name to the list? Of course, there’d be a small fee, but I’m sure many folks will find it cost-effective. I’d bill you once a month.”

				He was interested. Having to rely on anyone, his sister included, was a thorn in his pride. However, he doubted Miss Scarlett O’Hara would be willing to drive that far out of town. “I live by Juniper Creek,” he told her.

				“Is that close to the Clemens ranch?”

				So she’d done her homework, after all. That impressed Jeb. “I’m not far from there.”

				“Then I know where you are. You can either fax or e-mail your order. Or send it by post. As long as I have it by five on Wednesday for a Thursday-afternoon delivery.”

				It sounded good, but Jeb still wasn’t sure this would work. “I don’t have to be at the house, do I?”

				“Not at all,” she assured him. “If you’re comfortable leaving your door unlocked, I can put the perishables in the refrigerator for you. It’s all part of the service. Heavens, no, I wouldn’t expect you to be there to meet me.”

				His nod was abrupt. “All right. Sign me up.”

				She handed him the form, which he folded and stuck inside his shirt pocket. Taking his bags, he started to leave.

				“It was nice to meet you, Jeb.”

				“You, too,” he replied brusquely and headed out the door.

				Once he’d deposited his groceries inside his truck, he walked over to Sarah’s store. No doubt his manipulating older sister would gloat when she saw him, but that was a small price to pay. This visit had a purpose: He didn’t like being coerced and he wanted to be sure she understood he wouldn’t allow it again. That aside, he wanted to tell her how nice the quilt shop looked and dammit all, he was proud of her. Not that he intended on letting her know it, at least not right away. He was in town, but he wasn’t happy about it, especially now that he realized why she’d worked so hard to get him there.

				Sure enough, shock flashed in her eyes before she recovered enough to greet him with a wide, sassy smile. “Well, well, if it isn’t my reclusive brother. What brings you to Buffalo Valley?”

				“As if you didn’t know,” he snapped.

				“Lovely to see you, too,” she said sweetly, disregarding his irritation. “This is the first time you’ve been in my shop, isn’t it?”

				He glanced around. Bolts of fabric lined two walls, and a large table dominated one end. Sewing machines, quilting frames and stacks of books were arranged throughout the room. She’d done a good job, making the place look both professional and comfortable.

				“It was a big step for me, moving the business out of the house, but it’s gone well so far.”

				“Don’t change the subject,” he countered, refusing to be distracted by her genuine joy at seeing him. “I know what you’re up to, and I’m here to tell you it isn’t going to work, so stop. Understand?”

				“You met Maddy.” Sarah did nothing to disguise her glee. “Isn’t she wonderful?”

				He ignored the question, although he had the feeling his sister was right about the other woman. “What in the world would convince someone from Savannah to buy a grocery store in North Dakota?” he asked instead.

				“Well, for one thing, her friend is here. Lindsay.”

				Calla might have been keen on Lindsay Snyder, but his sister had shown no such enthusiasm. In the beginning, Jeb had attributed it to the natural reserve, even suspicion, most folks in North Dakota felt toward newcomers. Even if Lindsay had roots in the community, that didn’t explain her interest in the town.

				“I thought you didn’t care for the new schoolteacher.”

				“I like her,” Sarah said.

				“That’s not how it looked to me.” As far as he could tell, Sarah had never said anything against Lindsay Snyder, but she hadn’t gone out of her way to welcome her, either.

				His sister sighed and shifted one fabric bolt, exchanging it with another. “First,” she said, her words stiff, “I never figured Lindsay would last the winter. But she did.”

				“Apparently she intends on making a life here, since she married Gage Sinclair.”

				“True.” Sarah avoided his eyes, which suggested that the subject made her uncomfortable. “I guess it has more to do with Calla than anything.”

				“Calla?” Jeb didn’t know what to make of that. Then it occurred to him—his sister was jealous of the new teacher’s relationship with Calla. So often these days, Calla and Sarah were at each other’s throats. Calla didn’t like the fact that her mother was seeing Dennis Urlacher, and Sarah disapproved of Calla’s clothes and hair and typical teenage attitude. More than once, Jeb had wanted to suggest she “chill,” as Calla put it, but in the end, always decided not to get involved.

				“She likes Lindsay.”

				“And doesn’t like you,” Jeb added.

				“Exactly.”

				“But you don’t mind Lindsay now?”

				Sarah sighed. “I don’t dislike her, if that’s what you mean. Actually, she’s very nice. Maddy, too.”

				Naturally Sarah would find a way to turn the subject back to the new woman in town. All right, he’d admit to being curious.

				“What did she do in Savannah?”

				Sarah shrugged and brushed her long hair away from her shoulder. “I don’t know. Is it really important? I think she’s going to be a good addition to the town. The Hansens needed to retire. We both know what Marta’s like. It’s amazing they managed to hold on to the store as long as they did. Maddy’s working hard to bring back the business the Hansens lost. A lot of locals were going into Devils Lake to shop, you know.”

				In other circumstances, Jeb might easily be taken in by Maddy’s charm and warmth himself. “That’s probably why she’s offering home delivery.”

				“You signed up, didn’t you?”

				He nodded.

				“Wonderful.” Sarah all but clapped her hands. “You’ll like Maddy. She’s—”

				“I said I signed up to have her deliver my groceries, I didn’t say I was dating her,” Jeb broke in, frowning.

				“But you should.”

				Hard though he tried not to, Jeb snickered. He couldn’t think of one good reason someone as beautiful as Maddy Washburn would date a one-legged buffalo rancher. He wasn’t the only eligible man with eyes in his head, either. It wouldn’t be long before she had more men buzzing around her than she knew what to do with.

				“It’s time you were married and started a family,” Sarah insisted, without amusement.

				“Forget it, Sarah,” he warned, his voice low.

				“Maddy’s perfect for you.”

				“You can stop right now, because I refuse to have anything to do with this crazy idea of yours. Is that understood?”

				She beamed him a huge smile. “Stop? Not on your life!”

				Jeb realized arguing with her would result in a serious case of frustration. He knew only one person more stubborn than his sister, and that was him. “I said you can forget that idea and I meant it.” Without another word, he walked out the door, leaving it to slam in his wake.

				* * *

				Sarah watched her brother climb into the cab of his truck and barrel out of town, leaving a dusty trail behind him. It did her heart good to witness Jeb’s reaction to Maddy Washburn. As detached and disinterested as he tried to make himself, he hadn’t been able to conceal the effect Maddy had on him. Oh, yes, he was interested. Maddy had bowled him over the way she had everyone else. Half the eligible men in the county were in love with her already, and Sarah would gladly add one more man to that list.

				The instant Sarah had met Maddy, she’d decided this was the woman for her stubborn, difficult brother. She’d been waiting a long time to find the right person for Jeb, and Maddy was it. She was friendly, accepting and kind. Her striking beauty was a detriment, though. It meant she was likely to attract a lot of male attention. Which, in fact, she had.

				The stir caused by Maddy’s arrival was what had prompted Sarah’s underhanded method of forcing Jeb to drive into town. Had she known about Maddy’s delivery service, she would have signed him up immediately and saved herself the grief. Her plan might still backfire, but she could see from Jeb’s reaction that she’d done the right thing.

				Although she wouldn’t have admitted it twelve months ago, Sarah had seen many positive changes in Buffalo Valley, thanks to Lindsay. Before she moved here, a lot of people had given up caring about the town. Caring about one another, too. Lindsay had brought an infusion of life to the dying town.

				Never having taught school before, Lindsay had asked for help from the community and invited a number of business owners to speak to the class. Sarah’s father, Joshua McKenna, who also happened to be the town council president, had been the first to volunteer. Her father had shared his knowledge of state history and been gratified by the students’ eager reception. Other speakers had come away with a similar feeling. Within a few weeks, she’d seen the first evidence of a new and fragile pride in the beleaguered town.

				For example, her father started sweeping the sidewalk outside his second-hand, fix-it shop every morning. Other business owners had followed. Jacob Hansen even bought new paint for the outside of the store, although the place didn’t get repainted until after he’d sold it to Maddy. Little by little, people began to show pride in the town again. It didn’t take Sarah long to realize it had all come about because of Lindsay.

				At the end of the school year, when they heard that Lindsay had decided to return to Georgia, everyone in town was sick at heart. Even Sarah found herself wishing Lindsay would agree to stay on as teacher. As it turned out, Gage Sinclair was the one to convince her. Apparently he was less concerned about her teaching than making her part of his life. They were married in July, and Lindsay had asked her lifelong friend to stand up with her. Maddy Washburn had flown in for the wedding.

				At the reception, Sarah had seen Maddy talking to the Hansens, their heads close together, and then, only a few days later, Jacob and Marta Hansen had jubilantly announced that they’d sold the grocery. Two weeks after that, Maddy had moved to Buffalo Valley.

				Sarah had liked Maddy on sight and each time they talked, she liked her more. Soon a plan had begun to form in her mind—she would introduce Maddy to her brother, even if she had to use devious means to do it.

				Now all Sarah had to worry about was Jeb. Her brother, at thirty, was still young...and damned attractive. The accident had changed him, until she barely recognized the man he’d become. He was quiet by nature, had always been undemonstrative, but the loss of his leg had caused him to draw deeper and deeper into himself. He hardly ever ventured into town or, for that matter, anywhere else. Sarah could think of no better way to draw him back into life than to introduce him to Maddy.

				A burst of late-morning sunshine spilled into the shop and Sarah stood by the window and looked outside. This was going to be a hot day for October, she thought, as she ran her finger over the white lettering that read Buffalo Valley Quilts.

				What she’d told Jeb was true. It had been a bold move to take her fledgling business out of her father’s home, although she and Calla continued to live with him. Eventually that would change, but she could only manage one small step at a time. As it was, she barely made enough money to survive financially. A business executive studying her accounts would have discouraged her from assuming the added expense of renting space, but in Sarah’s view, it was worth the risk.

				Every day when she walked into her store, she experienced a sense of accomplishment. She’d had precious little success in her life and she was fiercely determined to see her quilting business succeed.

				A loan from her father had jump-started her efforts and thus far, three months after opening her doors, she’d met every payment. Naturally she worked long hours, longer than she wanted, but for now that couldn’t be helped.

				Reaching behind the rows of fabric, she flipped the switch that turned on the air conditioner. The first week of October and it was eighty degrees and climbing. She was teaching her quilting class that afternoon; the store would be an oven if she didn’t start the cooling process now.

				Sarah had been pleasantly surprised when ten women enrolled in the class, many of them farm wives, looking for a creative outlet. Already she had a waiting list for the second session. Sharing her love of quilting, talking about its traditions and teaching its craft, gave her a sense of immense pride. For more than a hundred years, the women of the prairie had expressed art and creativity through their quilts, and Sarah believed she was part of that continuum.

				The bell above the door chimed, and Dennis Urlacher walked into the shop, wearing grease-smeared coveralls printed with the gasoline company’s logo. He operated the one and only filling station in town and was a certified mechanic. Now that she worked outside the house, she saw more of him. That was the good news, and also the bad.

				Her relationship with Dennis was a dead end for both of them.

				“Was that Jeb’s truck I saw earlier?” he asked.

				“Yeah.” In an effort to hide her smile, she headed into the back room, not wanting to confess what she’d done to lure Jeb into town. Dennis followed her, and she automatically poured him a mug of coffee, along with one for herself.

				“He didn’t stay long,” Dennis commented.

				“He never does.” Then, because she wanted to change the subject, she added, “It’s going to be warm today.”

				“It already is.” He sipped from the mug, but his gaze remained focused on her.

				“What did Jeb want?” It went without saying that her brother hadn’t come into town on a social call.

				Sarah hesitated, wondering if she could say it and keep a straight face. “Coffee.”

				“Coffee,” Dennis repeated slowly, and she could see a smile hovering.

				“Apparently I forgot it when I brought out his supplies.”

				“Sure you did,” Dennis murmured, then grew serious. “You wanted him to meet Maddy, right?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Jeb isn’t going to take kindly to you intruding in his life.”

				“I know.”

				His eyes held hers. “However, I didn’t stop by to talk about your brother.”

				Sarah lowered the mug and forced herself to look away. She couldn’t let him continue to hold her gaze, because then he’d know how much she loved him, how hungry she was for his lovemaking. And how damned guilty that made her feel.

				“I want you to have dinner with me—”

				“I can’t,” she replied, not allowing him to finish.

				Dennis scowled. “You could at least let me ask before you turn me down.”

				“It isn’t a good idea. I—”

				“Sarah,” he said, shaking his head in frustration. “I love you. I know your first marriage was a disaster, and I’m sorry, but I’m tired of having you put me off. If you think your father and Calla haven’t figured out that we’re lovers, you’re wrong. Everyone knows. The only question people ask is when you’re going to get smart and marry me.”

				Sarah bit her lower lip. “I...can’t.”

				“Okay, if you can’t go out to dinner tonight, when?”

				She hesitated, stifling a groan. It wasn’t dinner she referred to but marriage. “Next week,” she murmured, defeated and angry with herself.

				Turning, she walked back into her shop.

				He sighed loudly, and she glanced in his direction. His jaw was tense, his eyes hard. “Kiss me,” he said.

				“Dennis...”

				“Kiss me,” he said again, more insistent this time. Apparently unwilling to wait, he reached for her, anchoring her against his chest. Before she had a chance to object, he ground his mouth over hers. The kiss spoke more of frustration than love, more of disappointment than hope. If she hadn’t known better, Sarah would have thought he’d already guessed the truth about her. That he’d long ago accepted she would never marry him and why. How could she, when she remained legally married to a husband who’d forsaken their wedding vows long before she had? Dennis and everyone else in Buffalo Valley assumed she was divorced. Sarah had gone along with the lie, wanting so desperately to believe it herself...and now that lie had taken on the form and substance of some malignant truth.

				Copyright © 2000 by Debbie Macomber

				

			

		

	


ISBN-13: 9781488024665

    Dakota Farm

    Previously Published as The Farmer Takes a Wife

Copyright © 2007 by Debbie Macomber


All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 225 Duncan Mill Road, Don Mills, Ontario, Canada M3B 3K9.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

® and ™ are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Trade Marks Office and in other countries.

www.Harlequin.com






OEBPS/images/Macomber_Debbie_fmt.jpg





OEBPS/images/MIRA.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781488024665_fmt.jpeg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






