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Chapter One






April 1898

“Bride for sale! Bride for
sale!”

Lucy struggled to get away
from the man, but his grip was too firm on her arm. She shoved at
him and kicked, using all of her remaining strength to
fight. Oh God, what I wouldn’t give to
take back seven days. A week. One week and
her life had turned into a nightmare.

“Now don’t be stubborn,”
Adam Nilles hissed in her ear. “No one will want you if you act
like a girl having a temper tantrum.”

“Let me go, you brute!” She
swiped at his eye but missed.

He clucked his tongue. “That’s
enough.”

A group of bewildered people had
gathered along the business district of the small South Dakota
town. No one made a move or said anything, and Lucy was too busy
wiping the tears from her cheeks to care. Humiliation. She’d done
the right thing, and this was what she got for it?

“Bride for sale!” Adam
called out again. “Anyone need a woman? She can clean, cook, and
sew. Anyone here in need of a bride?”

A man finally broke through the crowd
of about thirty people and took off his hat. He ran his hand
through his thinning blond hair and asked, “What is the meaning of
this?”

Adam turned to him. “I’m making all
the single men in this town a good offer. Surely, there must be a
man in need of a wife in a town this far out west. You don’t have
enough women here, do you?”

The man shook his head, looking
horrified. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, mister,
but I advise you to think twice before you come through here
treating that young lady like she’s a piece of merchandise. She’s a
human being and deserves to be treated as such.”

“Then you intend to take
her? She can be all yours for the price of a day’s
wage.”

Lucy broke into a fresh wave of tears
and struggled against Adam again. “You can’t treat me this way, you
bastard!”

Adam pulled her to him and clasped his
hand over her mouth. “Now honey, no man’s going to want you if you
use that kind of language.”

“Release her!” The man
stepped forward, and though he wasn’t even tall enough to reach
Adam’s nose, Adam backed up and took his hand away from her
mouth.

“So,” Adam asked the man,
“are you going to take her off my hands or do I need to find
someone else?”

The man waved her forward. “I’ll take
her, but I’m not marrying her. I’m taking her to save her from the
likes of you.”

Adam released her and smiled. “Good.
Give me my money and she’s all yours.”

“I have a better idea. You
get out of here before I get the marshal involved. I’m sure selling
off a woman to the highest bidder isn’t the smartest move a man can
make.”

At the threat, Adam blanched. “You
win. I’m going.” He didn’t even look back at her as he went to the
buggy and hopped in.

Ashamed didn’t even begin to describe
what she was feeling. She thought she was on her honeymoon,
traveling with Adam to their new home. But he brought her here to
quietly get rid of her. And it worked. This was as far from a big
town as anyone could get. She might as well be stuck in the middle
of nowhere.

Brushing back more tears, she
remembered her belongings and quickly looked back at the retreating
buggy as Adam hurried out of town. He knew once she told the man
the circumstances surrounding Adam trying to sell her to the
highest bidder, the man would have the law after him.

The man handed her a handkerchief.
“Don’t you worry about your things. We have women in this town who
are about your size and height. They will be happy to offer a dress
or two. Then I think I can find a suitable man to marry you. We do
need a couple of young women here.”

She wiped her cheeks and eyes. “I
can’t marry anyone.”

“Why not?”

She glanced at the group of onlookers
and shivered at the thought of them knowing the extent of her
humiliation. “Can we talk?” She swallowed the lump in her throat.
“In private?”

He looked at the group and waved them
off. “She’s had enough to deal with today. Leave her
be.”

The group reluctantly dispersed and a
part of her felt a little bit better. She sniffed and tucked in a
stray strand of blond hair under her bonnet.

“Now, why don’t you tell me
what’s going on?” the man gently asked her.

“Well, I can’t marry anyone
here because…” She took a deep breath. Here it came. “I’m married
to Adam.” She motioned to the road where the buggy had nearly
disappeared from sight. “I had no idea he already had a wife and
children. Then he told me this morning he had to get rid of me and
here I am.” Her cheeks grew hot as she related her story, but she
pressed on. “So you see, I can’t marry anyone.”

“What’s his name? I need to
talk to the marshal.”

“Adam Nilles,” she
stammered, wondering if they were going to put her in
jail.

The man scanned the dissipating group
of onlookers and called out, “Addy?”

The woman jerked but stopped and
turned to them. “Yes, Preacher?”

“Can you take this young
lady to your home? I need to discuss an urgent matter with the
marshal,” he replied.

Addy nodded and hurried over to them.
“Of course, I can.”

“Good.” He patted Lucy on
the arm. “Stick with Addy. She’ll take good care of you. I’ll come
by and talk to you when I’m done with the marshal.”

Lucy gripped the handkerchief and
watched as he ran across the street. His words to her had been
kind, and she detected the sympathy in his expression. Did that
mean he might go easy on her? She hoped that’s what it meant
because she’d never committed a crime in her life, and she surely
hadn’t meant to commit this one!

Addy put her arm around Lucy’s
shoulders and led her down the dusty street. “You poor dear. Come
along. I’ll get you something to eat and drink. You need to soothe
your nerves, I’m sure.”

Lucy wanted to cry again, but she was
able to hold back the tears this time. With a shaky breath, she
said, “Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it. You’re
such a young thing, and you look so scared.”

“Do I?” Lucy touched her
face.

“And who wouldn’t be? You’ve
been through quite an ordeal, I assume.”

“Yes.” Her shoulders
slumped. Just yesterday, she’d been happy, thinking a wonderful man
was her husband for life, and now… Bringing the handkerchief up to
her nose and mouth, she choked back on a sob. She didn’t want to
think about it.

Addy gave her an encouraging smile.
“You’ll be fine. There are some good people here. I know it doesn’t
seem like it right now, but there’s a purpose to
everything.”

Unable to stop herself, Lucy let out a
bitter laugh. It was the most ludicrous thing she’d ever
heard.

Addy didn’t admonish her, as Lucy
thought she would since she’d been rude by laughing like that.
Instead, Addy squeezed her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” Lucy whispered.
“I shouldn’t have done that.”

“You’re going through a
trying time,” Addy said.

The two women made their way down a
road that was lined with houses. When they stopped at one of them,
Lucy guessed it was Addy’s, and she was right. Addy opened the
front door and led her inside.

“We’ll get something to eat
and drink,” Addy said as she closed the door and took off her
bonnet.

Lucy followed suit, revealing thick
blond hair pulled back into a bun even as strands of her curls fell
softly to the sides of her face.

“You’re a beauty,” Addy
said, reminding Lucy of her grandmother who’d long since passed
onto the next life. “You won’t be single for long in this
town.”

Lucy’s lower lip quivered and she
turned from Addy.

Addy stayed still for a moment as if
she wished to ask Lucy the same questions the preacher had, but
instead of asking them, she motioned down the hallway. “The
kitchen’s down here.”

Relieved she didn’t have to answer
anything else, at least for the moment, Lucy headed for the
kitchen.

***

Brian Evans sat outside the general
store and listened to the people as they passed by. He idly twirled
his walking stick in his hand, his mind not on anything in
particular.

The vibration on the boardwalk
traveled up to his feet and up his legs as someone hustled past
him. “He’s long gone. I can’t find him.”

Brian frowned. What was the marshal
anxious about? He straightened in the rocking chair and tuned
toward the chatter around him.

“What about the buggy?” the
preacher asked, his gentle voice unusually rough.

“I found that just fine, but
he took the horse and ran,” the marshal muttered, his voice already
sounding faint as the two men hurried down the
boardwalk.

“A fine mess he got that
lady into,” the preacher said.

And that was all Brian could pick up
from their conversation. Curious, he stood up and used the stick to
make sure nothing obstructed his path as he entered the
store.

“Did you want to pick out
something for me to make this week?” Eliza asked him.

He turned to face his mother. “No. I
heard some commotion out there and wondered what was going on. It
sounded serious. The marshal was involved.”

“Oh that,” Frank Garrison,
the store owner, began as his footsteps echoed through the place.
“Right before you two arrived, a man came through here trying to
sell a bride.”

“Why ever would he do that?”
Eliza asked.

“No one is sure yet,” Frank
replied. “It’s too soon to tell what’s going on. The woman went
with Addy to our home. That poor young thing looked like a
frightened mouse backed into a corner. She couldn’t have been older
than eighteen.”

“How awful.” Eliza touched
Brian’s arm so he turned to face her. “I think I’ll go see if I can
help.”

“I’ll come too,” Brian
said.

“Brian, there will be a
bunch of us women talking,” his mother replied. “I’m sure it’ll
bore you.”

“I want to come,” he
insisted. “Remember when you found me?”

She sighed and patted his arm. “Yes.
It was the second best day of my life. Marrying your pa was the
first.”

He smiled. There were times when the
memories leading up to Eliza and John finding him alone in the
fields still stung, even though it’d been twelve years since they
gave him a home. And now, hearing about this woman and how she was
abandoned by a man who tried to sell her off brought back the fear
and pain from his own past.

“Alright then,” Eliza said.
“I’ll pay for these items and we’ll be on our way.”

Brian nodded and went back outside to
see if he could find out anything else pertaining to this new woman
in town. His back rested against the store, and he focused on the
conversations going on around him. Most of it was useless chatter,
but he did pick up interesting pieces about a beautiful blond woman
with brown eyes. What blond and brown meant, he’d never know. He’d
been born blind, but he could talk to a person and get an idea of
beauty, at least as he saw it.

The sound of his mother’s footsteps on
the boardwalk notified him of her approach. He tucked his walking
stick under one arm and held out his hands. “I’ll take the box to
the wagon.”

She set the heavy box on his hands and
took him by the elbow to lead him forward. “The path is
clear.”

He proceeded to walk down the
boardwalk, counting the steps from where they parked the wagon and
turned toward it. He counted two more steps and stepped down, his
foot hitting the soft road.

“It’s a real sad state of
affairs when people go about this world unloved,” Eliza softly
said. “It’s just not fair.”

He couldn’t agree more. He touched the
side of the wagon until he found a place to put the box. After he
set his stick on the seat of the wagon, he put the box down. Then
he turned to his mother who took his hand so he could help her onto
the seat. Pushing himself off the ground, he jumped onto the wooden
seat beside her.

“It’s a bright and sunny
day,” she told him.

The input was unnecessary, for he felt
the warmth from the sun. He tipped his hat back so he could feel it
on his face. He always enjoyed that, even when he was a
child.

He heard Eliza unlock the brake and
pick up the reins. “You ready?”

“Yes.” He held onto the seat
and adjusted his weight as the horses pulled the wagon
forward.

“We’ll stop by the lumber
store on our way out of town. Then you and your pa can work on that
kitchen table tomorrow.”

He nodded, not caring about making
furniture at the moment. “I heard the marshal say the man ran off
with the horse and left the buggy. He was in a hurry to get out of
here.” Much as his real father had run off that day. “You can’t
help but feel sorry for her,” he admitted.

“No, you can’t,” Eliza
replied. “It’s a real shame.”

They remained silent as the horses’
hooves pounded the dirt and the wagon gave its familiar gentle
sway. When she slowed, he got ready for the slight jerk as the
wagon came to a stop and turned to get down. Once he reached her
side, he helped her down. He decided to leave the stick in the
wagon since he was familiar with the layout of Addy’s
house.

Eliza took him by the elbow. “The path
is clear.”

Counting the steps to the front door,
he caught the sigh that escaped his mother’s lips and knew her
heart went out to the young woman. Well, who wouldn’t sympathize?
Whatever the details were, one couldn’t help but feel bad for her.
They reached the front door and he knocked on it.

Eliza let go of his arm.

He turned his attention to the
approaching footsteps and stepped back to allow Addy room to open
the screen door.

“Hello, Eliza and Brian,”
Addy called out. “What brings you here?”

“To be honest, we happened
to overhear news about a scared young woman and wanted to know if
we could do anything to help,” Eliza answered.

“Really, what she needs to
know is that she has a home in this town,” Addy said. “She’s not up
for talking.”

“Do you think we should
leave?” Eliza asked.

Brian wanted to protest, but Addy
said, “Come on in. I’ve run out of things to talk about. It’d help
to have a chatterbox like you here, Eliza.”

“What do you know?” Eliza
told Brian. “My gift of gab is useful after all.”

Brian’s lips curled up into a smile.
“I don’t think Pa minds.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

Addy chuckled. “Well, come on in. We
just had an early supper and were about to have some coffee. I have
some cookies you can snack on.”

His mouth watered in anticipation as
he followed his mother into the house. “What kind of
cookies?”

“Peanut butter with bits of
chocolate in them.”

He noted the amusement in her voice.
“You know my weakness, Mrs. Garrison.” Grinning, he followed the
two women to the kitchen.


Chapter Two






Lucy looked up from her cup as a man
and a woman followed Addy into the kitchen. The woman took off her
hat and revealed the prettiest shade of red hair Lucy had ever
seen. The younger man stood half a foot taller than the woman. When
he took his hat off, he ruffled his blond hair. His blue eyes
stared off into the distance, making Lucy wonder what was different
about him.

Addy motioned to the newcomers and
told Lucy, “This is Eliza Evans, my dearest friend in the entire
world, and this is her son, Brian Evans.” Turning to Eliza and
Brian, she said, “This is Lucy…” She glanced at Lucy. “I’m sorry.
What’s your last name?”

Swallowing the bile that rose in her
throat, Lucy said, “Nilles.” A good twenty-four hours ago, she
relished saying that was her last name, but now…

Eliza smiled at her. “How do you
do?”

Lucy looked into the woman’s kind eyes
and felt a sudden kinship with her that she couldn’t explain.
Surprised by the strange reaction, she cleared her throat and
shrugged. “Fine now, I think.” She didn’t know what else to say,
and whenever people asked that kind of question, it was the
response they expected.

Eliza took Brian’s hand and held out
her other hand to Lucy. “Brian’s blind, so he prefers to shake
hands when he meets someone.”

“Oh.” Lucy set the cup down
on the table and shook his hand, noting the solid strength in his
touch. “Uh…hello, Brian.”

He smiled and turned his gaze in her
direction. “Good afternoon, Lucy.”

Even though he was blind, she felt as
though he could see her. Clearing her throat, she removed her hand
from his, glad the odd exchange was over with. Her mother once
commented that when a person lost one sense, the other senses grew
sharper, and now she had no doubt as to the truth of that
statement. She didn’t like the thought that this stranger might
pick up on her sin. She married a married man. Her face heated with
shame, and she quickly picked up her cup and took another sip of
coffee.

Addy nudged Eliza. “Don’t be shy, you
two. Have a seat and I’ll serve up some cookies.”

Brian pulled out a chair for Eliza and
waited until she sat down before he pushed it in. He turned toward
Addy.

“Go on and sit,” Addy told
him. “I’ll be up and down getting things as they’re
needed.”

He nodded and sat next to his mother,
which happened to be directly across from Lucy.

It was unnerving that he stared in her
direction. He seldom blinked or moved his eyes. Lucy shifted in her
chair so that she didn’t have to look at him.

“Brian’s my adopted son,”
Eliza spoke up while Addy set a plate of cookies in the middle of
the table. “John and I found him when he was eight.”

Unsure of how to respond, Lucy picked
up a cookie and bit into it. She didn’t know why Eliza would share
this information with her. They’d just met after all, but she
suspected Eliza’s intentions were good.

“John and I couldn’t have a
child together, so finding Brian was an answer to our prayers,”
Eliza continued.

Lucy’s hands trembled so she quickly
set the cookie on the plate Addy set out for her and smoothed them
on her dress. A child? Her heart raced with dread. What would she
do if her time with Adam resulted in a child?

From across the table, Brian’s
eyebrows furrowed, and she struggled not to bolt from the room. He
couldn’t know what she was thinking. No one could read another
person’s mind. But he sensed her unease. She was sure he
did.

Addy poured more coffee into Lucy’s
cup before making her rounds to everyone else’s cup. “John is mute,
so John and Brian had to work out a system to communicate. It took
awhile, didn’t it, Eliza?”

“A good year.” Eliza nodded
and turned back to Lucy. “We had to learn sign language. John signs
the words and Brian touches his hands so he knows what John is
telling him.”

“Quite clever if you ask
me,” Addy said as she finally took her seat and picked up her
cookie.

“Well, to be fair, your
daughter knew a man who could teach us,” Eliza told Addy with a
smile.

“It works well,” Brian spoke
up. “I rarely misunderstand what Pa means.”

“Those two are close,” Eliza
said. “They make furniture together out at our place. It’s quiet
and simple out there.” She chuckled. “Though I suppose with me
chatting away, it’s not so quiet. As you can tell, I talk a lot
more than Brian.”

Lucy offered a slight smile, finding
the comment amusing since she could already tell Eliza enjoyed
talking.

A knock at the door caused Addy to
stand up. “I’ll get that,” she said and swallowed the bite of
cookie before she wiped her hands on her apron and hastened to the
door.

“It sure is busy at Addy’s
house,” Eliza replied. “You’re in good hands with her, Lucy. She’s
got a heart of gold.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Lucy
agreed.

“Brian likes to come for the
tasty treats.” Eliza giggled. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at
cooking.”

“You do fine,” Brian said
finally glancing in his mother’s direction.

“It’s edible,” Eliza
replied. “I haven’t killed anyone yet, and that counts for
something.”

At that, Lucy laughed, but her
laughter died when she saw the preacher and another man following
Addy into the kitchen. She tensed, barely aware that Brian shifted
in his chair in response.

“Mrs. Nilles, ma’am,” the
preacher said, taking off his hat. “This is the
marshal.”

Lucy gripped the edge of the table and
stood. This was it. They were going to put her in jail. Brian stood
as well, but she ignored him. She forced her attention on the two
imposing men who had grim looks on their faces.

The marshal stepped forward, and she
resisted the urge to step back. “We have a private matter to
discuss with you, ma’am. I hope you don’t mind coming with
us.”

She wanted to say no, but she knew she
couldn’t.

Eliza stood and held Lucy’s hand.
“Would it help if one of us went with you?”

Lucy glanced from Addy to Eliza and
nodded, purposely avoiding Brian who continued to stay back and
observe everything.

“I’ll go,” Addy said and put
her arm around Lucy’s shoulders. “It’ll be alright. You don’t have
anything to worry about, Lucy.”

Lucy’s lower lip trembled. That was
easy for Addy to say. She didn’t just commit bigamy.

“The marshal and preacher
are good men,” Brian spoke, startling her. “They won’t hurt
you.”

“He’s right,” Eliza added.
“You’re in good hands with these two.”

Not at all reassured by any of the
people in the room, Lucy reluctantly followed the marshal and
preacher. Addy held her close and went with her. Had it not been
for Addy’s strength, Lucy thought she might collapse. The entire
day had been a nightmare, and this was one horrible continuation of
it. How different things looked for her only a week ago when she
exchanged vows with Adam and departed from Minnesota, saying
good-bye to her family.

At the doorway, Addy stopped and
handed her the bonnet which Lucy mechanically put on her head. Addy
followed suit with her own bonnet and placed her arm back around
Lucy’s shoulders. They went with the men to the jailhouse, and Lucy
felt her stomach toss and turn. As she went through the entrance,
she feared she might lose her supper and prayed it was nerves and
not a baby that made her sick. Women didn’t experience sickness so
early in pregnancy, did they? She struggled to remember everything
her mother taught her but her mind drew a blank.

The marshal pointed to the seats in
front of his desk. “Have a seat, ma’am, Mrs. Garrison. I’ll be
right back.”

After he left, the preacher smiled
reassuringly at them. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’ll get
this mess straightened out.”

Lucy fell into the chair, her
shoulders sagging. Fresh tears fell down her cheeks.

Addy sat down and reached for her
hand. “You’ll be alright. You’re not in trouble.”

“She’s right, ma’am. You
have nothing to worry about,” the preacher said.

“I don’t?” Lucy asked,
peering up at him.

“No. This isn’t your crime.
It’s Adam’s,” he replied.

“But…but I married him,” she
cried, taking the apron Addy handed her so she could wipe her
eyes.

“You didn’t know he was
married, did you?” he asked.

Appalled, she shook her head. “No. Of
course not. I would never have married him if I’d
known.”

“Then you are innocent in
this crime. You didn’t know he was married. The marshal’s going to
send out word for Adam’s arrest. In the meantime, we’ll get the
marriage annulled.”

It took her a moment to register the
fact that she wasn’t in trouble after all, and when she did, she
cried even harder but this time with an overwhelming sense of
relief. She wasn’t going to jail. They weren’t going to lock her
away for life. Her hands shook as she dabbed her eyes.

The marshal returned to the jailhouse
and brought another man with him. “You’re in luck, Mrs. Nilles. The
judge is making his round through our town this week.”

She glanced from one man to another,
not sure she understood their meaning.

The judge had some papers in his hand,
and he tipped his hat in her direction. “This won’t take long,
ma’am. The marshal explained the situation, and we’ll get the
paperwork started to annul your marriage. It’ll be like the
marriage never happened.”

“You can do that? I mean,
it’s that simple?” Lucy asked.

“It’s the United States’
law,” the judge said. “The man you married is the one liable for
the crime. Not you. I just need your help filling out these forms,
and we’ll get things taken care of, alright?”

She nodded. The tension in her stomach
eased as Addy rubbed her back, and she proceeded to tell the judge
everything he needed to know.

When he was satisfied with the
information she gave him, he handed her a piece of paper. “This
states that your marriage to Adam Nilles never happened due to
grounds of bigamy.”

“Just like that?” she asked,
slowly taking the paper from him.

“Everything I need you to do
is done.” He stood up, collected the sheets of paper, and tucked
them under his arm. “I’ll take care of these when I get to Sioux
Falls, but yes, it’s pretty much a done deal.”

“And I’ll notify the other
marshals to be on the lookout for Adam Nilles, if that’s his real
name,” the marshal said.

Lucy blanched at the thought he hadn’t
even used his real name. “That’s the name he put on the marriage
license. We had a small wedding, and it was rushed.” Her voice grew
softer as she continued. “Now I know why he was in a
hurry.”

Addy patted her shoulder. “There’s no
way you could’ve known.”

“That’s the truth of it,”
the preacher agreed. “Don’t trouble yourself over the past. The
important thing is you move on.”

“That’s right.” The marshal
offered her a kind smile. “We know what Adam Nilles looks like, and
we’ll get a drawing of him posted. If we can, we’ll bring him to
justice so he doesn’t do this to someone else.”

“In the meantime,” the
preacher began, “you might want to think about finding a legitimate
husband.”

“That shouldn’t be too
hard,” the marshal said. “We know all the men and which are married
and which aren’t.”

“Oh, Marshal,” Addy replied
with a grin, “no man in this town would dream of committing
bigamy.”

He smiled at her. “I realize that but
I thought Lucy might like the assurance, and I agree with the
preacher.” He glanced at Lucy. “You’d be hard pressed to make a
living out here. No one needs governesses, and we have a school
teacher already. Your best bet is to find a husband.”

Lucy sighed, not liking that
particular option at this point.

“Or you could return home,”
Addy suggested. “We’d chip in for your fare on the stage
coach.”

The thought of returning home after
what happened with her sister made Lucy’s stomach do another turn.
“Um…no. I can’t go back.”

The silence hung in the room, and Lucy
contemplated her options. Not that she really had any. Even if a
teaching position had been opened, her education was limited.
Beyond knowing how to keep a home, she had no skills that would
endear her for any kind of employment.

“It’s something to keep in
mind,” the preacher finally said. “Take some time to think about
it. You’ve been through enough today.”

Lucy knew the reprieve from any
decision making was temporary, but she welcomed it. The preacher
was right. She’d been through so much that her head was spinning.
“I’ll think about it.”

Addy nodded and helped Lucy to her
feet. “You can stay at my house for the time being.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” The
marshal went to the front door and opened it. “I brought back the
buggy and your belongings seem to be in it, Lucy. I’ll take them to
Addy’s house, and you can sort through them at your
leisure.”

The last thing Lucy wanted was a
reminder of Adam, but she’d need her clothes and having a buggy
might prove useful, should she ever need one. “Thank you,
Marshal.”

“There,” Addy said. “Things
are looking up already.”

Lucy dutifully indicated her agreement
because she was expected to, not because she believed it. She
walked with Addy out of the jailhouse and down the street, pulling
the sides of her bonnet further out so she didn’t have to see the
people who turned and stared at her while she and Addy strode back
to the house.

As the marshal promised, he took the
buggy to Addy’s house and brought the carpet bag into the parlor
while Addy went to the kitchen.

He set Lucy’s belongings on the floor
by the fireplace and turned to her. “You’ll be just fine here,
ma’am. Addy will take good care of you, and if you’d like my
opinion, the men will be more than happy to take you as wife. There
aren’t enough women in these parts, and my eldest daughter is
thirteen so she has a couple of years yet before the gents come
courting.”

Lucy knew he meant to be comforting,
but she didn’t feel like hearing about any of the men in town. At
least not now. But she knew she’d be rude if she didn’t thank him
so she did.

He seemed pleased and headed
out.

Addy came down the hallway and peered
into the room. “Did the marshal leave already?”

Wiping her hands on her dress, Lucy
said, “Yes.”

“What a shame. I’d have
offered him something to eat or drink for getting that judge to
take care of the mess for you.” Addy shrugged and smiled. “Eliza
and Brian left while we were gone. They even cleaned up the kitchen
for me.” She laughed. “You’ll learn that the Evans go above and
beyond for their friends. Well, come along. You can sleep in my
daughter’s old room.”

Not knowing what else to do and
wishing to lie down and rest, Lucy picked up her bag and followed
Addy up the stairs.


Chapter Three






The next morning, Brian touched the
smooth surface of the table he was sanding in the work shed. He
felt a rough spot and rubbed the sandpaper over it. Then he traced
the area with his fingers and was assured that the table was ready
for staining.

After he finished with his part of the
job, he grabbed his walking stick and stood up. He stopped when he
heard the sound of footsteps. Turning, he faced the open doorway
and smiled at the familiar scent of peppermint. “Good morning,
Preacher. Did you come to ask my pa and me to make you some
furniture?”

He sensed Preacher Davis’ smile.
“Maybe next time. I wanted to talk to you about that woman who
arrived in town yesterday. Lucy? You remember her?”

“It’s hard to forget a
stranger in this small town.” He motioned to the chair his pa
usually sat in. “You want a seat?”

“I’d be much
obliged.”

Brian returned to his chair and waited
for the sound of the preacher sitting before he asked, “You want to
talk to me about Lucy?”

“Yes. About her…” He cleared
his throat. “She’s been through a rough time.”

Brian nodded. He already surmised as
much. From the trembling of her hand when he shook it and the
slight shakiness of her voice, she hadn’t been having a great day.
But then, what could be expected from a woman deserted in a strange
town?

“You see,” the preacher
continued, “the man who ran off had married her, but he already had
a wife and children.”

“Oh?” Brian blinked in
surprise.

“We’re not sure where he
went or even where his wife and children are. But that’s not why
I’m here. I came to ask you if you’d consider marrying her. The
judge has annulled her marriage before he headed out to the next
town. I tell you, God’s timing was behind that one. Had she gotten
here today, she’d have to wait for him to return.”

Brian tried to focus on the details of
what the preacher was telling him, but he kept going over the
thought that he might marry her. His heart raced with an unexpected
excitement at the prospect. He thought he might take a trip to town
with his mother again to pay Lucy a visit but planned to wait, to
give her time to get used to being in town.

“Anyway,” the preacher
continued, “she has no one to provide for her, and I’m afraid with
what’s happened…you know, with the annulment and all, that she
might be expecting a child. She was with Adam for a
week.”

His mind went back to the preacher.
“You don’t think the other men will treat the baby
well?”

The preacher sighed. “There may not be
a baby. It’s too soon to know, and she surely doesn’t know yet. If
she’s not with child, then there’s no problem. She can marry
anyone, and all will be well. But if she is expecting, there’s no
telling if the other men will want to raise a child who doesn’t
belong to them. With you, however…considering what you’ve been
through…Well, I can’t think of a better man who’d welcome an
illegitimate child as his own. And if you married her sooner,
rather than later, then no one would assume the child was someone
else’s.”

Brian nodded. “That would be the
wisest course of action.”

“I’m glad you think so. I
thought of all the men who’d understand how delicate the situation
is, it’d be you. This might be a good community, but there are some
who have their prejudices.”

“Yes, I know.” Brian was all
too aware of how some people could be, and he didn’t like the
thought of Lucy having to bear the brunt of their gossip. They
wouldn’t care what the circumstances surrounding a child’s birth
was, and if he could prevent a child from feeling unloved, then
he’d do his part. “I suppose it’d be wise to call on Lucy this
afternoon then.”

The preacher exhaled. “That’d be best.
If she agrees to marry you, just come by my house. My wife can be a
witness.”

Brian nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Brian heard the preacher’s chair
scraping back and felt the vibration on the floor as the preacher
stood. He followed suit and stretched out his hand which the
preacher shook.

“God bless you, son,” the
preacher said.

“You too, sir.”

Brian waited until he heard the
preacher head out on his horse before he left the work shed so he
could talk to his mother about going into town.

***

Lucy walked beside Addy who insisted
on showing her around town. Lucy joined her out of a sense of
obligation. The woman had been most kind to her, and Lucy didn’t
want to upset her. But what she really wanted was to hide in bed
and wait for her life to end.

Even if Addy, her husband Frank, the
preacher, the marshal, and the judge assured her that she did
nothing to be ashamed of, she still tightened the bonnet around her
face to hide it as much as possible. People stopped and stared
anyway, and Addy made it a point to introduce her to every single
one. If Lucy was any good with names, she would have remembered who
was who, but as it was, all the names and faces became one big
blur. The young men seemed especially interested in her, for they
lingered about the longest and offered to stop by and see her later
in the week. These offers made her inwardly cringe.

Addy laughed as another young man
walked off. “There’s no fighting it, Lucy. You’re beautiful and men
like that kind of thing in a woman.”

Yes, Lucy was well aware, for it was
her beauty that had attracted Adam’s attention. Feeling vulnerable,
she crossed her arms in an effort to protect herself. It was
pointless of course. She was still out in the open and being
inspected by everyone.

Addy paused in front of a white
building. “That’s the post office and doctor’s office.” Then she
lowered her voice. “Should you miss your monthly flow, I’ll take
you to him and he can confirm whether or not your time with Adam
got you in the family way.”

Lucy paled and dug her fingernails
into her arms. She prayed it wouldn’t come to that. She’d know in
two weeks either way, and those two weeks seemed frighteningly
short and long at the same time.

“It’ll be alright, Lucy,”
Addy whispered. “You don’t need to worry that Frank and I will make
you leave. We’ll help you.” She walked forward and glanced back.
“Over there is the barber shop and further down is the lumber
store.”

Nodding, Lucy pressed forward and
dutifully listened as Addy continued her tour through the town.
When they reached the general store, she breathed a sigh of relief.
This was it. After this, they could go back to Addy’s house and
Lucy could rest for a bit in bed.

“Good day, Mrs. Beecham,”
Addy greeted the elderly woman as they entered the
store.

“Oh, good day, Addy.” The
woman looked over at Lucy. “I heard a young woman came to town
yesterday. Is this her?”

Patting Lucy’s arm, Addy smiled at the
woman and nodded. “Yes. Her name is Lucy, and she’s staying at my
place.”

Frank came out of the backroom and
chuckled. “I wondered when you’d show Lucy the store,
Addy.”

Addy shot him an amused look. “I also
came to pick up food for dinner.”

“Ah, then it’s more than a
social visit,” he said with a gleam in his eye.

“Oh,” Mrs. Beecham began,
“if you’re looking for something to eat, I’ll be killing a couple
of my chickens and bringing them in later today. In fact, Frank and
I were discussing the price.”

“We were,” he
said.

“My goodness, I haven’t had
chicken in so long,” Addy replied. “That’d be a real
treat.”

While the three rambled on, Lucy
slipped to the edge of the store where she could lean against the
wall close to the entrance. She closed her eyes and took a deep
breath, enjoying the fresh air blowing in from the open door. For a
moment, she was back at home where she grew up, sitting beneath her
favorite tree and resting after helping her mother with the
household chores. What she wouldn’t give to be back at that tree
now.

She didn’t notice the voices at first,
but as the two men came closer to the store, she opened her eyes
and huddled against the wall so they wouldn’t see her as they
walked by.

“I don’t know,” one of them
said. “I think I’ll wait for awhile. You know, to make sure there
aren’t any unpleasant surprises.”

“Even if he did get her in
the family way, you could use an extra hand out at your farm,” the
other one replied.

“But he wouldn’t be mine. I
don’t want to raise someone else’s child, even if the mother is a
looker.”

“You can’t help but feel
sorry for her. She thought she was doing the right thing by
marrying the man. How was she to know he was already strapped to a
wife and a couple of younglings?”

“I do feel sorry for her.
You bet I’ll be the first to come calling if she’s not
expecting.”

As they passed out of hearing range,
she stayed still, wondering how the whole town could know all the
details of her situation already. Were people so bored that they
couldn’t help but gossip? She pressed her fingers to her temples
and willed the sudden headache away. Everything was happening too
fast.

“Oh, there you are,” Addy
said as she walked over to her and motioned to the box in her arms.
“I collected the things we’ll need to make soup. Are you ready to
go home?”

Relieved, Lucy nodded.

“Be sure to come back around
three,” Mrs. Beecham called out. “I expect the chickens to be ready
to sell by then.”

“I’ll do that,” Addy
replied.

“And don’t you take any
badmouthing from anyone in this town,” Mrs. Beecham told Lucy.
“Hold your head high, girl. No sense in cowering when you did
nothing wrong.”

Lucy stared at the woman, unable to
think of a proper response, and Addy saved her from having to say
anything for she replied, “Don’t you worry about Lucy. She’ll be
fine once she gets used to everyone. She’s overwhelmed.”

“That’s understandable,”
Mrs. Beecham said. “We can all be a scary lot.”

Frank and Addy chuckled, and maybe if
Lucy was able to laugh the whole thing off, she might too. But she
couldn’t, and so she didn’t. She turned and followed Addy out of
the store, glancing in the direction the two men went so she could
get a good look at them because if either one decided to call on
her in the future, she’d know to tell them no.

“Are you feeling alright?”
Addy asked.

“I’m tired,” Lucy replied,
not wishing to dwell on the local rumor mill. She wasn’t up for it
at the moment.

“When we get home, you may
lie down and rest.”

Glad to hear it, she pulled her bonnet
forward and crossed her arms again as they continued down the
street.


Chapter Four






Lucy stared out the kitchen window,
holding the knife over the vegetables she was cutting for the soup
Addy wanted to make. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular.
Instead, images from her past came in rapid succession. Meeting
Adam, his asking if he could court her, the brief but happy
courtship period, the wedding, their plans for the future where
they were supposed to make a home together in Oregon…

Tears slid down her cheeks, and she
quickly brushed them away. Lies. Everything he ever told her was a
bunch of lies.

Addy entered the kitchen and set a
pound of chicken on the counter. She sighed in satisfaction and put
her apron on. “This will make for a good soup now.”

Lucy forced a smile and resumed
cutting the vegetables in front of her.

Addy rubbed her back. “Give it
time.”

Clearing her throat, she softly said,
“Thank you for taking me in.”

“It’s the least I could do,
dear.”

As Addy unwrapped the chicken, Lucy
glanced out the window and saw a man driving a wagon with Eliza and
Brian on it. She twirled the knife in her hand, not feeling up to
seeing them again. It wasn’t that they’d been rude to her, but she
felt as if Brian could detect things about her no one else could
and that bothered her.

She turned to Addy. “Do they come
often?” She pointed to the window.

Addy threw the wrapper out and pushed
aside enough of the curtain so she could see who Lucy meant. “Why,
no they don’t. They usually stay out at their place. I wonder what
they’re doing back so soon.”

Lucy sighed. Just her luck.

Addy chuckled. “I think they’re here
to see you.”

She gasped. “What’s so special about
me?”

Shrugging, she said, “I suppose you
caught Brian’s fancy.”

Daring another look out the window,
she watched in dismay as the three dismounted from the wagon.
“Who’s the other man?”

“Oh, that’s John. He can’t
talk, but he’s got a good heart.”

“Right.” Because according
to Addy, all the Evans were good folk. She didn’t doubt Addy, but
the last thing she wanted, or needed, was to entertain people. Once
Addy brought her back after the tour of the town, she got much
needed rest, and she rather enjoyed the quiet of being alone. But,
apparently, the reprieve she’d been granted was at an
end.

Addy wiped her hands. “I’ll get the
door. You can keep cutting.”

Reluctant, Lucy did just that, instead
of bolting for the room Addy had given her to sleep in. She
listened as Addy opened the front door and welcomed the Evans into
the house, and though she couldn’t hear much of what was being
said, she picked up on their closeness.

When they entered the kitchen, Lucy
glanced over her shoulder and offered a smile, knowing it was
hesitant, especially as her gaze went to Brian. She quickly looked
away from him.

“How are you doing, Lucy?”
Eliza asked, offering a kind smile.

Shrugging, Lucy said, “Fine. Just
tired.”

Addy approached Lucy and took the
knife from her. “Brian wishes to have a word with you. I’ll cut the
rest of this for you.”

Lucy wanted to protest, but Eliza came
over to them and gave a reassuring pat on Lucy’s back. “I’ll help
Addy get supper started.” Glancing at John who sat down, she
playfully added, “He’ll stay here and listen to us engage in boring
women’s talk.”

John shot Eliza an amused
look.

Lucy let out a wistful sigh. What it
must be like to have a love like the kind Eliza and John did. Their
affection for each other was obvious to anyone who cared to pay
attention. When she realized the others were watching her, she
handed Addy the knife and removed her apron.

Setting the apron on the back of a
chair, she cleared her throat and approached Brian. “You wish to
speak with me?”

Brian nodded but turned his face to
the direction where Addy and Eliza stood at the work table. “Mrs.
Garrison, may we go to the porch?”

“Go on ahead,” Addy replied.
“We got everything in here covered.”

Lucy promptly turned and headed down
the hallway, keenly aware that Brian was behind her. Her shoes
clacked loudly through the house, and even Eliza and Addy’s chatter
from the kitchen couldn’t drown it out. She hurried out of the
house, glad to quiet the sound her shoes made when she walked.
Usually, she didn’t notice such things, but with Brian around,
there was a tendency to notice every little detail.

She sat in one of the rocking chairs,
noticing he didn’t have his walking stick. “Don’t you need your
stick when you go outside?”

He settled into the chair next to hers
and smiled. “I do, but this porch isn’t far from the inside of the
house.”

“Oh, yes.” Her cheeks
warmed. She should have understood that. Rocking uneasily in her
chair, she scanned the area. A couple of women talked across the
street, but they were a few houses down so she couldn’t get a good
look at them.

“I hope it’s alright that I
wanted to talk to you,” he said.

She turned her attention back to him
and ventured a good look at his eyes. He faced her, and just to be
sure he really couldn’t see her, she waved her hand in front of his
face.

He chuckled. “No. I can’t see you
waving your hand.”

She frowned. “Then how do you know I
did that?”

“I felt the breeze on my
face and smelled lavender. Well, I smelled some vegetables too. You
were cutting vegetables in the kitchen?” When she didn’t answer, he
continued, “I notice things about people. The way they talk, the
way they smell, the way they feel.”

“The way they
feel?”

“Sure. You can tell a lot
about a person from the way they shake hands. Take you, for
example. Your skin is soft. That means you weren’t raised on a
farm. You probably spent most of your life doing household chores,
helping out your ma. Since you did some work though, it means you
didn’t come from a wealthy family, so I’d guess you came from a
smaller town but one bigger than this one. And judging by your
hesitation when you shook my hand, I frighten you.”

Her lower jaw dropped, and it took her
a moment to respond. “You gathered all of that from a
handshake?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to
startle you. It’s just that when you’ve been blind all of your
life, you find ways to learn about people other than watching them.
It’s automatic. I gauge people without thinking about
it.”

She took a deep breath and clasped her
hands in her lap.

“You don’t like the way I do
that,” he said.

Blinking, she said the first thing
that came to mind. “Well, it’s positively spooky.”

At that, he laughed. “I apologize. I’m
not trying to be spooky.”

She caught herself laughing along with
him, and the simple act of laughing calmed her nerves a bit. “I
suppose it’s like you said. You have to pick up things without
sight so you use your other senses, but you seem to notice things
about people that seeing people don’t.”

“I observe and listen.
There’s not much more to it than that.”

Maybe not, but she didn’t think she
could ever collect so much background information from someone by
shaking their hand.

He shifted in his chair and faced the
street. A woman called out for her son to get back to the house,
and he grinned. “That’s Annabelle Carter. She has the shrill tone
in her voice when she calls out to her boy. I’ve known her since
grade school. She married Tom four years ago and had the boy,
Charlie, two years later.”

She cocked her head to the side and
studied him. “You were fond of her.”

“Yes, I was. That was good,
you know. You picked that up without having to see it.”

“Oh.” She shrugged. “I heard
the wistful tone in your voice.”

“So you see, there’s nothing
spooky about it. Do I frighten you now?”

“Not so much.”

He smiled. “Well, at least it’s better
than before.”

The breeze blew across the porch and
stray stands of her hair got in her eyes so she quickly tucked them
back into place.

“There is something I wish
to discuss with you, if I may?”

She turned her gaze to him, noting
that he was looking in her direction again. Though it still made
her uneasy to know he was looking at her without seeing her, she
said, “You may.”

After a moment of awkward silence, he
began, “I am aware of the circumstances that brought you to this
town.”

Who wasn’t? She sighed and waited for
him to continue.

“You’ll have to forgive me.”
He cleared his throat. “I’m not graceful when it comes to talking
to women. I thought…that is, I came to ask if you were considering
marriage to a man in this town?” He cleared his throat again and
waited.

She opened her mouth but no sound came
out. The question was bluntly stated, but his tone was gentle and
even a bit apprehensive. Finally, she told him the truth. “I just
got here. I’m overwhelmed with all that’s happened. It doesn’t feel
real yet. I know it is, but I keep thinking I’ll wake up and
realize it’s all been a bad dream.”

He nodded.

They remained silent, lost in their
own thoughts and rocking their respective chairs while life played
out around them. The two women continued to talk further down the
street. Annabelle’s boy ran off again, and she set about the task
of bringing him back to the yard. An older woman sat on her porch
across from them and worked on some knitting. The only sound coming
from their porch was the squeaks the chairs made.

Straightening in his chair, he stopped
rocking and said, “If you were to consider marriage, I thought I’d
offer a proposal. Should you be in the family way, you might need a
husband to protect you and the baby. I can give you a good home
too. I have my own house and make a steady income. And if there is
a baby, I will raise him as my own. I had a father who took me out
of town and put me in a field when I was eight. It was a month
after my mother died.” He paused, a slight flicker of something
Lucy couldn’t identify crossing his face. “If you were to go on to
the next life, I wouldn’t abandon the child. I’ll give him my name
and my home, just as Eliza and John gave me theirs.”

She blinked and a tear fell down her
cheek. Wiping it with the sleeve of her dress, she said, “It’s
terrible, what happened to you.”

“No more terrible than what
happened to you,” he softly replied. “And I don’t wish to rush you
in making a decision, but it’d be easier for the child if others
thought he was mine. If you wouldn’t mind being my wife, I’d like
to marry sooner rather than later. I wouldn’t expect us to
be…together in the way of husband and wife until we got a chance to
know each other better. You and I are the only ones who need to
know the child isn’t mine.”

If there was a child… She tapped her
fingers on the arm of her chair as she thought over the
ramifications of saying yes and saying no. He was right. She knew
how people were. Even the best towns had people who’d frown at the
notion that she had a married man’s child, regardless of the
circumstances surrounding the conception. She recalled the two men
she’d overheard in town. What Brian was offering her was something
she’d be hard pressed to find with anyone else, and although his
uncanny ability to detect so much about her still unnerved her, she
knew she’d be a fool to pass this opportunity up.

“Yes,” she finally
said.

His eyebrows furrowed.
“Yes?”

Her lips curled up into a smile. “Yes,
I’ll marry you. Is that so hard to believe?”

It seemed to take him a moment before
he understood what she said, but then he smiled. “When would you
like to marry?”

“Well, you said sooner is
better than later, so I suppose today is as good a day as any.
Maybe after supper?”

He nodded, still smiling widely. “That
will be fine.”

Despite the stress of the past day and
a half, she found herself smiling in return. Brian struck her as
someone who had an unbridled enthusiasm for life, not the contrived
enthusiasm Adam had. And maybe that marked a profound difference
between the two men. Everything Adam said and did had been an image
he wanted to portray to those around him. But with Brian, what one
saw was what one got, and after what she’d just been through, she
preferred Brian.

“Is there anything else you
wish to discuss?” she asked.

“No. That’s all I had to
say.”

“I’d like to go in and help
the women with the supper, if that’s alright?”

“Oh, of course it’s
alright.”

She stood up and he followed suit.
Unable to figure out what else to say, she went to the door and
waited for him. “Will you be coming to the kitchen as
well?”

“Yes.”

She gave him a curious look. “Do you
want to walk with me?”

He blinked as if the thought hadn’t
occurred to him. “I should, shouldn’t I?”

His hesitation was a surprising
relief. She liked seeing this side of him, for it was more natural
than the man who quietly watched everything and picked up cues
about her life that no one should know unless she told them.
Stepping toward him, she took his hand.

“We’ll go in together,” she
said and led him into the house.


Chapter Five






Lucy’s second wedding wasn’t anything
like her first. It’d only been eight days ago when she wore a white
gown and walked down the church aisle with her father. Her mother
sniffed from where she sat in the pew while her other relatives
looked on with smiles. Other members of the small community also
came to witness the beginning of what was supposed to be her new
life. Since Adam had come to their town on one of his travels as a
salesman, he had no family members to attend. Lucy should have
suspected something was wrong when he wanted to hurry up and get
married instead of waiting for his family to come for the event.
But he claimed they lived too far and that he’d introduce her to
them in good time. She believed him. Everyone believed him. And
they were all happy for him and Lucy. Well, almost
everyone.

Only one person wasn’t happy:
Meredith, her sister, who looked so much like her that no one could
tell them apart. Meredith stood to the left side of the altar. Lucy
made her sister the maid of honor because her parents asked her to,
not because she wanted it. Meredith had been adamantly opposed to
the marriage, but then again, Meredith opposed anything that made
Lucy happy. And as Lucy strolled down the aisle, she wondered if
anyone else saw the hostility in her sister’s face.

Now, as Lucy repeated the same vows to
Brian that she’d said to Adam eight short days ago, there was no
church, none of her relatives and friends, no elaborate white gown,
no flowers, no maid of honor, and no best man. There was John,
Eliza, Addy, Frank, the preacher, and the preacher’s wife who
watched as Brian and Lucy dedicated their lives together for better
or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and in
good times and bad for as long as they both lived. And unlike last
time, this marriage was valid under law and in the sight of
God.

When the preacher announced them
husband and wife, Lucy closed her eyes and waited for the kiss.
Brian reached up to touch her face. Startled, she opened her eyes
and remembered he couldn’t see her. He brushed her lips with his
thumb before he leaned forward to kiss her. The kiss was so light
that had she not been watching him, she would have missed
it.

Brian put his hands down and turned to
John who handed him his walking stick.

Eliza stepped forward and hugged Lucy.
“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” she whispered. “John
and I are only a mile away from your new home.”

“Thank you,” Lucy
replied.

Then Addy and the preacher’s wife gave
her a hug while the men wished her and Brian a long and happy life
together. Afterwards, she went to the wagon and sat between Brian
and Eliza. John hopped in on the driver’s side, next to Brian on
her left. Her carpet bag rested in the back of the wagon, a
reminder of how little she owned. Addy had added a large quilt and
two pillows as a wedding gift.

The horses moved the wagon forward,
and Eliza took Lucy’s hand. “I’m so excited to have another woman
nearby. Don’t get me wrong. The men are wonderful, but it’s not the
same as talking to a woman. Men just aren’t interested in some
things that women are.”

“No, I suppose not,” Lucy
replied, never having given it any thought but seeing the validity
in the statement.

Brian chuckled. “I’m afraid Pa and I
bore her with talk of work.”

“It’s true,” Eliza said with
a wry grin. “There’s only so much I want to hear about styling a
piece of furniture or tending to the property.”

Tending to the property? Lucy glanced
at Brian and wondered how much a blind person could do outside the
house.

Holding the reins in one hand, John
placed his free hand under Brian’s and made some signs.

Eliza leaned across Lucy and Brian so
she could swat John’s hand. “Oh no, you don’t. There’ll be no
secret messages. Whatever you have to say, you can say to us
all.”

John shot her a mischievous smile, and
from Brian’s smile, Lucy surmised it was a private exchange meant
only for father and son. She felt a smile of her own tug at her
lips. It was rather touching to see something so natural play out
between a man who couldn’t talk and another who couldn’t
see.

Eliza sighed. “You’ll have to forgive
them. They can forget other people are around when they get to
talking, and believe me, those two can ramble on
forever.”

“We don’t forget other
people are around,” Brian said, still grinning. “What we talk about
bores you, Ma. Do you really want to know the details of mixing
paints and staining?”

Eliza rolled her eyes. “Like I said,
Lucy. In a world of their own.”

John leaned forward and motioned to
Eliza before he made a few gestures with his hand.

“Maybe I’m a little jealous.
You two are so close at times no one else can get a word in
edgewise.” Eliza leaned back and whispered to Lucy, “See what I
mean about needing a woman out there? You’ll be a real
blessing.”

Brian huffed. “Who’s leaving others
out now, Ma?”

“Don’t you use that tone
with me.” Eliza laughed. “I’ve been bearing with it ever since you
blessed us by being our son.”

John placed his hand under Brian’s,
made more signs, and then looked at Eliza with his eyebrows raised
innocently.

“Is she? I don’t think Ma’s
that upset with you,” Brian said. “She’s got laughter in her
voice.”

“Ah,” Eliza waved her hand
at John. “There’s no helping it, Lucy. This is what you just
married into.”

Lucy enjoyed the exchange going on
around her. Back home, such joking wasn’t encouraged. Her family
had moments when they laughed, but it wasn’t as relaxed as it was
with the Evans. No doubt it would take some getting used to, as all
new things were, but she suspected the transition into her new home
would be a smooth one.

As Eliza told her about their daily
routine, Lucy noted their changing surroundings. They’d departed
from the main town and were now heading down a dirt pathway that
was lined with fields which farmers were planting, though the sun
was close to setting.

“John’s glad he never went
into farming,” Eliza said. “He says he’s too fond of sleeping
in.”

John glanced their way and used a few
more signs.

“Oh, and he doesn’t like
having to depend on the weather to decide when he works or doesn’t
work,” Eliza added.

Brian cleared his throat. “Lucy, do
you read and write?”

“I took eight grades in
school, so yes,” she replied.

“Pa can write, so you’ll
know what he’s saying, even though you don’t know sign
language.”

“And you’ll pick up on the
signs in time,” Eliza added.

Lucy nodded as they left the farmed
fields and came to a wide expanse of tall grass.

“This is our property,”
Eliza told her. “John and I live other there.” She pointed to the
right. “There’s a creek back in those trees, and there’s enough
water to bathe in the summer if you wish. Brian’s house is over
there.”

Lucy’s gaze traveled to the left where
a small wood house sat a good distance from John and Eliza’s house.
Brian’s house was surrounded by a series of trees that provided a
shelter belt. From the looks of it, John and Eliza couldn’t see his
house from theirs, and if Brian could see, he wouldn’t see their
house from his either.

“Brian likes trees,” Eliza
said. “That’s why we put the house over there.”

“The shade is nice in the
summer,” Brian added, “and I love the smell and sound of the leaves
when I walk on them in the fall. It helps that they bear the brunt
of the snow in the winter.”

“It looks like a peaceful
place,” Lucy said, thinking it would be nice to live here, out of
the way from others. The day had been a trying one in some ways but
relieving in others, and what she longed for was a place like this
to spend her days, recouping from all that’d just happened. “I’m
looking forward to being here.”

“I’m glad,” both Brian and
Eliza replied and then laughed.

John used some signs with his free
hand.

“Yes, I know,” Eliza said.
Turning to Lucy, she explained, “John says that there are times
when Brian and I are close too.”

The rest of the ride was silent as
they made their way further onto the property. Lucy relaxed against
Brian, taking comfort in his solid strength. After all the crying
she’d done and activity in town, her exhaustion was quickly
catching up to her. When Brian reached for her hand and held it,
she realized there was a slight tremble in his touch. Surprised,
she glanced at him. Maybe she shouldn’t find his apprehension
reassuring, but she did. Upon first meeting him, he seemed so
intimidating to her. But now he wasn’t, and she was glad he didn’t
know everything. True, he detected things about her in ways that
being blind had enabled him to, but she no longer found it
scary.

She squeezed his hand and settled her
head against his shoulder. A few birds sang in the air and the
horses’ hooves pounded the dirt road in a soothing rhythm. She
closed her eyes and imagined what it was like for him to be here,
listening to the sounds and smelling the clover in the air. He said
he liked the smell of fallen leaves. She’d have to remember to
smell them when autumn came.

The wagon slowed, so she opened her
eyes and straightened. John drove the horses up to the front of
John and Eliza’s house.

“You’ll need a lamp,” Eliza
told her. “Brian doesn’t have one. Stay here. I’ll go in and get
one for you. You can check out our house tomorrow.” She pointed to
the rope that started at the kitchen door and went down the
property until it disappeared around the trees that marked Brian’s
lot. The rope was tied to posts along the way. “This is how Brian
gets back and forth to our home. Otherwise, it’s easy to get lost
out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Oh, that’s clever,” Lucy
replied.

“We also have rope going to
the barn and work shed,” Brian added. “I make furniture with Pa
during the day in the work shed.”

John motioned to the small
cabin.

“The building next to it is
where they keep their supplies,” Eliza said.

Lucy nodded. John jumped out of the
wagon and went to help Eliza down. The two went into the house and,
for the moment, she and Brian were alone. Lucy thought her new home
was perfect. Everything was in good shape and clean. The grass blew
gently in the breeze and some yellow flowers were beginning to
bloom along the house.

“Do you like it out here?”
she asked Brian, aware they still held hands.

“Yes. Do you?”

“Yes, I do. It’s peaceful
and quiet. I may have grown up in town, but I used to go to a
private spot along the lake and watch the clouds go by.”

“It sounds nice.”

She smiled as she recalled resting
against her favorite tree in the summer between household chores to
enjoy the shade. “It was. I spent a lot of time down by that lake.
Sometimes, I made shapes out of the clouds. At other times, I tried
my hand at fishing—unsuccessfully, I might add.”

He chuckled.

She laughed. “When I was doing either
cloud watching or fishing, I brought a book to read. Has anyone
read any books to you?”

“Not before John and Eliza
found me. My real parents couldn’t read.”

“John and Eliza are good to
you.”

“Yes. They couldn’t have
children of their own, so they said I was a gift from Heaven.” She
noted the slight frown on his face. “My mother was a good woman. I
didn’t understand everything that was happening at the time.
Getting older forces us to face some unpleasant truths about things
we’d rather not know.”

She thought to ask him what he meant
but decided that for today, at least, she’d rather not know. There
were too many things to deal with, and she could barely keep them
all straight. So much had happened over the past two days, and her
life was drastically different than what she imagined it was going
to be.

“I call John and Eliza my pa
and ma because that’s what they’ve become to me,” Brian continued,
his slight frown turning into a smile. “When they first brought me
here, Ma fretted over me. She worried I wasn’t getting enough to
eat, so she’d let me eat dessert before the main meal. Then I grew
older and she worried I’d never stop eating. It’s evened out now,
so I think she’s finally happy.”

She grinned. “I remember my mother
saying the same thing about my brother.”

“I had an older brother, but
he died before I was born so I never knew what it was like to have
siblings. How many did you have?”

“Two. My sister and
brother.”

“Will you miss your
family?”

“Yes.” All but her sister,
but as he had his past he didn’t wish to go into on their first day
together as man and wife, she didn’t either.

He squeezed her hand in a way that
brought her more comfort than she thought a human touch could.
“I’ll do what I can to be a good husband to you, and if you wish,
you can send them a letter letting them know you’re
safe.”

She decided not to answer. After what
happened the night before her wedding to Adam, she figured it was
best to disappear. Forcing her attention to the grass blowing in
the breeze, she reminded herself that even if she ended up in South
Dakota with a man she hardly knew, she was better off here than
back in Minnesota.

John and Eliza came out of their house
with Eliza chatting on about going to town the next day. She
carried a kerosene lamp, and he carried a box. When they reached
the wagon, Lucy let go of Brian’s hand so she could take the lamp
from her. John set the box of grocery items and cookware in the
back of the wagon before he helped Eliza in.

As Eliza settled next to Lucy, she
said, “Brian eats with us, so he doesn’t have much of anything over
at his place.”

“That’s good thinking, Ma,”
Brian replied. “She’s right, Lucy. I just have a pot to make coffee
in. We’ll add more things to our home as we need them.”

“Thank you.” Lucy glanced at
the kerosene lamp. “For everything.”

“Think nothing of it,” Eliza
said. “We’re happy to help.”

John got onto the wagon and drove the
horses forward.

The ride was quiet, and Lucy took the
opportunity to scan the area again as the sun set. In Minnesota,
she’d been surrounded by trees and lived near a lake. The train
ride to Sioux Falls with Adam had given her a good view of the
prairie lands, and when he purchased the buggy and horse with a
portion of her dowry, they traveled west. And then he brought her
to this town to get rid of her before he headed off to who knew
where.

When John pulled the wagon up to the
house, Eliza said, “Tomorrow, John and I will get your buggy and
bring it to the barn. Brian can’t drive a buggy, of course, which
is why we always used this wagon, but now that you’re here, you can
drive to town in that buggy if you need to.”

As much as Lucy didn’t want to see
anything connected with Adam ever again, she figured it would be
useful out here. Plus, it was her parents’ money that paid for it,
so technically it belonged to her anyway.

Lucy turned her attention to her new
home. It was a little bigger than John and Eliza’s place, but not
by much. It was made of wood and wasn’t a two-story home like the
one she’d grown up in. On the porch were three rocking chairs. Not
too far from the front of the house was a well and further down the
property, she saw an outhouse. Well, at least she knew where she
was supposed to get water and answer nature’s call.

Everyone got out of the wagon, and
Lucy’s body was stiff from all the traveling. She walked about,
loosening her muscles and watching as Brian grabbed his walking
stick and her carpet bag while John retrieved the large box he and
Eliza had taken out of their house.

Eliza motioned for Lucy to follow her
so Lucy did. As Eliza opened the front door, she said, “John will
bring in the things Addy gave you.”

Lucy stepped inside the house and
noticed how dark it was. She found a box of matches next to the
cook stove and lit the lamp.

The kitchen was small but adequate for
what she and Brian would need. It had a table and three chairs, a
work table, shelves that currently held a meager pot and pan, a
tray that held a couple of utensils, and the cook stove that looked
to be in good shape.

“We have a cellar we share
where we store most of our food,” Eliza said.

The men entered the house and set the
items they were carrying on the work table. John nudged Brian and
they left.

“They’ll get those things
Addy gave you,” Eliza explained and picked up the lamp. “We’ll get
another chair for this table.”

Lucy followed her to the room at the
side of the kitchen.

“This is the main bedroom. I
thought it might keep warmer in the winter if it was close to the
kitchen. That may not be so great in the summer, but we have cooler
weather more often than not in this part of the country. Where I
came from in Omaha, we had seasons and such, but you never knew if
it’d be hot or cold in the fall and spring. Up here, the weather is
much more predictable.”

Lucy’s gaze turned to the small
dresser, a closet, and the double bed.

Eliza chuckled and looked at her. “Men
never think of the basics, and my son is no different. You’ll need
curtains. We’ll get started on those. And a better rug than this
one. Why, Brian should know this worn down thing won’t work, even
for a single man. As for the bed, he thought he’d only need a
single one, but I told him some day he’d get married, and then what
was he going to do? Sleep on the floor?” She shook her head but
smiled. “Men need us women around, you know. They just don’t take
the time to think of things that make a home. But I suppose I
shouldn’t be too hard on him. He’d just asked that Annabelle
Courtney if he could court her and she said no. It broke his heart.
He wouldn’t talk to anyone for a good two weeks. But don’t you
worry none. He’s over it now. It was years ago. I don’t even
remember how many. All I know is she’s married and has a child and
another on the way.”

Lucy followed Eliza out of the room,
noting the hardwood floors that made their footsteps seem louder in
the quiet house. They passed the kitchen and entered the
parlor.

“At least this rug is
decent,” Eliza said as she bent to inspect the red and white
circular rug beneath the table and two chairs. “If you want more
furniture, let us know and we’ll make it. Well, when I say ‘we’, I
mean John and Brian.”

Lucy noticed the room off to the side
of the parlor.

“That’s the children’s room
for when that time comes,” Eliza said. “I painted the room yellow
when we built this place, but if you want a different color, we can
repaint it. The same is true for all of the other
rooms.”

Lucy didn’t see any furniture in
it.

“Of course, you can use the
room for whatever you want,” Eliza added.

Lucy nodded, having no idea what she’d
do with it, but then, a baby was a real possibility. She pushed
aside the unwanted thought and turned back to the
kitchen.

The men returned with the blanket and
pillows.

“Is there anything you
need?” Eliza asked Lucy. “John and I can run back to our place and
get something.”

Lucy glanced at everything around her
and shrugged. “I don’t think there’s anything else we need.” Then
she glanced at Brian. “Do we need anything else?”

Brian shook his head. “I already have
everything I need.”

“Alright then,” Eliza said
as she set the kerosene lamp on the kitchen table. “John and I will
be on our way. If you think of anything, don’t be afraid to
holler.”

Lucy thanked her again.

“I’ll see you to the wagon,”
Brian said. “I’ll be back in a little bit,” he told
Lucy.

She nodded but then remembered he
couldn’t see her. Before she could speak, he headed out with his
parents. She stood there for a moment and took in her surroundings.
It was definitely a bachelor’s place. She guessed Eliza came over
to clean it up, but the things in his place spoke of a man who
lived by himself and after all she’d been through with Adam, that
was a great relief.

She glanced at the carpet bag which
held her things and wondered where she ought to put them. Should
she put them in the only bedroom with a bed? Deciding she’d ask
Brian about it when he returned, she turned her attention to the
box of goods on the table and put those away in their respective
places on the shelves.


Chapter Six






It wasn’t long before Brian returned.
Lucy turned from the shelves and waited to see what he’d do. He set
the walking stick by the front door and closed it.

“It’s still cool enough at
night to leave the door and windows closed,” he said and turned in
her direction.

“You know where I’m
standing?” she asked, surprised.

“I can smell you, and I hear
you breathing.”

She nodded. “I think it’ll take me
some time before I get used to your talent.”

He chuckled. “It’s not a talent. It’s
just something that comes naturally to me because I’ve grown up
listening and smelling what is around me.”

“Well, I consider it a
talent. I could never do it if I closed my eyes.”

“My parents say the same
thing.”

Wiping her hands on the lower part of
her dress, she cleared her throat and asked, “Where should I put my
things?”

“In the bedroom. Over here.”
He stretched out his arm along the work table and grabbed her
carpet bag. Then he led her to the bedroom. “Some of the drawers
are empty, and you can use the closet if you wish. I hang my church
suit in there so it doesn’t wrinkle.”

She wondered how he knew if his
clothes wrinkled but figured he probably touched them to find out.
She’d have to stop thinking like a seeing person and start thinking
as a blind one if she was going to best understand him. Picking up
the kerosene lamp, she followed him, noting it was dark out
now.

He placed her carpet bag on the
dresser and smiled in her direction. “I’ll let you put your things
away. You’re a better judge of what to do with them than I
am.”

Biting her lower lip, she watched as
he went to the kitchen. Were they going to share this bed tonight?
He mentioned not being intimate until they had time to know each
other better. Maybe he didn’t remember saying it.

Slowly opening her bag, she debated
the best way to broach the subject with him. He returned to the
room with the blanket and pillows. Sighing, she put her things away
while he spread the blanket out over the bed and fluffed the
pillows before setting them at the head of the bed. He picked up
his old pillow and stood in the room.

“Don’t know what to do with
it?” she asked, finally breaking the silence.

Shrugging, he said, “I’ve never had
this problem before.”

She laughed and took it from him.
“Might as well put it in a drawer. You have plenty of
space.”

“That’s a good
idea.”

As she bent to open the drawer, he
left the room. She wondered where he was going but resisted the
urge to follow him. Once she finished putting the pillow away, she
decided to put the carpet bag at the bottom of the closet. When
Brian came back in, he no longer had his hat and bandana on. She
stood quietly in the room while he sat on the bed and took his
boots off. After he set them under the small table by the bed, he
began to unbutton his shirt.

Drumming her fingers on the knob of
the closet door, she asked, “Will we be sharing a bed
then?”

“I don’t have anything else
to sleep on.” He stopped unbuttoning his shirt. “If it bothers you,
I will sleep on the floor.”

She thought over how to best express
her concerns for a good moment before speaking. “Well, no. I don’t
think you should sleep on the floor. It’s not comfortable down
there, but if I am expecting Adam’s child…” She took a deep breath
to settle the sudden nausea in her stomach at the thought and
continued, “I’d rather know.”

“I meant what I said at Addy
and Frank’s house. I don’t expect us to know each other as husband
and wife until you’ve had time to adjust to your new life. You’ve
been through too much already. I don’t want to add to
it.”

“Thank you.”

He nodded and turned his attention
back to undressing.

She closed the closet door and went to
the dresser to retrieve her nightgown, trying not to notice that
he’d taken off his shirt. Even if he was blind and she’d seen Adam
naked, she didn’t want to undress or see Brian without his clothes
on, at least not tonight.

Reaching for the kerosene lamp, she
said, “I think I’ll visit the privy before retiring for the
night.”

“Do you want me to show you
where it is?” he asked, standing up.

“No. I saw where it was when
we came here. I’ll be back soon.”

“Alright. If you need
anything, holler and I’ll go out there.” He stepped to the window
and opened it. “I can hear you if you call for me.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.
After all, it’s just us.”

Without another word, she carried the
lamp and nightgown with her and went outside. The cool night air
greeted her, and for a moment, she stood on the porch and took in
her surroundings. Insects buzzed and an owl hooted from a tree
nearby. The path to the outhouse was marked with a rope, so she
followed it. When she reached the outhouse, she opened the door and
frowned. It was smaller than it looked from the outside which meant
there was no room to change clothes. Sighing, she placed the
nightgown and lamp on the ground and hurried to relieve her
bladder.

As she sat there, it suddenly occurred
to her just how dark everything was. She tried not to let her mind
wander in directions where it shouldn’t, but the memory of the
darkness reminded her of the night before her wedding to
Adam.

She’d lingered too long at the lake
and fell asleep until the sun was nearly set. It would be her last
time in her favorite childhood spot, and after spending a long week
preparing for the wedding, she wanted time alone to rest. The house
wasn’t too far, so her parents could see where she was, which might
have been why they didn’t bother her. She stirred from her slumber,
briefly aware of the sound of someone approaching.

Lucy shivered, her mind returning to
the present and reached out around her for something to wipe with,
mentally cursing herself for not taking the time to inspect the
outhouse better before she entered it. She opened the door, only a
little relieved by the light from the kerosene lamp showing her a
newspaper with a few torn pages. After she was finished, she
hurried out of the outhouse and threw her clothes off, trying not
to think of every little sound that echoed through the still
night.

She’s not here. I’m
safe.

But these assurances did little to
ease her mind, and she could hear animals—squirrels maybe—scamper
around from one tree to another.

It’s not
footsteps.

She grabbed her nightgown and pulled
it over her head when she heard what had to be footsteps that could
easily come from a human. Uttering a muffled cry, she yanked the
nightgown down and snatched the lamp and her clothes before she
rushed toward the house. She glanced behind her and almost tripped
on a tree branch.

There’s nothing to be
afraid of out here!

But even as she thought it, the memory
of her sister’s hands clamping down on her shoulders jarred her
into a faster run until she bumped into something solid. She
screamed and would have fallen back if a hand hadn’t reached out to
steady her.

“Lucy? What’s
wrong?”

It took her a moment to realize it was
Brian who spoke to her.

“Nothing.” She gasped and
swallowed. “I was imagining things, and then I heard things that
weren’t really there.” Not there with them in the present, but she
didn’t want to rehash the past.

“I should have insisted on
coming out here with you,” he said. “Ma says the darkness can be a
frightening thing for a woman. Do you need to wash your
hands?”

Taking a deep breath, she renewed her
grip on the kerosene lamp. “Um…yes. I should.” She held up the
lamp. Where was the well? She remembered seeing it, but at the
moment, she couldn’t remember its exact location.

He gently took her by the arm and led
her to the well.

Glancing down, she noticed he didn’t
have his walking stick with him, but she guessed when he was close
to the house, he didn’t bother with it. That, or he was in a hurry
to get to her. Either way, she was glad he came out because the
distance to the house seemed abnormally long in the
dark.

When they reached the well, she
quickly washed her hands, using the bar of soap close by and said,
“I’m ready to go back to the house.”

She moved closer to him and was
greatly comforted when he put his arm around her shoulders so that
she could lean against him for support. When they got to the
bedroom, she dropped her things in the corner of the room. Those
clothes needed washing, which was something she’d deal with another
day. She doubted she’d be up to washing them tomorrow, but she
would find a better place to store them until she was ready to do
the laundry.

Brian settled into the bed and shut
his eyes. Taking that as her cue that the day was officially over,
she turned down the lamp until it was dark in the room and climbed
in next to him. His body was nice and warm, and she suddenly
realized how chilly she’d gotten outside.

“Brian?” she whispered,
turning to him.

“Yes?” he asked, his voice
soft.

“Will you hold
me?”

He drew her into his arms, and she
snuggled up to him. She liked his solid strength and gentleness.
After everything she’d been through, it was a much needed relief.
Settling her head on his shoulder, she closed her eyes and soon
fell asleep.

***

Brian stirred in the bed and slowly
inhaled. It took him a moment to figure out what was different. The
enticing aroma of pancakes and coffee made his mouth water in
anticipation. Then he noticed that Lucy was humming to herself. He
remained in bed and kept his eyes closed in case she peered in at
him from the kitchen and knew he was listening to her.

The previous day’s events happened so
fast that they seemed to blur into each other, but he was already
in love with her. He didn’t think he’d love anyone after Annabelle
told him she didn’t want him to court her. However, that was a good
four years ago, and time had eased that heartache. Now he found old
feelings stirring that he once thought he’d never experience
again.

Lucy stopped humming, and the
approaching sound of her footsteps alerted him to the fact that she
entered the bedroom. He felt the bed sink slightly as she sat next
to him. “Brian?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

Smiling, he opened his eyes. “Yes. You
have a nice voice. I heard you humming.”

“Why, you’ve been sneaky,
being awake without telling me and all.”

He noted the amusement in her tone and
chuckled. “It’s not every day I get to wake up to such lovely
company.”

Her hand closed around his, and the
bed shifted before he felt her lips on his cheek. “You’re a good
man, Brian.”

Touched, he squeezed her hand and then
brought it to his heart. “I’m glad you’re here.” He hesitated but
decided to ask the question he’d wanted to ask her ever since she
agreed to be his wife. “May I touch your face? It’s how I get an
impression of what people look like.”

“Alright.”

His heart pounded as he reached up.
His fingers brushed hair first. Curious, he traced it to the nape
of her neck where she had it pulled back into a bun. “How long is
your hair?”

“It goes down to the middle
of my back,” she softly replied.

“It’s thick. Do you ever
wear it down?”

“Mostly just to wash it. It
tangles something awful if I don’t pull it back into a
bun.”

“I bet it looks nice though.
It’s too bad I can’t see it.”

Actually, it was too bad he couldn’t
see her face either. There were a few times in his life when he
wished he could see, and this was one of them. He’d heard she was
beautiful, but he had no idea what that meant, except people
enjoyed looking at her. But then, Harvey said he thought Madeline
was beautiful and to hear the townsfolk talk, you’d think the woman
ought to put a bag over her head. Beauty, he had learned early on,
was subjective. Still, he fancied that when people said Lucy was
beautiful, she really was.

He brought his fingers to her cheeks
and traced the curve of them upwards, making sure he didn’t poke
her in the eye as he brushed her eyelashes and eyebrows. Her
forehead was smooth. Bringing his fingers back down, he traced the
small arch of her nose and the curve of her lips, noting the lower
lip wasn’t too much larger than the top one. Her chin jutted out
only a little, and it didn’t have a cleft in it like Annabelle’s
did. That was a good thing. He didn’t want to associate Lucy with
Annabelle. Then he brought his fingers back to her cheeks and
decided she had high cheekbones.

Finished, he lowered his hands and
settled them back on her hand which was still on his chest. “You’re
skin is soft. You don’t spend a lot of time out in the sun, or you
carry a parasol with you when you do.”

“What would my face feel
like if I did spend a lot of time in the sun?”

“Leathery. Rough. I spend
some time in the sun without my hat. Do you feel the difference?”
He took her hand and pressed it to his cheek and forehead before he
pressed it to her own face. “I don’t spend too much time in the
sun, so it’s not too different.”

“I feel it, but you’re
right. The difference is subtle.” She chuckled and touched his jaw.
“Now, this stubble feels rough.”

Grinning, he said, “I can take care of
that with a razor.”

“You shave
yourself?”

“Yes. How did you think I
did it?”

“To be honest, I thought
your ma did it.”

“No. I just feel where I
need to shave. It’s easy.”

She sighed. “I don’t know. You make it
seem that way, but I bet if I closed my eyes, I’d have a terrible
time shaving.”

“You have a beard?” he
teased.

“Oh, you!” She laughed and
patted his hand. “All silliness aside, I came in to tell you that
breakfast is ready.”

“Then I shall dress and
shave.”

“Alright, but don’t take too
long. Pancakes don’t stay warm for long.”

He smiled as she stood up. Her
footsteps retreated to the kitchen, and he got out of bed to get
ready for the day.


Chapter Seven






After breakfast, Lucy walked with
Brian to the work shed which had a table, a dresser, and the
beginning of a bed frame. “These are for Harvey and Ingrid’s child.
He turns three and will be moving out of the crib. It’s a good
thing too since they’re about to have another one.”

She nodded then remembered he couldn’t
see her response. “That’s good news for them.”

He smiled and tapped his walking stick
on the floor as he walked over to the table. “They had a hard time
having the first one, so we’re all happy for them.”

Sighing, she wondered what it would
feel like to be excited over the impending birth of a child. She
considered what she would feel if this was Brian’s child she might
be carrying, and noted the difference in her mood. Her heart would
be lighter.

“Lucy, what’s
wrong?”

She turned to him, surprised he
detected her change in mood so easily.

“Your sigh,” he explained.
“There was a hint of sorrow in it.”

“You don’t miss anything, do
you?” Tracing the unfinished dresser, she marveled at the precision
in the cutting. “What part of the furniture work do you do? You
don’t cut the design, do you?”

“You’re avoiding the topic,”
he gently said.

“Because I’d rather not talk
about it.” She looked at him, wondering if he’d press the
issue.

After a moment of silence, he said, “I
smooth the surface of the furniture, sometimes stain and paint
them, and help deliver them.”

She exhaled, glad he agreed to change
the topic. Maybe in a few days she’d feel comfortable enough to
discuss it, but she wasn’t up to it now. She cleared her throat.
“Do you always have something to work on?”

“Pa and I do very well, but
there are brief periods when there’s no work. Once in awhile, I
assist him on a house repair in town, but for the most part, I
stick with the furniture.”

“Do you enjoy
it?”

“Yes, I do. It’s soothing
work, and I can feel the progress. I like knowing something is
getting done.”

“Well, it’s gorgeous
work.”

He smiled. “Thank you. Pa and I keep
the stains, paints, and lumber in the other shed. Would you like to
see it?”

“No, that’s alright. I was
more interested in the furniture.”

Someone knocked on the door, so she
turned. John stood in the doorway and waved.

“Morning, Pa,” Brian said
and walked over to him.

She was about to ask Brian how he knew
it was John but figured he probably picked up on some
scent.

As if he read her mind, Brian turned
in her direction and said, “Ma will start talking. Pa
knocks.”

“Oh.” Well, so much for that
guess. She was beginning to find how he picked up on so many things
intriguing.

John placed his hand under Brian’s and
made some more of those signs she saw him make the day
before.

“Yes, we ate,” Brian said.
“Lucy’s a great cook.”

Her cheeks grew warm from the
compliment.

John smiled at her and used more
signs.

Brian laughed. “I think so. Lucy, do
you enjoy cooking?”

Looking at John, she nodded. “I like
it well enough.”

After John used a few more signs,
Brian said, “Ma doesn’t care for it. She hoped that you liked it
enough so that you’d help her improve her meals.” He directed his
face to John. “Ma doesn’t cook that badly.”

John shook his head and did more
signs.

“Oh, right. You said she
doesn’t like it. I understand.”

John continued to sign.

“Lucy, would you like to
stop by their house for coffee and cookies? Ma actually enjoys
making those.”

“In that case, it would be
wrong to miss it,” Lucy replied.

John waved her toward the house and
stepped aside.

Taking that as her cue, she walked
passed him, said thank you, and left the small cabin. The two men
joined her, and as soon as they reached the house, Eliza opened the
door.

“Well, come on in,” she
said.

Lucy walked in first, followed by
Brian who set his walking stick by the door.

“How are you feeling today,
Lucy?” Eliza asked as she shut the door once John walked
in.

Lucy glanced at Brian and smiled.
“Much better. I like where you live. Nice and quiet.
Peaceful.”

Brian pulled out a chair. “Will you
have a seat?” he asked Lucy.

“Thank you,” she
said.

“Don’t mind me,” Eliza told
the men. “I’m going to be jumping up and down getting the snack.
Sit down and rest. We had a big day yesterday.”

Brian sat to Lucy’s left and John sat
next to him, leaving the seat to her right empty.

Eliza set out the cups and poured
coffee into them. “Today John and I were planning to pick up your
buggy. In fact, we were going to head out after this snack. Did you
and Brian want to come along? You could pick up some items from the
mercantile. I’m sure there are supplies you’ll want for your new
home.” She nudged Brian in the shoulder as she passed by. “You
might as well learn that once you married Lucy, that house became
hers to do with as she wishes.”

Brian laughed. “I don’t mind, Ma. At
least she can see what’s in it.”

John slipped his hand under Brian’s
and signed to him.

Brian glanced in Lucy’s direction.
“When Pa and Ma met, she insisted they paint all the rooms in the
house.”

Eliza set the coffee pot back on the
cook stove and shook her head. “Really. I didn’t insist,” she told
John. “You wanted me to pretty the place up. Why else would you
have planted those flowers all around the house?” She looked at
Lucy as she picked up a plate of cookies. “He didn’t plant any
flowers by that cabin I stayed in. His plan all along was to marry
me and have me live in this house.”

John shrugged, turned to Eliza, and
raised his eyebrows.

“I know it worked,” she told
him before she put the plate on the table and sat down. “Lucy,
would you like to paint your new home? That Willy has some paints
on hand.”

Lucy thought about the wood walls of
Brian’s place. “Well, I wouldn’t mind something off-white. It’d
lighten up the rooms.”

John signed under Brian’s hand, and
Brian said, “Pa says you have good taste.”

“Oh, come on now,” Eliza
told John. “You didn’t mind it when I wanted to paint this kitchen
yellow.”

He winked at her.

She smiled and turned to Lucy. “What
kind of curtains would you like?”

Lucy thought about it for a moment. “A
light blue might be nice.”

“There you go,” Eliza told
John. “She does want some color. You’d want white for
everything.”

Lucy hid her amusement and couldn’t
help but wonder if she and Brian might one day share the easygoing
relationship his parents did. She’d like to have that kind of
closeness eventually. She glanced at him as he reached for a
cookie.

To her surprise, he held it out to
her. “Would you like one?”

She took it, thanked him, and bit into
it. “It’s good,” she told Eliza.

“It’s one of the few things
I make without periodically burning it,” Eliza said. “It’s not that
I try to be a bad cook, but I don’t have whatever it is women are
born with to be good cooks.”

“Lucy did a real fine job of
making pancakes this morning,” Brian spoke up as he selected
another cookie.

“Yes,” Eliza began, “I tried
those a couple times. I never can figure out when to turn them.
Hence why I burn those. You know what I like? I like making
scrambled eggs. That’s easy. You just stir them and they pretty
much cook themselves.”

Lucy finished her cookie and drank
some of the coffee. She listened for the most part as they talked
while she ate a couple more cookies and drank the rest of her
coffee. It seemed the day’s plans had been set, and she rather
enjoyed the notion of picking out things to make her new home with
Brian a more cheerful one.

After they got through eating, they
got the wagon ready and headed for town. As before, Brian held her
hand, and she leaned against him. The contact was beginning to feel
more comfortable, more familiar. This time, she took better note of
her surroundings as they traveled down the beaten path.

As the town came into view, there was
the moment where she recalled her first time entering it, when Adam
came to get rid of her. She tightened her hold on Brian’s hand, and
he placed his other one on top of hers.

Eliza looked over at her. “I think we
should get the paint first. Then we can pick up the fabrics for the
curtains. Addy makes curtains, unless you can do it yourself. Can
you make curtains?”

“Yes,” Lucy replied. “I can
sew just about anything.”

Eliza laughed. “Why, aren’t you a
marvel. Addy tried to teach me how to sew. I can make something
basic like a pillowcase, but other than that, I’m not very good. I
once made a shirt for Brian when he first came to live with us, and
one sleeve was much shorter than the other. From then on, I let
Addy do the sewing or ordered items in the catalogue at the
mercantile.”

“I remember that shirt,”
Brian said.

“I thought since you were a
boy, it would be easier to make you a shirt than try to make one
for John,” Eliza replied. “Some lessons have to be learned the hard
way, I suppose.”

Lucy relaxed her hold on Brian’s hand
as they entered town. Brian wasn’t Adam. He wasn’t going to leave
her. With a relieved sigh, she scanned the buildings, grateful Addy
had insisted on giving her the tour of the place.

After John parked the wagon, they got
out and went to gather paint. Eliza led the way, explaining to Lucy
that William Jafferty went by the nickname Old Willy. “He’s one of
the friendliest people you’ll ever meet,” she rambled
on.

Beside her, Lucy noticed Brian smile,
and she smiled too, though probably for a different reason than
Brian did. She was enjoying the way Eliza could talk about anything
and make it sound interesting. She’d never come across anyone as
engaging as Eliza before. Eliza had a way of putting people at ease
and making them feel as if they were important.

They stopped at Old Willy’s place, and
Eliza knocked on the door. A woman holding a one-year-old child on
her hip opened the door. “Good morning, Daphne,” Eliza said and
leaned forward to ruffle the little boy’s hair. “My goodness, every
time I see you, you get bigger. I hardly even recognized
you.”

“Yes, well, he’s been
getting into everything.” Daphne laughed and bounced the baby on
her hip.

Eliza straightened back up. “Daphne,
Brian married Lucy yesterday. Lucy’s from Minnesota.”

“Oh yes. I heard we had a
new person in town,” Daphne said. “How are you, Lucy?”

“Fine,” Lucy quietly
replied, surprised by the commotion going on inside the house. If
she counted right, four children ran around the kitchen to get
things ready for an early lunch.

“Did you come to talk to
Willy about some paint?” Daphne asked, reaching up and stopping her
child before he could pull her hair.

“Actually, we did,” Eliza
said. “Is he around?”

“He’s out back in the shed.
You can go on to the backyard if you wish. It’d be easier than
coming through the house.” Daphne glanced over her shoulder and
sighed as one of her children screamed. “Rachel, let Bob put that
dish on the table.”

“But he keeps picking it
back up,” Rachel complained.

“Let him do that. It won’t
kill anyone.” Daphne looked back at the visitors. “It’s like this
all the time. After awhile, you don’t even notice all the
noise.”

Lucy wondered how that was possible
but decided to take the woman’s word for it.

“Well, you and Willy are
doing a fine job of raising them,” Eliza said. “They’re
well-behaved in public, and that’s where it counts the most. That
way, you look good.”

Daphne chuckled. “I never thought of
it like that.”

“We’ll go on back to the
shed and see about that paint. Now, you be good to your mother,”
Eliza told the children before leading the way to the
shed.

After they collected enough paint,
they went to the mercantile where Lucy got to select the supplies
she needed for making curtains and chose what she wanted to make
for meals.

“I hope you don’t mind if I
ask you to cook with me on occasion,” Eliza told her. “You’re
picking some mighty fine things that I’d love to eat but can’t make
well enough for it to be edible.”

“I don’t mind,” Lucy
replied. “To be honest, I’d like it.”

“You’re not pulling my leg,
are you?”

She chuckled. “No. I mean
it.”

Eliza gave her a quick hug. “You know,
ever since Brian got to be the age where he could court girls, I
had this dream of being friends with the one he ended up marrying.
Sometimes I don’t make it to town except once every month or two,
especially in the winter. And as much as I enjoy John and Brian,
it’s not the same as having another woman to talk to. I really like
you, Lucy. I have a feeling we’ll get along just fine.”

Blushing, Lucy said, “I agree.”
Uncertain of what else to say, she turned back to the shelf in
front of her and selected more items for her basket.

When they finished shopping at the
mercantile, John borrowed a horse from Frank and hooked it up to
the buggy, and Eliza took the reins of the wagon so they could all
go home. Though Lucy had plenty of room now on the seat, she sat
close to Brian and held his hand.


Chapter Eight






Two weeks passed and the first thought
that came to Lucy’s mind when she woke up was in a week, she would
know if she was expecting Adam’s child or not. She didn’t want to
think about it. Sometimes, during the day when things got busy, she
was able to forget her worry and pretend the impending problem
didn’t exist. Closing her eyes, she turned to Brian and snuggled up
to him. His deep and even breathing notified her that he still
slept, but that wasn’t anything new. More often than not, she woke
before he did.

She rested her head on his shoulder.
Usually, she didn’t dare touch him anymore than that, but on this
particular morning, she brought her arm around his waist. It was
something she’d done with Adam during their brief time together.
She couldn’t help but note the differences between the two men, and
not just in the way they approached marriage.

Adam’s chest was covered in dark hair,
and his body had been thicker—not overweight but built stronger.
Brian’s chest had hair, but it was finer and there was less of it.
Brian was also leaner than Adam had been.

Her fingers traced over Brian’s skin,
slowly going from his side to the center of his chest, noting where
the fine hairs began. He was softer than she expected. The mass of
hairs formed a line that went to his belly button, and that’s where
she stopped for it suddenly occurred to her that Brian was
chuckling.

“That tickles,” he
said.

“Sorry.”

She pulled her hand away, but he
caught it and brought it back around his waist. “I like it.” He
rubbed her back. “Are you happy here?” he softly asked.

“Yes,” she whispered. “It’s
peaceful and quiet.”

“I notice you like those
things the most.”

She swallowed. “Yes.”

“Was it that way where you
grew up?”

“Not exactly, but I had my
secret spot.”

“Did you go there a
lot?”

“As often as I could.” Eager
to change the subject, she said, “I think the paint’s made the
house brighter and more cheerful.”

He smiled. “I’ll take your word for
it.”

Lightly stroking his chest, she
continued, “I’m sure you’d like it if you could see it.” It was
only because his parents helped them paint the house that it got
done as quickly as it did. “Your parents are nice. I think I’ll
give your mother a break from cooking and invite them over here to
eat.”

“She’ll be glad for the
excuse to skip cooking a meal. She never cared much for it but with
me and Pa, she didn’t have a choice.”

“The poor woman.” She
chuckled. After a couple minutes of silence, she sat up. “I should
get breakfast started. What would you like to eat?”

“Anything you feel like
making will be greatly appreciated.”

She sighed but grinned as she stood
and walked to the dress hanging in the closet. “You are a hard one
to please, Mister Evans.”

He smiled, sat up, and reached for the
comb on the small table by his bed.

Pausing, she watched him as he combed
his hair. She liked to stop and watch him from time to time. The
fact that he couldn’t see her staring in his direction gave her
enough courage to do so. He was a good looking man. He managed to
keep himself better groomed than some men she’d seen, but he had a
cowlick that would pop up despite the care he took in combing his
hair. One such cowlick insisted on lying at an awkward angle today.
She looked away and grabbed her dress before she laughed. She
thought it was cute, but he’d probably misread her laughter and
assume she was finding amusement at his expense.

Once she had the dress off the hook,
she brought it over to the bed and gathered her folded
undergarments from the top of the dresser. “I think I’ll make
muffins this morning,” she said as she slipped out of her
nightgown.

“My mouth waters just
thinking about it,” he replied and set the comb back on the table.
He stood and walked to the dresser to take out his clothes for the
day. “You’re spoiling me.”

She chuckled and shrugged into her
chemise. “I’m spoiling you by feeding you?”

“I usually just have coffee
for breakfast and wait for lunch to eat.”

“That’s no way to start your
day.”

“Like I said: you’re
spoiling me. Now I’ll get used to eating when I wake
up.”

While she put on two petticoats, she
couldn’t help but peak over at him as he took off his nightclothes.
It was a natural thing for a husband and wife to do—to watch each
other get dressed and not think anything of it. But she hadn’t had
the nerve to watch him up to that point, and the thought of seeing
him naked, even for a brief moment, made her pulse race.

She wondered if he experienced a
certain degree of shyness about being naked in front of her. He
didn’t show any signs of it as he disrobed completely. He just set
about to the task of pulling on a fresh pair of underwear before
grabbing his pants.

Her face flushed and she turned her
attention to getting dressed. The male body intrigued her since it
was so unlike her own. The problem was, she never got a good view
of it to fully mark the differences between male and female. With
Adam, everything had happened in dim lighting, and even if it
hadn’t been dark, she would never have had the nerve to look.
Perhaps if they’d been legally married for any length of time, she
might have worked up the courage to look. Not that any of that
mattered now.

Once she fastened the last button on
her dress, she headed out of the bedroom and went to fix
breakfast.

***

Lucy inserted the needle into the blue
fabric for the curtain she was making and pulled the thread
through. Glancing up at Eliza who arranged yellow flowers in the
vase in the kitchen, she smiled. Eliza, she learned, enjoyed
fussing over flowers. She pulled the needle through the curtain
again. The sunlight came in through the window parlor and hit her
legs, making them warm. It was very relaxing.

Eliza finished with the flowers and
picked up a tray holding a teapot and cups to bring to the parlor.
“This is so exciting! I enjoyed tea when I was back in Omaha but
rarely have a reason to drink it here.”

“John and Brian won’t drink
it?” Lucy asked, pulling her needle through again.

“They humor me a couple
times a year, but they prefer coffee.”

“And Addy?”

“From time to time, she’ll
drink tea with me, but she also prefers coffee. You’re the first
person I’ve met in this town who likes tea.”

“I grew up drinking it. My
mother was a mail-order bride whose parents came over to New York
from England. She said they drink it all the time over there. When
she came out to marry my father, she insisted that she still get
her tea.”

Eliza laughed and set the tray on the
table in front of Lucy. “Now that’s a smart woman right
there.”

Lucy put what she was sewing on the
chair next to her and cut two slices into the pie she made. “Do you
think we should give the men their snack before we have
ours?”

Eliza shook her head and sat down
across from Lucy. “Their hands need a good washing before they
touch my dishes. When they come in, we’ll give them some pie to eat
and coffee to drink.”

“They’ve been out there all
morning. Don’t they ever take a break from work?”

“Eventually. You see why I
wanted a woman out here to talk to? There’s only so much talking I
can do to myself.”

Lucy handed Eliza her plate. “Would
you and John like to come over to my house for supper tonight?” It
was the first invitation she made, and she couldn’t look at Eliza
as she said it.

“We’d be
delighted.”

Glancing at Eliza’s pleased
expression, she smiled. “I’m glad. I’d like you to see what I’ve
done with the place since you and John last saw it.”

“That place needed a woman’s
touch in the worst possible way.”

“It’s fun to be able to
decorate a home as I wish,” Lucy confessed as she picked up her
plate. “I used to dream of it when I was a little girl.”

“It’s nice when childhood
dreams come true.”

Lucy nodded, took a bite of pie, and
placed the plate down so she could drink some tea. “Did you have
any childhood dreams?”

She motioned to the yellow flowers on
the kitchen table. “You’re looking at one of them.”

“You wanted flowers with you
at all times?”

“Yes, especially the yellow
ones.”

“They are
pretty.”

“Would you like some for
your house?”

“No, thank you. I have
enough flowers if I need them.” She paused before asking, “Did you
have any other childhood dreams?”

With a wistful smile, she said, “When
I was about ten, I hoped for a baby brother or sister. I was tired
of playing with the doll I had and wanted to take care of a real
baby. I probably drove my poor mother mad every time I asked her
for a brother or sister.”

Lucy chuckled before she took a sip of
tea.

Across from her, Eliza finished her
piece of pie and set the plate on the table. Giving her a good
look, Eliza said, “It’s not my business to pry into your affairs,
but I wanted to let you know that should you be in the family way
with Adam’s child, we will welcome that child with open
arms.”

Lucy’s smile faltered as her gaze fell
to the cup in her hands.

“I’m sorry,” she quickly
said. “We can discuss something else.”

“Actually,” Lucy began,
noting the slight trembling of her hands, “I don’t know if I’m
expecting Adam’s child or not.” Setting the cup down, she clasped
her hands in her lap and glanced out the window. “Brian and I
thought it best if we waited until I knew for sure either way.” She
cleared her throat and turned her attention to her hands. “I need
to know. I’m not sure why. It’d be easier to pretend if I was in
the family way, the child is Brian’s, but it’s like I can’t help
it. I have to know.”

“I understand that,” Eliza
softly replied.

“I won’t know for sure until
early next week.”

“It must be hard to
wait.”

Lucy cleared her throat. “I…I’m not
sure I can love the child if it’s Adam’s. I worry every time I see
the child, I’ll think of him and what he did to me, and I’m angry
about what happened.”

“I know it’s hard to believe
from where you’re sitting, with the wounds still fresh, but when
you look at the child, you won’t think of how Adam hurt you. You’ll
look at the child and see a part of yourself.”

Directing her gaze to Eliza, she said,
“I don’t know if I have it in me to do that.”

“I suppose no woman does
when she’s still in shock.” She stood up and went to the fireplace
mantle where she picked up a picture and knelt by Lucy. “This is a
picture of my son.”

“Brian?” Lucy asked, taking
it and thinking it didn’t resemble him. She turned to the mantle
and saw a picture of Brian, but he was much older than the baby in
the picture.

“No, that’s not Brian. It’s
my real son, the one I never knew.” Eliza placed her hand on Lucy’s
arm. “When I was fourteen, my parents died, and I went to live with
my mother’s sister. Well, my aunt was married to a man who decided
to come to my room at night.”

Lucy gripped the picture in her hand,
fearing what she’d hear next and yet having to know. “He
didn’t…?”

“Yes, he did, and about five
months later, I realized that my time of the month wasn’t coming. I
hid the pregnancy from my aunt for two months before she found out
about it. I kept throwing up, and at first, she thought I was sick
so she took me to the doctor. I told her it was my uncle’s, but he
swore he never did anything improper. So then they blamed the
neighborhood boys and decided to quietly get rid of me. I ended up
in a brothel. Needless to say, my employer wasn’t pleased to
discover I was carrying a child and said as soon as the baby was
born, they’d give the baby to a couple for adoption.

“At the time, I didn’t care.
In fact, I just wanted to get rid of it because it only reminded me
of my uncle and all the ugly things he did to me. But then the day
came when I gave birth, and all I managed to get was one good look
at him before they gave him to the couple who adopted him. Lucy,
the moment I heard him cry, I wasn’t thinking of my uncle. I was
thinking, ‘He’s my son,’ and that was all that mattered.” Eliza’s
eyes filled with tears which she quickly wiped away with one of the
napkins resting on the tray.

Lucy took Eliza’s hand and squeezed
it. “How heartbreaking.”

“It was and it wasn’t,”
Eliza said. “I missed him something awful, but I knew he was better
off with the nice couple I selected for him than with me in a
whorehouse. They sent that picture to me to thank me. I like to
think he’s married and has children of his own and that he’s happy.
So you see, Lucy, you will love your child regardless of who the
father is, and we’ll all love your child too.” She stood up and
rubbed her shoulder. “It’ll take time. And if it turns out you
aren’t with child, then you will have a clean slate to start all
over.”

Lucy nodded and handed the picture
back to Eliza, hoping she’d get the clean slate. She didn’t doubt
Eliza, but she’d rather have children with Brian. Then she could
enjoy the entire pregnancy.

Eliza put the picture back on the
mantle. “You know, I’d like to get a picture of you and Brian up
here one of these days. You’re a member of this family
now.”

As Eliza sat across from her, Lucy
asked, “How did you meet Brian?”

“He didn’t tell
you?”

“He just said that his real
father left him out in the fields one day, and he wandered around
for two days before you and John found him.”

Eliza smiled and picked up her cup. “I
remember that day. John and I were on our way back from town when
we saw Brian walking on the edge of our property. From the
distance, we thought one of the farmer’s sons was playing in the
fields and got lost, but when he got closer, we realized he was a
boy we’d never seen before. We might not venture into town much,
but we do know whose kids belong to who.

“I remember how frightened
Brian was. He was only eight, and his mother died a week before. We
don’t know much about her. Brian doesn’t say a whole lot about his
time before he came to live with us, but he says she was a good
woman and there’s no reason to doubt it. His father, on the other
hand…” Eliza shrugged. “Well, from what I know, his father spent
more time with a bottle than at work and didn’t want to be bothered
with the responsibility of a child. I suppose there’s not much more
to know to get the picture of that situation.”

“He grew up well in spite of
it,” Lucy quietly said. Knowing all of this—Eliza’s past and
Brian’s past—was a reminder that she wasn’t the only one who’d gone
through something unpleasant.

“We were happy to adopt him.
It didn’t matter that he was blind. The first thing we did was
learn how to sign the alphabet so John could communicate with him.
That’s what John does when he signs to Brian. He spells out the
words. It used to be a slow process to watch them, but these days,
they go in lightning speed. I’m sure they’ve figured out shortcuts
to some of the more common words they use.”

“It’s fascinating to watch
them. They act like they grew up doing it.”

“I know how to sign the
alphabet, but I won’t bother going through the hassle of spelling
out words like that. I would if Brian was deaf, but he hears just
fine. In fact, he hears better than John or I do.”

“Me too,” Lucy admitted. “He
smells better as well. He knows when I’m not in the house because
he can’t smell lavender.” She laughed. “I use lavender soap, but I
didn’t realize it identified me.”

“He can smell the type of
flowers I have in the kitchen,” Eliza said. “If you weren’t looking
at his eyes or his walking stick, you’d never know he was blind.
Most of the time, I don’t even think about it.”

Lucy finished her tea and set the cup
back on the tray.

“I suppose it’s time to get
something done about lunch.” Sighing, Eliza gathered the plates and
put them on the tray with the tea. “I’ll take care of lunch since
you’ve graciously offered to relieve me of making
supper.”

“Then I’ll see if I can
finish this curtain.” Lucy gathered the material and found the
place where she’d left off.

“I think between cooking and
sewing, I’ll go with cooking.”

Smiling, Lucy picked up the needle and
got back to work.


Chapter Nine






A couple days later, Lucy sat in the
rocking chair on the porch, finishing the curtains she planned to
hang in the bedroom. She held them up and thought the light blue
fabric would make the room more cheerful. She liked blue. It was a
soft and soothing color.

The breeze ruffled the curtains so she
set them in her lap. Her hand went to her stomach, but she quickly
snatched it away. She wouldn’t know for another three days at the
soonest if she was expecting a child, so she tried not to think
about it. However, trying not to think about it was easier said
than done. She closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh
air.

When she opened them, she saw the well
and outhouse. To her right were the creek and the trees lining
Brian’s property, but up ahead and to her left was the endless
prairie. She couldn’t think of a more perfect view to enjoy while
she cooked or sewed.

She did enjoy her new home, and even
more, she enjoyed being Brian’s wife. He was a lot different from
Adam. While Adam had been outgoing and fascinated many around him
with the tales he could spin—tales she was sure were largely made
up to impress people, Brian was quiet and tended not to elaborate
on any given matter.

She often wondered why Adam chose her
when her sister would have been better suited for him. Her sister,
needless to say, hadn’t been pleased when he directed his attention
to her. Staring off into the distance, she remembered the first
time she met him.






Her brother’s wedding was in Saint
Paul, so her family went there to enjoy the festive occasion. Since
his fiancée was the governor’s daughter, the event was quite
elaborate. The night before the wedding, her family attended the
reception at the governor’s house.

None of them had been inside a house
so big before, and her mother couldn’t stop gushing about the fancy
things the governor had. Her sister, Meredith, spent most of her
time accepting offers for dances while Lucy sat in the corner of
the large room and tried to blend into the background.

Her brother found her and led his
fiancée over to her. “Why aren’t you out there dancing?” He nodded
toward the dance floor.

She turned her attention from watching
the couples on the dance floor and smiled. “I don’t care much for
it, Phillip.”

“Oh, come on, Lucy. You’re
pretty good at it,” he said.

“You know I don’t care for
large social gatherings. I’d be too nervous out there with everyone
else watching me.”

“You’re watching
them.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “But
they don’t mind being watched.”

Smiling, he moved aside and motioned
to the dark brunette standing next to him. “This is
Teresa.”

Lucy stood and hugged her. “So you’re
the one he can’t stop talking about.”

Teresa blushed and glanced at him. “Do
you talk about me all the time?”

“That and more,” he
replied.

“I’m glad you could make it,
Lucy,” Teresa said. “Phillip said you enjoy reading.”

“Yes,” Lucy said. “I read
under my favorite tree when I find the time.”

“I had a tree I used to
swing on when I was a girl.” Teresa clasped her hands together. “As
for reading, I do that often when I get the chance. There are some
books I would like to pass onto another avid reader. If you’re
interested, I can show you my collection, and you can take back
whatever catches your fancy.”

“I never turn down the
chance to get a new book,” Lucy replied.

“Splendid! After dinner, I
will take you to the library.”

Library? “You have a library in this
house?”

“Of course. I’ll be happy to
show it to you after we eat.”

Lucy’s gaze swept the room, and she
wondered just how many rooms this house contained.

Her brother held his hand out to her.
“You need to have one dance while you’re here.”

“You’re a hard one to say no
to, Phillip,” Lucy replied.

“That he is,” Teresa added
with a chuckle. “Go on and dance with him.” Leaning forward, she
whispered, “You’re his favorite sister, and he’ll miss you most
when you return home.”

Touched by Teresa’s words, Lucy
decided to dance with Phillip. When the next song started, he led
her to the floor and took her in his arms. “Are you nervous about
tomorrow?” she asked him.

“Not really. Everyone’s
going to be watching Teresa. Well, maybe everyone but Ma. You know
she’s going to be crying about how her little boy is all grown
up.”

Lucy giggled. “Yes. She’ll be quite
distraught.”

“Dramatic, I’d
say.”

“She means well
though.”

“Lucy, are you going to be
alright without me at home?”

She peered up at him and then glanced
at her sister who was laughing at something her dance partner said.
“Maybe she’ll find a man to marry while she’s here.”

“Maybe. But if not, I hope
you’ll be alright.”

Lucy sighed. “Let’s hope she finds a
husband.”

After their dance, she returned to her
seat. Her brother and his fiancée left to make their rounds to the
other guests. Lucy watched people dance for ten minutes before a
man who looked to be in his late twenties pulled up a chair and sat
next to her.

Surprised, she glanced in his
direction and thought about scooting her chair further from his but
wondered if that would be considered rude, so she forced herself to
stay put.

“What are you doing here all
by yourself?” he asked.

She shrugged but kept her attention on
the dancers. “I don’t care to dance.”

“That’s because you haven’t
had the right partner.”

“No. I just don’t care for
it.”

He seemed amused by her answer.
“Honest and to the point. I like that.”

She wasn’t sure what to make of him,
so she decided not to respond.

“My name is Adam
Nilles.”

“I’m Lucy
Barnes.”

“Nice to make your
acquaintance.”

She nodded. “Nice to make yours
too.”

“Are you on the bride’s side
or the groom’s?”

“The groom is my
brother.”

“Ah, a close relative then.
I’m a distant relative on the bride’s side. I don’t come through
the Twin Cities too often though. I’m a traveling salesman, but
soon, with any luck, I’ll get a chance to buy a store to sell my
goods.”

She turned toward him. “And what goods
would those be?”

“Shoes, knickknacks,
cookware. Mostly small things for now. I can’t lug a whole lot with
me until I have a store that isn’t on wheels. It’d sure be good to
settle down where I grew up.”

“You don’t live
here?”

“No.” He let out a long,
wistful sigh. “My heart and my home are in Oregon. It’ll always be
there.”

“That’s a long way from
here,” she noted, surprised he would venture so far from Oregon,
even if he was a traveling salesman.

“I made my way across the
country and am now coming back. I go from store to store and offer
my services to business owners to sell their goods to people
further out of town who may not, for one reason or another, be able
to go to town to buy things the owners are selling.”

“Is it scary to travel by
yourself across the country?”

He laughed and shook his head. “No,
not at all. I’d say it’s a great adventure. I’ve met a lot of
interesting people and have seen a lot of interesting places. Have
you ever been outside of Minnesota?”

“No.”

“That’s a shame. There’s an
entire world out there, and it’s a beautiful place.” He leaned
forward and smiled. “May I have this dance?”

“Alright.”

She accepted his hand and went with
him to the dance floor. As she did, she caught sight of her sister
who was dancing with someone else. Her sister narrowed her eyes at
her, and Lucy averted her gaze so she wouldn’t have to see her
sister anymore.






Lucy shoved aside the memory of that
night and returned her attention to the curtains in her lap. She
stood up and went into the house. Picking up the rod that she had
placed on the kitchen table before she went out to the porch, she
slid the curtains through it. With a glance at the kitchen
curtains, new dishes on the shelves, and the new rug, she saw how
much the quaint house was already being transformed into a
home.

The storm door opened and she glanced
over her shoulder. Turning around, she smiled as Brian entered the
house. “How was your day?”

“Good.” He smiled in her
direction and set the walking stick by the door. “The marshal wants
a bookcase for his wife, and the post master wants a rocking
chair.”

“You and your pa will keep
so busy I’ll never see you,” she joked.

Chuckling, he replied, “I doubt that.
I like being here, especially since you came to live
here.”

Her cheeks warmed. “I like it when
you’re home.” Clearing her throat, she said, “I finished the
bedroom curtains and was about to hang them up.”

Walking forward, he stretched his arms
out with his palms up. “I’ll hang them.”

“Can you do
that?”

“Sure. I find the window and
then feel along the top for the hooks to place the rod on. I do
this for Ma from time to time when she washes the
curtains.”

“I suppose there’s a lot
more you can do than I give you credit for. I’m sorry for assuming
you couldn’t hang curtains just because you can’t see.”

“A lot of people don’t
realize how much I can do. It’s not your fault. I don’t know what
it’s like to see. If I could, I’d probably wonder how a blind
person could do the things I can.”

She handed him the curtains. “I’ll
have to stop underestimating you.”

He went to their bedroom and to the
window.

“I can see why your ma
wanted you to hang curtains for her,” Lucy said. “You’re tall
enough to reach the hooks. I’d need to stand on a
chair.”

“There’s no sense in going
through more work if you don’t have to.”

She watched him, marveling at the ease
with which he could perform the task. Yes, she’d have to stop
thinking of him as someone who had a handicap. What he really was,
if she was honest with herself, was someone who learned to build on
the strengths he possessed instead of letting his weaknesses define
what he could and could not do.

When he finished, he stepped aside.
“What do you think? Are they straight?”

“They’re perfect,” she
admitted. “You did a great job on the first try.”

“It comes with lots of
practice.”

She laughed. “And here I thought you
worked on nothing but furniture.”

“I do most of the time, but
once in awhile, Ma will call me or Pa in to help her around the
house. Is there anything else you need for the house?”

She scanned the bedroom and then did a
quick walk through the other rooms. When she came to the empty room
which would one day be a child’s room, she quickly turned away from
it. She hadn’t done anything for that room, nor did she plan to
until she had to. Trying to make it comfortable wasn’t something
she could tolerate at the moment. Maybe it would take her a full
nine months and hearing the baby cry before she could accept the
child, if there was one already growing inside her. But she
couldn’t do it now.

Facing the parlor, she said, “A couch.
This room has no couch, and I used to enjoy curling up on a couch
with a quilt in the afternoon.”

“You came to the right
family if you want furniture,” Brian replied from where he stood in
the kitchen.

“No one can argue that.” She
studied the parlor again and nodded. “Yes. Once there’s a couch and
a quilt, this room will be done.”

“I think we need a fourth
chair.” He tapped the kitchen chair where three chairs surrounded
it. “We’ve been working on one, and we’ll have one for the porch
too.”

“I forgot about those. Yes,
extra chairs would be nice as well.” She returned to the kitchen.
“You came home early, so I don’t have anything ready for you to
eat.”

“That’s fine. I don’t mind
waiting.” He pulled out a chair but hesitated. “Do you need me to
help with anything?”

“No. I can do it myself. You
should rest.”

He sat down. “If you change your mind,
let me know and I’ll help.”

“Alright.” She pulled out
her apron. “It’ll be nice to have someone to talk to while I cook.
I enjoy the peace and quiet out here, but once in awhile, I like
the company.”

“Then I’ll do what I can to
entertain you.”

She chuckled and got ready to make the
meal.

***

Brian woke up to find Lucy in his
arms. It was the second time since they married that it happened,
so he didn’t expect it. On all the other days, he woke up to the
delightful aroma of food that made him eager to get out of bed.
Lucy was a better cook than his ma. His ma said the same, but he’d
never voice the observation. His ma had a good heart, so no one
could fault her.

Turning his attention to Lucy, he
pulled her closer to him. It was a bittersweet experience to hold
her this way every night. On one hand, she was wonderfully soft. He
didn’t touch her anywhere but the parts granted him—her arms, her
back, her face, and her hair. But his body was often painfully
aware that there was more to her than what he could feel with his
hands. Much more. Her soft breasts and stomach pressed into his
side. One of her legs was draped over his. He took in what he could
with the limits given him.

As smart as it might have been to
sleep somewhere other than the bed with her, he didn’t dare, and he
was relieved when she never brought it up. There was a certain
degree of closeness afforded him in the intimate quarters they
shared. He stroked her back, careful to not cross any
boundaries.

His body notified him that it wanted
to do more than lie next to her, but once again, he shoved the urge
aside. She shifted in her sleep, and he felt her roll onto her
back. He sighed in disappointment. He didn’t like how empty his
arms felt whenever she wasn’t in them. If he had his way, she’d
stay in them for the rest of his life.

As reluctant as he was to leave the
bed, he did and quietly got dressed so he wouldn’t wake her. From
the sound of it, she still slept. He left the house to relieve his
bladder. After he washed his hands, he gathered a fresh pail of
water from the well and used the rope to lead him back to the
house. The air was still a bit cool in the mornings, but the days
would soon be warm enough to open the windows. He inhaled and noted
the lingering scent of the previous night’s rainfall in the air. No
doubt his shoes would be damp upon his return, so when he got up on
the porch, he removed them and set them outside the
door.

He softly closed the door behind him
and set the pail on the table. Pausing, he waited and didn’t hear
any movement from the bedroom. Good. Lucy was still asleep. He
wanted to surprise her by making coffee for her for a change. As he
did, he thought over the possibility of having a child in the
house. Whether the child would be his or Adam’s, it made little
difference. He, after all, had once been abandoned by his real
father, and this would be similar to that. He recalled the day of
his real mother’s funeral. As sad as he was, he was more frightened
than anything else.

His father was a hard man. Nothing
like John who displayed great tenderness to Eliza and Brian. His
mother often told him that before his father took to drinking, he
was a good man. “It’s the moonshine,” she’d say. “It turns people
into monsters.” At the time, he didn’t fully grasp what she meant,
but as he grew older and remembered his childhood, he understood
everything.

It was his fault she died when he was
eight. He might not have meant to kill her, but the end result was
the same. He was there the day the priest said the words that were
to usher her into Heaven.






Brian tried not to cry. His father
kept jabbing him in the arm every time a tear slipped down his
cheek. Most of the small community had shown up for the funeral,
but his parents had lived so far out of town that he didn’t really
know any of them. As the priest read from the Book of Common
Prayer, Brian hardly heard anything he said. All he kept wondering
was what he was supposed to do now that his mother wasn’t
there.

“Forasmuch as it hath
pleased Almighty God of his great mercy to take unto himself the
soul of our dear sister here departed, we therefore commit her body
to the ground.”

The priest paused and for a moment
Brian was distracted from his fears and sorrows to listen to what
the priest was doing. The sound of dirt hitting the wooden box in
the ground echoed through the still air. Despite the August heat,
Brian shivered.

“Earth to earth,” the priest
continued. “Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.”

Then his father grabbed his hand and
pulled him toward the hole in the ground. Startled, Brian dug his
heels into the ground, not knowing what his father was doing or why
the other people would watch and say nothing to stop
him.

“Do as you’re led, boy,” his
father gruffly said and then forced Brian’s shaking hand into
something cool and lumpy. “Throw the dirt into the
hole.”

It took a moment for Brian to
understand what his father meant. Relieved his father hadn’t shoved
him into the hole, he hastened to obey. His hand clamped around the
dirt and he felt for the opening of the grave before he tossed his
handful into it, waiting until he heard the resounding thud of the
dirt, followed by other thuds as others threw their handfuls into
the hole.

His lower lip quivered. He’d never
hear or touch his mother again. She had passed from this life to
the next much too soon, and he couldn’t do anything to bring her
back. As the priest continued his prayer, Brian cried harder
despite his father’s jab in the side to stop him.

The rest of the funeral passed, and
then he and his father went to eat and visit with some of the
people in the community. Brian spent a good deal of time sitting in
a chair and listening to everything that went on around him. He
didn’t talk to the other kids because he didn’t know them and they
whispered about how different he was because he needed a stick to
help him walk. He didn’t bother explaining that the stick was to
guide him, not help him physically walk.

One conversation he overheard was a
woman asking his father what he planned to do about him. Tuning out
the other conversations going on around him, he listened with acute
interest. He had assumed he would go back to live with his father
in the cabin he grew up in, but his father said he had female
relatives who offered to take care of Brian. That was the first
Brian heard of such relatives.

His father took him home shortly after
that. Brian wanted to ask about the people his father planned to
send him to but didn’t have the nerve. Through the night, Brian hid
in his secret place while his father got drunk. He wrapped himself
in his mother’s quilt and spent the night softly crying and
inhaling her scent from the fabric.

A week later, his father told him they
were going on a trip. He wanted to ask if this was the trip he’d be
taking to meet the relatives he never knew about but resisted the
temptation. In many ways, he was looking forward to it. He wanted
to get away from his father. Whatever his new home would be like,
it couldn’t be worse than what he’d been through.

It was two days into the journey when
his father told them they were stopping to take a break. Brian
found a private spot to relieve his bladder as his father
instructed. When he returned to the spot he knew his father had
left the wagon, the wagon was gone. At the time, the realization
his father had lied—that there were no relatives—devastated Brian.
Of all things he believed about his father, he never believed his
father would leave him alone to the elements to either struggle for
survival or die.






Even the memory of all those years ago
made Brian angry. He no longer cried over any of his past, but
there were times when he felt anger over what happened because now
he understood what his father had done to him and his mother and
there was nothing he could do to change any of it. She was still
buried in the cemetery in Wyoming, and his father had gotten rid of
him without enough concern to even give him food or
water.

Brian recalled there being three days
of walking through tall grass, crying until he was dehydrated and
weak. That was when John and Eliza found him in the fields. He was
so grateful to find another human being that he didn’t wonder if it
was safe or not. Fortunately, John and Eliza turned out to be the
type of people an eight-year-old blind boy could trust.

Footsteps brought Brian’s attention
back to the coffee pot in front of him. He lifted the lid and
smelled it, assured it was ready and took out two cups from the
shelf above the cook stove. Whatever got him thinking of the past?
He rarely did it anymore. Then he recalled Lucy’s situation. It was
the possibility of her having Adam’s child that brought the
memories back. Another man treating a woman wrong and then running
off to potentially abandon his child. Few things angered Brian
more.

Pushing aside the unpleasant feelings,
he called out a greeting to Lucy, hearing from her footsteps that
she was still in the bedroom.

Grinning, he walked to the bedroom,
and from the direction of the rustling skirt, he turned his head
toward the dresser. “Good morning. This time I made you
coffee.”

“Morning, Brian.”

He frowned when he detected the
worried tone in her voice. “Is something wrong?”

She didn’t answer, and from the way
all sounds stopped, he gathered she stood perfectly
still.

“Lucy?” He reached out
toward where he’d heard the rustling of her skirt.

“I’m still here,” she
whispered and took his hand.

Caressing her cool hand in his warm
one, he asked, “What’s wrong?”

He heard her bare feet scuffing across
the floor before her arms went around his waist and she rested her
head on his chest. Surprised, but pleased, he wrapped his arms
around her and rested his head on the top of hers so he could
better smell her lavender soap.

They stood there for a full minute,
and he was beginning to wonder if she’d ever tell him what was on
her mind when she softly said, “I’ll find out in a couple days if
I’m expecting a child or not.”

“You have nothing to fear
with me. I’ll love the child.”

“I know you will, but I’m
afraid I won’t.”

“Sure you will. A mother
can’t help but love her child,” he said, thinking of his real
mother and how much she loved him. She loved him to the point of
taking the brunt of his real father’s anger. He didn’t doubt for a
minute that Lucy would lay down her life for her child, regardless
of who the father was.

“I didn’t love Adam,” she
confessed. “I was fond of him. I thought he’d make a good husband
and father, but I never loved him.”

He wondered if it was wrong for him to
be happy to hear her say those words. Obviously, she didn’t love
him when she married him. Theirs was a marriage borne out of
necessity. But at least he didn’t have to worry about her mourning
the loss of someone she loved.

“I would have been faithful
to him,” she continued. “I meant the vows when I spoke them. I
would have done what I could to be a good wife for him.”

“I know.”

“I meant those vows with you
too, Brian.”

“And I meant them with you.
For better or worse, Lucy. We’ll get through this.”

He felt her body relax.

“You feel better?” he
guessed.

“A little.”

“Good. We’ll take it one day
at a time.”

She remained in his arms for another
minute before she stepped back. “Are you hungry?”

“A bit, but I can wait until
I get to Ma and Pa’s place if you don’t feel up to
cooking.”

“No. I want to cook. I like
to keep busy so I don’t worry.”

“Whatever you feel up to is
fine, Lucy.”

“I’ll go out for a minute to
take care of personal business and then I’ll be back.”

He listened to her leave the house
before he returned to the kitchen to pour their cups of coffee.
Maybe it was wrong, but he couldn’t stop smiling. Whether or not
she had Adam’s child didn’t matter. Being a father was more than
getting a woman pregnant. Any man could do that. He didn’t consider
his real father his actual father. John was his father. That’s
where his loyalty and heart were, and he knew that Lucy’s child,
should there be one, would feel the same way.

What had him smiling in what was
probably a most foolish manner was the fact that she never loved
Adam. The reason she married Adam meant little to him. Whatever the
circumstances were, they were hers to tell him or keep to herself
as she saw fit. The only thing that mattered to him was that one
day—sooner better than later—she’d tell him that she loved him. And
deep in his heart, he thought the beginning of love was already
there.


Chapter Ten






When Monday came, Lucy spent a lot of
time going to the outhouse where she could check her rags to see
whether or not she was bleeding. On Tuesday morning, she woke
earlier than usual and slipped out of the bedroom. This time she
didn’t even bother going to the outhouse. She lifted her nightgown
and checked her rags. Nothing.

Her hands shook as she pulled her
nightgown back down. She went back to the calendar she’d hung on
the kitchen wall and counted the usual days in her cycle. It could
be anywhere from twenty-eight to thirty days, and right now she was
on her twenty-ninth day. That meant if tomorrow passed and she
wasn’t bleeding, she’d have no other conclusion to make than the
one she didn’t want to admit.

Slipping out of the house, she closed
the door behind her so Brian wouldn’t hear her crying. She hurried
away from the house in case he woke up and searched for her. Up
ahead was the creek where she sat. Drawing her knees up to her
chest, she allowed her tears to come as they wanted.

It was hard to go about the daily
chores with the continual sense of dread pushing down on her. She
left Minnesota to get away from this feeling, but all she’d gotten
from that attempt was another reason to worry about how the future
would play out.

After the onslaught of tears subsided,
she remained by the creek, paying close attention to the gentle
flow of the water. It soothed her as much as the lake back home
had. She liked the bit of familiarity in her new world.

When she knew she could return to
Brian without crying, she stood and went back to the house,
relieved to see he was still asleep. She quickly got dressed and
set about the chores of the day, opting to stay in her new home
instead of going to visit Eliza.

The day passed in agonizing slowness.
She spent most of the morning in bed, hoping the cramping would
start, signaling the start of her flow. At lunch, Brian came home,
and she made him something to eat, only half-listening to what he
was saying. She picked at her food since her stomach kept twisting
up into knots.

Then he returned to work and she was
alone again. She spent most of the afternoon cleaning. As she did,
her eyes fell to the empty bedroom. With a resigned sigh, she took
the broom into the room and swept it out. Today she’d sweep the
floors. Maybe next week she could plan for making curtains. It had
to be one thing at a time.

It was close to four when she noticed
feeling more tired than usual. She figured it was because she woke
up earlier than usual. Lying in bed, she closed her eyes and
enjoyed the cool May wind as it blew through the open window. While
she drifted off to sleep, a mild pain began in her lower back and
slowly spread to her abdomen. Bringing herself awake, she stood up
and quickly checked her rags.

She nearly collapsed with relief when
she saw she finally started her flow. She wasn’t pregnant after
all! Sitting on the bed, she cried again, this time thanking God
her worries had been for naught. Now if she had a child, it would
be Brian’s.

Shortly after this, she set about the
task of making supper and planning on what color to use for the
curtains and rug she’d like to put in the spare bedroom. It was
nice to enter the room with hope and anticipation for a
change.

When Brian came home, she greeted him
with a hug.

“You’re in a better mood,”
he noted, smiling.

“Yes. While you were gone, I
discovered I’m not expecting a child. Now when I get pregnant,
we’ll know you’re the father. I really want to have your child,
Brian.” By the look on his face, she couldn’t tell what he was
thinking. “Did I say something wrong?”

He blinked and shook his head. “No. I
just got used to thinking of having a child in this house, that’s
all.”

She laughed. “We’ll have a child,
Brian. It’s only a matter of time. Now, come on in and have a seat.
Supper will be ready soon.” She patted the chair and turned to the
skillet on the cook stove.

He obeyed and she got everything ready
for their meal while she chatted on about what she did during the
day.

***

On Sunday, Lucy and Brian went to
church with Eliza and John, and as Eliza did most of the talking,
Lucy held Brian’s hand which had become her habit whenever they
went to town. After having lunch at Frank and Addy’s, they returned
home and stayed at Eliza and John’s house through
supper.

Shortly before sunset, they said
good-bye to Eliza and John. Lucy held Brian’s hand on the way back
to their house, noticing that he didn’t bother using his walking
stick to feel out his path.

“Aren’t you worried there’s
something you’ll trip on?” she asked him.

“You’d let me know if there
was anything obstructing my path.”

“You’re right,” she
admitted, realizing she’d been scanning the ground for anything she
needed to warn him about. “You seem to know me pretty
well.”

He shrugged. “I just have a feeling
you’d do that, that’s all.”

They continued on in a comfortable
silence, and when they reached the trees that marked where their
home was, she said, “It’s been a good day, don’t you
think?”

“Yes, it has.”

She glanced at the trees with their
green leaves. “So you love autumn when the leaves fall from the
trees?”

“It’s the smell in the air
and the sound of the leaves crunching under my feet when I walk
that I love. It’s a vibrant time of year. Spring is second to it.
You can smell the change in seasons best during those two times of
the year.”

“I’ll have to pay better
attention to things like that.”

“I don’t really think about
it. I did when I was a child, but now, it just comes naturally to
me.”

They passed under the trees and she
stopped.

“What is it?” he asked. “Is
there something in my path?”

“No. It’s…” She glanced at
him and then turned to the fields where she saw the spectacular
colors in the sky. “It’s the sunset.” She wrapped her arms around
his waist. Resting her head on his chest, she took in the beauty of
the evening. It was a perfect ending to a perfect day, and it was a
part she couldn’t share with him. “I wish you could see
it.”

“I get the idea,” he
whispered and brought his arms around her.

They remained silent for awhile. She
closed her eyes and tried to imagine what this moment was like for
him. The warm day had cooled a bit, but it was still comfortable to
stay outside. She thought she heard a squirrel run past and was
tempted to open her eyes to verify this fact but refrained. A
couple of birds chirped from where they nested in the trees, and if
she was right, she heard the leaves rustling in the
breeze.

Something brushed her cheek, and her
eyes flew open. Brian was stroking her face with his fingers. She
looked up at him and waited to see what he’d do next. His fingers
went from her cheek to her lips, slowly tracing them until he
closed his eyes and leaned forward. She closed her eyes in
anticipation of the kiss but it never came. One moment his fingers
were on her lips and the next he pulled away from her. Surprised,
she opened her eyes and saw that he was using the walking stick to
help him on the way to the house.

“I’ll make the coffee,” he
called out over his shoulder.

Unable to think of a proper response,
she stood there and tried to access what had just happened. He
wanted to kiss her. So why didn’t he? Lifting her skirt, she headed
for the house, determined to figure out why he stopped. When she
reached the front door, she peered into the kitchen.

He was retrieving the coffee pot from
the shelf. She stepped into the house and shut the door loud enough
so he’d have to hear her. She waited to see if he’d respond, but he
placed the coffee pot on the work table.

Deciding that she’d press the issue,
she walked forward and asked, “Do you want to kiss me?”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he filled
the pot with water.

Walking up to him, she placed her hand
on his. “I asked you a question. Do you want to kiss
me?”

After a long moment, he turned his
face in her direction. “Yes.”

Her heart raced with unexpected
excitement. Sounding braver than she felt, she said, “Then kiss
me.”

He hesitated but then brought his hand
to her face, tracing her cheek and then her lips. She closed her
eyes and waited for him to lean forward to kiss her. When he did,
she was surprised by the gentleness of the action. It was a mere
whisper on her lips. She opened her eyes. Before she could ask him
to kiss her again, he cupped the side of her face with his hand and
brought his mouth to hers. A spark of excitement shot straight
through her. She didn’t know why his kiss should be any different
from the ones Adam had given her, but they were.

Adam, she now realized, had kissed
other women before and seemed to rush the kisses to get to the bed,
but Brian didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Brian turned to her and
wrapped her in his arms. She brought her hands up to his face and
focused on feeling his face the way he felt hers. The stubble from
the day’s growth of beard was the first thing she noticed, but then
she moved her fingers to his ears and then his hair, noting the
silky texture.

Brian ended the kiss but held her to
him. She kept her eyes closed and enjoyed the rhythm of his
heartbeat which she felt through his shirt. This was nice. The
simple action of being held by a man who cared for her and treated
her as if she was the most important person he’d ever come across
was the nicest thing she’d ever experienced. She thought she might
be lucky to settle for someone who’d be content with her--someone
she, in return, would be content to be with. But the foundation
being laid out between her and Brian was built on more than a
marriage where they’d simply be content with one
another.

“What do we do now?” Brian
whispered.

She laughed. “I think we go to the
bedroom and let what happens between a husband and wife when
they’re alone happen.”

Realizing she’d have to make the first
move, she took his hand and led him to the bedroom. When they stood
by the bed, she ran her hands up his shirt and unbuttoned it. He
gave out a light chuckle even as his expression had a look of
uncertainty in it.

“Nervous?” she softly
asked.

“A little. I-I’ve never done
this before.”

She smiled. “There’s nothing to it,
really. You just let instinct guide you.”

She slid her hands under his shirt so
it fell off his shoulders and to the floor. Next came his
undershirt, and as she slipped her hands under it, she took her
time in feeling the contours of his chest, noting the differences
between them. After his undershirt was off, she brought her hands
to the belt around his waist and peered up at him, wondering if
he’d mind if she continued to undress him. He didn’t seem to mind
though, not if his slight smile was an indicator of his
thoughts.

He was so gentle with her at all
times, and she figured she could ask him for anything and he’d
grant it. Their lovemaking would be no different, and this fact
emboldened her to loosen his belt and unbutton his pants. Even as
she experienced the nervous excitement inherent in what they were
doing, she pressed forward, her curiosity about the male body
outweighing her shyness.

When she pulled his pants and
underwear down, he stepped out of them. For the moment, she was
grateful he couldn’t see her openly staring at his body, her gaze
lingering on his arousal. She knew what it meant, and it intrigued
her. With tentative fingers, she studied the male part of him,
fascinated by the silken thickness of him. He let out a soft groan
and rubbed her shoulders. Since he didn’t tell her to stop, she
continued for awhile until she was satisfied with her
exploration.

Then she undressed and embraced him.
She kissed his neck, and as she did, it suddenly occurred to her
that he was too timid to really touch her. His hands rested softly
on her hips, but he wasn’t making a move to touch her more
intimately.

“Come,” she whispered and
held his hand while she settled onto the bed. When he was next to
her, she placed his hand on her left breast. “It’s alright. I want
you to see me.”

His fingers light on her skin, he
traced the curve of her breast.

“I won’t break,” she softly
told him. “You can use more pressure.” To demonstrate, she took his
hand and cupped her breast with it.

He gulped. “You feel nice.”

She chuckled. “So do you, Brian.”
Lifting her hand from his, she ran her fingertips along his
arm.

She sighed in contentment as he
continued to learn her body. Bringing his hand up, he felt her neck
and then traced her collarbone. She was surprised he chose to start
there, but then she surmised he’d already touched her face and hair
and now would discover the rest of her, and since he couldn’t see
her, the only way he could learn everything was to touch
everything. He moved his hand over to her shoulder and then down
her arm.

Closing her eyes, she pushed out the
rest of the world and concentrated on his caress. He explored her
breasts, making a brief comment on how her nipples hardened when he
stroked them. Then he lowered his head and kissed her, telling her
he liked how soft she was. She lazily stroked his hair. As he’d
been with the kiss, he was in no hurry. He ran his hand down her
stomach and then to her abdomen, his kisses coming shortly after.
When he reached her triangle of curls, she parted her legs so he
could touch and taste the sensitive folds of her flesh.

She let out a soft moan. He didn’t
realize he was teasing her, slowly fanning the flames of her
desire. She encouraged him to insert his finger inside her, and
when he did, she moaned again, louder this time. As he stroked her,
he brought his mouth back to the breast closest to him. The ache
between her legs grew more insistent, something that surprised her.
It wasn’t that she hadn’t found the marital bed enjoyable with
Adam. Even if she didn’t want to think of her time with him, she
had enjoyed that part of their time together. But there hadn’t been
a sense of urgency in the act. No. This strange welling up of
physical pleasure that seemed to be building toward something was
new.

When Brian’s finger slipped out of her
body, she wanted to protest, but then he got up and settled between
her legs. She assumed he’d enter her and consummate the marriage.
However, his hands and mouth continued to explore the rest of her
body. He started with the inside of her thighs and worked on down
to the rest of her legs.

By the time he shifted his weight so
that he was above her, she reached down and guided him into her.
She felt the moist heat between her legs and knew his entrance
would be easy. While he slid into her, he gave a slight gasp,
followed by a groan, and, as instinct dictated, he began moving
inside her. She barely had time to experience the fullness of him
when he found his release and spilled his seed into her.

She held him when he collapsed on her,
partly in satisfaction that he received pleasure from her body but
also wondering why this part of it had been so quick when he’d
taken deliberate time with the rest of it. She tried to recall how
long it’d been with Adam. If she remembered right, the first time
didn’t last as long as their times had been afterward. Not that she
wanted to compare being with Brian to being with Adam. Remembering
Adam in any capacity made her feel soiled. Brian made her feel pure
and clean. But maybe the next time she and Brian came together this
way, it would last longer.

Brian’s cheek rested against hers for
a long moment before his lips met hers. Again, he exhibited no big
hurry in his actions. They remained entwined in each other’s arms,
just kissing one another, and judging by the fact that he no longer
had an erection, they wouldn’t be in for another round of
lovemaking for awhile.

They settled into each other’s arms
and at some point, drifted off to sleep. Lucy’s body ached with
unmet desire, and in the midst of her sleep, she found herself
moaning and reaching for Brian. By the time she rolled him onto his
back, she was fully awake and aware that he was as well. Her body
urged her to take what she wanted, and since he was now fully
erect, she took him into her and moved her hips, pressing the
sensitive nub against him without thinking of what she was doing or
why. Her movements were in no way as gentle as his had been, and
for the moment, she didn’t care. All she knew was that the ache was
too powerful and she had to satisfy it.

Brian, seeming to understand her
urgency, placed his hands on her hips and guided her along. “Yes,
Lucy. Sweetheart, keep going.”

She bit her lower lip and increased
the rhythm until she was aware that the pressure centering on her
sensitive nub was accumulating to something wonderful. When she
climaxed, her body clenched around his.

“Oh, oh my,” was all she
could utter.

Holding her securely in his arms so he
wouldn’t break their connection, he sat up and kissed her
neck.

She leaned into him, her head too
light and her body still responding to the waves of her orgasm as
they continued to consume her, one less intense than the last but
still making her tingle in delight. She had no idea such pleasure
was possible and decided she wanted to experience this
again.

When she was satisfied, she collapsed
against Brian who rolled her over, his arousal still nestled inside
her. She was too weak to hold him this time, so she focused on his
thrusting, her flesh still sensitive as he moved inside her. This
time, their lovemaking did last longer. She got to fully appreciate
the way he felt inside her and groaned, enjoying how amazing he
could make her feel.

He increased his movements, and by
this time, she gained enough strength to wrap her legs tighter
around him to pull him deeper into her. She worked with him, softly
calling out his name and aware he responded in kind. Then he
stiffened and spilled his seed into her again. She held him close
as he throbbed inside her. After a few seconds, he was kissing her,
as he had before. And like before, they kissed until they both
drifted off to sleep, this time both satisfied.


Chapter Eleven






Brian woke up the next morning, his
body relaxed and a smile on his face. The previous night was, by
far, the best night he’d ever experienced in his life. If he loved
Lucy before, he loved her more now. She was the best thing that
ever happened to him, and he thanked God Annabelle told him no when
he wanted to court her.

“Lucy?” he whispered and
reached for her.

The place in bed next to him was
empty. That wasn’t unusual. She often woke before him, but the
absence of food cooking concerned him.

“Lucy?” he called out,
noting the silence.

Sitting up, he focused on the sounds
and vibrations in the house but noticed nothing besides his own
breathing and the chirping of birds outside the window. She wasn’t
in the house, and from the smell of it, she hadn’t started
breakfast.

He retrieved his clothes from off the
floor and put them on. Rushing to the kitchen door, he flung the
storm door open and called out her name again. He remained still
and waited for her to respond, but he didn’t hear her. He heard the
birds, the babbling of the creek, and the wind whirling around the
property. But he didn’t hear her.

And that worried him.

He ran down the steps and toward the
outhouse. It was the only place he could think of where she might
be, and though he stumbled on a few obstacles, he managed to reach
the small building. His heart beat with nervous dread as he knocked
on the door.

“Lucy? Are you in
there?”

He waited. Nothing. Opening the door,
he reached forward but didn’t feel anything but air. He took a deep
breath to calm his nerves. She didn’t leave him. There would be no
reason for her to leave him. She wouldn’t make love to him if she
intended to leave.

Even as he reasoned this out to
himself, his mind flashed back to the day his father dropped him
off in the fields. His father led him to the spot he said was
private enough to relieve his bladder and then said he’d find
another spot.

“I’ll come for you when I’m
done,” his father had said.

And so Brian waited. And waited. But
his father never returned, and when he searched for the wagon, he
couldn’t find it. And now he couldn’t find Lucy.

Brian closed the door to the outhouse
and tried to decide what to do. Her clothes! If she did leave, her
clothes wouldn’t be in the house. Praying her clothes were still
there, he headed back to the house, careful to hold onto the rope
so he wouldn’t stumble as he had before.

As he neared the porch, a twig snapped
in the direction of the row of trees that marked his property line.
He stopped and waited for what else he might hear. The sound of
footsteps approaching from around the side of the house caught his
attention.

“Lucy?” he tentatively
called out, hoping it wasn’t his ma or pa coming to give him
unpleasant news, like Lucy’s buggy no longer being in the
barn.

“You’re up early,” came
Lucy’s familiar voice.

His relief was immediate as he held
his hand out to her and stepped toward the sound of her voice. He
felt her hand wrap around his and smiled.

“I wanted to surprise you,”
she said. “I wanted to make those muffins you like. You know, the
ones with the sugar sprinkled on top? But I couldn’t find sugar and
had to borrow some from Eliza.”

Laughing, he reached up to feel her
face. Cupping her face with his hands, he leaned forward and kissed
her. She was still here. She hadn’t left him.

She chuckled and brought her arm
around his waist while they headed for the house. “I should make
muffins more often since you love them so much.”

“To be honest, I wouldn’t
mind that.”

She stopped walking and warned, “We’re
at the steps.”

Nodding, he lifted his foot and placed
it on the step. After they entered the house, she let go of his
waist. He listened as she went to the work table, set a cup down,
and then walked to the cook stove.

“Have a seat and rest,” she
told him.

The vibration of the chair scooting as
she pulled it away from the table notified him which chair she
meant, so he moved to that chair. Before he sat, he asked, “Do you
want me to get anything for you? Maybe a pail of water?”

“No. I don’t mind getting
it.”

When he felt her hands on his
shoulders pressing down, he obeyed her silent command and sat down.
Her lips touched his cheek before he heard her walk to the work
table and gather the supplies she needed for cooking. “You’re going
to spoil me,” he warned.

“I don’t mind spoiling you,
Brian,” she replied.

The happy tone in her voice warmed his
heart. He recalled how sad she’d been when they first got married.
Though she’d been pleasant and did whatever she could to make him
happy, there had been the underlying sense of sorrow in her voice.
But now all of that was gone, and he was grateful for it. He liked
knowing she was happy. And she was still here with him, sharing her
life with him, making his house a home.

“It’s a gorgeous day out,”
she told him. “The weather’s just right, and the wind will make the
house nice and cool. There’s not a cloud in sight.”

“Will you be spending the
day with Ma?”

“No, not today. I want to
work on curtains for the empty bedroom.” A bucket clanked as
footsteps headed for the door. “I’d like to go to town soon and
pick out a rug for that room, if you don’t mind?”

“No, I don’t mind. We can go
any day you want.”

“How about in two days? I’ll
be done with the curtains by then.”

He nodded. “I’ll be happy to go with
you.”

“I hoped you’d say that.”
She chuckled and the storm door squeaked. “I’m going to fetch a
pail of water and then I’ll be back.”

Smiling, he remained seated, content
that she would, indeed, soon return.

***

Smiling, Brian entered the work shed
and called out, “Pa?”

A knocking on a table in the room told
him that his father was there.

Setting aside his walking stick, he
went over to where he heard the knocking. “What should we work on
today?” He held out his hand and waited.

John took his hand and
signed words into his palm. You’re
smiling.

Brian’s grin grew wider. “It’s a nice
day.”

It’s more than nice.
You’re smiling like a boy who just discovered candy.

“I’m married, Pa, and to a
wonderful woman. Why wouldn’t I be happy?”

Yes, she is a good
woman.

He chuckled and made a move to walk to
his chair, but John grabbed onto his hand. “What?”

You need to go back home
and be with your wife.

“I can’t leave you to work
on all this furniture by yourself. We have too much to work
on.”

The furniture will wait.
You need to be with your wife. Enjoy your honeymoon with
her.

Blushing, Brian cleared his throat.
“Pa, I’ve already been married for almost a month.”

So you’d rather be here?
Working in a small building with your pa?

“Well…no. But I can’t stop
working because I got married.”

I got news this morning
from your uncle Aaron. We have an order for several pieces of
furniture from a man who lives in Sioux Falls. We will take a week
to make the delivery. Take a week to be with Lucy. Then come back
to work. We will work on the order and deliver the furniture in
September.

“How many pieces of
furniture are we talking about?” Brian asked, his interest
piqued.

Six bed frames, two
dressers, a china cabinet, four tables, and three rocking
chairs.

Brian’s eyes grew wide. “Why so much?
Who wants the order?”

Someone named Michael.
Your uncle said he’s a man of means who saw that table we made for
your uncle Shawn. You remember visiting Shawn and his
family?

“Yes.”

Shawn knows Michael and
recommended our furniture. We will work out the details later. Go
on to your wife. You’re still grinning like a little boy. I doubt
you’ll be able to focus on work.

“Alright.” Brian paused, his
hand still over John’s. “Is there anything else?”

No. Go on.

“Thanks, Pa.”

Brian retrieved his walking stick and
hurried back to his house, eager to spend the day with Lucy. When
he neared the porch, he heard footsteps on the wood floor of the
house and the creaking of the storm door.

“Brian?” Lucy asked, her
tone giving away her surprise. “Did you forget
something?”

“No.” He tapped the first
step of the porch with his stick and then brought his foot up. As
he ascended the stairs, he continued, “Pa said I should return
home. He wants me to stay here for a week.” He hesitated to say
more but decided to add, “I think he knows what we did last night.”
Her slight gasp made him laugh.

“But how can he…?” she
began.

Brian walked across the porch. “He
said I was grinning like a boy who just discovered candy. I’m
afraid I’m too obvious.” He touched the open storm door before he
brushed past her, noting the nice curves on her figure that he was
now familiar with.

The storm door settled into place as
she shut it. “Well..I suppose there’s nothing to be embarrassed
about. We are married. Surely, he expected this.”

Amused that it bothered her at all, he
set the walking stick by the door and reached for her. Her hand
closed around his and she stepped into his arms. “Pa was right. He
said I’d rather spend the day with you than him.” Then, with a
wicked grin, he picked her up in his arms and carried her to the
bedroom.


Chapter Twelve






Two weeks later, Lucy decided to join
Eliza and go into town while Brian and John stayed behind to work
on the furniture.

Eliza looked over at Lucy and smiled.
“I hope you don’t mind going in the buggy. It’s easier to manage
than the wagon is.”

Lucy returned her smile. “I can’t help
thinking of how I got this buggy whenever I see it, but it doesn’t
bother me so much anymore.”

Eliza squeezed her hand. “Some things
can’t be helped.”

Lucy adjusted her hat as they arrived
in town. “I think I’m about done fixing up the house. Would you and
John like to come by for supper and see what I’ve done?”

“We’d love too.” Eliza
pulled back the reins on the horse to slow down and nudged Lucy in
the side. “There’s Charity with her two daughters and her aunt. You
remember them from church, don’t you?”

Lucy nodded. It was still taking her
time to get used to the people in town, but she found it wasn’t the
daunting task it originally seemed. She’d grown up in Minnesota and
never moved to a new place, so she hadn’t had to adjust to new
surroundings until she came here. As Eliza pulled the buggy to a
stop by the side of the street and set the brake, Lucy grabbed her
small purse and got ready to get out of the buggy.

Charity was the first to notice them
as they stepped onto the street. “Good morning, Eliza. Good
morning, Lucy,” she called out.

Lucy followed Eliza to the women and
two girls, one thirteen and the other eight.

“I’m glad you’re in town,”
Charity said. “We were going to make a trip out to see you, but now
we don’t have to.”

“Oh?” Eliza asked, her brow
raised in interest. “What did you need?”

Charity glanced at her aunt. “We
didn’t need anything. We were going to ask if you’d like any books.
You see, my grandmother sent me a trunk full of books, and some are
ones I already have.”

“That’s awfully nice of you,
Charity.” Eliza glanced at Lucy. “What do you think?”

“I’d like to take a look at
them,” Lucy admitted.

“That settles it then,”
Eliza said. “We’ll be delighted.” As they walked toward Charity’s
house, Eliza looked over at Charity’s daughters and smiled. “I know
you two get tired of hearing it, but I really can’t get over how
fast you two are growing up. It seems like every time I come into
town, you’re not so little anymore.”

Charity’s aunt laughed. “Melody and
Sophie grow like weeds. Why, with that tall marshal for a father,
they’ll be taller than the rest of us in a few years.”

Lucy noted the height of the girls and
judged that the aunt was right. The thirteen year old was already
up to her mother’s eyebrows.

“Well, they’re turning into
beautiful young ladies,” Eliza said.

“I’m not ready for them to
be ladies yet. It seems just like yesterday when they were babies.”
Charity sighed and hugged her girls who groaned. “I know, I know. I
say it all the time.”

Lucy hid her smile and followed the
other women up the porch steps that led to Charity’s front door.
When Lucy entered the house, she felt as if she’d just stepped back
into the past—her past. The parlor was so much like the one at her
house in Minnesota. The chairs and couch were by the piano. The
bookcase was against the wall adjacent to the fireplace. Even the
long curtains and frilly rugs were similar to the style her mother
fancied.

Charity’s aunt came up to Lucy and
whispered, “Charity never did give up the way we decorated back
east.”

Lucy blinked. Maybe that was it. Her
mother was also from back east. Even so, she thought of how her
sister used to practice the piano for hours on end in a room
similar to this. Shivering, she forced her attention off the piano
and the haunting memory of her sister as she sat, humming along
with the music. Turning her back to the piano, she watched as
Charity walked to the bookcase.

“This is the row of books I
already have copies of,” Charity said. “Help yourself to any you
like.”

Lucy joined Eliza and selected a
couple of books she thought might appeal to Brian. “Does Brian
enjoy being read to?” she asked Eliza.

“I read to him from time to
time while he was growing up,” Eliza replied before lowering her
voice. “Though I wouldn’t read The Scarlet
Letter to him. Have you read
it?”

Lucy shook her head.

“Oh well, the father in that
book refused to acknowledge his child as his own,” Eliza whispered.
“Needless to say, Brian didn’t care for it.”

Lucy frowned and turned back to the
other books, wondering if there might be something in them that
would upset him.

Eliza put her hand on Lucy’s arm. “The
ones you picked will be fine.”

Hesitant, Lucy glanced over her
shoulder and saw that Charity and her aunt were fussing over the
girls so they weren’t paying attention to what she and Eliza were
saying. “Eliza, is Brian still upset about his past, even after all
this time?” It’d been twelve years since his real father deserted
him. She’d think it’d be enough time to heal.

“I don’t know,” Eliza
quietly replied. “He never talks about it. When John and I adopted
him, he cried a lot. A couple of times, he even hid under the
porch. He was afraid. At the time, I thought he worried John and I
would abandon him too, but over the years, I’ve suspected there was
another reason.” She sighed. “I’ve learned that if a man doesn’t
want to talk, there’s nothing that will make him. Men aren’t like
women. Women might not be open to talking in the beginning, but
deep down, they’re hoping another person will listen to them. So
they respond well to prompting. I’ve told Brian he can always talk
to me, but he doesn’t want to.”

Lucy nodded. In many ways, she could
understand that. She didn’t want to talk about her past, but she
figured those wounds were still fresh. She thought if she had
enough time to heal, it wouldn’t be so hard to face what once was.
Her gaze traveled to the piano where she could almost see her
sister playing. Her sister often chose morbid tunes, though once in
awhile she chose something cheery. But in the last twelve months,
whenever Lucy entered the parlor while her sister played, her
sister would pound on the keys and glare at her.

“Lucy?” Eliza
asked.

Blinking, Lucy shook her head and
stood up with six books in her arms. “I’m sorry. I was just
thinking…” She cleared her throat. “Um…I need to remember sugar
when we’re at the store.”

Eliza stared at her for a moment and
slowly rose to her feet. “You know you can talk to me, if you ever
need to.”

Lucy nodded and then headed over to
the others in the room. “Thank you for the books.”

Charity turned from her youngest
daughter. “Oh, good choices, Lucy. Those are among my
favorites.”

Eliza stepped up to them and smiled.
“It was right generous of you, Charity.” She hugged Charity and
then her aunt before looking at Charity’s daughters. “Now, you two
mind your mother and great-aunt. We’ll see you in church this
Sunday.”

Grateful to get out of the parlor,
Lucy hurried out of the room. She waited for Eliza to join her
before she left the house, glad to put her memories safely back
where they belonged—back in Minnesota.

***

Another two weeks passed, and it had
become a habit for Lucy and Brian to go to the creek so they could
rest under the shade of a tree. She would, more often than not,
read to him, and such was the case on this particular sunny day.
She held the book up while Brian rested his head in her lap. As she
caressed his hair with her free hand, she read:






“Aye, aye, mates,” said
Long John, who was standing by, with his crutch under his arm, and
at once broke out in the air and words I knew so well:

“Fifteen men on the dead
man’s chest--”

And then the whole crew
bore chorus:--

“Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of
rum!”

And at the third “Ho!”
drove the bars before them with a will.






She stopped reading when she realized
Brian was stroking her thigh. “You’re not paying attention, are
you?”

He smiled. “I’m sorry. I’m just
excited about the baby.”

Her cheeks warmed as she
set Treasure Island down on the grass so she could brush his cheek with her
fingers. With her other hand she continued to run her fingers
through his hair. “I’m excited too.”

It was still unreal to her, but she
was late with her cycle and there was nothing else to conclude. She
supposed a trip to the doctor next time she was in town would
confirm it.

“Ma was happy too, you
know,” he softly said. “When I told her, she was laughing and
crying at the same time. I don’t think she ever expected to have a
grandchild.”

“I’m glad she’ll have one,”
she whispered and then traced his lips, mentally noting their soft
texture compared to the rest of his face. “My joy is complete when
I’m with you.”

He took her hand in his and kissed her
palm. “I feel the same way, Lucy.”

Her smile grew wider. “So, do you want
me to read the book or should we go for a walk?”

“I can’t concentrate on the
story right now. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Alright.”

She waited for him to stand up before
she grabbed the book and his walking stick. Once she got to her
feet, she handed him the stick. Slipping her arm around his waist,
she led him along the creek. She leaned against him and sighed in
contentment.

“Do you want a girl or a
boy?” she asked.

“I don’t care,” he said.
“It’d be nice if the child could see, but I’ll love the child
regardless.”

“Well, I’d like a girl. When
I was a child, I used to dream of having a daughter. She wouldn’t
be a twin though. She’d come into this world by herself, and I’d
name her Charlotte. What do you think of that name?”

“Charlotte’s a fine name,
but why did you mention her not being a twin?”

She bit her lower lip and tried to
determine how much to tell him. How much of her past was relevant
now that she was safe here with Brian and his parents? Weighing her
words carefully, she said, “I have a twin sister. Her name is
Meredith. We look the exact same, and no one can tell us apart.
When we were children, we thought it was funny to pretend to be the
other one, but then as the years passed, something happened.” She
stopped when she saw a large tree root in their path and led him
around it.

“Do you want to tell me more
about it?” he asked, following her lead and avoiding the
root.

Exhaling, she said, “I’m not sure what
changed or even when. In time, I became aware that she didn’t like
me. Only, I thought I was imagining it. On the surface she was nice
to me, but I sensed something was wrong. I asked her about it. She
assured me nothing was wrong, so I figured it had to be in my head.
You know how it is when you think something is a certain way but
you find out later on it’s not? I thought it was like
that.”

“Except it wasn’t?” he
quietly asked.

“No, it wasn’t. We have an
older brother, and he was the one who confirmed that I wasn’t
imagining things. He said she was jealous of me.” She laughed, just
as she’d laughed when Phillip told her that was the root cause of
the hostility she sensed whenever Meredith was around. “I still
don’t understand why. She could sing and play the piano more
beautifully than the rest of us. She had a sense of fashion that
made her the envy of our friends. The young men were lining up to
court her. She has a way with people. Our mother called it the gift
of gab. She could charm anyone into doing anything.”

“But she couldn’t charm you
into doing things.”

She looked up at Brian, surprised by
his comment. “I didn’t care to switch with her once we turned
fifteen. I didn’t see the point, and she wanted to do it for the
silliest reasons. One time she wanted me to go to the post office
and pretend I was her. Another time, she wanted to be me and pick
up some parsley from the store. I didn’t understand any of it and
told her so. She claimed it was all in good fun but…” She shrugged.
“It was pointless.” Or at least that’s how it seemed. Maybe it
wasn’t as innocent as she assumed, but who was to know for
sure?

“So what happened?” Brian
gently pressed.

“Nothing for a long time.
Like I said, she was nice to me on the surface most of the time.
There were times when she’d slip. If I caught her unawares, she’d
snap at me or glare at me. About six months ago, my brother was
about to get married, so we went to St. Paul to attend his
engagement party. It was a big affair, and Meredith seemed to be
having a good time.”

“You’re tense,” he noted.
“You’re gripping me around the waist.”

“Sorry.” She relaxed her
hold. “Um…that’s where I met Adam. He claimed he was one of those
long distance relatives on the bride’s side, but I suspect he was
lying about it.” Clearing her throat, she continued, “Adam asked me
to dance and I accepted. Meredith didn’t like it. That was the
night everything changed. She no longer hid the fact that she hated
me.”

This was the part where she hesitated.
For a moment, she was back in Minnesota asleep under her favorite
tree by the lake when someone jolted her awake. She screamed but no
one heard.

“Lucy?” Brian asked,
breaking her out of her thoughts.

Blinking, she forced her mind back to
the present. “Anyway, I knew I had to get away from there. Living
in the same house with her was impossible, especially once my
brother wasn’t around. So when Adam came by to see me, I hoped he
would marry me and get me out of there. The fact that he said he
lived out west and would have to take me far from Minnesota
appealed to me. The further away I was from my sister, the better.”
She laughed again, but there was little humor in it. “She was
furious when Adam didn’t pay her any attention. She wanted Adam for
herself, but if she knew the secret he was hiding, I’m sure she
wouldn’t have been so eager to try to take my place.”

They stepped out into the sun and she
took a deep breath, feeling a strange sense of relief in telling
someone this part of her life that she’d kept secret for a long
time. She hadn’t told him everything, but it was enough for now.
She couldn’t bring herself to go into the night before her wedding
to Adam. Some wounds were a little too fresh—a little too
disturbing—and she didn’t have the strength to go into it. Not now.
Maybe later when enough time passed.

“I married Adam to get out
of there, Brian. He happened to be there at the right time. That’s
why I told you I didn’t love him. I would have done anything to get
out of there.” She sighed. “I like it here. I like being with you
and your parents. I like being out here where it’s quiet and
peaceful. I like feeling safe.”

Brian kissed the top of her head and
pulled her closer to him. “Everything’s alright now. I won’t let
anyone hurt you.”

She stopped walking and rested her
head on his chest. Coming out here the way she did might not have
been in her plans, but she wouldn’t complain about the way she got
here. The point was she was here with a man she could give her
entire heart to, and that was something she couldn’t do with Adam.
She didn’t know if it was too soon to love Brian, but she suspected
she might and she fancied it to be the most wonderful feeling in
the world.


Chapter Thirteen






With August came hot days that were
followed by thunderstorms, but as long as Lucy remained in Brian’s
arms, she had no reason to jump when the thunder boomed in the
night. She never knew being with a man could be such a wonderful
experience. On some days when he didn’t go to work, they spent the
day in bed, sometimes talking and sometimes making love. But she
enjoyed being with him regardless of what they did.

There was a gentle quietness in being
with him, and falling in love with him was much the same way. One
day she woke up in his arms and knew that she loved him. He
whispered the sentiment a few days later after they woke up from a
nap, and it was with joy when she replied in kind. The lovemaking
that followed seemed to be a little sweeter than the times
before.

Sometimes the days he worked on the
furniture dragged on too long, and she’d find a reason to go visit
Eliza so she could slip in and see Brian with any excuse she could
come up with. More often than not, she’d bring him and John
something to drink. On one such day, Brian had whispered in her ear
that he couldn’t wait to be alone with her and spend the night
making love. She was sure her entire face turned a deep shade of
red since John wasn’t too far away when Brian whispered those words
to her. If John overheard or suspected what was going on, he didn’t
give any indication of it, and for that, she was
grateful.

It was the middle of August when she
went to town with Brian, Eliza and John to collect materials to sew
baby quilts and to buy lumber so John and Brian would have it on
hand to work on baby furniture.

“After Pa and I return from
Sioux Falls, we’ll start on the bassinet and dresser,” Brian told
her on their wagon ride into town, his hand squeezing
hers.

Eliza clapped her hands and said,
“It’ll be so much fun to see a bassinet. Why, March will be here
before we know it.”

Lucy laughed. “It’s hard to know who’s
more excited about the baby. Me or you.”

John waved his hand and pointed to
Eliza.

That made Lucy laugh even harder.
“Your pa thinks your ma is more excited,” she told
Brian.

Brian chuckled. “He’s probably right.
She talks of little else but baby things.”

“Well, what is there to talk
about?” Eliza asked with a shrug. “It sure beats talk of staining
furniture.” She gave an apologetic look in Lucy’s direction. “It’s
even better than cooking with you. I’m sorry, Lucy, but I really
don’t care for cooking, even if I do enjoy spending time with you.
I’d much rather do what we’re doing today and shop for the
baby.”

“I don’t mind, Eliza,” Lucy
assured her. “I’d rather shop for the baby too.”

John drove the wagon into town and
parked it in front of Frank and Addy’s house. While John helped
Eliza down, Brian helped Lucy. Lucy turned and handed him his
walking stick.

Eliza glanced at them and smiled
before she went up to the front door and knocked on it. The rest
followed behind, and when Addy answered it, Eliza waved her
forward. “We need to buy some things from the general store before
your husband closes it up for the day.”

“Well, Frank will be glad
for the business,” Addy replied and grabbed her bonnet from the
hook by the door. After she shut the door behind her, she turned to
the others and said, “It’s a fine afternoon, isn’t it? I’m glad you
could make it to town.” She gave Lucy a smile. “How are you
feeling? Is morning sickness bothering you?”

“Not really,” Lucy said,
slipping her arm around Brian’s. “I get a little tired from time to
time, but other than that, I feel great.”

“I’m glad.” Addy turned to
Eliza. “Remember when Charity was expecting? She was stuck in bed
for days.”

“I think that’s because she
didn’t keep something in her stomach,” Eliza said. “An empty
stomach is the worst thing an expectant woman can do for herself.”
She stopped and looked at John and Brian. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to
bore you men with women talk. Why don’t you two go on and get that
lumber? We’ll do some shopping and be back shortly.”

Reluctant to part from Brian, Lucy let
go of his arm.

He reached for her hand and gave it a
light squeeze. “Have a good time.” Then he tapped his stick on the
dirt road and headed with John in the direction of the lumber
shop.

Addy clasped her hands together.
“Eliza, I can’t recall a time when your son’s been happier than
since he’s been married to Lucy.” She glanced at Lucy. “Not that he
wasn’t happy before. He’s always had a sweet
disposition.”

“It’s true, Lucy,” Eliza
added. “Brian’s never been happier than he is now.”

Lucy beamed, pleased by their words,
and joined them as they walked down the road.

“You’re staying for supper,
aren’t you?” Addy asked. “I prepared a roast.”

“We said we would when we
saw you in church,” Eliza replied. “Frankly, I wouldn’t miss one of
your roasts for anything. Do you need our help with
anything?”

“No. I have it in the oven
with the vegetables baking around it, and the cake is already done.
I just want you two to relax and have a good time. And Lucy, if you
can’t eat everything on your plate, don’t worry. When I was
expecting my daughter, I didn’t have much of an appetite, so I
won’t take it personally.”

As they crossed the street, Lucy
caught sight of Annabelle entering the general store with her son
and mother. She figured she shouldn’t feel uncomfortable whenever
she saw Annabelle, and being in a small town, she had more occasion
than she cared to admit where she saw the other woman, whether it
was on her way to the general store or at church. But she couldn’t
help but remember that, at one time, Brian wanted to marry
Annabelle.

When Lucy followed Eliza and Addy into
the store, she was glad to see the materials to make the quilt and
baby clothes were on the other side of the store than where
Annabelle stood.

“Oh, look at this!” Eliza
said as she ran over to the small display of toys. “A wooden train!
Isn’t this perfect?”

Addy laughed. “Let the baby grow into
a child first.”

“You’re right.” Eliza sighed
as she picked it up and inspected it. “This is quality work. Who
made this?”

“Richie Steward.”

“Little Richie?”

“Richie’s not so little
anymore. He’s seventeen now.”

“Oh my goodness. Whenever
did he grow up?”

“The older you get, the
quicker time passes,” Addy said with a shrug.

“Isn’t that the truth?”
Eliza agreed and looked at Lucy. “You just wait. You’ll be holding
your baby one day and the next, your baby will be married. Cherish
the time while you can.”

Addy picked up several designs of
fabric for the quilt and showed them to Lucy. “What do you
think?”

Lucy inspected the different colors.
“I’d like to do pink and yellow, but it’s hard to do that if I
don’t know whether I’m having a girl or a boy.”

“What about neutral colors?”
Addy sorted through the fabrics. “Here’s a dark blue one with moon
and stars on it. It’s perfect for bedtime. Of course, that won’t
help the baby sleep any. You’ll still be woken up in the middle of
the night.”

“I’ll be happy to help,”
Eliza said. “I’ll watch the baby so you can rest up during the
day.” She picked up the fabric with the sun and clouds on it. “What
about this one? It’s nice and cheery.”

“But it’ll just encourage
the baby to stay up.”

“Oh Addy, be sensible. The
baby won’t be able to tell the difference between the moon and the
sun.”

“But the moon says
night.”

Amused by the conversation ensuing
before her, Lucy chuckled and took both. “I’ll do day for one side
and night for the other.”

Addy looked at Eliza. “Now why didn’t
we think of that?”

“Because my daughter-in-law
is smarter than us,” Eliza replied, grinning.

“Do you have any sewing
supplies?” Addy asked Lucy.

“I have a small sewing kit,”
Lucy said as she turned her attention to the shelf of supplies. “I
could use some more things.”

“I’ll get a basket,” Eliza
replied as she headed off to do just that.

Frank called out to Addy to help him
in the back, so she excused herself. “I’ll be right
back.”

Lucy ran her hands along the other
soft cloths, trying to decide which ones she’d like to use for the
baby’s clothing. Behind her, someone called out Eliza’s name, so
she glanced over her shoulder to see Daphne and Charity entering
the general store with a few children in tow. She smiled as the
children surrounded Eliza and seemed to fight over who got her
attention. It seemed to Lucy that Eliza would make a wonderful
grandmother. For a moment, she felt a sense of despair in knowing
her own mother and father wouldn’t get to see their grandchild.
Well, not as long as that grandchild came from her. They would see
any children Phillip or Meredith had. She closed her eyes and
fought the nagging sense of regret. She couldn’t go back. She
couldn’t write. She couldn’t do anything. If only Meredith had been
content to be who she was…

Sighing, Lucy turned back to the
cloths and decided to make one pink outfit. Maybe she’d have a boy,
but she might have a girl next time. Given how quickly she got
pregnant with Brian’s child, she had no reason to doubt they would
have a large family. Surely, there would be a girl among one of
their children. Then she chose a blue and green cloth for the boys
they would have.

She knelt down and examined the
contents of the lower shelf. Her fingers brushed a rattle with a
sun painted on it and she smiled. Well, considering the blanket
would have a day theme on one side, she had to get this rattle. As
she picked it up, a child ran over to the toy area next to
her.

She glanced up and saw Annabelle’s son
who’d just turned three a week ago. He picked up some wooden blocks
and started stacking them. Her gaze went to Annabelle and her
mother who were asking Frank and Addy a question. When she looked
back at the boy, he stared at her.

“Hello,” she shyly
greeted.

Though she would soon be having a
child, she had no idea how to relate to one, not like Eliza who was
chatting with the other children as if she’d done it all of her
life.

The boy studied her with unbridled
interest, something which made her uneasy so she continued to
speak.

“I’m Mrs. Evans. You’re
Charlie Carter, correct?”

He nodded and turned back to the
blocks.

Figuring that was the end of it, she
placed the rattle on the materials she’d selected.

“You marry blind man,” he
said.

She glanced at him and nodded. “Yes, I
did.”

“Ma says she sorry for
you.”

Furrowing her eyebrows, she pressed,
“Oh?”

“No decent man marry
you.”

Her smile faltered. Is that what
Annabelle told her son? She wasn’t sure exactly what made Annabelle
say that so her child would repeat it, and for a moment, she
couldn’t decide on the proper course of action. The comment seemed
to be a double insult, one directed at her and another directed at
Brian.

Considering other men didn’t want to
marry her for fear of having to raise an illegitimate child, she
wasn’t overly surprised Annabelle thought what she did about her,
but considering Brian’s gentleness and how he once cared very much
for Annabelle, the notion Annabelle thought so little of him made
her flush with anger. Just how great was Tom, the man Annabelle
chose to marry? Lucy’d seen Tom and wasn’t overly impressed with
the potbellied scruffy man who didn’t appear to know what a washtub
was for.

The boy stacked another block and
added, “I like blocks.”

“Uh…” Lucy stood and
smoothed the cloth in her arms. “Yes. Blocks are nice.”

Annabelle ran over to her son and
offered an apologetic smile in Lucy’s direction. “Charlie, honey,
let’s not bother other people, alright? Now, put those blocks down
and go to your grandmother.” Once Charlie headed off, Annabelle let
out an uneasy laugh. “Children have a habit of running all over the
place and talking to everyone. I’m sorry. I hope he didn’t bother
you.”

“No, he didn’t,” Lucy said,
trying to decide how to word what she wanted to say. Finally, she
hugged the woman. “Thank you.”

Annabelle tentatively hugged her back
and quickly pulled away. “All I did was tell my son to leave you
alone.”

“No. I meant thank you for
marrying Tom instead of Brian. I’m a fortunate woman to be Brian’s
wife. I can’t think of a more giving and caring man.”

Annabelle appeared uncertain as to
what to say but managed a bewildered, “You’re welcome” before she
offered an obligatory smile and rushed to her mother.

Feeling better for at least catching
the woman off guard, Lucy went back to the shelves and gathered
everything else she needed. Just as she got done, Eliza came up to
her with a basket.

“Sorry I was delayed,” Eliza
said.

“I didn’t mind,” Lucy
replied and placed her items into the basket. “I decided to pick
one pink cloth for a dress. Even if I don’t have a girl this time,
I might next time.”

Eliza clapped her hands together. “I
know more than one child is a lot of work. Well, I suppose even one
can be. But I can’t remember a time when I’ve been more excited. I
was an only child, and Brian was the only child John and I had.
It’ll be nice to have more than one child on the property. I’d like
to hear lots of laughter.”

Lucy picked up the basket, glad to see
Annabelle had left with her mother and child. “I’d like to hear
that too,” she told Eliza, and the two women went to the counter to
make their purchase.


Chapter Fourteen






September came and Lucy was surprised
by how hard it was to see Brian leave for Sioux Falls with John.
She knew he’d be back in a week, but she couldn’t recall a time
when a week seemed like such a long time. John had hired additional
men to help haul the furniture to the nearest train station, and
before Brian left, she made sure to give him a hug and kiss
good-bye.

As John and Brian slipped out of
sight, Eliza put her arm around her shoulders and sighed. “We’ll
have to make a couple of trips into town this week to make time
pass faster.”

Lucy nodded, fighting the urge to cry.
She had no reason to cry. Not really. It wasn’t like Brian wasn’t
coming back. And it was just a week.

She stayed at Eliza’s through supper,
her mind drifting back to the place where Brian would sit, and
she’d wonder how far he was from their town. Did he and John
already reach the train station? She had no way of knowing. She
wasn’t overly familiar with South Dakota. All she knew was that
Sioux Falls was east of them.

When evening came, Eliza offered to
let her stay the night, but Lucy wanted to sleep in the bed she and
Brian shared so she could smell the scent of him on the sheets and
pretend he was lying beside her. Eliza also offered to walk her to
her home, but she declined, choosing instead to stroll along the
property and recall the many walks she and Brian took together. She
lit the kerosene lamp as soon as she entered the house and noticed
how empty the place was.

Lucy scanned the house with its light
colors, pretty curtains, nice tablecloth, and rugs. Even with all
the creature comforts, it was a lonesome place without him there.
She went to the bedroom, changed into her nightclothes, and curled
up in the bed. After she turned the knob on the kerosene lamp so
that the room was dark, she wrapped the blankets around her and
pretended she was in Brian’s arms. Closing her eyes, she took a
deep breath and smiled. If she pretended hard enough, she could
almost feel him next to her.

She wondered if he was
thinking of her. Did men dwell on such things or did they just
focus on what they needed to do and that was it? She thought of
their time together by the creek where they spent many summer late
afternoons after supper with a book. He had enjoyed
Treasure Island, as she
thought he might. Though the weather would be turning too cold to
go to the creek anymore, she figured she could curl up with him on
the couch in the parlor by a crackling fire and read to
him.

Anticipating being with him again, she
soon fell asleep. At first, her dreams were of the ordinary sort.
There were images of white puffy clouds where she tried to guess
which shapes she could see in them. A few fish swam in a lake on an
early spring day. Green leaves on the tree branches rustled in the
breeze.

It took her awhile to figure out she
was back at her childhood spot in Minnesota. This was her favorite
spot, the one place she could go to whenever she wanted to be
alone. No one ever bothered her here.

Except for one night.

In her sleep, Lucy frowned, willing
the pleasant dream to remain pleasant. But it wouldn’t obey. It
took on a form of its own, forcing her to relive a night she
struggled to forget. The night before her wedding to Adam. The
night that was a culmination of years of her sister’s antagonism.
The night where her brother was off on his honeymoon, far from them
and unable to intercede. Her brother regretted he could not be
there for her wedding, but Lucy was anxious to marry Adam and leave
Minnesota so she opted to marry him as soon as he proposed. She
tried to describe Adam to her brother, to spur his memory since
Adam had been at her brother’s engagement party, but her brother
didn’t remember what Adam looked like. Considering her brother was
busy entertaining other guests, she wasn’t surprised.

The thought often occurred to Lucy
that if her brother had been able to attend her wedding, he would
have been there that night. She’d been tired from all the wedding
planning and chose to rest in her favorite spot after supper. The
early April air was warm enough where she could stay out for a good
length of time.

She chose to bring a book along to
read, and at some point, she fell asleep. It wasn’t until she heard
footsteps approaching that she realized she’d stayed out well past
dark. She rubbed her eyes and struggled to wake up. Just as she sat
up, a pair of hands clamped on her shoulders and pinned her back
onto the grass.

Alarmed, her eyes flew open and she
screamed. She screamed and slapped at her attacker, but no one
heard. When she focused on her attacker, she found herself staring
into eyes very much like her own. Meredith brought her hands to
Lucy’s throat and squeezed. Lucy tried to pry her sister’s hands
off of her neck, but Meredith dug her fingers in harder and snarled
at her.

Gasping, Lucy let go of Meredith’s
hands and fumbled for anything she might use to force Meredith off
of her. Finally, her hand settled on her book, and she whacked it
across her sister’s head. It worked. Meredith relaxed her hold on
Lucy’s neck long enough for Lucy to push her aside. Lucy stumbled
away from her, but her sister came up behind her and shoved her
into the lake.

Lucy surfaced from the water in time
for Meredith to leap on top of her and force her head back under
it. Holding her breath, Lucy struggled, kicking and hitting any
part of her sister that she could, in an effort to get away, but
her sister’s hold was firm. Lucy finally reached out and grabbed
Meredith’s hand and bit into it.

Meredith howled and, once again, Lucy
was able to get away. This time she kicked at Meredith’s backside
so that she went toppling into the water. It gave her enough time
to climb out of the lake and run to the house.

A loud boom through the night sky
jolted Lucy awake. She brought her hands up to her throat and
screamed, not realizing for a full minute that she was no longer by
the lake or in the water. Gasping, she fumbled in the dark for a
match to light the kerosene lamp. Lightning flashed and lit the
room, making her jump. Rain pounded against the window and another
round of terrible thunder shook the house.

Her hands trembled as she struck the
match and lit the lamp. She turned the knob for maximum light but
found it wasn’t adequate. There were far too many shadows in the
room and the open bedroom door revealed a sea of darkness, only lit
up by another flash of lightning.

She grabbed the blanket and threw it
over her head. It was too easy to imagine horrible things emerging
out of the thick darkness that clung to the shadows in this house!
Another rumble of thunder made her nearly jump out of her skin. How
she wished Brian was here right now. There had been
thunderstorms—many of them—during the summer, but with him right
there beside her, she had no reason to fear anything.

Something rapped on the kitchen door
and Lucy whimpered. It couldn’t be her sister! There was no reason
for her sister to find her here. Her sister thought she went to
Oregon with Adam. Whatever was outside the house, banging on the
kitchen door, had to be something else. A tree branch perhaps? But
the porch protected the door from fallen branches.

It’s just my imagination.
It’s not real.

Lucy huddled deeper into the blanket
and recited a prayer she learned as a child. How she hated this!
Hated being alone and having to face her past without Brian there
to comfort her. It never once occurred to her that her sister
wanted to kill her, and she still didn’t understand why.

More thunder rumbled and
Lucy could swear she heard something moving inside the house. Tears
came to her eyes. No. There isn’t anything
there. It’s just my imagination. She had a
nightmare, a memory from her past. That was why she was thinking
she heard things moving about in the house. That was all it
was. It’s just my imagination!

She tucked the blanket closer around
her body and squeezed her eyes shut tight. If she could pretend
Brian was here, then she could get her nerves back. She tried to
inhale, to smell him on the blanket, but the blanket was damp from
her sweat. Through the pounding in her ears, she heard
footsteps.

In her mind’s eye, she saw her sister
standing above her, the same look of fury on her face that she had
when she tried to kill her by the lake. Trembling, Lucy peeked
through the blanket and screamed when she saw that someone really
was standing by the bed.

Eliza leaned forward and touched her
shoulder. “Lucy?”

It took a long moment for Lucy to
figure out it wasn’t Meredith hovering over her. She blinked
several times, her mind grasping to separate her fears from
reality.

“Lucy? Are you alright?”
Eliza asked, her eyebrows furrowed in concern.

As soon as Lucy understood it was
Eliza, she cried out in relief and hugged her. “Oh, thank
God.”

Eliza sat by her on the bed and
returned her hug. “Lucy? What happened? You’re shaking. Are you
hurt?”

“I-I was scared. The
thunderstorm and…” She clung tighter to Eliza, thinking she’d never
been happier to see anyone in her entire life.

“I knocked on the door and
called your name. You must not have heard me over the
thunder.”

The thunder boomed again, but this
time Lucy didn’t jerk in response. She held onto Eliza, suddenly
realizing that Eliza was soaking wet from having made the journey
out to her house—something Lucy was relieved she did.

“I…” Lucy cleared her
throat, aware her heart was still beating wildly in her chest. “I
thought you were my sister. S-she tried to kill me. Right before I
married Adam.”

“Your sister tried to kill
you?”

She nodded and sniffed. “She tried to
strangle me, and when that didn’t work, she tried to drown me. It
was the only time she tried to kill me. She’d been upset with me
before, but she never tried to kill me.”

“Why did she try to kill
you?”

“I think she wanted to marry
Adam. He didn’t pay any attention to her, no matter how hard she
tried to get it. I was ready to marry him, and she chose the night
before the wedding to do it.”

Eliza rubbed her back and gently
rocked her. “Is that why you don’t want to tell your parents about
the baby?”

“I can’t have my sister
finding me. I don’t trust her.”

“And your parents? Did they
know what happened?”

“I wanted to tell them,
but…” Lucy swallowed the lump in her throat and pulled away from
Eliza so she could wipe her eyes. “Well, I figured I was marrying
Adam the next day and would soon be in Oregon. Then I’d never see
her again so it wouldn’t matter. And she’s no threat to them. They
adore her. I’m the only one she doesn’t like.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I asked her
one time, but she just left the room. Most of the time, she
wouldn’t even acknowledge me.”

Eliza rubbed her back. “I’m sorry.
That’s terrible.”

She took a deep breath and brushed her
hair back from her face. Her nerves were finally settling down.
“I’m glad you came.”

“Brian mentioned you didn’t
like thunderstorms, so I thought I better come and see how you were
doing.” She glanced around the room before she continued. “Would
you like me to stay here tonight?”

“I’d rather not be alone. I
thought I could handle it just fine. I know I’m safe out here,
but…” She shrugged and crossed her arms. “I got so used to having
Brian here. It’s not so bad during the day when the sun is out, but
here in the dark… Too many memories come to mind.” With a tentative
look at Eliza, she asked, “Did you mean it when you offered to let
me stay with you while the men are gone?”

“Of course, I did. Would you
rather go to my place? It sounds like the storm is passing. If you
wear a blanket over your head, you shouldn’t get too
wet.”

Lucy nodded.

Eliza stood up and held her hand out
so Lucy accepted it and got to her feet. “Let’s pack a few of your
things and be on our way.”

“Thank you,
Eliza.”

Smiling, she said, “Anytime. If you
ever need anything or someone to talk to, you can come to me,
alright?”

“Alright.”

Feeling much better, she got her
things ready for her stay at Eliza’s place. This house just wasn’t
the same without Brian, and until he was back, she’d feel restless.
It was a relief she had Eliza to occupy her mind until she could be
in Brian’s arms again.


Chapter Fifteen






Three days later, Brian and John stood
in Michael Taggart’s parlor with John’s youngest brother,
Shawn.

“Boy, the furniture you two
made will go over real well with Taggart,” Shawn whispered. “I
don’t recall you being that good, John. I mean, I saw you did fine
work, but that out there on those wagons is better than I
remember.”

Brian waited for John to sign into his
hand before he spoke for John. “Pa says you didn’t pay good enough
attention.”

Shawn gave a hearty laugh. “Nah. You
just got Brian here. He’s the real talent.”

Haha, John signed. Your uncle thinks he’s a
comedian.

Brian chuckled.

“What?” Shawn
asked.

Ask him how his wife and
children are doing, John signed into
Brian’s hand.

“Pa wants to know how your
family is doing,” Brian said.

Shawn grunted. “You two have no
business doing those personal messages back and forth. Other people
are in the room, you know. But since you asked, they’re doing
great. In fact, Molly is expecting again. That’ll make three
blessings come into our home.”

Tell him your news,
John signed.

“I married a good woman in
April,” Brian said. “She’ll have a baby in March.”

Brian felt a pat on his back. “Mine’s
due in February. Hey John, that makes you a grandpa. Don’t you feel
old now?”

Other men my age have
grandchildren, John signed.

“He says other men his age
have grandchildren,” Brian said.

“Maybe,” Shawn consented,
“but your pa has a couple of gray hairs. He’s getting old. You
should buy him a pipe for Christmas.”

“Why a pipe?” Brian
asked.

“All old men have pipes,
don’t they?” Shawn replied. “That or you can get him a
cane.”

Brian felt a vibration along the hard
floor before he heard footsteps. He turned his head in the
direction of the sound and straightened his shoulders.

A man cleared his throat and stepped
into the parlor. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I’m Michael
Taggart.”

Brian mentally categorized the man’s
voice and handshake as the introductions were made so he’d remember
Michael if he ever happened to meet him again. The man also had a
faint musky scent about him. “Nice to meet you, sir,” Brian said
after their handshake. Then he returned his hand to his walking
stick while keeping his other hand over John’s.

“I take it that’s your
furniture out there in those wagons,” Michael said, his voice
seeming to be directed at John.

I’m nodding,
John signed to Brian.

“Shawn, you were right,”
Michael said. “Your brother and nephew do fine work. Those pieces
will be a fine addition to this home.” Footsteps echoed as Michael
walked away from them and stopped on the other side of the room.
“I’ll be happy to pay the full amount. Will you men be bringing
them in?”

Shawn cleared his throat. “I’ll help
John. Brian’s blind so he can’t.”

“Very well,” Michael
replied.

I’ll be back soon,
John signed to Brian before he released Brian’s
hand. The sound of footsteps notified him that John and Shawn were
leaving the room.

“I hope you don’t mind if I
sit,” Brian told Michael.

“Oh, please do,” Michael
replied. “I’m gathering the money to pay you and your
pa.”

Brian tapped the floor with his
walking stick until it hit something solid. He reached out and felt
soft fabric covering a chair. He sat down and waited for John and
Shawn to finish bringing the furniture into the house.

After they were done, Michael paid
John and the three men left. John held Brian by the elbow as they
walked down the sidewalk. John stopped so Brian halted his
steps.

“What’s wrong?” Brian
asked.

John slipped his hand under
Brian’s and signed, Nothing. I see a hat I
think your ma would like. There’s a nice shawl that will match
Lucy’s favorite dress. Ask Shawn if Molly needs
something.

“Pa wants to know if Aunt
Molly needs anything,” Brian told his uncle.

“I don’t know,” Shawn
replied.

Tell him to come in the
store with me, and we’ll see what we can find for her. I owe him
for helping us with the furniture.

“He wants you to go in the
store and pick something out for her. It’s a thank you for helping
us,” Brian told Shawn.

“Alright,” Shawn
replied.

Do you want to come
in? John signed.

“No. I’ll stay out here. Is
there somewhere to sit?” Brian asked.

Yes. I’ll lead you to
it.

John took Brian by the elbow and led
him forward, so Brian followed. When John stopped, Brian reached
out, felt the metal bench, and sat down. “I’ll wait for you and
Uncle Shawn.”

John let go of Brian’s hand, and Brian
set the walking stick on his lap. He sat back, listening and taking
in the smells around him. Sioux Falls was noisy compared to what he
was used to. He heard the jostling of buggies and the pounding of
horses’ hooves on the brick street. The air was cooler on his upper
body than on his feet, so he surmised he was sitting in the shade.
People chattered as they walked past the bench.

His mind wandered to Lucy and he
smiled. A couple more days and he’d be with her again. He couldn’t
wait. He recalled the feel of her soft skin, the sweet smell of
lavender in her hair, and the soothing tone of her voice whenever
she talked.

Then a familiar voice jarred him out
of his pleasant thoughts. And in that instant, he knew who was
passing by. It was his real father. In an instant, his mind flashed
back to the past which he’d carefully buried so deep he no longer
gave it any thought. The images of his childhood up until he was
eight came crashing down on him, and though he fought to suppress
them, they demanded his full attention.






“Your father wasn’t always
this way,” his mother had whispered to him as she held him in her
arms. He felt her shaking as his hair became damp from her tears.
“It’s the moonshine. If he’d only stop drinking…”

But his father didn’t, and every time
his father came home drunk, his mother would cry and hold Brian
once his father’s rage died down. Brian hated those times. His
mother always told him to hide under the porch and put his hands
over his ears.

“Keep your ears covered
until I come and get you,” she’d tell him.

He obeyed until one day when he was
eight—when he knew his father came home drunk and found that his
favorite pair of leather boots had gotten wet. While his father
yelled about the stains, his mother gave Brian the familiar nudge
that told him he needed to go to his hiding place under the
porch.

Brian hastened to do so and as he
crept out the open window, he heard his mother say, “I can take
care of those. All I need is some saddle soap or vinegar. They’ll
be good as new. Just give me the money and I’ll pick up what I need
in town.”

“How did this happen?” he
demanded, his speech slurred.

“Carl, I can take care of
it. It’ll be as if nothing happened,” his mother said, her voice
shaking. “This is a simple fix.”

A loud slap made Brian wince. He clung
to the side of the house and listened beneath the open window,
wondering what was happening and wishing for once he could see.
However, in retrospect, he concluded it was best he didn’t see
anything. It was bad enough hearing it.

“Did the boy do this?” his
father screamed. When she didn’t answer, something heavy hit the
floor. “Well? Who did it, Fran? You or the boy?”

“I…it was me,” she replied,
and Brian could hear the tears in her voice.

That was a lie. Brian had been
drinking some water and tripped over something in the parlor. He
hadn’t realized they were his father’s boots until he felt the wet
leather and told her. She put them back to where they belonged and
told Brian as soon as they could get to town, she’d find something
to take the stains out. She said she’d see about going the next day
once his father gave her the money she needed. Then she warned
Brian against mentioning the boots or the glass of
water.

But his father found the boots anyway,
and he wasn’t buying her lie any more than Brian thought he would.
“Where’s the boy?” his father shouted, making Brian shrink closer
to the ground.

Footsteps thundered in the house, and
it took a moment for Brian to realize his father was searching for
him. His mother’s lighter footsteps followed him.

“Please, Carl. He’s only
eight!”

“Stop hiding him from me!
You’re always protecting him. I’m your husband, damn it! Tell me
where he is!”

“Please don’t. You’re
hurting me,” she cried.

“Tell me where he is and
I’ll let you go!”

She didn’t answer him. She only sobbed
louder, and then came several resounding slaps that made Brian
realize that his father was hitting his mother. That was why she
told him to hide and cover his ears. She didn’t want him to find
out.

Scared, Brian did the only thing a
child would think to do: he went to his hiding spot under the
porch. He put his hands over his ears and drew his knees up to his
chest. As he struggled not to cry aloud, he sensed the vibrations
coming from above him and knew someone was on the porch. And that
someone was furious, if the strength of the vibrations was to be
believed.

“Brian!” his father yelled.
“Brian!”

Startled, he put his hands down and
crawled further into the small space under the porch.

“Damn you, Fran! Where is
he?”

His mother cried out and Brian heard a
series of footsteps before something fell to the porch.

“I got your ma, boy! Get
over here or I’ll hurt her!”

“No, Brian! Don’t come
out!”

Another harsh slap and stomping on the
porch, what sounded like a body rolling, and his mother begging his
father to stop were all Brian could understand.

Then footsteps pounded down the steps,
and Brian squeezed his eyes shut tight, fully expecting his father
to find him. He held his breath and clasped his arms around his
legs. He bit his lower lip so he wouldn’t cry and give away his
location. He kept waiting for his father to find him, but he never
did.

It wasn’t until Brian heard the horse
neighing that he crept closer to the hole under the porch. He
waited and listened. The horse’s hoofs dug into the dirt. Once the
sound faded, Brian tentatively emerged from his hiding place and
felt along the wood frame of the porch until he found the steps and
climbed them.

“Ma?” he whispered and
reached out his shaky hands. She was out here. He knew she was. His
heart raced with certain dread. He heard labored breathing and
moved in that direction. “Ma?”

She groaned and swallowed.

He found her and grasped her hand,
feeling something sticky and wet. “What is this?”

“Never mind that.” She
gasped.

He brought his hands up to her face,
but her hands closed around his.

“No.” Then she brought his
hands back down. “Don’t.”

His lower lip trembled.
“Why?”

She moaned, her breathing still
irregular.

“It’s chilly,” he whispered.
“Come inside.”

She didn’t answer, and that scared
him. She’d always been able to talk to him in the past after his
father came home and then left.

“Ma?”

“I…I can’t move.”

He hurried into the house, stumbling
over objects littered about the parlor, until he found the blanket
she kept on the couch and brought it out to her. Blinking as his
tears fell down his cheeks, he tucked the blanket around
her.

“Is that better?” he
asked.

He heard her swallow and try to speak
but there was a slight gurgle that he knew wasn’t right. “Ma?” He
reached up to touch her face, and though she turned her head from
him, he found her nose which felt out of place. His hands went
lower to her mouth, and he felt the same sticky wet substance
coming from her lips. He brought his fingers to his nose and
inhaled the strange odor. He’d smelled it before but couldn’t place
where.

“Brian,” she
whispered.

He waited for her to continue. He
dropped his hand and focused on her but didn’t hear anything. The
absence of her breathing didn’t dawn on him right away. “Ma?” He
waited, perfectly still as he silently urged her to answer
him.

But she never did.

He stayed with her on the porch into
the evening, aware something was wrong but not grasping what. His
mother wasn’t answering him, and she wasn’t breathing. No one
explained death to him. How was he to know what just
happened?






Looking back he understood it, and
even as he sat there in Sioux Falls at twenty, he felt a tear slide
down his cheek. His father returned from doing who knew what, but
even knowing how bad his father’s anger could get, he refused to
leave his mother. His father finally pushed him away and took her
from him. “The wolves got your ma, boy. That’s what happened.”
Brian could still hear the echo of his father’s footsteps as he
carried his mother’s body down the porch and
out…somewhere.

The townspeople had to have
known it wasn’t the wolves. But no one wanted to do anything. They
acted like nothing was wrong. Brian brushed
back his tear and forced any other thoughts of crying aside as he
stood to his feet. Now he understood the whispers when his mother
took him to town. They commented on her bruises, but they didn’t do
anything to help her. If they had, she might have lived.

Why didn’t they do
anything?

His father got away with it. And now
his father was carousing through Sioux Falls, laughing as if he
didn’t have a care in the world. Brian grabbed his walking stick
and followed the sound of his father’s voice. With each step, years
of suppressed fury rose to the surface. Blood. That’d been blood on
his mother’s hand and dribbling out of her mouth. Her nose had been
broken. Her face was swollen. He wasn’t sure exactly what killed
her, but his father had done something to her to cause internal
bleeding.

Gritting his teeth, Brian hurried down
the sidewalk, bumping into people but not caring. His heart pounded
loudly in his ears but he kept his focus on the voice of his father
as it carried on the wind. Then his father’s voice veered off to
the left, and Brian reached out to feel what was on that side. A
wall. He rushed forward, feeling his way along and then felt the
swinging door.

Going through it, he smelled the
alcohol and smoke in the room. A bar. Even after all these years,
his father was still drinking. A round of laughter came from his
right. Then he heard a man order a shot of whiskey and knew it was
his father. He approached him and tapped on his father’s
shoulder.

The chair squeaked as his father
turned around. “May I help you?”

Brian stood there for a moment, his
hands slightly shaking. It was unreal. Standing here, before his
father, after all this time. And all he could smell was blood and
hear the sound of labored breathing. Gulping, he asked, “Are you
Carl Reeves?”

“Yes,” the man replied,
sounding uncertain. “Do I know you?”

“You were married to
Francine and had a son named Brian?”

“Who the hell— Wait a
minute.”

Brian took a step back, as the chair
squeaked again. He balled his hand into a tight fist, adrenaline
pumping through him. He recalled his mother begging for his father
to stop hurting her.

“Are you—?” his father
began.

But Brian didn’t let him finish the
sentence. He dropped his walking stick and touched his father’s
face before he punched his father. Crashing and shouts of surprise
were things Brian hardly noticed above the pounding in his ears. He
reached forward and grabbed his father’s shirt.

“You bastard!” Brian
shouted. “You killed her! You killed her!” Then he flung his father
back onto the chair and punched him over and over, recalling each
time he heard his father hitting his mother. “You killed
her!”

Someone seized Brian from behind and
pushed him into something. It took Brian a second to realize it was
a chair.

“Let me go! He killed my
mother!”

Brian struggled against the man
holding him down while some of the men cheered for both sides. The
man grabbed his hand, but Brian shoved him away and stood back up.
He lurched for the spot his father had been sitting, but the chair
was empty.

“Carl Reeves!” Brian shouted
and stumbled to the next few chairs, his hands stretched out but
not feeling anyone.

Someone grabbed his hand and
placed his hand under it. Stop
it!

Brian shoved him away again and ran
for the entrance. His father must have bolted out of there. Before
he could get to the door, the man behind him took hold of the back
of his shirt and pulled him back. Brian fell and crashed into the
man. The world tilted around Brian and he landed on a table which
toppled over. His head struck one hard surface and then another
before his back slammed against the floor.

Someone put his hand under
Brian’s and signed, Stop!
Don’t!

It took Brian a moment to realize it
was John. “That was my father! The bastard deserves to
die!”

No. I’m your father. You
listen to me.

He snatched his hand away and tried to
get up but John held him in place. His father was getting away.
Once again, he was getting away with murder.

John grabbed Brian’s hand
and forced his hand under it. I am your
father. I raised you. I work with you. I gave you my name. You are
Brian Evans. Now, listen to me.

Brian cried and shook his head. “He
beat her until she died. My mother’s dead because of him.” It was
the first time he’d ever said the words aloud, and he hated the
tears that fell from his eyes for they exposed too much of the pain
he’d buried long ago.

I’m sorry. What he did was
wrong.

“He needs to be brought to
justice. He needs to pay for what he did.”

He’s sick, Brian. He’s not
going to live much longer. You couldn’t see him, but I could. His
face is too pale. He’s too thin. He can’t stand up straight. He’s
weak. His eyes are sunken in. He’s dying. He doesn’t have more than
a few months. Judgment’s already been made. It doesn’t have to come
through you.

Brian shook his head and wiped his
eyes. “I hate him. I hate him for what he did to her. How can you
expect me to let him go?”

After a moment, John
signed, You have a wife and a child on the
way. They need you. If you kill him, then you’ll go to prison or
hang.

“It’s not fair. He killed my
mother, and no one put him in prison.”

Life is not always fair.
Bad things happen. All we can do is forgive and move on.

Brian let out a bitter laugh. “You
expect me to forgive him?”

Not for his sake but for
yours. You won’t be free until you let the past go. God will take
care of it.

“But I can’t love
him.”

I didn’t tell you to love
him. I told you to forgive.

“I don’t know if I
can.”

Time. Give it
time.

All the fight departed from Brian and
he turned his face to the ceiling. For a moment, he remembered
resting his head on Lucy’s lap as she read to him. He remembered
wishing he could see her, wondering how she looked as she read the
book. He closed his eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. No.
Carl Reeves wasn’t worth giving up his life with Lucy and their
child.

Come. I’ll get your stick
and we’ll go have supper at your uncle’s house. John reached under Brian’s shoulders and helped him to his
feet.

Brian stood still when John let go of
him. He flexed his hand and realized it was sore. He should have
felt better, at least, because he’d been able to punch Carl Reeves,
but oddly enough, he didn’t. In some ways, he only felt
worse.

A gentle tap from his walking stick
alerted him to the fact that John had returned. He took the stick
and waited for John to take his elbow before walking forward.
They’d finish up their business in Sioux Falls over the next couple
of days and then return home. And if Brian never came to Sioux
Falls again, it’d be too soon.


Chapter Sixteen






Lucy went to the window in Eliza’s
kitchen and drew back the curtain. She sighed. Brian and John had
yet to return.

Eliza chuckled. “They’ll be here
before supper. Believe me, men make it a point to be home at supper
time.”

Lucy turned from the window and
glanced at the clock. Perhaps she should start supper then, even if
it was one in the afternoon. The week had been a long one, and
though her time with Eliza made it bearable, she was more than
ready to be with Brian again. Her hands cupped the slight mound in
her abdomen. She was four months along. By this time next year,
she’d be holding Brian’s child in her arms. She smiled and returned
to the table where Eliza dug out the pumpkin seeds.

“I’m glad you’re here to
help me make the pie,” Eliza said. “There’s nothing like a nice
warm slice of pumpkin pie to get you ready for fall, but between
you and me, removing the insides of a pumpkin is a real
pain.”

Lucy laughed. “I could do that for
you.”

“No. You’ll be doing just
about everything else. I need to do something useful to say I
helped make the pie.”

As she walked toward the shelf to grab
the container of sugar, she heard a horse neigh. Excited, she
hurried to the window and pulled back the curtain to see John and
Brian sitting in an empty wagon as the horses trotted onto the
property. “They’re here!” She pulled off her apron and ran to the
door. Glancing at Eliza, she asked, “Aren’t you coming?”

“Not with these messy
hands,” Eliza replied. “Go on. Brian will be glad to see
you.”

Lucy hurried out the door and
anxiously waited as the men came closer. When John reached the
house, he pulled back the reins and slipped his hand under Brian’s.
Then he waved a greeting to Lucy.

“Hi, John,” she replied as
she approached them. “It sure is good to see you two again.” She
retrieved Brian’s walking stick and stepped back as Brian got down
from the wagon.

John nodded and then slapped the reins
so the horses moved forward.

Still holding the stick, she embraced
Brian. “I’m glad you’re home.”

He put his arms around her and buried
his face in the nape of her neck. “You feel so good.”

Before she could respond, he kissed
her. Clinging to him, she returned his kiss, surprised by the
desperation she sensed from him. When his lips left hers, he kissed
her cheeks and forehead before he held her tightly to him.
Something in the welcome bothered her. “Brian, what’s
wrong?”

He exhaled. “It’s been a long week.
I’ll tell you about it when we’re home.”

She pulled away from him so she could
see his face and determine what he might be feeling. His expression
denoted a man who was weary, and she suspected more was to blame
than the traveling. “Do you want to go home?”

“I think Ma wants to see
me.”

“We can come back for
supper.”

He traced her arm until he found her
hand and took the walking stick. “No. Ma and Pa did a lot for me.
They gave me a good home. No one could ask for better
parents.”

“Alright then. I’m helping
your ma make pumpkin pie.”

He smiled. “I’d be hard pressed to say
no to pumpkin pie.”

She wrapped an arm around his waist
and led him to the house. “I missed you.”

“I missed you
too.”

When they reached the door, she
stopped and opened it so he could follow her into the house. “Guess
who’s here?” she asked Eliza who was washing her hands in the
sink.

Eliza stopped pumping the water and
called out, “Hi there, stranger.”

Brian stepped into the house and set
the walking stick aside. “Afternoon, Ma.” He went over to the sink
and gave her a long hug.

Eliza laughed. “One would think you
were gone for a whole year instead of a week.” She patted him on
the shoulder. “Sit down and rest. You’ve had a long
journey.”

“Yes,” he agreed as he
reached out until he found the kitchen chair and sat down. “I’m
glad to be home.”

“Well, it certainly isn’t
the same without you and your pa.” Eliza returned to the table.
“Fortunately, Lucy was here to keep me company. I didn’t realize
how quiet this house is when you and your pa aren’t
here.”

John entered the house and set aside
Brian’s carpetbag by the door before he carried his own carpetbag
to the bedroom. When he returned to the kitchen, he smiled at Eliza
and kissed her.

“Nice to see you too,” Eliza
said. “So how did it go?”

John signed to her, and as he did,
Lucy caught the flicker of concern on Eliza’s face. Lucy glanced at
Brian who remained silent. Not seeing either John or Eliza, he
didn’t know the silent exchange that passed between them, but
watching it herself made her feel excluded from something
important.

Eliza glanced at Brian and then turned
her gaze back to John. “So that Michael Taggart paid you in
full?”

John snapped his fingers and rushed
back to the bedroom.

Lucy wanted to ask Eliza what made for
a big concern if John and Brian got paid but didn’t know how to
without the situation seeming more awkward than it already
was.

John came back into the kitchen with a
hat and a shawl. After he handed Eliza the hat, he gave the shawl
to Lucy who looked down at the blue knitting, thinking that a lot
of care and love went into it. Whoever made it loved their
craft.

“It’s lovely, John!” Eliza
said, placing the green hat on her head. “What do you think? Do I
look pretty?”

He made a circle over his face and
nodded.

She waved her hand at him. “You always
know the right words to make a woman feel good about
herself.”

“Pa said the shawl matched
your favorite dress,” Brian told Lucy.

“It does. It’s beautiful.”
Looking at John, Lucy smiled. “Thank you.”

John signed one of the few
words Lucy recognized: welcome.

She waited to see if John would send
any more private messages to Eliza but he didn’t. With a sigh, she
turned around and placed the shawl on top of Brian’s carpetbag. She
had already taken her carpetbag back home that morning since she’d
been too anxious to sit still.

Reluctant, she returned to the group,
not particularly pleased to spend time with people who chose to
speak in code when she was around, but she figured she was the
newcomer and because of that, she would have to deal with it. As
much as she wanted to ask Brian to take her home right then and
there, she refrained and got to the task of helping with the
pie.

The rest of the afternoon passed
without incident, and the only real indication that something
wasn’t quite right was Brian’s unusual silence. He wasn’t a
chatterbox like Eliza, but Lucy was used to hearing his voice
during their meals so the absence of it was noticeable.

When it was time for them to leave,
Brian picked up the carpetbag while Lucy put the shawl around her
shoulders. The stroll back to the house was quiet, and she wasn’t
sure what to say. With one hand, he held the bag and walking stick,
and with his other one, he drew her close to his side. She glanced
up at him, wondering what she might say or do to ease the tense
silence between them, but her mind drew a blank so she kept
quiet.

As soon as they entered the house, she
put his things away and placing his dirty clothes into the laundry
basket. She looked over her shoulder and saw that he was sitting on
the bed, facing the bedroom door, his hands on his knees and
shoulders slumped.

Setting the empty carpetbag on the
floor, she went over to him. “Brian—”

He reached for her and pulled her into
his arms. Burying his face in her breasts, he clung to her and
started crying.

Startled, she held him, unsure of what
to do. She’d never seen a man cry before and didn’t know how to
react. So she just stood there, running her fingers through his
hair and waited for him to speak.

After a minute, he turned his face up
toward hers. “I met my real father while I was in Sioux
Falls.”

He hadn’t mentioned his father beyond
what he told her when they got married, so this piqued her
interest. She quickly sat beside him and wrapped him in her arms
while he placed his head back on her breasts. “What happened,
Brian?”

“I hit him as hard as I
could.” His shoulders shook as he cried harder. “I wanted to kill
him.”

She held her breath and waited for him
to continue. For nearly a minute, all he did was sob harder, and
she let him cry, realizing it wouldn’t do any good to rush him but
wanting to know what his father had done to drive him to the point
where Brian would physically hurt him. In her time of knowing him,
Brian never even raised his voice.

Once Brian’s sobs subsided, he
continued, “I never felt that much hatred before. I wanted him to
die like he made my mother die. I didn’t like being that angry,
Lucy. It scared me. I thought I’d resolved everything in my past,
but as soon as I heard his voice, it all came back and I couldn’t
think straight. I just kept remembering my mother’s death and how
he covered it up. He said the wolves got her. He set her body out
in the woods and waited until an animal attacked her. Then he went
into town and said the wolves got her. And I was so scared I didn’t
know what to do. I didn’t know who to tell, but I should have told
someone.”

“You were eight,” she
whispered. “You were just a child.”

“He used to beat her, Lucy.
When he got drunk, he’d come home and hurt her over the smallest
thing. She always told me to hide and cover my ears, but the day
she died, I didn’t do it and that’s when I learned what he was
doing. You want to know why he beat her until she died? Because I
spilled water on his leather boots. It was an accident, and she
kept telling him she’d get the stains out but he wouldn’t listen.
He was looking for me, but she stopped him. She died for me, Lucy,
and I hate him so much. I don’t know what to do with my anger. John
said I needed to forgive him so I could stop being angry, but I
don’t know how to do that. How am I supposed to forgive someone who
did that?”

She kissed the top of his head and
blinked back her tears. “I don’t know, Brian. I don’t
know.”

If she knew, she might be able to
forgive her sister. She thought she might tell him about the night
before she married Adam, but that would have to wait. Right now,
she needed to help Brian. She wasn’t sure how she could, except to
listen and continue to hold him.

Brian’s tears came less frequent after
awhile, but he continued to hold onto her so she kept gently
rocking him back and forth. She closed her eyes and rested her head
on top of his. She wished she could take away his pain. It hurt to
see him like this.

“Lucy?” he softly
asked.

“Yes?”

He sat up and wiped his eyes. “I
promise you that I’ll never drink any alcohol. That’s what made my
father the way he was. My mother said he was a good man until he
started drinking, and I was five when that happened. I’m not sure
why he started, but I’ll never start. No matter what happens, I’ll
never touch a drop of alcohol. I don’t want to become
him.”

She brushed his remaining tears from
his cheeks. “I know you won’t, Brian.”

He reached out and touched her face.
When his fingers caressed her lips, he shifted forward and kissed
her. Cupping his face in her hands, she kissed him in return. There
seemed to be a strange desperation in his kiss, as if he was asking
her if she could still love him after everything she’d learned
about his past.

And the only answer she could give him
was yes. She reached for the buttons of his shirt and undid them, a
silent encouragement that she still loved him, that she wouldn’t
think less of him.

Once they removed their clothes, they
settled on the bed and she moved so that she was on top of him. She
kissed every part of him, starting with his mouth and face and
slowly moving down his neck and chest and then lower. She left no
part untended to. Her desire was for all of him, and she hoped by
touching and kissing him all over, he’d understand that she
accepted everything about him—the good, the bad, and the grays in
between.

When she straddled him, she stroked
his erection before taking him into her. He let out a soft moan and
cupped her breasts as she moved her hips. He felt good inside her.
She’d missed being with him this way, enjoying his body and letting
him enjoy hers. In no hurry, she took her time, gripping his arms
as she became aware of the pleasure building as she pressed herself
against him.

It was reminiscent of the time they
consummated their marriage—when she learned she could experience a
sexual peak from this act. Since then, they’d discovered other ways
for her to climax, but she still preferred this way and so she
continued to move against him until she reached her
peak.

Gasping, she stilled as her body
contracted around him. He grabbed her hips and thrust deeper into
her, giving out his own cry as he spilled his seed. She remained
still on top of him while he throbbed inside her. When he was done,
she got off of him and gathered the folded blanket at the end of
the bed and draped it over them.

She settled her head on his shoulder
and rested her hand on his chest. Idly playing with the fine hairs
on his damp skin, she whispered, “I love you, Brian.”

He wrapped her in his arms and kissed
the top of her head. “I love you too, Lucy.”

And there they remained, silent for
the rest of the night.


Chapter Seventeen






The next morning, Lucy was in no hurry
to get out of bed. When Brian woke up, she stayed snuggled under
the blanket, comfortable in his embrace.

“I’m at peace when I’m with
you,” he whispered, lazily brushing strands of her hair with his
fingers.

Sighing, she closed her eyes. “I’m
glad you’re home. Do you go to Sioux Falls often?”

“No. My uncle Shawn lives
there, but I only went there once to visit him and his
family.”

“Good.” She hated the idea
he might go away often. Taking a deep breath, she got ready to tell
him about her past. “Brian?”

“What is it?”

“There’s more I didn’t tell
you about my sister. Not too much more but something
important.”

He stopped touching her hair and let
his hand drop to her hip. “Oh?”

“She tried to kill me.” Her
lower lip trembled, but she managed to get the whole story out
without crying. It’d been hard enough to tell Eliza, and had she
not been terrified the night of the storm when Eliza found her, she
wouldn’t have said anything. But she knew she had to tell Brian.
She tried to be quick while not leaving anything out. It wasn’t a
part of her past she wanted to dwell on any more than Brian wanted
to dwell on his, but she supposed it was cleansing to get it all
out in the open. After she told him everything, she said, “That’s
why I was anxious to marry Adam and get out of Minnesota. Then he
brought me here, and you know the rest.”

He didn’t say anything for a long
moment, so she patiently waited for him to absorb everything she’d
just told him. Keeping her eyes closed, she listened to his steady
heartbeat and felt the gentle rise and fall of his
chest.

“You think she wanted to
marry Adam?” he finally asked.

She opened her eyes and shrugged. “I
see no other reason she’d do that.”

“Do you get angry about
it?”

“Sometimes. I’m relieved to
be away from her. I don’t miss being afraid of what she might do
next.”

Letting out a long sigh, he caressed
her cheek. “You’re safe now.”

“I know. It’s one of the
many things I love about you.”

He chuckled. “I’m glad I can be
useful.”

“Well, having you here to
lift heavy items also helps.”

“I’ll lift anything you want
whenever you need it.”

They settled into a comfortable
silence, and after a half hour, they got dressed and went about
their daily tasks. After they ate lunch, they put on their coats
and went to the creek where he rested his head on her lap and
listened as she read to him. The familiar activity erased the
aching memory of being away from him. Once again, her life was
complete.

***

On Sunday, Lucy and Brian went to John
and Eliza’s. While the men were getting the wagon ready so they
could go to church, she turned to Eliza who was putting the dishes
away in the kitchen.

“Can I ask you about
something that’s been troubling me?” Lucy asked, fingering her
shawl and daring an uncertain glance in Eliza’s
direction.

“Sure.” Eliza set the last
dish on the shelf and turned to her. “What is it?”

“When John and Brian
returned, John signed something to you, and you looked over at
Brian.” She cleared her throat. “It occurred to me that you and
John might have been exchanging something about Brian that I might
want to know…seeing as how I’m his wife.” She held her breath and
wondered if Eliza would shed light on the matter.

Eliza stepped closer to her and
lowered her voice. “Did Brian tell you about his father, the one
who abandoned him when he was eight?”

She nodded.

“And did he tell you he saw
his father in Sioux Falls?”

Lucy nodded again.

Eliza shrugged. “That’s all I know
about it. Brian asked John not to tell me what happened. He told
John he’d do it when he was ready. The same was true for you, and
since you were right there in the kitchen, John thought it best we
leave the matter alone. When Brian’s ready, he’ll talk.” She
paused. “I’m sorry, Lucy. It was never our intention to leave you
out of the family.”

Feeling much better that it hadn’t
been anything serious, Lucy smiled. “Thank you. I do want to be a
part of the family, and I don’t want there to be any friction
between us.”

“Of course, you’re a part of
the family.” Eliza reached out to hug her. “You’ve made Brian
happy. The poor boy was lonely. Being blind and a newcomer when he
was eight weren’t things that endeared other children to him. Not
that there were a lot of children. The town is a small one, after
all. And he preferred to be alone most of the time. I think it was
a hard adjustment he had to make. He did finally get a good friend,
but Calvin got a job in Seattle and that was the end of that. I
hoped Annabelle might return Brian’s affections when they spent
some time together when they were sixteen, but she fancied Tom and
married him instead. It’s just as well. I think she’s happier
living in town than she’d be out here. She’s like Charity in that
way. She enjoys being near all the activity.”

Lucy bit her tongue so she wouldn’t
make an unflattering comment regarding Annabelle. There was no need
to tell Eliza or anyone else exactly what Annabelle thought of
Brian.

Eliza smiled. “Though the
circumstances that brought you here were less than ideal, I’m glad
you’re here. I don’t think Brian would have gotten a wife any other
way. Not with there being a lack of marriageable women in this
town. Most men either post for a mail-order bride or go to a bigger
town.”

“I like it here, and I like
being a part of this family.”

“Good.”

They turned to the open door when they
heard the horses outside the house.

“Is there anything else
troubling you, Lucy?”

“No.” She shook her head and
returned the other woman’s smile. “I feel much better
now.”

“Glad to hear it.” Eliza
grabbed her hat and shawl and put them on. “You ready to go to
church?”

Lucy nodded, relieved things had been
resolved as easily as they had and followed Eliza out the door. If
only things could have been handled so well with her real
family.

***

October came and brought the fall
colors Lucy loved. Whenever Lucy swept the front porch, she would
make it a habit to stop, close her eyes, and take a deep breath. As
Brian had said, there was a distinct smell in the air. It was hard
to describe it, except it was noticeably different than what she
noticed in the summer. The roof of the house reached far enough
over the porch to give her adequate shade as she went about her
task of sweeping. The wind made it a habit of blowing the leaves
onto the porch, especially under the steps so she made it a point
to sweep them out from under there too.

When she finished her task, she turned
her attention to the blanket of leaves covering the ground. It
really was a spectacular display of colors. Yellows, reds, oranges
and browns covered nearly every blade of grass in front of the
house. Brian mentioned liking the way the leaves sounded when he
walked on them. Setting the broom against the steps, she closed her
eyes and stepped forward. The leaves crunched beneath her shoes.
Curious, she knelt down and reached out to touch them, noting that
some were still soft and others brittle. Picking a couple up, she
brought them to her nose and inhaled. Now she knew why fall smelled
different. It was the leaves.

The sound of crunching leaves caused
her to open her eyes. She smiled when she saw Brian walking along
the rope that connected their house to John and Eliza’s. “I’m over
here,” she called out to him.

He halted and then bent down so he
could walk under the rope. She watched with interest as he used his
walking stick to gauge his path.

“How was your day?” he
asked.

“Good. And
yours?”

“Pa got called out to fix
someone’s roof, so I spent the day doing odd jobs around the house
for Ma.”

“I’m sure she appreciated
it.”

Once he came up to her, he sat down.
“Why are you sitting on the ground?”

“I’m not sitting. Not
technically. I’m kneeling.”

“Oh.” Placing his stick
beside him, he reached out for her. He touched her leg and traced
it until he found her bent knees. “So you are.”

She shifted so that she was sitting.
Stretching her legs out in front of her, she said, “Now I’m
sitting.”

Taking her hand in his, he kissed her
palm. “You smell like leaves.”

“I was touching
them.”

“You were?”

“I wanted to know why they
fascinate you.” She chuckled and leaned against him. “I even closed
my eyes so I could experience them like you do.”

“You did?”

“Sometimes I do that to get
an idea of how you see the world. It helps me to understand what
life is like for you, and in a way, it makes me feel closer to
you.”

“The world is better with
you in it.” He stroked the palm of her hand with his thumb.
“Softer.” Reaching out to touch the side of her face, he kissed
her. “More exciting.” Then he brought his nose to her hair and
inhaled. “More soothing.”

“My hair is
soothing?”

“Lavender. Something about
it is calming.”

She touched her hair which was pulled
back into a bun. On impulse, she removed the pins holding it in
place and let her locks fall in gentle waves down her back.
Bringing his hand to her hair, she asked, “What does it feel like
to you?”

“I like it when it’s
down.”

She snuggled up to him. “So what do
you think of when you touch it?”

With a wicked grin, he said, “The
bed.”

“The bed?” She thought that
was odd since it didn’t feel like sheets to her.

“You wear it down when we’re
in bed.”

Her face warmed. “Oh, I suppose I do
that sometimes. But what does it feel like? It doesn’t feel like
the bed.”

“Silk. Soft but
slick.”

“Except when it’s a tangled
mess.”

“Yes, but that’s usually
after we’re in bed, so I like it best when it’s
tangled.”

Grinning, she got on her knees and
leapt at him, knowing it would take him by surprise since he
couldn’t see her. He fell onto his back and pulled her with him.
She shouted, even as she laughed.

“That’s sneaky,” he said,
wrapping her in his arms.

She giggled and kissed him. “Why? You
don’t mind it when I get persistent in the bedroom. Why should you
mind out here?”

“We’re outside.”

“So?” She scanned the
property. “There’s no one around. Who says we can’t make love out
here?”

“Well, I…” He shrugged. “No
one.”

“Wouldn’t you like to be
surrounded by the leaves while we make love?”

“But it’s chilly
out.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“So? We can keep each other warm. As I recall, things heat up once
we get started.” After she gave him another kiss, she asked, “What
do you think? Your favorite time of year with your favorite
wife?”

Laughing, he rolled over and she
landed softly on her back. He settled next to her. “My favorite
wife? As if I have more than one? You’re a temptress, you
know.”

“Only with you.”

Caressing her chin, his lips met
hers.

She brought her hand up to the back of
his neck and massaged it right before she felt their baby move. She
ended the kiss and took his hand so she could place it on her
belly. “I felt the baby.”

He waited, his hand on the small
bulge, and when she felt the baby kick, a broad smile crossed his
face. “Was that the baby?”

“Yes. It’s your baby, Brian.
I’m so glad it’s your baby.”

“I can’t wait to hold
him.”

“Or her. It could be a
girl.”

“Or her.” He chuckled. “I
hope it’s a girl. You seem to want one in the worst
way.”

“I have a girl’s name picked
out but not a boy’s. It’d be easier this way.”

“Then what will you do with
the next one? Do you have another girl’s name picked
out?”

She blinked in surprise. “Well, no. I
didn’t think past the first one.”

“We should come up with a
list of names then. You can write them down so we won’t
forget.”

“That sounds like a
wonderful plan. Now make love to me.”

Without another word, he obeyed
her.


Chapter Eighteen






It was February when the butler told
Phillip he had a telegram. “Here you are, sir,” the man added as he
handed it to Phillip.

“Thank you.” Phillip sat up
in the parlor chair and frowned. Once he set aside the document
he’d been reading, he turned his attention to the contents, his
shock growing with each word. “Curse it!” He bolted from his seat
and hurried out of the parlor. Glancing up the staircase, he
yelled, “Teresa!”

Before waiting for her to call out to
him, he grabbed his coat and hat from the closet. He couldn’t
believe it. This was horrible!

As he grabbed his shoes, a pregnant
Teresa came waddling down the stairs, her hand on her back. “What
is it?”

Sitting on the bench by the front
door, he motioned for the butler, who stood nearby, to leave them
alone. After the butler strode down the hall, he spoke in a low
voice, “Lucy’s husband turned out to be a bigamist.”

She gasped and brought her hand to her
throat. “No.”

“He’s been arrested, but no
one knows where Lucy is and he’s not talking.” He finished tying
his shoes and stood up. “He’s in Waterloo. My family is headed
there to find out where Lucy is. I’m going too.”

“So they have no idea where
Lucy is?”

He shook his head. “I’ll get him to
talk if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Do you want me to come
along? Will you pack first?”

Blinking, he realized packing would be
a good idea. “Yes, I should bring a change of clothing.” He glanced
at her large belly. “I don’t want you traveling in your condition.
It’s best if you and the child are safe.”

She nodded. “Alright. I’ll gather your
things.”

While she climbed the steps, he went
to the kitchen where the cook and maid prepared the evening meal.
The butler looked expectantly at Phillip, ready to do whatever he
wanted.

“I must leave at once,”
Phillip said, buttoning his coat. “I have a family emergency to
tend to. Teresa will stay here.”

“Do you need me to call for
a carriage, sir?” the butler asked.

“Yes, thank you. I expect to
be gone for about a week.” Without waiting for anyone else to
respond, he returned to the parlor and placed his document where it
belonged in his desk before he locked it. Then he wrote his client
a note explaining the sudden emergency and returned to the
entryway. When he saw the butler coming back into the house, he
gave him the note. “Make sure Henry Stewart gets this. The trial
will be delayed.”

“I will do that,
sir.”

Phillip turned when he heard his wife
coming down the stairs with his leather traveling bag. “Thank you,
honey.”

“I hope you find your
sister.” She gave him the bag and kissed him. “Take care of
yourself.”

He smiled and patted the small of her
back. “I’ll be back in a week,” he promised before he
left.

***

Phillip checked into a hotel in
Waterloo before he went to the room the clerk told him his family
was staying in. He knocked on the door.

His mother opened the door and hugged
him. “Thank goodness you’re here, Phillip. Your pa is at the
jailhouse trying to see if Mark will tell him where Lucy
is.”

Phillip pulled away from her.
“Mark?”

“We just found out Adam
Nilles’ real name is Mark Wilson. His wife—the first one he
married—found out what he’s been up to when he was supposed to be
selling things door to door in different towns. She came over to
identify him. Oh, Phillip, it’s just awful.” She dabbed her puffy
eyes and red nose with a handkerchief. “He makes it a point to
marry women who come with a dowry and then finds a place to drop
them off.”

Phillip looked past his mother to
Meredith who sat by the small window, seeming content to stare out
of it. Gritting his teeth at Meredith’s lack of concern, he focused
on his mother. “How many women have gone through this and have any
been found?”

His mother shook her head. “He’s not
saying, but the sheriff’s identified two other women. He’s asking
the other lawmen across the country if they’ve had women dropped
off by a man who meets his description. You know, I thought
something was wrong when Lucy didn’t write. I just knew
it!”

Tears sprang to her eyes, and Phillip
held her. “I hope Lucy’s alright.”

The thought that his sister was
stranded in a strange town made him shudder. How could a woman be
expected to provide for herself in such a situation? His gaze
returned to Meredith who finally glanced his way. She didn’t look
the least bit concerned over the events. In fact, from the way she
sighed and returned her attention to looking outside the window,
she seemed bored by the whole thing. He closed his eyes and
reminded himself that now was not the time to deal with her. Right
now, he needed to figure out what he could do to find
Lucy.

He opened his eyes. “I’d like to go to
the jailhouse and talk to Ad…Mark.”

“I’ll go too,” Meredith said
as she stood and reached for the coat draped across the back of the
chair.

“I will too,” his mother
added. “One can only handle so much waiting. Your pa insisted we
wait for you, you know.”

He picked up his mother’s coat and
helped her into it. “I just got here. I left as soon as I got Pa’s
telegram.”

Meredith brushed past him and headed
down the narrow corridor. Phillip and their mother followed close
behind. The walk to the jailhouse proved a frustrating one since
the icy roads didn’t slow Meredith down while making it impossible
for him to keep up with her.

“Why did Meredith come?” he
asked his mother in a voice low enough so that Meredith wouldn’t
overhear.

Her mother sniffed and dabbed her eyes
with the handkerchief. “Oh, she was most distressed when she
learned what happened, as we all were.”

Somehow, he doubted that. He suspected
an ulterior motive at work, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.
But now wasn’t the time to dwell on it.

As soon as they stepped inside the
building, Meredith ran over to the potbelly stove and warmed her
hands. His mother, not seeming to notice how ‘distraught’ her
daughter was, ran over to the sheriff who was shuffling through
some papers on his desk.

“Good afternoon, Sheriff,”
his mother began. “I’m Mrs. Barnes. I believe my husband is
here.”

“Oh yes.” The middle-aged
man stood up and waved her forward. “He’s trying to talk to Mark
Wilson.”

“Has he had any luck?”
Phillip asked, surprised Meredith even bothered to follow them as
they went down the hall to where a row of cells were.

“Not that I can tell.” The
sheriff motioned to the last cell along the row. “There you
go.”

Ignoring the other prisoners, Phillip
stepped up to the cell where Mark sat, arms crossed, and glaring at
his father. Phillip gripped the bars, wishing he could get in
there. He bet he could make Mark talk if Mark had the right
incentive.

His father sighed and rubbed his eyes.
“I’m glad you came, son.”

Phillip nodded but didn’t take his
gaze off of Mark. “Where’s Lucy?”

With a smirk, Mark shrugged. “I can’t
seem to recall which one she is. Why don’t you describe her? It
might jog my memory.”

Phillip shook the bars and turned to
the sheriff. “Let me in there!”

The sheriff shook his head. “I can’t
do that, but his legal wife is going to testify before the judge.
He’ll be behind bars for a long time. No need to worry about that.”
With a sigh, he glanced at Mark. “Too bad you didn’t think of those
three children of yours when you were out cattin’
around.”

“You have children too?”
Phillip demanded, outraged that Mark would do this to his children
on top of everything else. “Is there no hole deep enough that you
won’t sink into?”

“I’ll leave you to him,” the
sheriff said. “Good luck getting anything useful out of
him.”

After the sheriff left, Meredith
approached the cell.

Mark’s gaze traveled from Phillip to
her and he chuckled. “Oh, I remember Lucy now. Prettiest little
thing I ever laid eyes on, even if she had that mole on her left
breast. I remember it because it was the only blemish she
had.”

Phillip shook the bars while his
mother burst into tears. “You’re lucky I can’t get in there or else
I’d strangle you!”

His father put his hand on Phillip’s
arm. “Wait. Just wait.” Turning to Mark, he said, “All we want to
know is where Lucy is. We’ll leave you be if you just tell
us.”

Mark shrugged. “There’s nothing in it
for me if I tell you.”

His father clenched his hands and gave
Phillip a look that told him he was angry but also getting
exhausted.

Phillip banged the bars, wishing he
could say some choice words but knowing he couldn’t. Putting his
head in his hands, he groaned. This was a horrible nightmare. He
could only imagine how scared and lonely Lucy must be.

“This is pointless,” his
father finally said. “We might do better to talk to his legal
wife.”

Mark snorted. “She won’t be any help.
I was careful not to tell her where I went.”

“Well, you got caught didn’t
you?” Phillip hit the bars again. “Someone recognized you and
turned you in, you pathetic rat!”

“How long did you get away
with it?” Meredith asked.

The question was so unexpected that
Phillip and his father turned to her. For a moment, Phillip had
forgotten she was even there.

Mark rubbed his chin and looked at the
ceiling. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s been quite awhile ago, but I think
it was a good seven years.”

“And you chose Lucy
because…?” she asked.

“I couldn’t exactly take
both of you, sweetheart.” He scanned her up and down. “Though I
assure you, I would have had it been allowed.”

Phillip’s mother cried harder into her
handkerchief and Phillip growled at Mark. He’d love nothing more
than to wipe that smirk off of Mark’s face.

“This is getting us
nowhere,” his father said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Yes,” Mark replied. “Get on
out. You’re all a boring lot anyway.” His gaze went to Meredith.
“Well, except for one.”

Her father grabbed Meredith’s hand and
glared at Mark. “You won’t treat any other woman with such
disrespect again!”

Reluctant to leave, Phillip joined his
family as they returned to the sheriff’s desk. “Jail’s too good for
that man,” he grumbled.

“Poor Lucy,” his mother
said, sniffing again. “I want my baby back.”

His father put his arm around her
shoulders. “We’ll find Lucy. It’s just a matter of
time.”

The sheriff looked up from his work.
“No luck, huh?”

“We’d like to talk to Mark’s
wife. Can you tell us where she’s staying?” his father
asked.

The sheriff pointed to the left.
“She’s over at the preacher’s house. It’s down two blocks that way.
You can’t miss it. It’s a bright yellow house. The only kind in
town.”

“Thank you.”

Phillip gave one last look in the
direction of the cells and clenched his jaw. How he wished he had
five minutes in that cell with Mark. He’d make the rat talk, and by
the time he was done with him, Mark would wish he’d never touched a
woman.

“Are you coming, Phillip?”
his mother asked.

With a heavy sigh, he nodded and
exited the building with his family.

***

Phillip sighed as he placed the cup
back on the table in the parlor. He wasn’t in the mood to drink
anything, no matter how delicious the coffee was. The sight of
Vivian, Mark’s legal wife, depressed him to no end. Her body sagged
in the chair, her face was pale, her eyes were sunken in, and her
hands trembled as she twirled the napkin in her hands.

This must be how poor Lucy
looks was all he kept thinking. He felt
sick to his stomach. Vivian’s children, thankfully, weren’t in the
room, but the sound of children running back and forth upstairs
made him wince. Three children she now had to raise without a
spouse. He prayed Mark didn’t get Lucy with child. It was bad
enough knowing he dropped her off somewhere without adding a child
to the mess.

“Do you have anyone to help
with the children?” Phillip asked.

With a shaky breath, she said, “My
parents and his.”

“I know this is hard for
you,” Phillip’s father began in a gentle voice, “but did he mention
any places he’d been to during his trips as a salesman?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Let me
think.” She stared at her hands as she continued to twirl the
napkin in her lap. Though the cup and a small plate of cookies
remained on the small table next to her, she didn’t bother touching
them. “Um… Well… Cincinnati was one place he often went
to.”

Phillip’s father turned to him. “Do
you think Lucy might be there?”

Phillip shook his head. “Too obvious.
There are too many people there. It’d be too easy for others to
track him down.”

Phillip glanced at his sister who
sipped the coffee from her chair by the window. She had her legs
crossed and was swinging one of her legs as if she didn’t have a
care in the world. His gaze fell back to his parents who sat on the
small couch, holding each other’s hands and leaning into each
other. Why didn’t they notice the way Meredith was acting? Were
they truly that blind to what was going on right in front of them?
Teresa had told him that some parents looked at their children and
saw what they wanted to see, and maybe she was right.

Vivian shrugged. “Kansas City, St.
Louis, Des Moines, Fargo. I think Minneapolis on
occasion.”

“Minneapolis is where Lucy
met him,” Phillip said. “Actually, it was in St. Paul, but the two
cities are close enough. He claimed to be a distant relative of
Teresa Comwell. Does that name ring a bell?”

“Mark has no relatives,
distant or otherwise, in Minnesota. Our families have been in Ohio
for two generations, and no one has ventured west of
that.”

Phillip thought over Vivian’s words.
If Mark went west in his travels, then it made sense he’d drop a
woman off out west, especially far away from his family. And he
wouldn’t go to a big city. Maybe he picked up a woman in a big
city, but then he made a point to leave. He tapped his fingers on
his lips. He had told Lucy he was taking her to Oregon.

He glanced at his father. “If he
married Lucy in Minnesota and was heading west, then he’d have
three states to go through before he ended up in Oregon: South
Dakota, Wyoming, and Idaho. She’s got to be in one of those
states.”

At that, Meredith looked over at
Phillip, her eyebrows raised in interest.

“Good. Good!” His father
looked relieved. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Turning to Vivian,
he asked, “Has he been to any of those states? Has he said anything
about them?”

“I’m sorry,” Vivian replied.
“I don’t recall. There were many things he said, but I don’t know
which were true and which weren’t.” Her lower lip quivered and she
returned her gaze to the napkin.

“We’re sorry to have
bothered you,” Phillip said, wishing he could ease her pain but
knowing he couldn’t do or say anything that would suffice. Sighing,
he stood. “I think we should see if the sheriff will talk to the
other lawmen in those states, including Oregon. Maybe one of them
will know something.”

His parents got up and went to thank
Vivian while Meredith finished her coffee, gently placed the cup on
the center table, and eased out of her chair. She adjusted her
broach before she headed for the entryway. Phillip frowned. While
his parents expressed their sympathies to Vivian over what Mark did
to her, he slipped out of the parlor and cornered his
sister.

“Could you show any more
contempt for Lucy or the rest of us?” he hissed.

She picked up her coat which was on
top of the others on the chair by the front door and shrugged into
it. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He grabbed her elbow and turned her
around so she was facing him. “I’m not blind. I can see what you
think of this whole thing.”

She scowled at him. “You don’t know
what I’m feeling. I’m greatly distressed over this
occurrence.”

“You’re not that good of a
liar, Meredith.”

Yanking her elbow out of his hand, she
buttoned her coat. “People express grief differently. Can I help it
if I’m not a crier like Mother or a blubbering idiot like Father?”
She glared at him. “Or a reckless man such as yourself who spouts
off before he learns anything useful? I bet I could get whatever
information I wanted out of Mark if the sheriff let me see him
without the lot of you hounding around me. I managed to get two
pieces of information from him while the rest of you failed, and I
did that in a matter of seconds. Imagine if I had five minutes with
him.”

“And how much would it
profit you to talk to him?” Phillip asked, keeping his voice
low.

With an amused smile, she shrugged. “A
lot, I imagine. I, after all, have something he obviously can’t
resist.”

He furrowed his eyebrows, not
understanding her meaning, but before he could ask for
clarification, their parents entered the entryway. “We’ll talk
later,” he whispered before he turned his attention to gathering
the coats.

“Maybe,” she replied as she
brushed past him so she could stand by the door.

Forcing aside his irritation, he
handed his parents the coats and told Vivian, “Please accept my
condolences. And,” he added as an afterthought, “we’re sorry to
have put you through more grief.”

Vivian offered a weak smile. “You’re
the third family I’ve talked to since I’ve been here. I expect more
to pop by before I head back home.”

Not knowing what else to say, he
patted her on the shoulder. “Again, I’m sorry.” Then he turned back
to his family and got ready to talk to the sheriff once
more.


Chapter Nineteen






The baby moved in Lucy’s womb. She
smiled and put down her knitting so she could touch her stomach.
Glancing at the small bedroom, she wondered if she missed anything.
It now had curtains, a rug, a small dresser and a crib. She’d spent
enough time sewing clothes and blankets, and she was well stocked
in cloth diapers. It seemed that she had everything she
needed.

The baby moved again and she laughed.
“You’re sure anxious to come into the world. It’s not March
yet.”

The baby kicked in response, making
her smile grow wider. She was looking forward to holding her child.
Sighing, she turned her attention to the crackling fire beside her.
The parlor was nice and warm despite the pile of snow on the
property. As Brian said, the trees did a good job of protecting the
house, which made his task of shoveling less burdensome.

Setting aside the afghan she was
making, she laid down on the couch and closed her eyes. Soon, she
drifted off to sleep. The sound of someone opening the front door
woke her. Rubbing her eyes, she sat up and saw that Brian was
taking off his boots. His face was red from shoveling the fresh
layer of snow so they could more easily walk to Eliza and John’s
house.

She got up from the couch when she
realized John came in behind him, carrying a small toy chest. “You
made something else for the baby?” she asked the two men as Brian
put his boots down.

“Pa says it’s a gift from
him and Ma,” Brian said as he took off his coat and put it on the
hook by the door.

“But I thought the crib,
dresser, bassinet, rattle, and doll were the gifts,” she
replied.

John smiled and set the
wooden toy chest on the kitchen table before he signed to
her. More gifts.

“You’re going to spoil the
child, aren’t you?” she asked him, sensing that he and Eliza
weren’t done buying and making things for the baby. “This chest is
for more than a rattle and doll.”

Brian laughed and reached for her.
“You can’t blame them for being excited. They’ve been looking
forward to having a grandchild ever since they found out you were
expecting.”

She took his hand. “I suppose so,
judging by all these gifts.”

How are you feeling?
John signed to her.

“Good,” she said, rubbing
her belly. “Tired most of the time. It’s hard to sleep with the
heartburn on some nights if I’m not careful with what I eat. Other
than that, I feel good. I’m more excited than anything
else.”

John nodded his agreement. Tucking his
hand under Brian’s he signed.

“Pa says you’re not the only
one having trouble sleeping. Ma tosses and turns most nights. Then
during the days, she keeps looking out the window because she
thinks I’ll come running to tell her it’s time for you to give
birth.” Brian laughed. “She saw me earlier today and charged out of
the house before Pa told her all I was doing was
shoveling.”

“The poor woman,” Lucy said
and chuckled. “This baby can’t come soon enough for
her.”

“She’ll be thrilled when the
time comes for you to give birth,” Brian replied.

“It’ll be good to see her
holding the baby,” Lucy said. “Thank you for the toy chest. It was
wonderful of you to make it.”

John thanked her and patted Brian on
the back before he left the house, shutting the door behind
him.

“I should have asked him if
he and your ma wanted to come over for supper,” she said. “Maybe I
can reach him before he gets too far.”

“Lucy, don’t. You’re ready
to give birth soon. You need to rest up as much as you can. Once
the baby is born, you won’t get much opportunity to, or at least
that’s what I overhear from the ladies at church.”

“I know. You’re right. I
should rest, especially during the day when the heartburn isn’t a
problem.”

“Right.” He led her to the
couch and sat down with her. Putting his arm around her shoulders,
he kissed her cheek. “Is the baby moving?”

“A little.” She brought his
hand to her stomach where the baby jabbed her. “Here.”

The baby moved again and he smiled. “I
like feeling this. The baby seems more real this way.”

“What? My crowding you in
bed with my large stomach doesn’t make it real?”

He shrugged. “It’s more exciting this
way.” He motioned toward the fire. “Do we need more
wood?”

“Not yet. Maybe in another
hour.”

Nodding, he settled back onto the
couch and she leaned against him, feeling safe and warm.

“Lucy, are you sure you
don’t want to write to your parents when the baby is born?” he
softly asked.

Staring at the orange and yellow
flames which flickered in the fireplace, she once again considered
doing that, but in the end, she knew she couldn’t. If Meredith
learned where she was, she might come looking for her, and that was
the last thing Lucy wanted.

“No,” she finally said. “I
don’t want to write them a letter.”

“Alright.”

Thankful he didn’t ask anything else,
she settled into his arms and turned her thoughts to the
baby.

***

Meredith bid her time while her
parents and brother talked to the sheriff. When another family came
in, also searching for their daughter, she saw her opportunity and
took it. With so many people in the room, her family was so
distracted they didn’t notice her slip away. She knew her time was
short, so she had to act fast. She ignored the other prisoners who
watched her with undeniable interest. Poor men, she thought as she
added an extra swing to her hips to show them what they could never
have. It amused her. It made her feel powerful to know she could
have any one of them with the snap of her fingers.

Well, almost any one of
them.

She stopped in front of Mark’s cell
and cocked her head to the side. He was lying down on the pathetic
excuse for a bed and, for the moment, he had his eyes closed. She
cleared her throat and waited for him to look in her
direction.

He opened his eyes and turned his
head. “I’m not telling you where your sister is.” Crossing his arms
over his chest, he closed his eyes again.

“That’s not what I came to
ask.” It was a partial lie. She figured it was a matter of time
before he had to brag about his clever ploy to get rid of Lucy. But
there was something else that bothered her. In a low voice that the
others wouldn’t overhear, she asked, “Why Lucy and not
me?”

Opening his eyes, he grinned and took
a good look at her. “Your sister is missing, and your only concern
is your vanity?”

She made a big show of inspecting her
perfectly manicured nails. “It’s just a question. Think no more of
it than that.”

He rose to his feet and sauntered over
to her. “What’s it worth to you to find out?”

Glancing at him, she shrugged.
“What’ll it take?”

“I like the way you think,”
he said, placing his hands on the bars.

“Well? Are you going to
answer my question or just stare at me?”

“Which question is that? You
asked two.”

“Then answer both.” She
turned her full attention to him and clasped her hands over his.
“It’s not that complicated, is it?”

“Fine. Show me something
interesting, and I’ll tell you.”

Peering down the row of cells, she was
assured the only ones looking their way were other prisoners. “Very
well.” She lifted her skirt until it reached her knee.

One of the prisoners let out a low
whistle.

Mark, however, didn’t seem impressed.
“I was thinking a little higher.”

She assumed as much from a man used to
sleeping around with unsuspecting women, but she didn’t tell him
that. Instead, she unbuttoned her coat and proceeded to unbutton
enough of her shirt so that she could lift her camisole and show
him her breasts.

He reached out to touch them, and she
let him, knowing soon enough he’d reveal everything she wanted.
Men’s brains, she’d learned, turned to mush when they were thinking
on things of a more sexual nature.

“So why her?” she whispered
while his attention was still focused on her breasts.

“Isn’t it obvious? You
wouldn’t have been dumb enough to run off with me.”

She smiled. “I’ll take that as a
compliment.” Stepping closer, she continued, “I never did care for
her. She was always too perfect.”

“I don’t know. You don’t
have a mole on your breasts.”

“Another compliment? Lucky
me.”

He let go of her breasts so she could
lower her camisole. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not a
virgin?”

She buttoned her shirt. “You’re not
one either, so spare me the moral lecture on how a lady is supposed
to be.”

“I wouldn’t lecture you,
honey. It’s a shame I didn’t take you out for a secret rendezvous
when I was courting your sister.”

Shrugging, she adjusted her shirt and
clasped his hands again. “The fact that you didn’t show the
slightest bit of interest in me was to your
disadvantage.”

“Yes, it was. I bet you
would have let me do anything I wanted just to rub it in your
sister’s face later on.”

“I did fancy the idea of
getting you before she did.”

He chuckled and slid his hands to her
waist and pulled her as close as the bars would allow. “Too bad you
can’t come in here and make up for mistakes.”

“Hmm…” She traced his jaw.
“Too bad, indeed.” Licking her lips, she peered up at him. “Where
did you take Lucy?”

“Alright. I’ll tell you.
There’s a small town west of Sioux Falls. It’s about a day’s travel
out by buggy. I forget the name of it.”

Her smile grew wider. Perfect. “Thank
you, Mark. You’ve been most helpful.”

“Anytime, beautiful.” He
returned to his bed and winked at her. “If you ever need more
information, you know where to find me.”

She almost laughed. What she needed,
she already got. His use had worn out. After she buttoned her coat,
she gave him one last seductive look before she returned to the
group huddled around the sheriff’s desk. She crossed her arms and
watched them from the corner of the room.

Fools. The lot of them were fools. It
was so easy to find out where Lucy was, and yet none of them
thought she could do it. Well, fine then. It served them well to
keep wondering and mapping out towns along the trail to Oregon. Let
them do their mindless discussions. Soon enough, they’d settle on
some places to investigate, and when they decided to check the town
where Lucy was at, Meredith would have everything neatly set into
place.

All she needed was a distraction. She
needed to get away from them without arousing their suspicions.
Glancing out the small window, she tapped her finger on her lips
and thought over the possible decoy places she might go. Perhaps,
she’d claim distress over Lucy’s situation and visit her Aunt
Rachel. Aunt Rachel was on the East Coast. The train ride there
would take long enough to give her the time she needed to get to
South Dakota.

The more her mind worked through the
plan, the better it sounded. There was no reason why it wouldn’t
work. By the time they discovered she hadn’t made it to Aunt
Rachel’s, she’d be settled into her new life.


Chapter Twenty






“One last push and you’ll be
a ma,” the doctor called out.

Eliza held onto Lucy’s hand while Lucy
gave all she had into the last push. Lucy sat forward, squeezed her
eyes shut, and groaned. Almost there. She could feel the baby’s
head crowning and knew the end of her labor was near. It was the
only thing giving her strength to go on. If she could hold out for
a few seconds longer…

And then the baby slid out of her and
into the doctor’s hands. Relieved, she fell back onto the bed,
gasping for air. The baby let out its first tiny cry, and tears
came to her eyes. Her baby. Brian’s baby. The baby was finally
here.

Looking at the doctor who was bundling
the newborn into a warm blanket, she asked, “What is
it?”

The doctor glanced at her and smiled.
“A girl. A healthy baby girl.”

Eliza squeezed her hand and wiped her
eyes. “You did good, Lucy. She’s the prettiest little thing anyone
ever saw.”

He handed the baby to Eliza who
laughed, even as a couple of tears slid down her cheeks. “Have you
ever seen a more precious thing?” she asked the doctor.

Smiling, he shook his head.
“Delivering babies who come out squalling like that is my favorite
thing.”

Turning to her, Eliza placed the child
into her arms. “Do you still want to name her
Charlotte?”

“Yes.” Lucy cuddled her
daughter. As an afterthought, she asked the doctor, “Is she the
only one?”

“Yes,” he
answered.

Lucy’s smile grew wider. Good. Just as
she hoped. Her daughter quieted down and yawned, making Lucy
chuckle. “You’ve been through a lot today, haven’t you?”

Her daughter grunted.

Eliza rubbed Lucy’s arm. “Not as much
as you’ve been through. You did a mighty fine job. I’ll go out and
tell the men. Would you like Brian to come in right away or
wait?”

Considering he wouldn’t see the doctor
tending to the afterbirth, Lucy didn’t see any reason for Brian not
to be there. “Send him in. I’d like to see him holding his
child.”

As Eliza hurried out of the room, Lucy
stroked her daughter’s cheek. She couldn’t believe how small
Charlotte was. Charlotte sure didn’t seem that small when she was
in her womb. Charlotte sneezed and rubbed her little red fist over
her eyes and nose. When she opened her hand, Lucy couldn’t resist
putting her finger on her daughter’s palm. Charlotte opened her
dark blue eyes and grabbed Lucy’s finger. Lucy wondered if
Charlotte saw her. She recalled how Brian wanted his child to be
able to see. It still didn’t matter to her, but for Brian’s sake,
she hoped their daughter would.

The door to her bedroom creaked so
Lucy glanced over at a grinning Brian who entered the room. “I hear
it’s a girl.”

“Yep,” the doctor said as he
collected the newspapers under Lucy that contained the afterbirth.
“Mother and daughter are doing just fine. You would’ve been proud
of your wife. She’s a real trooper.”

Brian walked around the doctor and
reached out for the chair Eliza had been sitting in just moments
before. He sat down and touched Lucy’s arm. “Are you feeling
alright?”

“I feel good,” she told him.
“Do you want to hold your daughter?”

He nodded and held his hands toward
her.

Lucy removed her finger from her
daughter’s grasp, surprised that someone so little could have such
a powerful grip, and handed her to Brian who gently took her into
his arms.

“She squirms a lot,” he
said, his smile growing wider.

She laughed. “She’s excited to meet
her pa.”

Holding Charlotte in one arm, he
traced her face and hands with his free hand. Charlotte let out
another sneeze and caught one of his fingers in her hand. “She’s
strong.”

“That’s what I thought,” she
whispered, noting the way Charlotte glanced over at her.

Eliza came back into the room. “That
was beautiful. I hadn’t been to a birth before. Well, except for
when I had my first son, but that happened so long ago, it’s a
blur.”

Lucy noted the way Eliza referred to
the boy she gave birth to as her first son and thought it was nice
that she really did think of Brian as her second child. She rubbed
Brian’s arm and smiled at him, knowing full well he couldn’t see
her smile but thinking he might sense it.

“We’re almost done,” the
doctor said. “I’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

“Oh, you’re not in anyone’s
hair,” Eliza replied. “We’ll give you a nice cup of coffee in just
a bit. John’s making it, so you know it’s going to be
good.”

“You make fine coffee,” Lucy
told her.

“It’s drinkable, I suppose.”
Eliza took out a new rag and slipped it between Lucy’s legs. Then
she brought Lucy’s nightgown over her legs. “You’ll be up soon
enough, but let the rest of us wait on you in the
meantime.”

“She’s right,” Brian added,
touching Charlotte’s toes. “Don’t strain yourself.”

“I won’t,” Lucy
promised.

The doctor collected his things and
tipped his hat. “Congratulations.” Peering over at the baby, he
added, “You take it easy on your ma. Don’t wake up too much at
night.”

Charlotte glanced at him.

After the doctor and Eliza headed on
out to the kitchen where the doctor talked to John, Lucy stared at
her daughter who seemed to be studying Brian. “Brian, I think
Charlotte can see.”

“How can you
tell?”

“Her eyes are moving around.
Like right now, she’s looking over at me, and I’m talking. When
your ma and the doctor were here, she looked over at them. She was
looking long and hard at you.”

He chuckled. “She probably wants to
know who in the world keeps tickling her feet.”

She jabbed him in the side. “Silly.
But seriously, your eyes don’t follow people. You mostly stare
straight ahead. Her eyes are moving all over the place.”

“Is it that noticeable? That
I’m blind?”

She hesitated to answer, wondering if
doing so would hurt his feelings, but she owed him the truth. “Not
immediately. I mean, if I were to glance in your direction, I
wouldn’t notice. But if I looked for longer than a moment, then
yes. I’d notice something was different, and soon, it would occur
to me what that something was.”

He nodded and returned his attention
to feeling Charlotte’s head. “She’s got some hair.”

“Light brown with a little
curl to it. I think her hair will get lighter in the sun. Mine
always did, and since we’re both blond, I don’t see why she
shouldn’t be.”

“I heard my real ma had dark
hair. It was my father and his side that were lighter in hair
color.”

She noted the change in his tone.
“Have you been able to forgive him yet?”

With a heavy sigh, he shook his head.
“Sometimes I still get angry, but at other times, I start to feel
sorry for him. I have a memory from when I was five. My ma got ill,
and my pa was afraid she was going to die so he went to a doctor
whose medicines didn’t do much for her. Then he went to a medicine
woman he heard about who lived further out of town. The townsfolk
didn’t approve of the herbs, saying she got them from the
devil.”

Brian hesitated for a moment. “Ma got
well though, but the townsfolk gave him a hard time for it. He took
to drinking soon after that, and he was never the same again.” He
swallowed. “If it’d been me, I would have just took up and moved
with my family if I couldn’t take the gossip any more. That’s why
no one bothered coming out to our place. I don’t know why he let
them bother him as much as he did. That’s why I feel sorry for
him.”

He turned his head in her direction.
“I know what Annabelle thinks of me. I didn’t know when I asked if
I could call on her, but a month later, I heard her and a friend
talking. I didn’t like what they said about me, but I got over it.
It doesn’t bother me anymore. I learned a couple of things about
her that made me glad she said no. Sometimes what seems like a bad
thing turns out to be what’s best.” He reached out and touched her
hand. “You’re my best, Lucy.”

Blinking back her tears, she squeezed
his hand. “You’re my best too, Brian.”

Charlotte let out a whimper and sucked
on her hand.

“I think she’s hungry.”
Brian returned their daughter to Lucy’s arms.

“Will you help me sit up?”
she asked.

While she held Charlotte with one arm,
she used her free hand to help him as he placed his hands under her
arms and sat her up against the headboard. Then he fluffed the
pillows to help support her lower back.

“Are you thirsty? Pa has
some coffee ready by now.”

She unbuttoned the top part of her
gown. “I’m not in the mood for anything hot. How about some
water?”

“If you want it cold, I’ll
go to the well.”

“I don’t need it cold. It
can be from the pitcher in the kitchen.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “Thank
you for giving me a daughter.”

As she placed Charlotte to her breast,
she said, “I recall having some help.”

“Maybe, but you did the
work. I’ll get the water.”

“Thank you, Brian. And when
I’m done feeding her, you can take her out so your pa can see
her.”

He nodded and quietly shut the door
behind him to give her and Charlotte some privacy.

She turned her attention to her
daughter and smiled. She couldn’t remember ever seeing someone who
looked more content. Her daughter had her eyes closed as she
suckled, and at one point, she let out a contented sigh. From the
kitchen, she heard Eliza, the doctor, and Brian laugh. She imagined
John also laughed, though he’d make no sound.

Shaking her head, she whispered,
“You’re going to be one spoiled little girl.” With a smile, she
cuddled her daughter closer and watched as her daughter continued
to nurse.

***

Back home in Minnesota, Meredith
finished penning a letter in her aunt’s writing before she folded
it and left her bedroom. She checked the hallway to make sure the
coast was clear. Then she tiptoed down the steps until she reached
the closet by the front door.

“Meredith, is that you?” her
mother called out from the parlor.

Quickly slipping the letter into her
coat pocket, she said, “Yes, Ma. I thought I’d check the mail.
Perhaps we’ll get lucky and find a letter from Lucy waiting for
us.”

“I sure hope so. I’ve been a
nervous wreck ever since we found out about that horrible Mark
Wilson.”

Meredith rolled her eyes and shrugged
into her coat. Forcing a sympathetic tone to her voice, she
answered her mother. “It is terrible. I can hardly sleep at night.
I pray every day we’ll hear from her.”

Footsteps alerted her to the fact that
her mother was approaching the entryway. By the time her mother
came into view, Meredith was wiping her eyes and
sniffling.

Her mother’s eyes were swollen and her
nose red from all the crying she’d done. “You were always a good
girl, Meredith. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to
you. It’s bad enough we have to endure this with your
sister.”

Meredith reached out and hugged her
mother. “She has to be alright. We can’t give up hope.”

“Thank goodness your brother
is looking into the towns along the route Mark took Lucy
on.”

“Yes, that is a good thing.
We must keep that in mind.” Meredith pulled away from her mother
and clasped her hands. “Pray a letter will come today.”

“Of course. Do you want me
to go with you?”

“No.” She put her arms
around her mother’s shoulders and led her back to the parlor.
“You’ve been through so much. You need to rest. I’ll help you make
supper so Pa has something to eat when he comes home.”

“Thank you, Meredith.” Her
mother laid back down on the couch and patted her hand.

Smiling, she kissed her mother on the
cheek before she turned and left the house. The day was a pleasant
one, though the air was still brisk. She walked down the street,
not caring to pay much mind to those she passed. Though they
greeted her and she offered the obligatory smile, she quickened her
pace. She couldn’t wait to get out of this town. In many ways, it
stifled her. She was Lucy’s sister. Perfect little Lucy who could
do no wrong. Because Lucy did as she was expected to. She never
raised her voice, never gossiped, never said an impolite word,
never slept with a man without being married to him… The list went
on and on. The only way to be as good as Lucy was to actually be
Lucy. Otherwise, being Meredith wasn’t good enough.

Meredith hurried to the post office
and checked the mail. She frowned when she saw her brother had
written. Whatever did he want? After she left the post office, she
found a vacant spot along the street and quickly opened it. As she
read the contents, she groaned. If she wasn’t careful, her brother
would ruin everything. It was hard enough getting things organized
so she could get out of Minnesota without her stupid brother
interfering.

He’d narrowed finding Lucy down to
South Dakota. Meredith gritted her teeth. This wasn’t good. It
wasn’t good at all! She tore the letter up and threw it into a
nearby trash can. If her parents caught wind of this, they’d go to
South Dakota right away.

A head start. All she needed was a
good head start. She could slip into Lucy’s life and assure them
all that ‘Lucy’ was just fine. Then they’d leave her alone. And if
it turned out Lucy was dead, it’d make her task that much
easier.

Taking the letter she’d forged out of
her pocket, she walked toward her house. On her way, she saw Peter
Wilheim sauntering in her direction. With a heavy sigh, she
proceeded forward.

“Good afternoon, Miss
Barnes,” Peter said as he fell into step beside her. “It’s a
beautiful day, isn’t it? Of course, it isn’t nearly as beautiful as
you.”

She offered a polite smile. “It
certainly is a beautiful day.”

“Did you get the gift I
sent?”

“Yes, the flowers were
lovely. Thank you.” She quickened her pace, secretly cursing the
fact that her home was four blocks instead of three from the post
office.

“I’m sorry to hear about
Lucy,” he said, keeping his stride perfectly matched with
hers.

“Yes, it’s quite
distressing.”

“You know, as much as we
liked Lucy, she doesn’t hold a candle to you. And I’m not the only
fellow who thinks that. Why, you could probably have anyone you
wanted.”

She inwardly groaned but remained
polite. “That’s nice of you to say.”

“That’s why I’m honored you
let me take you to the church potluck last month. All the other
fellows were jealous.”

Finally! Her house came into view. She
turned the block. “You flatter me too much, Peter.”

“I don’t flatter you
enough.”

What a bumbling
idiot! Sadly, she could never pawn him off
on Lucy. In fact, she could never pawn any of the eager young men
off on Lucy. If she’d been able to, it might have made her life
easier. But that’s how it’d always been since they were children.
Lucy had it easy all the time.

When she reached her house, she
breathed a sigh of relief. She stepped onto the porch and stopped
in front of the door. “I hope you don’t mind if I don’t invite you
inside. My mother’s been crying nonstop ever since she found out
about Lucy and how Adam—I mean, Mark—abandoned her
somewhere.”

“Oh, yes. I understand.” He
shifted from one foot to the other. “I won’t impose. Your family
needs time to heal. We all hope you find Lucy real
soon.”

“From your lips to God’s
ears, Peter.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.
“You’re awfully nice to be so concerned.”

Blushing, he stared at his feet and
shrugged.

“I better go see what I can
do for Ma. Good day, Peter.”

Meredith slipped into the house before
he could say anything else. She closed the door and leaned against
it, relieved to be rid of him. Sometimes, she felt as if the walls
around her were closing in on her.

Keep your focus. Don’t let
bumbling idiots distract you.

Pushing aside the grating voice in her
head, she took off her coat and hung it in the closet. As long as
she did what the voice said, it left her alone, and it wanted her
to find Lucy. And that’s exactly what she’d do.

“Meredith, is that you?” her
mother called out from the kitchen.

She took a deep breath and patted her
hair. Straightening her shoulders, she headed for the kitchen.
“Yes, Ma. I’m back.”

When she entered the kitchen, her
mother turned from the skillet. “Did anything come in the
mail?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,
Aunt Rachel wrote.”

“She did? That was quick.”
She wiped her hands on her apron and took the letter.

Meredith watched as she read it,
hoping it wouldn’t take too much convincing to do as the letter
suggested.

Her mother looked up from the letter.
“I take it you already read this?”

She nodded. “I hoped Lucy might have
contacted her.”

“It would be a blessing if
she had, but unfortunately, she didn’t.” Her lower lip quivered. “I
just pray she’s alive and that someone is watching out for
her.”

Meredith hugged her mother. “I’m sure
she’s fine. She has to be. What person would abandon a helpless
woman who’s been jilted by a man who’s married to someone
else?”

“I hope you’re
right.”

She pulled away from her mother and
rubbed her back. “So, what do you think? Aunt Rachel says it’d be
good for me to get away from all of this.”

“Oh, Meredith, you’re so
dear to me. First Phillip and then Lucy. You’re all I got
left.”

Meredith bit her tongue and continued
to rub her mother’s back. In the past, as long as she touched her
mother, her mother never turned down a request. She hoped this
would play out the same way.

“But,” her mother began and
wiped more tears from her eyes, “I suppose this is harder on you
than anyone else. After all, you and Lucy were born together. You
grew up together. You two were closer than any two sisters could
possibly be.”

“Friends, Ma. We were the
closest of friends…and sisters. My life hasn’t been the same since
she left, but knowing I might never see her again…” She took a deep
breath and sniffled.

“I’d be selfish to insist
you stay.” Her mother read the letter again. “You and your aunt got
along so well when she came for a visit.” She looked at Meredith
and brushed a stray strand of hair from Meredith’s face. “Alright.
But you will only stay for a few months. Then you’ll be
back?”

“Of course,” Meredith
replied.

“Well, I suppose we should
make the necessary arrangements after supper.”

When her mother turned around,
Meredith smiled. That went even better than she hoped! Her mother
was so easy to manipulate. She bit her lower lip and tried to guess
how long it’d take for her to get to South Dakota. With any luck,
she’d get there long before her meddling brother did. Then she
could start her new life, which was good because this one was long
overdue for a real change.


Chapter Twenty-One






A week later, Lucy held her daughter
in her arms by the fireplace where the fire warmed them both. Brian
went over to her and set two cups on the table in front of the
couch before he sat next to her. She snuggled up to him and kissed
his cheek.

Smiling, he brought his arm around her
shoulders. “What was that for?”

“I just felt like it. You’re
kissable, you know.”

“Am I?” He chuckled and
stroked her cheek.

“Yes, you are.” She kissed
him again.

Stretching out his arm, he brought his
hand to Charlotte’s face and gently touched it. “She’s
awake.”

Lucy looked at their daughter whose
gaze followed Brian’s fingers as they left her face. “She sees,
Brian. There’s no doubt in my mind about it.”

He smiled. “I’m glad. She’ll have an
advantage over me.”

“You have advantages over
the rest of us. You pick up on things the rest of us miss. Like
smells. I had no idea where that stench was coming from, but you
found that dead mouse and got rid of it.”

Laughing, he shook his head. “That’s
called being the man of the house. I couldn’t have my wife do
it.”

“But you knew where it was.
I wouldn’t have found it so easily.”

“Alright. I got amazing
abilities to find dead rodents.”

Giggling, she nudged him in the side.
“You’re silly. You have more abilities than that.”

He turned his head toward the door
before she heard someone knocking on it.

“See? Now how did you know
someone was there?”

“I heard someone step onto
the porch. Didn’t you hear it?”

“I didn’t notice
it.”

“I’ll see who it
is.”

As he stood and went to the door, she
turned her attention back to her daughter and kissed her forehead.
“You’re adorable, sweetie.”

Charlotte yawned and stretched,
loosening the blanket around her. When she tried to settle back
into the blanket, she let out a whimper.

“I know, I know,” Lucy said.
“You’re not swaddled anymore.”

Lucy set her on the couch and spread
out the blanket so she could work on getting her daughter wrapped
tightly again. While she finished, Brian opened the door, and she
noted the familiar voices. She glanced up and saw Eliza and John
enter the house, followed by Addy and Frank. Addy carried a gift in
her hands, and Lucy couldn’t help but wonder just how many gifts
one little girl could possibly have before she turned
one.

“I hope it’s a good time to
visit,” Addy said.

“It is,” Brian replied as he
went over to the stove. “I have some hot chocolate in the pot. Does
anyone want some?”

“Oh, that sounds perfect on
a chilly day,” Frank said. “We won’t stay long. We were visiting
Eliza and John and were curious about the little one.”

“Yes,” Addy said as she took
off her coat and hung it by the door. “We won’t stay
long.”

“Go on and have a seat by
the fire,” Brian replied as he took the cups off the shelf. “I’ll
bring everyone something to drink in a moment.”

Addy took her gift over to Lucy while
the others took off their coats. She sat next to Lucy and smiled.
“I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to get something for
her.”

“I don’t mind.” Lucy picked
up her swaddled daughter. “Would you like to hold her?”

Addy set the gift down. “I’d love it,
Lucy. It’s been awhile since I got to hold my grandchild. They grow
up so fast.”

Lucy settled Charlotte in her arms and
turned to the gift. “Any hints?”

“Something that isn’t
practical but might hold sentimental value in the years to
come.”

Intrigued, Lucy opened the gift while
Eliza, John, and Frank helped Brian bring the pot and cups over to
the table. As they sat down, she pulled out a silver cup with
Charlotte’s name and birthday etched into it.

“I suspect it’s not
something you’ll let her play with,” Addy mused, smiling at the
baby.

“Not until she’s an adult,”
Lucy said, liking the gift. Looking at Brian, she told him what it
was.

“We’ll get you a similar
gift for your other children as well, of course,” Addy
replied.

“Oh, well there you’ve gone
and spoiled the surprise,” Frank playfully told Addy.

Chuckling, Lucy set the cup back into
the box. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”

“Yes, it really is,” Eliza
agreed after she set her cup down. “Addy has such great taste.”
With a teasing grin, she added, “Except when it comes to blankets.
Why, Charlotte looks like a little doll in that sunny
blanket.”

Lucy turned down the corner of it to
show them the other side which was of the night sky.

Addy laughed. “This little girl is
cuddled up with the stars and moon. That’s how she
sleeps.”

“Who said anything about
sleeping?” Eliza asked. “I just think she looks nice with yellow.
Besides, she’s not really asleep. She’s just resting her
eyes.”

Frank drank some hot chocolate and
shook his head. “I don’t envy you, Brian. You’re going to be
surrounded by women. It’ll be constant chatter all day long over
things like blankets and what someone’s doing.”

“And what’s wrong with
that?” Addy asked him. “We have a daughter.”

“I speak from experience,”
Frank replied.

“Oh, you!” Eliza waved her
hand at him. “Behave.”

“I don’t mind,” Brian said
with a smile. “It’s better than the silence that used to be in this
place.”

John signed,
There’s nothing worse than the
silence.

Eliza patted John on the knee.
“Exactly. Women turn a house into a home. If it weren’t for us, you
men would be lost.”

“Amen,” Addy said. “Just
this morning, Frank couldn’t find his hat. It was up to me to find
it.”

“Now, I’m telling you, Addy,
that hat wasn’t there on the closet shelf when I looked,” Frank
replied.

“Oh? And I suppose it jumped
up on there when you weren’t looking?” she asked.

Frank shrugged. “Stranger things have
happened.”

Addy rolled her eyes.

“You just need to pay better
attention to where you put your things,” Eliza said.

Lucy laughed as she watched her
friends good-naturedly argue. Parts of it reminded her of how her
brother used to tease her. Her smile waned a bit as she recalled
the times she and her brother had walked by the lake. It’d been her
favorite pastime, and he was the only person she’d shared it with.
She wondered how he was doing with Teresa. Turning her attention to
Charlotte, she caught the small dimple in her daughter’s left
cheek, the same dimple her brother had. It warmed her heart to know
a part of her brother passed on to her little girl.

Addy handed Charlotte to Eliza who
took the girl in her arms and cooed at her. Lucy grinned, noting
the joy on Eliza’s face. After everything Eliza had been through,
Lucy thought it was fitting that Eliza got to hold her grandchild.
And this would be the first of other grandchildren Eliza would get
to hold.

Picking up her cup of hot chocolate,
she took a sip and sighed. Looking back at Charlotte who gurgled in
contentment as her grandmother continued to coo at her while the
others talked, she couldn’t help but think maybe, one day, her
brother and parents might get a chance to see Charlotte as
well.

***

Meredith adjusted her brown wig and
turned the collar of her coat up as the stage coach neared the
small South Dakota town. What a horrific ordeal the journey had
been! She was glad to finally be here. Sneaking away and buying her
train ticket to Sioux Falls and then arranging for the stage coach
had not been easy, but she did it.

She scanned the flat landscape with
the businesses lining the streets up ahead. So this was where Mark
dropped Lucy off. She had to admit the choice was a smart one. If
she was going to quietly get rid of someone, she’d pick a place
like this as well. It was far removed from a real civilization. Not
that she came from a flourishing town either, but at least it’d
been better than this dump. But this dump would be her home soon
enough. Knowing Lucy, Lucy probably loved it here since it was
quiet and peaceful—two things Lucy seemed to crave above all else.
So Meredith had to play the part.

Taking a deep breath, she sat back in
her seat and wiggled her gloved fingers in anticipation. Finally. A
new beginning. Finally, she could be perfect and loved by
all.

The stage coach pulled onto the main
street in town where snow still scattered the ground in places
where the sun hadn’t melted it yet. She hoped the driver had the
good sense to stop in a place where she wouldn’t have to step over
a pile of slush. Such incompetent foolery would cost him a tip if
he did.

When he came to a stop in front of the
general store, she opened the door and was relieved to see he did
have some common sense after all. She picked up her purse and dug
out the necessary coin to tip him with. He came around to her door
and widened it.

“I hope you’ll enjoy your
stay here, ma’am,” he said as he offered his hand to help her
down.

Accepting his hand, she stepped down
from the coach and smiled her most charming smile at him. “Thank
you.”

As he gathered her carpetbag and
placed it on the boardwalk in front of the store, she brought her
collar up higher and lowered her hat. If Lucy was still here, they
might recognize her face, and that wouldn’t work. She needed time
to hide and learn what happened to her sister. Hopefully, she could
do this before her brother arrived. It sounded like he had to tie
up a loose end at a trial first. Maybe that would delay him a good
week or two. By then, she should be settled into her new
home.

The man turned back to Meredith so she
handed him the coin. He tipped his hat. “Have a good visit with
your grandma.”

“I will.”

She stepped back from the stage coach
and watched as he hopped back on and drove off. Picking up her bag,
she tried to figure out what she should do first. She caught sight
of a boarding house. Perhaps she could work out a temporary
arrangement. She wouldn’t need to stay there for long.

Proceeding forward, she walked down
the boardwalk, not paying much attention to the group of people who
collected around the district. At the moment, she wasn’t in the
mood to put on a pleasant façade with anyone. She was tired from
travel and needed something decent to eat. As she walked, she
forced a polite greeting to whomever she passed and forced a yawn
to show them all how tired she was.

Once she reached the boarding house,
she knocked on the door and cleared her throat. A stout, older
woman opened the door, so Meredith smiled and raised her voice an
octave. “Hello, ma’am. May I speak with the woman who owns this
boarding house?”

“You’re talking to her.” The
woman moved aside so Meredith could come in. “My name is Molly
Richie.”

As Molly shut the door, Meredith set
her carpetbag down and turned to her. “I’m Cara Templeton. It’s a
pleasure to meet you.”

Molly smiled and ushered her forward.
“Would you like a seat?”

“Actually, I’m exhausted
from a long trip. I was wondering if you have a room I might rent
for a short time. A couple of days is all I need.”

“You’re in luck. I’m between
boarders right now for one of my rooms. I’ll still ask for a
deposit which I’ll refund you when you leave.”

“How much?”

“I think $5 ought to do it.
The $3 of that will be for the deposit. The fee includes
food.”

Meredith nodded and pulled out the
necessary funds before she handed them to her. “That sounds fine,
Mrs. Richie.”

“Now, breakfast is at eight,
lunch is at noon, and supper is at five. I also mandate that
everyone bathe Saturday evening to get ready for the Lord’s Day. I
have a schedule upstairs on when those baths will be. You’ll be in
room 2, so you’ll go at 6:30.”

“That sounds
fine.”

“Good.” Molly motioned for
the staircase. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your
room.”

Retrieving her carpetbag, Meredith
followed.


Chapter Twenty-Two






Meredith rested up enough so that she
was able to put on her best façade as Cara at supper. She noticed
the other boarders were significantly older than her. There were
two older women and a man. She offered a polite greeting as she sat
down to eat, hoping the wig with its bangs and its waves resting
against the sides of her face were enough to dissuade them from
looking at her too closely. Also, being older would probably give
them less of a reason to worry about how people looked.

After Molly said grace, she began
passing the dishes around. “This is Cara Templeton. She’s only
staying for a couple of days.”

Meredith smiled but avoided eye
contact so no one would get a good look at her eye color. “Yes. I’m
resting up before I head back out.”

Molly motioned to the old woman next
to her. “This is Constance.” Then she pointed to the old man and
woman across from her. “They are Joshua and Maybelle.”

“How do you do?” Meredith
greeted, keeping her eyes on the mashed potatoes she was spooning
onto her plate.

“Aren’t you too young to be
traveling by yourself?” Joshua asked.

Forcing a pleasant tone since she
couldn’t tell the old coot to mind his own business, Meredith said,
“My sole remaining relative lives in Oregon, and I have no
husband.”

“Oh my, what a shame,”
Constance replied. “Is this relative in Oregon someone you know
well?”

Meredith handed her the bowl of
potatoes. “She’s my grandmother. In fact, she looks a lot like you.
She’s a pretty woman.”

Constance flushed and patted her hair
before taking the bowl. “Oh, that’s a lovely sentiment. I’m sure
she’s looking forward to seeing you.”

“As I am her.” Meredith took
the bowl of peas and scooped out her share.

“Oregon?” Joshua asked.
“Where have I heard that before?”

Molly laughed. “Well, it is a
state.”

“No, it’s not that.” Joshua
picked up his drink. After a loud swallow that made Meredith
inwardly cringe, he added, “Didn’t someone else come here not too
long ago who was on their way to Oregon?”

“You know,” Constance began
as she took the bowl of peas from Meredith, “someone did come here.
A young lady, wasn’t it?”

Molly nodded. “You’re right. The poor
thing married a bigamist, and he dropped her here and ran off. A
cold, unfeeling one, that fellow was. I hope they catch him. Bigamy
is a crime, you know?” She glanced at Meredith with raised
eyebrows.

“How awful!” Meredith
exclaimed, pausing as she placed the spatula in her portion of the
pot roast. “I hope they lock him behind bars—and soon!”

“We all do, dear,” Constance
replied.

Now that they took the bait, all
Meredith had to do was reel them in. Once she got her piece of pot
roast onto her plate, she handed the platter to Constance. “What
happened to her? The young lady you mentioned.”

“Fortunately, Brian Evans
married her,” Molly said.

“She’s married?” Meredith
asked, surprised. Lucy hadn’t attracted any of the men’s attention
in Minnesota, except for Mark.

“That Brian’s a good man,”
Constance said. “He did her good. Gave her a home and his
name.”

“A woman can’t ask for more
than that,” Joshua added before he dug into his meal.

“They just had a baby,”
Molly added. “A cute little girl, from what I heard.”

Lucky again, Lucy, Meredith
thought as she picked up a forkful of mashed potatoes. Lucy had
more luck than a person had the right to have. So Mark “married”
her and dumped her off in this town? Lucy was still happy anyway.
It all worked out for her. Every single time. How nice it must be.

Constance smiled and pressed her hand
over her heart. “It’s so nice when things work out like that, isn’t
it?”

“It sure is,” Molly replied.
“I saw Eliza and John—” she glanced at Meredith—“those are Brian’s
parents, and they looked as proud as grandparents could be when I
saw them in church. Eliza was one of my boarders years ago, before
she married John. The poor thing looked miserable back then. I was
glad when John came for her.”

“Oh yes,” Constance said. “I
remember that. I’m in the room she used to occupy.”

“I remember when Eliza came
to town,” Molly rambled.

Meredith tuned the rest of the
discussion out as she thought over the implications of what she’d
just learned. So Lucy was married and had a baby. Was the baby
Mark’s or Brian’s? Maybe Lucy didn’t know. Even so, Lucy’s future
was assured and she could rest easy. Meredith tightened her grip on
the fork and stabbed it into the pot roast before she picked up a
bite of it to chew. Perfect Lucy. Good husband. Cute baby. Perfect
life. Perfect. Just simply perfect.

“John and Brian made this
dining table for me,” Molly said at one point, catching Meredith’s
attention. “They work out that way, along the edge of
town.”

Meredith twirled the fork in
her hand. Interesting. If Brian lived out there, then so did Lucy.
Just how far out there were they? Far away so that if something
were to happen to Lucy, no one might suspect it? Would it be easy
enough for Cara to
leave for Oregon while Lucy
continued to live here?

As Meredith rolled over how she might
make such a thing possible, the others rambled, and this time, she
didn’t bother paying any attention to them. She had plans to make,
and she better get moving on them before her brother
arrived.

***

Lucy wrapped Charlotte in a blanket as
tightly as she could and picked her up.

Charlotte gurgled and Eliza chuckled
from where she stood in the kitchen of Lucy’s home. “She’s going to
be a talker, you just wait and see.” Eliza went over to them and
tapped Charlotte on the nose. “Yes, you’ll be a talker, won’t
you?”

Lucy grinned. “She’s going to be a
happy little girl.”

“That she will.” She picked
up her purse and adjusted her hat. “Are you ready to go to
town?”

“Almost. Will you hold her
while I use the privy?”

“Certainly.”

She placed Charlotte in Eliza’s arms.
“I’ll be right back.”

“We’ll be waiting.” Eliza
sat down by the fire and rocked her granddaughter while humming an
upbeat tune.

Smiling, Lucy headed out of the house.
She stepped onto the porch and inhaled the brisk air. Good. It was
warming up nicely, and the patches of snow on the property were
starting to melt. Maybe when Brian returned home from work, they
could go for a nice stroll along the creek. It’d been a long time
since they’d been for a walk, and she missed it.

She made her way across the property
and did her business. As she left the outhouse, something hissed at
her. Surprised, she spun around but didn’t see anything unusual. A
squirrel darted across the property and up one of the trees by the
house. With another glance from where she heard the unfamiliar
sound, she was assured nothing was there.

Taking a deep breath, she walked
toward the well. Just before she reached it, someone clamped their
hand firmly over her mouth. She brought her hands up to try to pry
the hand away from her mouth, but the person jabbed something hard
into her back, causing Lucy to let go so she could try to grab the
hard object. As much as Lucy tried to scream and fight, the person
succeeded in dragging her behind the outhouse and behind some trees
lining the creek.

After the person let go, Lucy only had
enough time to look over her shoulder when a bat made contact with
her face. Lucy fell back, not sure who was attacking her and aware
the side of her face throbbed in pain. She tried to move away, but
the bat came down on her back and forced her on her stomach. Her
hands went up to her head before the person hit her again with the
bat. She tried to scream but no sound came out and though she made
an effort to scramble away, the person kept hitting her with the
bat. So she did the only thing she knew and protected her head as
much as she could before everything went black.






Panting, Meredith stood and waited for
Lucy to move. When she didn’t, Meredith glanced at the house,
assured they were far out of anyone’s view. She quickly pulled off
her coat and dress before she rolled a bruised Lucy onto her
stomach. Pressing her fingers to Lucy’s neck, she felt her pulse.
She reached for the bat when she heard someone call out Lucy’s
name.

Stiffening, she stood, cleared her
throat, and yelled, “I’ll be right there! I found something. Go
back in!”

The shutting of the storm door
notified Meredith that the woman, whom she suspected was Eliza,
went back into the house. She breathed a sigh of relief. That was
close. Too close. She turned to Lucy and gritted her teeth. She
didn’t have time to kill Lucy now. She’d have to come back and do
it later.

She quickly undressed Lucy until all
Lucy had on were her undergarments and put on Lucy’s dress and
coat. Then turning to the clothes she’d been wearing, Meredith
ripped enough of the fabric to keep Lucy detained until she could
return without anyone noticing. She rolled Lucy onto her stomach
and tied her hands behind her back. Using another ribbon of fabric,
she tied Lucy’s feet together and then finished by wrapping a gag
around Lucy’s mouth, making sure to secure it to the back of her
head.

Scanning the area, she caught a fallen
log and dragged Lucy’s body to it. Nearly out of breath, her
muscles strained as she shoved Lucy into it. She stepped back and
inspected the area. Good. No one could tell Lucy was there. When
she turned, she caught sight of the blood on the snow and quickly
used her boots to smear the snow into the muddy ground.

There. No one would be the
wiser.

“Lucy?” the woman called
again.

Cursing the woman, Meredith hastened
to the outhouse. She saw the redhead, who held a baby, looking out
from the porch. After she grabbed her ripped clothes, Meredith
shoved them behind the outhouse. She’d hide those later.

With a quick pat on the type of bun
Lucy typically wore, she emerged from her hiding place and smiled.
She hurried up to the house. “I’m sorry I took so long. I thought I
heard something.”

Eliza nodded. “As long as you’re
alright.” Chuckling, she added, “I had this strange feeling
something was wrong, but here you are.”

Meredith stopped and laughed. “Yes.
Here I am.”

Eliza walked down the porch steps.
“Would you like to hold Charlotte on the way to town or drive the
buggy?”

Her gaze fell to the sleeping child.
So this was Lucy’s child. And the name was Charlotte. Meredith
recalled how Lucy loved that name. It figured. Everything Lucy
wanted, she got. First, the husband who was good to her and now the
little girl she named Charlotte. Was there anything Lucy didn’t
have?

Forcing aside her irritation, Meredith
said, “I’ll hold her.” Once Eliza put her in her arms, she
inspected the baby, feeling as though she had truly stepped into
her sister’s place. She walked beside Eliza as they made their way
around the house. “She’s quite the doll, isn’t she?”

“That’s what I tell everyone
I come across,” Eliza said. “I’m excited to show her off to the
townsfolk. I can’t help it. A grandmother has a right to brag,
doesn’t she?”

“Of course,” Meredith
replied, stroking the child’s fingers.

“First, we’ll pay a visit to
Addy and then we’ll see Charity and her aunt.”

“Oh, good.” At least,
Meredith assumed Lucy would think that was good. “It’ll be good to
see them again.”

The baby wiggled in Meredith’s arms as
they walked to the buggy, and by the time they made it there, the
baby opened her eyes and started crying. Surprised, Meredith stared
at the thing, her hand subconsciously tightening around its hand.
When she noticed Eliza was watching her, she forced her grip on the
baby’s hand to relax.

“She must be cold,” Meredith
said with a smile.

“Probably.” Eliza took off
her scarf and wrapped it around the baby, but the baby only cried
louder.

Meredith gritted her teeth, wishing
the thing would quiet down again. Children, after all, should be
seen and not heard.

“Would you like me to try
calming her down?” Eliza asked.

“Yes.” Meredith forced a
pleasant tone even as she had the sudden urge the slap the thing
into submission. “Here you go.”

Eliza took the child and bounced her
in her arms.

To Meredith’s consternation,
the child settled right down. That little
brat is as spoiled as Lucy.

“Maybe you should drive the
buggy this time,” Eliza said. “Do you feel up to it?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t
I?”

“Well, you gave birth two
weeks ago.”

She shrugged. “What woman doesn’t give
birth at one time or another? I can manage driving the gelding in a
small buggy.” Lord knew she’d driven wagons. A buggy was
nothing.

“You’re right.” Eliza
chuckled and cuddled the baby closer to her chest before she got
into the buggy. “Forgive me, Lucy. I didn’t mean to imply you
couldn’t do this task.”

Meredith stared at Eliza for a moment
and thought Lucy even had a good mother-in-law. Lucy’s good fortune
was enough to make Meredith’s blood boil. How she wished she could
get back to that log and finish what she started.

But since Eliza was waiting, she
dutifully climbed into the buggy, picked up the reins, and undid
the brake. She bit her lower lip. She’d have to figure out how to
get to Addy’s place without being suspicious. She’d been so busy
figuring out where Lucy lived and how her life was out here that
she neglected to find out where the people lived in this
town.

Meredith led the horse forward. It
couldn’t be too hard. Eliza was doting over Charlotte in the most
disgusting way. That was good. It meant she’d likely be so
preoccupied she wouldn’t notice when Meredith asked where to go to
get to Addy’s residence. People were so easy to fool. All they had
to do was look at her, and they automatically assumed she was Lucy.
It’d been no different when she was growing up. Her parents and
brother were just as easy to fool, and they thought they could tell
the difference. With a smirk, she turned her attention to the road
in front of her. Soon enough, she’d return and kill Lucy. Then her
plan would be complete.


Chapter Twenty-Three






When Lucy gained consciousness, the
first thing she was aware of was the cold. She was shivering, and
her teeth would be chattering if her mouth wasn’t stuffed with a
piece of clothing. She opened her eyes. Squinting, she realized she
was inside an old log. She and Brian passed this log many times,
and she never once thought anything of it. She certainly didn’t
think her sister would track her down and stick her in here to
slowly rot away.

Well, she wouldn’t just lie here and
wait to die. At least, not without a fight. She lifted her head,
noting that the way in front of her was too narrow to crawl out of.
Glancing back, she tried to determine if she could wiggle
out.

She tested the binding around her
wrists and ankles. Her sister knew how to tie good knots,
unfortunately. Nevertheless, she struggled to get her hands and
feet free. The hold from the clothing was too tight. Grunting, she
stopped wiggling and set her cheek on the rotting wood. That was
when she noticed something jabbing into her hip.

She squirmed to the side, the effort
taking almost all of her energy, but she finally made it. Her
fingers brushed something hard. Closing her eyes, she focused on
it, trying to determine what, exactly, it was that she was
touching. Something cool that had a jagged edge. A rock? Most
likely. And from the feel of it, it was embedded into the log,
which meant it wouldn’t budge easily.

She stilled for a moment to rest. The
good thing about using so much energy was that it forced her body
temperature to rise, stifling the urge to shiver. The side of her
face and her back throbbed in pain, no doubt from the bat Meredith
used to knock her unconscious.

Once she settled enough so that she
could focus on her task, she positioned her wrists over the rock
and rubbed the binding against the sharpest point. Biting down on
the piece of clothing in her mouth, she concentrated on her task.
Aware her arms were growing weak, she tried to think of anything to
keep her motivated. Brian and Charlotte. They needed her. She had
to get back to them.

But no matter how hard she tried to
rip the binding, it remained firm. Grunting, she gave up and fell
back to her stomach. This time when she bit down on the fabric in
her mouth, it was to keep from crying. No. It couldn’t be hopeless.
There had to be a way out. If she could just think clearly, she’d
figure out what to do.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw
the late morning sunlight filtering through the tree branches.
Maybe she could wiggle her way out of the log and roll or crawl
back to the house. Sooner or later, Brian or Eliza would return and
free her from her binding. Encouraged by the idea, she leveraged
her body until she was ready to back up.

Taking a couple of deep breaths, she
shifted her weight and scooted backwards. She made it halfway out
when the waistband of her pantaloons caught onto something in the
log. It was sharp and stabbed her in the abdomen. Wincing, she
tried to move past it, but it wasn’t working, and the more she
struggled against it, the more it dug into her flesh. She cried out
when a stabbing pain tore into her.

Tears came to her eyes as she wiggled
forward so she could free herself from the thing lodged into her
gut. Out of breath, she collapsed back where she woke up and rested
her head back on the hard surface.

She refused to give up. She wasn’t
dead yet. There had to be a way out. First, she’d rest—give her
body time to recover from her new wound. While she did, she’d
figure out a way to get out of the log without that horrible thing
sticking into her abdomen. Closing her eyes, she willed herself to
relax. She’d think better with a clear head. It wouldn’t do her any
good to panic.

After a minute, her body temperature
began to cool, and as it did, she began to shiver again. She didn’t
have much time. While she wouldn’t freeze to death in this weather,
she could come down with an illness that would do her in…if
Meredith didn’t come back first.

Soon, she assured herself. Soon, she’d
make another attempt to get out of this log. As she continued to
tell herself she could figure a way out, she lost consciousness
once more.

***

Brian ran the brush over the arm of
the chair, careful to make sure the paint was evenly spread along
the wood. Beside him, he heard John as he cut into another piece of
lumber with his carving knife. Brian paused for a moment before
returning to his task, and since he could hear a slight wobble from
the chair John sat in, he recognized that John was chuckling. His
body always shook the chair a bit when he chuckled, and it was easy
to detect the light vibration off the floor.

Brian didn’t bother asking John why he
was laughing. He already knew. Brian often came to work with a
smile on his face that John claimed was ‘a mile wide’ and thought
it was amusing his son was so happy. Brian had long since gotten
over his embarrassment at showing his enthusiasm for being married
to Lucy.

Deciding to ignore his father, he
turned back to painting the chair. Next month would mark a year
since he married Lucy. He wondered what he might do for her to make
their one year anniversary special. Perhaps she’d like a picture of
him, her and their daughter. Eliza adored the pictures she was able
to get of her family, and he figured since it was something his
mother liked, then it’d be something his wife would like as well.
At the very least, he’d ask Lucy what she thought.

The sound of a horse pulling a buggy
onto the property caught Brian’s attention. His heartbeat picked up
at the thought of getting off work and being with Lucy and
Charlotte. He paused and listened as the horse continued on to his
house.

The chair not too far from Brian
scraped the floor, so Brian turned his attention back to John.
John’s footsteps echoed off the floor as he approached Brian. Brian
held his hand out, palm down, and waited for John to talk to
him.

Go on home,
John signed.

“But I’m not done with the
chair.”

I can finish it. You’re
too eager to get back to your bride. Go on and be with
her.

“Even if it’s early in the
afternoon?”

You’ve been thinking of
her all day. Might as well be with her. Unless you think your old
man is more exciting?

Brian laughed. “Sorry, Pa. But no, I
don’t.”

Then why are you still
here?

“Alright, alright. I get
your point.” He put his brush away and stood. “I’ll see you
tomorrow morning.”

Brian felt John pat him on the back
before Brian went to the hook by the door and collected his coat
and walking stick. He opened the door and stepped outside, sorry he
missed his mother and Lucy as they passed by on the buggy. Now he’d
have to walk. Shrugging, he slipped his coat on and proceeded to
stroll on home.

***

Lucy squeezed her eyes shut and
concentrated on sliding out of the log. Her body was pressed firmly
against the side of it so she could avoid the offending piece of
wood that had pierced her skin last time. Thankfully, her earlier
wound from it wasn’t deep. The blood had already dried, but her
abdomen hurt as she moved along and she worried about reopening the
cut.

Taking a deep breath, she wiggled
again, and this time, she managed to avoid hurting any part of her
body. She paused and released her breath. Opening her eyes, she
looked down at her legs which were on a melting pile of snow.
Though there was no wind and the sun was out, the slush around her
made her shiver all the more.

I can do this. I can get
out of here.

If she could just make it out of here,
then she could figure out a way to get to the house. Eliza was
supposed to drop her off at home when they returned from town. If
Meredith was playing ‘Lucy’, then Eliza would have still gone to
town as planned and would bring ‘Lucy’ back. Eliza would help her.
Or Brian. Maybe he’d come back from work early. As long as someone
besides Meredith saw her, she’d make it.

Encouraged, she scooted further down,
but then the log gave under her weight and it tilted forward. She
gasped. She forgot about the gentle slope that led to the creek on
their property. Not sure if she should move or stay still, she
remained still and debated the possible pros and cons to each
choice. But the log moved again, and despite the fact that she dug
her heels into the muddy ground, it rolled forward. Giving a
muffled scream, she went down the slope with the log, her body
jostling around as the sharp piece of wood poked her back and
side.

She struggled to stay in the log,
figuring it would buffer her in case she hit a tree, but at some
point during the journey down, she tumbled out of the log and
continued to roll on her own until she came to a stop next to the
creek.

Blinking back a fresh wave of tears,
she struggled to figure out her best course of action. It would
help to think if her head wasn’t spinning. Her body throbbed with
pain, especially where her sister had hit her with that awful bat.
But what was worse than the pain was the continual shivering, which
had only intensified now that she was on the snow. She closed her
eyes. All was not lost. She was still alive. There was still a
chance Brian, Eliza or John might search for her…as long as they
didn’t believe Meredith was her.

***

Brian approached his house. The horse
snorted not too far from the porch so he went over to it and patted
its nose. “Were the women hard on you today?”

The horse snorted again.

He chuckled and patted its mane. “I’ll
tell Ma to give you a treat for all your hard work.”

As if he understood, the gelding
nodded.

Smiling, Brian went over to the porch
and climbed the steps. From inside, he could hear his mother
talking and another woman’s response. He frowned. The other woman
wasn’t Addy, nor was it any of the women in town. As he opened the
storm door, he heard unfamiliar footsteps retreating to the
bedroom. He set the walking stick by the door and turned to the
direction of Charlotte’s sneeze.

“Couldn’t wait to come home,
huh?” Eliza asked.

He stepped into the kitchen and
listened. It didn’t sound like there were any more than two women
in the house. He inhaled but didn’t pick up the scent of
lavender.

“Brian, is something wrong?”
Eliza’s voice grew closer as she approached. “Did something happen
at work? Is your pa alright?”

He lowered his voice and turned her
away from the bedroom. “Who’s in my bedroom?”

Eliza let out a soft chuckle. “Your
wife, silly. Lucy and I went to town today and came back with a
couple of things. She’s putting them away.”

“It’s not her,” he
whispered, careful to speak low so whoever it was in the other room
wouldn’t overhear.

“Sure it is.”

“I don’t smell Lucy, and I
didn’t hear her.”

“I can see her, Brian, and
she’s Lucy.”

His frown deepened.
No. She just looks like Lucy.

A drawer closed in the bedroom and
Brian stiffened. He leaned forward to touch and smell Charlotte.
She smelled and felt the same, and from the sound of it, she was
alright. He stood and turned toward the kitchen window. Something
was wrong. It couldn’t be Lucy. Lucy smelled like lavender, but the
faint hint of lavender in the air told him Lucy hadn’t been at the
house for hours. Just how many hours, he couldn’t tell. And that
worried him.

The floor vibrated as the woman walked
out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. Brian avoided turning to
face her, remembering what Lucy had said about knowing he was blind
by looking at his eyes. She said at a glance, she couldn’t tell he
was blind. He wondered if Lucy’s twin sister, Meredith, knew he was
blind. Had Eliza slipped it into the conversation unawares? There
was only one way to tell, and only one surefire way to convince his
mother that this wasn’t Lucy.

“Well,” Meredith began,
“that was a lot of fun, Eliza. Thank you for the broach. It means
so much to me that we’re friends.”

“Oh, thank you,” Eliza said,
sounding uncertain.

Brian heard soft footsteps move in his
direction, followed by a gentle touch on his arm. He took a moment
to inhale. Milk and honey. His real mother had used milk and honey
soap. He kept his face slightly turned from Meredith as he tried to
decide what to do.

“Hello, Brian,” Meredith
said. “Don’t you want to see the new broach your mother gave
me?”

He heard his mother give a slight
gasp.

It was definitely Meredith if she
looked exactly like Lucy. Brian turned his head quickly to
Meredith. “Yes, it’s pretty.” Then he went over to his mother. “Why
don’t you take Lucy and Charlotte to your home for that supper you
invited us to?”

“Uh…” Eliza
began.

Charlotte whimpered.

Eliza cleared her throat. “Lucy, did
you still want to eat over at my place?”

Meredith laughed. “Of course. I agreed
to it when you asked, didn’t I?”

That did it! Brian opened the storm
door. “I’ll be along shortly.”

“Alright,” Eliza said. “I
suppose we’ll go to my place now.”

Brian kept his hat lowered so Meredith
wouldn’t get a good look at his eyes, and as he waited for the two
women to get back into the buggy, he wondered where Lucy might be.
He stood quietly, listening as someone clicked the reins and led
the horse off his property. With slow, even breaths, he stood on
the porch and tried to determine if he could hear anything that
might lead him to Lucy. He couldn’t smell her. Wherever she was,
she was far away, but she couldn’t be too far. He’d said good-bye
to Lucy that morning when his mother came over. And if his mother
went to town with Meredith, then there was a small window of
opportunity when Meredith made her move.

Where would Lucy go if she was about
to go to town? The only place he could think of was the outhouse.
She often went to the outhouse before they headed out together.
He’d start there. He quickly went into the house to grab his
walking stick and went in the direction of the outhouse, praying
when he found Lucy, she’d be alive.


Chapter Twenty-Four






Phillip arrived in town and walked
into the general store. He took off his hat and approached the
older man behind the counter who was talking to a young woman. The
trip had been an exhausting one. If one more thing had gone wrong,
he would have lost it. The train had gotten delayed and then his
stage coach driver had taken ill. He’d spent a lot of time waiting,
and that waiting drove him insane.

All he could picture was
Lucy destitute and alone. He tried not to think that someone had
taken her in order to use her. A lone woman on the prairie who was
far too trusting of strangers… He shivered. Oh God, please let Lucy be alright. He hoped when he wrote to his parents, he’d have good
news.

The man behind the counter turned his
attention to Phillip as the woman left the store. “Howdy. May I
help you?”

“Yes.” Phillip walked closer
to the counter and rested one hand on it. “About this time last
year, a man dropped my sister off here. She has blond hair, brown
eyes, is 5’4”, and goes by the name Lucy Barnes. The man who
dropped her off called himself Adam Nilles but is really Mark
Wilson. Mark was recently arrested for marrying women and then
dropping them off in small towns. He married my sister last April
and should have come through here.”

The man held up his hand. “I know who
you mean. Yes, Lucy’s here. In fact, she’s good friends with my
wife, Addy.”

Phillip’s body relaxed. “Thank
goodness! So is she staying with you and your wife?”

“No. The judge that was here
that day granted her an annulment so she could marry Brian Evans.
You needn’t worry. Brian’s a good one. He treats her right and all
that. The two also had a little girl earlier this
month.”

Phillip mentally did the math and was
further relieved to learn that Mark wasn’t the father of her child.
Poor Lucy would have been devastated had that been the case. “She’s
happy then?” he pressed, wanting to be reassured.

“I’d say so.”

“Do you have stationary so I
can write to my parents and let them know she’s
alright?”

“Sure.” The man pointed to
the shelf along the window. “Take it as a gift. Any relative of
Lucy’s is a friend of mine.”

“Thank you.” Phillip rushed
over to the window and picked up a sheet of paper and envelope.
“The post office here is still open, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He took the pen out
of his pocket and began writing the letter on a nearby table,
imagining how relieved his parents would be when they learned what
had happened to Lucy.

A woman entered the store, and the man
looked up from his register. “Is something bothering you,
Addy?”

Addy sighed and approached the
counter. “I’m not sure, Frank. I have a terrible feeling that I
haven’t been able to shake ever since Eliza and Lucy came to town.”
She glanced in Phillip’s direction.

“Lucy’s my sister,” Phillip
said, walking over to her. “If there’s something going on, I need
to know about it.”

She studied his face and nodded.
“There’s no denying the family resemblance.” With a shrug, she
continued, “Alright. It was Charlotte.”

“That’s Lucy’s daughter,”
Frank told Phillip.

“Yes, I remember her wanting
a girl she could name Charlotte,” Phillip replied. “What’s wrong
with Charlotte?”

“Nothing. Charlotte’s fine,”
she said. “But she didn’t respond well whenever Lucy held her. She
wouldn’t stop crying.” She turned to Frank. “Don’t you think that’s
odd?”

“I don’t know,” Frank
replied. “Maybe Charlotte wasn’t feeling well.”

“It was more than that,
Frank. When Eliza and I held her, she was just fine. A sick baby
would fuss no matter who’s holding her.”

Phillip’s gut tightened as he recalled
how sure Meredith had been that she could get Mark to reveal where
he’d dropped Lucy off. What if she found a way to make that happen?
“Addy, was there anything else different? Was there anything that
seemed unusual about Lucy?”

She bit her lower lip and glanced at
the ceiling. “Actually, when I offered her some nuts, she didn’t
want them. I thought Lucy loved those.”

“She does,” Phillip said.
“But Meredith’s allergic to them.”

“Who’s Meredith?” Frank
asked.

“Lucy’s twin
sister.”

“Twin sister? As in
identical?”

“Exactly. No one can tell
them apart.” Except for the baby.
Phillip looked at the unfinished letter in his
hand. Maybe it could wait. “Where does Lucy live?”

“A few miles out that way,”
Frank said, nodding in the direction he indicated. “You go past a
couple fields and the first house you come to is John and Eliza’s
place. Then Brian and Lucy are to the left. Those are the only two
houses out there. You can’t miss them.”

Tucking his letter into his coat
pocket, he asked, “Can I get a horse?”

“Sure. I got one.” Frank ran
around the counter.

“Do you think that woman was
Lucy’s sister?” Addy asked.

“I don’t know, but there’s
no harm in finding out,” Phillip said, thinking it was best to err
on the side of caution. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe Lucy didn’t
feel like eating nuts that day and maybe Charlotte wasn’t feeling
well, but did he dare risk doing nothing?

“Man the store for me,
Addy?” Frank asked.

“Alright,” she replied, her
face showing her apprehension.

Phillip hurried after Frank as he left
the store.

***

Meredith glanced over her shoulder as
Eliza drove the buggy off of Lucy’s land. Brian was alone over
there now. What if he found Lucy in that log? Her hard work would
come to nothing! She took a deep breath and yelled over Charlotte
who was crying in her arms, “I need to go back for a
minute!”

“But…” Eliza looked over at
her. “But…the supper.”

“I’ll be just a minute. I
forgot something.” Knowing she couldn’t take care of business with
the insufferable brat in her arms, she shoved the baby toward Eliza
who instinctively stopped the horse and took Charlotte in her arms.
Good! Eliza could deal with the crying thing! Meredith scrambled
out of the buggy. If Brian found Lucy, she was doomed! As long as
Lucy was alive, she stood the chance of being exposed. “I’ll be
right back. Wait here if you want. Or go on without me. I can walk
with Brian.”

“Oh, don’t be silly.”
Eliza’s laugh seemed forced while she bounced Charlotte in one arm
and held on the reins with her free hand. “Come back in and we’ll
go back to your home.”

“I just have to go around
those trees. It’s a quick stop. I’ll be back.” Despite Eliza’s
protests, Meredith ran back toward the house.

***

Lucy felt the last of the binding
around her wrists give way. Almost there. Her hands moved, and even
though her wrists were raw, she was greatly encouraged by her
progress.

A twig snapped, and she froze.
Gulping, she turned her head and looked up the slope. A rabbit
hopped along the snowy land. She waited, not fully convinced she
was still alone. But even as she scanned her surroundings, she
didn’t see another person.

She had to get out of here! Sooner or
later, Meredith would return, and when she did, she wouldn’t stop.
Lucy knew her time was short. When she renewed her attempt at
freeing her hands, she heard someone call her name. Pausing again,
she tried to decipher if it was a woman or a man.

“Lucy?”

Brian! She tried to call to him but
her cry came out muffled. Remembering the gag in her mouth, she
lifted her legs and pounded them on the ground.

“Lucy?”

This time he was closer, so she did it
again before she wiggled her wrists. Finally, her hands were free.
Ignoring the pain shooting from her wrists and up her arms, she
pushed herself up so she was sitting. She untied the clothing
around her mouth.

“Brian.” Her voice was weak
so she cleared her throat. “Brian!” She cried with relief when she
saw him carefully making his way along the slope, testing the
ground with his walking stick. “Watch out. It’s
slippery!”

“Are you
alright?”

“Yes. I’m untying my
ankles.” His foot slid on a patch of snow, so she called out, “Be
careful! There’s a lot of snow right in front of you. Move over to
the right.”

He obeyed, testing the ground in front
of him with his stick.

She proceeded to untie her ankles and
winced from how sore they were. She rubbed them until she thought
she could stand. As she tested the strength of her ankles,
something moved out of the corner of her eye. Looking up, she
gasped when she saw Meredith creeping up behind Brian with her
bat.

Before Lucy could warn him, he turned
and slid his walking stick in front of Meredith’s feet. The bat
flew out of Meredith’s hands as she tripped on his stick. Losing
her balance in the patch of snow, she screamed as she went tumbling
all the way down the slope until she ended up face down in the
creek.

“What happened?” Brian
called out, feeling the ground with his stick. “Is she near
you?”

Lucy stared at Meredith who didn’t
move. It took her a good five seconds before she could answer him.
“I-I think she’s dead.” Now she was shivering again, but this time
it wasn’t from being cold. “She fell and ended up in the creek.
Stay there! It’s too slippery through here, and you can’t see where
the patches of snow are.”

“Are you
alright?”

“I’m fine. I’m cold but
fine.”

Taking a deep breath, she gingerly
stepped forward, wincing as pain shot up her legs. Her entire body
ached as she made her way over to the creek where her sister
remained still, her face in the water. Lucy closed her eyes and
pressed her hand over her stomach. Thankfully, she hadn’t eaten
since early that morning. Otherwise, she just might vomit. She’d
never seen a dead person before and didn’t exactly relish the
opportunity now, but she needed to know that Meredith was really
dead. It was the only way the nightmares would stop.

A horse neighed, making her pause and
look up at her brother who slid off of Frank’s steed.

“Who is it?” Brian
asked.

“My brother,” Lucy said.
“Phillip, will you check Meredith? I think she’s dead.”

Phillip approached her.
“Lucy?”

She nodded, tears stinging her eyes.
“The rope swing at the tree. We etched our initials into that tree
when we were children.” It was their secret, something only they
knew, something that would prove she wasn’t Meredith.

He hugged her. “Oh, Lucy. I feared the
worst.”

She held onto him and cried into his
shoulder.

“What happened?” Eliza
called out.

She looked up the slope and saw John
and Eliza. Eliza held Charlotte while John helped Brian down. Lucy
wiped her eyes while Phillip took off his coat and draped it over
her shoulders. Once she slipped her arms into the sleeves, she
reached for Brian and put her arm around his waist, taking comfort
in his strength as he pulled her close.

“Is she dead?” Lucy asked
Phillip, needing someone to say it even though Meredith hadn’t
moved.

She watched as her brother made his
way over to Meredith’s body and knelt by it to check her pulse.
When he stood up and nodded, she cried, not sure if she was more
relieved or saddened that things had to end the way they did. Maybe
if Meredith had talked to her, they could have resolved things
before it had to get to this point, but Meredith wouldn’t talk to
her and now whatever drove Meredith to do what she did would always
remain a mystery.

John signed to her and motioned to the
house.

“Let’s go inside,” she said,
agreeing with him.

The four walked up the slope slowly,
and though it hurt to do it, she was so relieved to be safe, she
hardly noticed it.

When they reached the top, her brother
turned to them. “I’m going back to town and finding someone who’ll
take Meredith’s body back home. I also need to send off a letter.”
He looked at Lucy. “They found Adam. His real name is Mark Wilson,
and he’s been arrested. You’re not the first woman he did this
too.”

Lucy sighed. “Was I the
last?”

“Yes. They caught him at
home with his wife and children. Someone recognized him from the
drawings the marshal did.”

She nodded, uncertain of what else to
say. At least, he wouldn’t do it to someone else. She took comfort
in knowing that.

John signed, so Lucy told Phillip,
“John says he’ll go to town with you. He knows who to get out here.
He’s mute though, so he can’t talk.”

Phillip held his hand up. “I worked
with a deaf client. I know sign language.”

“Then I don’t know
everything there is to know about you,” she replied.

He glanced at Charlotte and Brian.
“There’s a lot we have to catch up on, but we’ll do it later. I got
good and bad news to send Ma and Pa.”

While Phillip and John strode to the
horse, she turned toward the house with Brian and Eliza, glad to be
safe once and for all.


Epilogue






It took a good month before Lucy
returned to full health. Her time outside made her ill, but with
plenty of rest and some medicine from the doctor, she was able to
recover. Her brother returned to Minnesota to arrange for
Meredith’s burial and to comfort their parents.

By the time June arrived, Lucy and
Brian settled back into their normal routine. One summer day while
she held three month old Charlotte as they walked along their land,
Brian placed his hand on her back.

“Is something on your mind?”
she asked, glancing his way and noting the peaceful expression on
his face.

“In a way.”

Her lips curled up into a grin. “Are
you going to tell me what it is or do I have to guess?”

“I’ll tell you.” When his
stick hit a small hole in the ground, he stepped over it before he
continued. “For the first time today, I was able to think of my
real father without getting angry. It only lasted for a couple of
minutes, but it was the first time I was able to do
that.”

She stopped and turned to him. “That’s
great, Brian.”

“It’s a start.”

“And a good one.” She
wrapped one arm around his waist and kissed him. “All we can do is
take it one day at a time.”

He held her and stroked Charlotte’s
blond curls which framed her face. Charlotte looked up at him and
cooed. Lucy smiled and kissed him again. This time he returned her
kiss, letting his lips linger on hers.

A couple of horses neighed so they
broke apart. Lucy looked at the dirt road which led to John and
Eliza’s place and saw Frank and Addy bringing two people with them
in their wagon. Her heart leapt when she realized who the people
were.

“Brian, my parents are
here!” She called out to Frank and waved her hand.

Frank rose his hand to acknowledge her
and moved the wagon in her direction.

“They’re coming our way.”
She took Brian’s hand and led him along the grassy land.

“I thought they weren’t
supposed to arrive until tomorrow,” he said, giving her hand a
slight squeeze.

“That’s what they said in
their letter.”

When Frank was within a couple yards
of them, he pulled the reins back. “I got some folk here you might
want to see.”

Lucy laughed and led Brian up to the
wagon. “Afternoon, Ma! Afternoon, Pa!”

Her parents climbed out of the wagon
and hugged her.

Lucy couldn’t stop laughing as she
hugged them back. “I thought you weren’t coming until
tomorrow.”

“That’s what we thought
too,” her mother added, wiping the tears from her eyes, “but the
stage coach driver was a day early and offered to drive us out
here. We’re so glad to see you, honey. We heard about what Mark
Wilson did and were afraid we’d never see you again.”

“You had us worried sick,”
her father agreed.

“Then we found out about
Meredith.” Her mother pressed her handkerchief to her mouth and
squeezed her eyes shut.

Her father rubbed her mother’s back.
“It’s been an ordeal, to say the least. We thought your sister
wanted to visit your aunt Rachel. We had no idea she planned to
come out here.”

After a long pause, Lucy turned to
Brian. “Ma, Pa, this is my husband, Brian. I wrote to you about
him.”

Her father tapped Brian’s hand so he
could shake it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, son. Thank you for
taking care of our little girl.”

Brian nodded. “She’s been a good
wife.”

“This is Charlotte,” Lucy
said, bouncing her daughter in her arm. “She’s Brian’s. I had her
on March 3rd.”

Despite her tears, Lucy’s mother
smiled. “She’s a darling.”

Lucy placed the child in her mother’s
arms, her heart warmed at the sight she never thought she’d see.
“I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to write to you, to let you know I
was fine, but…” She hesitated and glanced at Brian.

“Your brother explained it
to us,” her father said, directing her attention back to him. “We
should have paid more attention to Meredith. Maybe if we had, this
wouldn’t have happened. But…” He took a deep breath. “Well, all we
can do is move forward. We’ve said our prayers and nothing else can
be done.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat,
Lucy nodded.

The wind ruffled Charlotte’s hair,
making her giggle.

Her mother looked at Charlotte and
chuckled. “There’s nothing like a baby to bring joy to one’s
heart.”

“No truer words were ever
spoke,” her father replied and touched Charlotte’s nose.

Charlotte giggled again and reached
for his finger.

He brought his finger to her nose
again and this time she caught it. “I think we’ll get along just
fine, little one.”

Addy sighed from where she sat next to
Frank. “Isn’t this wonderful, Frank?”

Frank grinned, looked toward John and
Eliza’s house, and cleared his throat. “Over here, John and
Eliza!”

Lucy peered around the horses to see
Brian’s parents heading in their direction. “You’ll like Brian’s
parents. They’re good people. Come on. I’ll introduce
you.”

Lucy took Brian’s hand and waved for
her parents, Frank, and Addy to follow her to meet John and Eliza,
overjoyed that she could now spend time with her parents. She
couldn’t wait to show them how well her life turned out in spite of
how she arrived to this small South Dakota town. And it was all
because of Brian and his great love for her. She figured no other
woman could be so blessed. Giving his hand another squeeze to
express her love for him, she couldn’t help but be thankful for the
many years to come.


Coming Soon

Bride of Second Chances

Jeremy Graham made a promise to Rebecca, his
wife, that he would never love another woman. A year after her
death, her parents die. Since Jane has no one to provide for her,
Jeremy feels a sense of duty to help Rebecca’s younger sister so he
marries Jane to offer her a home. But Jane, who has always been shy
and content to hide in the shadows, begins to stir up old
feelings—feelings for which Jeremy isn’t prepared for. Will a
marriage that began out of obligation and necessity give a lonely
widower a second chance?

 Jeremy is Eliza’s real son, and in this book, he’ll discover
he’s adopted so he and Jane will search for Eliza.[image: tmp_abe489a068a4a4f8b8ed81d8fa6e5698_wejNpc_html_m1e064d0.jpg]
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