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      Homer and Rose Harrington had wanted a child since they married when they were both twenty years old. But, alas, it was not meant to be. Every year, their nursery remained empty. Eventually, people stopped asking when they would have children as it was a sensitive topic for both of them.

      Mrs. Harrington would cry every year on their wedding anniversary and would loudly ask God what horrible sin she had committed that had left her unable to carry a child in her womb. Mr. Harrington had put the crib and wooden toys he had made for his future son in a shed so Mrs. Harrington didn't see them. Like most men, he didn't see it necessary to show his feelings, but like his wife, he felt life had played a cruel joke on them, especially since he didn't believe they were horrible people.

      Mr. Harrington owned a small lumber mill and he treated his employees well. Mrs. Harrington sang in the church choir and helped run sewing bees and fundraising picnics in her spare times.

      They lived in a house on top of the hill, just three short miles away from the small town of Dover Springs, Wyoming.  It had four bedrooms. Three remained empty and unused.

      At forty, both Mr. and Mrs. Harrington had long since given up on the idea of having biological children. They were too old now and hadn't been successful in reproducing for the past twenty years, so it was doubtful Mrs. Harrington's belly would swell now.

      Still, even though they were reasonable people, it was a hard pill to swallow.

      Then one day, just before he was about to close the lumber mill for the day and head on out to supper, Mr. Harrington heard mewling sounds coming from the back of the lumber mill. That was where they usually kept lumber which had rotted or was no good.

      The mewling and crying had become louder as he approached cautiously. He figured Mrs. Tower's cat had had kittens again and the cat had used his trash as their nest.

      Mr. Harrington's eyes widened in surprise when he saw a baby nestled on top of the forgotten lumber, wearing a too-thin blanket and only a small, dirty diaper. The baby's skin was red, either from their crying or the cold.

      It kept pushing its little lips, as if begging for food.

      Mr. Harrington didn't know if the baby was a boy or a girl and he was too embarrassed to check. He would ask his wife, he decided.

      He picked up the baby carefully as it squirmed in his arms. Who would abandon such a tiny baby? He'd been alone for the past hour looking at his accounting books and hadn't heard a peep.

      Mr. Harrington decided he ought to let the sheriff know. Maybe he had a clue about who had abandoned such a tiny infant. It was probably an unwed mother or a whore.

      Still, it was best if he gave the baby to Mrs. Harrington for now. The poor baby was shivering and hungry.

      When Mrs. Harrington first saw the baby, she was shocked, and then she immediately sprang into action. She happily declared it was a girl before she started changing the infant's diaper and dressing her in clothes she had knitted twenty years ago.

      The baby was happily drinking a bottle of cow's milk when Mr. Harrington went to inform the sheriff.

      Sheriff Nicholson was puzzled by the news of the abandoned baby. He searched for the mother by questioning the townspeople, specifically Dr. Brown. But none of them knew of a woman who had recently given birth or had an unhappy pregnancy.

      Eventually, Sheriff Nicholson and the town's judge told them they could adopt the abandoned baby or they could place her in an orphanage in the city.

      Mrs. Harrington was so happy, she cried as she clutched the baby to her chest. The baby was around six months old, according to Dr. Brown. She was a small, malnourished baby, with thick, chestnut curls and light blue eyes.

      They named her Ivory Rose Harrington, though everyone called her "Ivy."

      Ivy became a sweet but spoiled little girl as she was showered with her parents' affections as an only child. Even though she didn't share their blood, her parents saw her as theirs and they were convinced she had been sent to them by God because of years of suffering.

      Eventually, Ivy became old enough to play with Irene Mayfield, a little girl the same age as Ivy who lived on a nearby cattle ranch. Mrs. Mayfield and Mrs. Harrington were in the women's prayer group together. They formed a bond despite their age difference, and their little girls had quickly become best friends.

      The Mayfields had an elder son, Brett, who was Ivy's senior by eight years. He often teased the girls and chased them in the open fields as Irene and Ivy squealed in delight, hiding behind their mothers' skirts.

      When Ivy was thirteen and Brett was twenty-one, Mrs. Harrington saw the way Ivy's expression had changed when she saw Brett.

      Before, Ivy had seen him as a big brother. Now, she was looking at him differently, no longer with childish wonder.

      "Mama." Ivy tugged on her skirt as she watched Brett and his father leave on horseback. "One day, I'm going to marry Brett."

      Mrs. Harrington bit her lip, trying to be as gentle as possible. "Ivy, don't be silly. You're still a little girl. You shouldn't even be thinking about marriage."

      "I'm thirteen!" Ivy stomped her foot. "Daddy said I can start courting in three years. Brett will wait for me."

      "Ivory, honey. Brett is eight years older than you. He's twenty-one. He might marry someone who is older and ready to be a wife." Mrs. Harrington tried to sound cheerful. "In three years, I'm sure many young men would be delighted to court you."

      Ivy crossed her arms over her chest. "I don't want to marry anyone else. I'm going to marry Brett Mayfield. You'll see. One day, I'll be Mrs. Mayfield and we will live happily ever after."
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      Dover Springs, Wyoming 1876

      "I'm worried about her, Homer." Mrs. Harrington refilled Mr. Harrington's glass with lemonade one day when he came home from the lumber mill for lunch. They were both watching twenty-two-year-old Ivy as she hung up the laundry while cheerfully whistling.

      "Ivy? She seems cheerful." Mr. Harrington was looking at his pocket watch. He needed to return soon; otherwise, his employees would be waiting. "Polished off the last bit of cake this morning at breakfast. She and Irene were yapping about the barn dance tonight all morning when she came to visit. What on earth are you worried about, darlin'? Our Ivy is perfect."

      "She's a good girl, though more headstrong than a lady should be." Mrs. Harrington sat her tired body down next to her husband. Both she and her husband were in their sixties and often felt more like Ivy's grandparents than her parents. "She's twenty-two, Homer. She ought to be married by now. She's no spring chicken."

      "But she's a beauty. There is no one in Dover Springs who is more beautiful than our Ivory Rose."

      Mrs. Harrington frowned. "Beauty doesn't last forever. No one wants to marry an old maid. I want Ivy settled and married before we're both dead. I wouldn't say no to a grandchild, either."

      "Ah, don't you fret. Ivy is as pretty as a summer rose and a more pleasant girl has never existed." Mr. Harrington rubbed his mustache. "She will be swimming in proposals once the time is right."

      "All of her school friends are married by now." Mrs. Harrington sounded exasperated.

      "Not Irene."

      Mrs. Harrington huffed. "Irene Mayfield is a silly, impractical girl who is waiting for a rich man from the city. She's honestly the reason why Ivy's head is filled with so much nonsense."

      "Don't be too hard on them. You were a girl once too."

      Mrs. Harrington wrinkled her nose. "I was a practical girl. I certainly wasn't waiting around for Prince Charming or a king, like these young girls seem to be. Honestly, where these girls get these ridiculous ideas, I will never know."

      "From books. Ivy's face always brightens when I see her carrying one of those little romance books she buys from the mercantile."

      Mrs. Harrington scowled. "Don't encourage her frivolities. Give her some good, solid advice. She's not a little girl anymore, Homer. Tell her she should stop focusing on physical appearance and just find a good, solid man." She sighed. "And to think she rejected the proposal from Daniel Bass. We could have seen our grandchild's face by now."

      "Bass wanted to take Ivy to Kansas, to live with his mother. I'm glad she told him no and even gladder he left town. He wasn't good enough for Ivy."

      "She has to marry someone, Homer. No one is good enough for your daughter. She hasn't courted anyone for a year. Young men line up to give her a ride home after church or when she's running errands in town, and she always rejects them." She slumped in her seat. "People will think I did not raise our daughter properly."

      "Ignore the old biddies." Mr. Harrington chuckled. "If I'm being honest, dear, I think our Ivy is still waiting for Brett Mayfield to finally look at her properly and propose."

      Mrs. Harrington sighed. "That's what I've been afraid of. I've been telling that girl she has her head in the clouds. Brett Mayfield is a thirty-year-old man; he's not going to be chasing the skirts of a twenty-two-year-old silly girl."

      "He has to marry too," her husband piped up. "I like Brett. I think he would make a decent husband for Ivy. When they have babies, we'll be able to see them all the time."

      Mrs. Harrington sighed. "I don't think Brett Mayfield is the marrying kind. He hasn't courted anyone properly since he was a young man. Ivy sees him as the man of her dreams, but they're eight years apart, Brett still sees her as a little girl."

      "Men can change, but I don't think courting is on Brett's mind right now. Especially since his old man died."

      Brett and Irene's father had died of a heart attack last year and Brett had taken over the family's cattle ranch while looking after his mother and sister.

      Mrs. Harrington sucked in her cheeks. "I just don't want Ivory to get caught in some girlish fantasy. She's a grown woman."

      Mr. Harrington patted her knee. "Ivy is happy, dear. In the end, that's all that matters."

      "Daddy!" Ivy came running towards them with an empty laundry basket. "I'm going to be late for work. Can I ride into town with you?"

      "Of course, honey. Get your apron and I'll start hitching up the wagon."

      Last summer, Ivy had begged to be allowed to get a job so she could have some extra pin money. Her parents had been uneasy about their only daughter working, especially since she didn't need to.

      The only reason they'd finally agreed was because Mr. Harrington thought it would show Ivy the value of a penny earned, while Mrs. Harrington thought it was the perfect opportunity for her sheltered daughter to meet men.

      Ivy worked at The Blue Bell Cafe two days a week, for four-hour shifts. She enjoyed her work, liked talking to customers, and even the crabby owner, Mrs. Bell, had grown on her.

      "Are you excited for the dance, pumpkin?" Mr. Harrington asked as they drove into town.

      The Wilkersons owned a pig farm and threw a barn dance every November, to celebrate the end of butchering time. This was the first time Ivy was going without her parents, as they thought it was too much excitement for their old age.

      Ivy nodded. "Mama and I finished my new dress yesterday. Brett is going to pick me up at home and drop Irene and me at the dance." She frowned. "Oh, I do hope I have enough time to get ready."

      "Is Brett going to the dance?"

      "No," she sighed. "He's just going to drop us off at the dance along with Mrs. Mayfield, who is going to be our chaperone. He doesn't like going to dances."

      Her father chuckled as he helped her out of the wagon. "Not many men do, sweetheart. I will pick you up at five o'clock to take you home, to make yourself even more beautiful than you already are."

      Ivy kissed her father on the cheek and raced inside as she tied her big apron over her dress with one hand.

      "You're late," Mrs. Bell barked when she saw Ivy slip in while she still struggled to put on her apron.

      Mrs. Bell was a large woman with a heavy bosom, round hips, hair up in a severe bun, and an uptight expression on her face. She wasn't the nicest woman to work for, but she was fair. To be honest, Ivy should have been fired a long time ago because of how many times she'd been late, but Mrs. Bell seemed to have conjured up a soft spot for her.

      "Sorry, Mrs. Bell." She threw her boss her most charming smile, which only caused Mrs. Bell to huff like a fire-breathing dragon. If she hadn't been a woman, she would have been an excellent addition to the military.

      "I am tired of your apologies, girl. The next time you're late, your sorry behind will be thrown outside. I have never met a more irresponsible girl," Mrs. Bell huffed, but Ivy knew she was all bark and no bite. Especially since she struggled to get willing people to work for her due to her strong temper. "Take Kat's tables. She had to leave early today. Claims she was sick." Obviously, Mrs. Bell did not believe Kat.

      Ivy nodded as she looked around the tables to see who still needed their order to be taken or a fresh cup of coffee.

      Her lips widened into a smile when she saw her two favorite people in the world, Brett and Irene Mayfield. One, she was convinced was the love of her life, and the other was her best friend since babyhood.

      Both of the Mayfields were attractive, with curly black hair and big green eyes. She wondered what color her babies' eyes would be. Blue like hers or green like Brett's. She hoped for green; it was so much more pretty than blue.

      "Ivy!" Irene squealed. "I didn't know you were working today. Brett treated me to lunch." She squeezed her brother's upper arm. "I had to pick up a few things for tonight. Mother and I are excited. This is the first time she's left the house since Father…" Irene trailed off awkwardly. "Well, she's just really excited."

      Ivy turned toward Brett as she awkwardly fumbled with her apron. She missed the way she used to talk to Brett when she was a little girl, before she'd developed a crush on him. They used to joke around and tease each other, but ever since she was thirteen and had started noticing how attractive he was, she could barely say two words without blushing. Especially, when he looked particularly handsome today, in an orange and beige striped, button-down shirt. He was sipping his coffee slowly and Ivy suddenly wanted to make him breakfast.

      It was odd to see him in town at all. He'd been working long hours to keep the cattle ranch going ever since his father died. Ivy barely saw him at church, and even then, he never stayed to talk.

      "Thank you for taking Irene and me to the dance," she thanked him shyly.

      "No problem, Iv. Happy to do it." Brett winked at her. "I'll pick you up at seven."

      "You're not going?" she asked with wide eyes. They always worked on her father when she wanted something.

      Brett hesitated. "Dances aren't really my cup of tea, Ivy."

      "You could come for a little while."

      "I told him the same thing." Irene smacked her brother on the shoulder.

      Brett hesitated. It was clear he did not want to go but didn't know how to deny both girls. "I'll think about it."

      Ivy clutched her hands nervously. If Brett Mayfield came to the dance, she would never ask God for anything else.

      "Hey, girl! Are you going to stand there clucking like a hen or are you going to take my order?" a man with a shaggy beard demanded.

      She blushed at being humiliated in front of the Mayfields. "Coming, sir⁠—"

      Before she could finish her apology, Brett stood up like a towering mountain. The easygoing smile on his face had disappeared and had been replaced with a grimace. He approached the man, gripped him by the collar, and raised the man up. "Apologize to the lady for your rudeness."

      "Apologize? She's the one who should be apologizing to me for yapping her head off."

      He gripped his collar even tighter. By now, everyone in the cafe was staring. Ivy had turned a darker shade of red, while Mrs. Bell's mouth was wide open.

      "Apologize, or you can find somewhere else to eat."

      The man hesitated before he murmured something under his breath.

      Ivy placed a hand on Brett's upper arm. "Brett, let him go. Please."

      Brett did as he was told.

      Ivy blushed as she felt everyone's eyes on her. She loved Brett's protective side, especially since it only came out when it came to her, Irene, or his mother. But did he have to act like such a caveman? It wasn't the first time she had dealt with rude customers.

      "What can you I get you, sir?"

      "A ham sandwich and coffee." The man nervously looked at Brett who was glaring. "Please."

      "You didn't have to be so aggressive," Ivy grumbled as she headed into the kitchen with Brett at her heels. "I can handle problems myself."

      "I know you can, but you shouldn't have to." Brett crossed his arms. "I still think you should quit. Women shouldn't be working. Your place is in the home, not dealing with rude customers and overwhelming yourself."

      She shook her head at his old-fashioned thinking as she gave the cook her order. "I like to work. Plus, the extra pin money helps me buy pretty things."

      Brett rolled his eyes but didn't argue anymore. He tapped his index finger against her button nose, which caused her to grow hot. "I'll see you at seven, Iv. Don't be late."

      Ivy blushed.

      Tonight, she was going to confess to Brett the love she felt for him.

      She would make sure of it.
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      "You look like the most darling little rose bush." Mrs. Harrington dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief as Ivy walked down the stairs.

      Ivy thought the compliment was odd, but she didn't say anything as she did not want to make her mother feel bad. Especially since she did represent a little rose bush.

      With her earnings from working at the cafe, she had bought sage green cloth sprinkled with tiny pink and white roses. She and her mother had worked on it feverishly during the past few weeks in preparation for the dance.

      Mrs. Harrington had even added puff sleeves, a squared collar with white lace, and a large bow at the back of the dress which made her feel like Queen Victoria.

      Ivy had rearranged her hair in the way Irene taught her, with her long, brown hair scooped up and tied with a sage green ribbon and cascading down her back.

      "Thank you, Mother." She clutched her little drawstring purse. If her mother noticed she was nervous, she would insist on chaperoning along with Mrs. Mayfield. She wouldn't be comfortable declaring her love to Brett with both mothers clucking around.

      "My darling Ivory Rose, you are as beautiful as a princess." Mr. Harrington kissed her cheek gently as he twirled her around. "Men will be fighting for your attention to ask you to dance."

      She gave a little shrug. "I don't really care about dancing."

      Ivy didn't really. In all honesty, the only man she wanted to dance with was Brett and she doubted she would have her wish, as Brett Mayfield hated dancing and would rather assist in a cow's birth.

      If Brett didn't like to dance, it was perfectly fine. They could skip all of that and just move on to her declaration of love. With any luck, they would be engaged tomorrow. Perhaps they could even have a Christmas wedding, even though Christmas was less than a month and a half away. It would be perfect. So dreamy. Then she and Brett would get married, live at his ranch, and she would give birth to beautiful babies.

      Mrs. Harrington looked nervous. "At least try to dance a few times, Iv. The party will be dull for you if you don't dance. Who knows, maybe you'll be pleased you did."

      Mr. Harrington frowned. "Don't forget to act like a lady. Remember, men don't like women who are too forward. If any man is getting frisky with you, let me know and I will take care of him."

      A knock on the door interrupted her daydreaming. She straightened up even more and put on a brilliant smile. Her smile faded when her father opened the door and Brett stood there. He still looked handsome, but he was wearing his faded and dirty work clothes, indicating he had no desire to go to the dance.

      He removed his hat and shook her father's hand, then kissed her mother's cheek while Mrs. Harrington fussed over him.

      A wobbly smile appeared on her face.

      Brett gave a small nod with his head but didn't attempt to kiss her cheek or the back of her hand as she had read men in romance books did.

      "Ivy, you look lovely."

      Lovely. Not enchanting. Not beautiful. Not splendid. Just lovely. Her parents had showered her with more affection and compliments than Brett.

      She didn't want to be rude, so she murmured a thanks.

      "Are you coming to the dance?" she asked once they were outside. The chilly November air was causing her to shiver.

      "You should have brought a shawl. It's too cold," he scolded her as he helped her step into the carriage. "And, no, I'm not going. I'm exhausted and there is still some paperwork I need to finish. I will pick you, Irene, and Mother up from the dance at eleven."

      Irene, who was dressed in a dark green and yellow dress gave a little eye roll as Ivy sat down beside her. "I tried to convince him, but he won't budge. I adore your dress. Look, we are both dressed in green."

      Brett ignored them as he sat down, holding the reins of the horse.

      Mrs. Mayfield, who was dressed head to toe in black, still mourning her dead husband, gave her a sad little smile. "You look precious, Ivy."

      Ivy's throat tightened. So far, everyone had complimented her except Brett. "Thank you, Mrs. Mayfield."
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