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Chapter 1
T EXAS PANHANDLE
S UMMER 1893

Neill Archer sighed and slouched a bit in the saddle when he
caught his ﬁrst glimpse of Dry Gulch. Another dusty, dirtcolored town in the middle of nowhere. And to think when
he ﬁrst left his family’s ranch two years ago, he’d hungered
for wide-open spaces. What he wouldn’t give to be hemmed
in by those big, beautiful Archer pines right about now. But
he hadn’t earned his right to return to them. Not yet.
Straightening his spine, he clicked his tongue and urged his
sturdy roan forward. A new town—no matter how dusty—
meant new opportunities and the possibility of work. He’d
left home with a goal, and he’d not falter in his pursuit of
it—not when he was so close to his target.
The deep bong of a church bell reverberated through the
crisp morning air, drawing Neill down Dry Gulch’s main
street. Townsfolk trudged along boardwalks on either side of
him, past a general store, a bank, and even a diner. Maybe
Dry Gulch had more to offer than he’d ﬁrst thought.
A wagon, its bed overﬂowing with a passel of young’uns
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spit shined and Sunday ready, rolled ahead of him. The oldest girl smiled shyly up at him as he came alongside. Neill
tipped his hat in response, which set the boys to hootin’
and hollerin’ and the younger girls to gigglin’. The poor
gal turned apple red and tried to hide beneath the brim of
her bonnet. Yet she managed a bit of well-aimed retribution
when the toe of her shoe collided rather squarely with the
length of the loudest boy’s thigh.
Neill hid his grin and nudged Mo into a trot, taking him
past the wagon before the squabble escalated to a level that
required parental interference. He and his brothers used to
tease and tussle like that, too. Of course, there hadn’t been
any parents to interfere, so there’d been more than one occasion when a good-natured wrestling match spiraled into
a ﬁstﬁght. But even in those cases, the family bond never
wavered. They were brothers—brothers who would stand
together no matter what trouble came calling.
He missed that security, the assurance that someone always had his back. But then, that was part of the reason
he’d left. He needed to prove to himself, and to his brothers,
that he was his own man, able to make his way in the world
without them breaking everything in for him ﬁrst.
Crossing into the churchyard, Neill guided Mo over to
where the other horses stood tethered near some cedar
shrubs, nibbling at the few tufts of grass that thrust up
from the hard-packed earth. He dismounted, pulled his Bible
from his saddlebag, and gave Mo a fond pat on the neck
before striding toward the church steps.
It was still early, so people were milling around outside,
visiting with friends and neighbors while children ran circles
around the periphery, releasing their excess energy before
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they were conﬁned to a pew. Neill inserted himself among
a group of men and quickly made an introduction.
“Neill Archer,” he said, offering each man his hand in
turn. “Fine town you got here. Gives a man hope he might
ﬁnd work with so many folks about.”
A portly gentleman in a ﬁne gray suit eyed him speculatively, though not unkindly. “What kind of work you looking for, son?”
Son? Neill bit back his distaste for the term. Son, kid,
boy—he’d been deﬁned by those terms all his life. He was
twenty-eight years old, for crying out loud. Shouldn’t he
have outgrown such monikers by now?
But getting riled wouldn’t help him ﬁnd work, so Neill
shrugged off his pique and addressed the man who’d offered
the question. “I’ve done a bit of everything, really. Ranch
hand, cattle drover . . . I’ve laid track for the railroad, put
up windmills, built barns, repaired roofs, dug wells.”
The sound of an indrawn breath behind him drew Neill’s
head around. A willowy blond woman jerked her head away
the instant his gaze landed on her, but he’d caught a glimpse
of interest lurking in her light blue eyes before she’d shuttered them.
He turned back to the men and grinned. “I’m open to
any honest labor with a decent wage attached.”
The men returned his grin with genuine warmth and
nods of understanding.
“Old man Johnson might need some help around his
place,” one of the men suggested. “His gout’s been acting
up, and he ain’t been able to ﬁnish fencin’ off that back
pasture like he wanted.”
Neill’s spirits lifted, only to plummet when a third man
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shook his head. “Naw. His boys rode in from Amarillo last
week and ﬁnished stringing the wire. Good boys, Thomas
and Grant. Wish mine helped out half as much around our
homestead.”
“They got their own farms to tend, Yancy. You know
that. You can’t expect them to work both your spread and
their own.”
Apparently Yancy could, and that was all it took to veer
the conversation off course. Neill held his tongue while the
men debated the level of involvement sons owed their fathers. Maybe he’d have a chance to bring the issue up again
later. Besides, the parson had started waving people into
the building.
As he passed through the doorway into the sanctuary, he
scanned the crowd for the woman he’d seen outside. Perhaps
she knew of some work in the area. He spotted a woman
with pale blond hair and a dress that looked vaguely familiar,
though he couldn’t have said for sure that it was the same one
he’d seen outside. She was already seated in a pew, so all he
could see were her shoulders and the back of her head, but
he decided it wouldn’t hurt to look for a place to sit in her
vicinity. He spotted a vacant seat in the row in front of her,
so he slipped into it and turned to introduce himself—only
to ﬁnd her immersed in a whispered conversation with the
child seated next to her. Not wanting to intrude, Neill twisted
to face the front and bit back an impatient sigh. He’d just
have to wait until worship concluded to speak to her.
Except when worship concluded, she’d disappeared again.
It was probably his fault he’d missed her. Feeling a tug on
his heart, he had kept his head bowed for an extra moment
or two after the preacher’s amen rang through the church.
12
Witemeyer, Jennings, Cox and Connealy, A Match Made in Texas
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2014. Used by permission.

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
WitemeyerOthers_MatchTexas_JFS_djm.indd 12

9/27/13 3:21 PM

Karen Witemeyer

He’d add a few thoughts of his own to the prayer before
rising—requests for patience and greater trust in the Lord’s
provision. He guessed he shouldn’t be surprised then to ﬁnd
himself in particular need of those qualities when his one
hope for an employment lead had vanished.
Neill shook his head and smiled at the irony. Well, Lord,
the Good Book says you know what we need before we ask.
Guess I just proved that, huh?
He visited a bit with the people around him, then reached
for the Bible he’d left sitting on the pew. Odd. He didn’t
recall that piece of paper protruding from the pages. He
pulled it free and turned it over to ﬁnd a message written
in an elegant hand.
Roofer needed to repair widow’s home. Salary to be
paid half up front to cover supplies, half when job is
completed. Only men of upstanding character need
apply.
Interested parties should meet at the schoolhouse at
7:00 p.m. Monday evening for more details.
Neill jerked his head up and scoured the chapel for anyone who might have left the note. Had it been the mysterious vanishing woman? The note’s script certainly appeared
feminine. And reﬁned. But she was nowhere in sight.
He turned back to the scrap of paper in his hand. It was
worded like a newspaper ad. Perhaps whoever had placed
the ad in the paper had heard that he was looking for work
and stuck the original copy in his Bible to make sure he
saw it. Or maybe God’s provision moved faster than he’d
anticipated.
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Neill grinned as he stuffed the note into his coat pocket.
He needed to see about a hotel room for the night. He had
a job interview tomorrow.

A dim light was ﬂickering inside the schoolhouse when
Neill arrived promptly at seven o’clock the following night.
At the door, he pulled off his hat and took a minute to
smooth his hair before entering. The door swung in easily
at his push, the hinges well oiled. But when he crossed the
threshold, he frowned.
The place was empty.
Where were the other applicants? Neill’s gaze swept over
the empty student desks to the front of the room, where a
lantern sat on a table, its muted glow casting shadows on
the ﬂoor and into the corners. Had the man doing the hiring
been called away unexpectedly?
Neill took a tentative step down the deserted aisle. Should
he wait? See if the man returned? Setting his hat atop one of
the student desks, Neill glanced back out the door standing
open behind him. He saw no one. He half expected some
kid to slam the door shut and lock him in, then run off
laughing with a wild tale to tell his friends about the prank
he played on the stranger.
But that wouldn’t ﬁt with the handwriting on the note.
It had been anything but juvenile.
He took out his watch and checked the time: 7:05. Might
as well wait. Someone had left that lantern, after all. The
student desks were too small for his long, lanky frame, so
he strode to the front of the room, thinking to borrow the
teacher’s chair. That’s when he saw the envelope.
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It lay on the table, a few inches in front of the lantern. His
name, slightly misspelled—people often left off the second
l in Neill when they didn’t know him—was scrawled across
the front. He picked it up and glanced inside. A twentydollar banknote and directions to the home of a widow
Danvers.
Who would leave twenty dollars just lying around like
this? Anyone could simply take it and leave the widow high
and dry. Or wet, he supposed, since the woman needed a
new roof.
Neill had never known his mother, but his best friend’s
mother had ﬁlled that role for him later in life, not caring
a whit that his skin was white where Myra’s was brown.
What if she were in the widow Danvers’s position? Aged
and frail, no husband or sons to take care of her? Neill
would go to the ends of the earth to see she was provided
for. Apparently this Danvers woman had no menfolk around
to ﬁll that need.
Well, the envelope was addressed to him, which meant the
widow and her leaky roof were his responsibility now. And
Archers never shirked their responsibilities. Neill slipped the
envelope into a pocket in the lining of his coat and turned
down the wick of the lantern until it sputtered and went out.
Whoever had put this little scheme in motion had handpicked him for the job, and he aimed to see it through.
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