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 Chapter One

 


July 1897

Just south of Circle,
Montana

 


Eva Connealy glanced out of the
stagecoach window. The journey from Nebraska to Montana seemed to
be taking forever, but she knew it would be worth it when she
arrived at Circle and started her role as a school teacher. She
took note of the Montana prairie with the blue sky that seemed to
go on forever.

Turning to Rachel Larson who was her
traveling companion, she said, “Are you excited about going to
Jordan?”

Rachel smiled and took a deep breath.
“Excited and nervous. When I answered the mail-order bride ad, it
didn’t seem real. But now that I’m a day away from meeting the man
I’m going to marry, I don’t know whether I’m ready to run to Jordan
or hightail it back to Omaha.”

“Well, at least you get to
be someone’s wife.”

“You could have too if
you’d answered an ad.”

While that was true, Eva knew better
than to think a man would be happy that she came. She knew she was
still young at twenty-one but didn’t see any prospects for marriage
on the horizon. All of the young men she’d been interested in had
taken other young women as their wives. And though she’d never
admit it to Rachel, her brother Isaac had been the one who’d hurt
her the most. Eva had wanted to marry him, but he decided to marry
Emily Craftsman instead.

She patted her light brown
hair and turned her brown eyes to the prairie. It’s better this way. There’s no sense in being with someone
who doesn’t love me. Every time she started
to feel sorry for herself, she repeated this sentiment, and the
more she said it, the better she felt. The nice thing about being a
teacher was that she was forbidden to marry while under a contract.
That meant no one would ask her if she was courting or engaged or,
even worse, already married. How she hated those
questions.

Rachel adjusted her bonnet. “I can’t
believe how hot it is. You’d think going further up north, it’d be
cooler.”

“I think it’s just because
it’s summer,” Eva replied, chuckling. Had it not been for Rachel
taking the trip with her, it would have been unbearable. The train
ride was doable, but the weeks in a stagecoach were wearing on her.
“I’m glad we got to have this time together. It’s a shame we never
got to know each other while we were in Nebraska.”

“It is. I never realized
you were such a nice person.”

“Thank you. You are,
too.”

“Do you enjoy being a
teacher?” Rachel asked, after a moment of silence.

“I wouldn’t have agreed to
be one if I didn’t.”

“You were good at it. You
did a better job of it than the current teacher.”

“I hear she has a young man
who can’t wait for her contract to end so he can court her,” Eva
replied. “I don’t think she’ll be teaching much longer.”

“I don’t know. She’s rather
superficial, don’t you think?”

“She’s beautiful. It
doesn’t matter if she has depth or not.”

“Of course, it does. A man
won’t be happy with a woman who is unable to think of anyone beyond
herself. Besides, you’re attractive.”

“I’m not
gorgeous.”

“I’m not gorgeous either,”
Rachel said, nudging her playfully in the side. “But we’re both
pretty. You can’t deny that.”

Eva shrugged. “I suppose you’re
right.”

“Your problem is that you
don’t have enough confidence in yourself. You’d make any man a good
wife. You just need to believe you’re worthy of being loved with
undying devotion.”

“Undying devotion? I’d be
happy with contentment.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You’d
want someone who would walk to the ends of the earth to be with
you, someone who would love you so completely that when you’re with
him, you know you’re the most important woman in his
life.”

“And you refused Zack’s
courtship because…?”

“We weren’t right for each
other.”

“But he loved
you.”

“It has to be right,”
Rachel said. “It can’t be forced. I felt like it would be forced
with him.”

“You’re taking a big risk
as a mail-order bride.”

“I know. It might not be
what I hope.”

Eva studied her newfound friend’s
wistful expression. “And what do you hope?”

“That I’ll have a marriage
like the one my parents have. I’ve never seen two people more in
love with each other.”

She smiled. “That’s nice.”

“It is. They love each
other more today than the day they married. That’s what love should
be, you know. Something that develops softly over time without even
realizing it. My ma said she loved my pa as soon as she met him and
he said looking back, he loved her right away too, but at the time
he didn’t know it.”

“Sounds like your mother
was a little smarter,” Eva teased.

“She was. But maybe that
just goes to show how two people can love each other when they
first meet but one doesn’t know it while the other does. It comes
softly to that one and grows stronger with each passing day until
one defining moment when the person looks at the other and it hits
them all at once. That’s romantic, don’t you think?”

Eva would be lying if she said no, so
she nodded. “I never realized you had such a romantic side to
you.”

She shrugged. “I don’t really think
about love all that much, but since I’m going to be meeting my
future husband soon, it’s been on my mind a lot during this
trip.”

“I can understand that. I’d
be the same way if I was in your shoes.”

The stagecoach pulled to an abrupt
halt, forcing them to buck forward. Eva didn’t hear the gunshots
right away, but when she did, she stiffened, the cold hand of dread
gripping her. Robbers? Murderers? Outlaws? But she heard this
particular trail was safe from such things. She shot a startled
look at Rachel who held her hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t
scream.

Steadying her nerves, Eva dared a peek
out the window.

From next to her, Rachel grabbed her
arm and whispered, “What do you see?”

“Nothing at the moment,”
she whispered in return.

The flat prairie spanned before her,
with only a tree or two dotting the landscape every few miles. She
held her breath and listened. The gunshots had ceased almost as
soon as they started. She could only surmise that the outlaws had
killed the driver and gunman who were taking her and Rachel to
their destinations. A horse neighed nearby and judging by the sound
of it, it wasn’t one of the horses leading the coach.

She turned to Rachel. “Can you see
anyone on your side?”

Rachel swallowed then scooted to her
window so she could give a tentative peek out of it. She glanced at
Eva and shook her head.

Eva took a deep breath, not sure if
she liked this. It was much too calm. Something was bound to happen
at any moment. The question was when. She turned back to her window
in time for a man’s face to pop up into view. She screamed and
jerked back, accidentally pushing Rachel against the seat. The
man’s nose and mouth were covered with a bandana, preventing her
from identifying him, and she’d most surely would have identified
him to the nearest sheriff if she knew what he looked like. Well,
maybe she still could. He had hazel eyes with flecks of green
around the pupils.

“Get out,” the man called
out. “And no funny business,” he added as he opened the door of the
stagecoach.

She glanced at Rachel whose face was
as white as a ghost. Holding onto Rachel’s hand for comfort and
support, she inched to the door.

“Come on, ladies,” another
man added in an impatient tone. “We don’t have all day.”

“We’re coming,” Eva called
out in a voice that sounded braver than she felt. Taking a deep
breath, she offered Rachel an encouraging smile. “Maybe,” she
whispered, “if we go along with what they want, they’ll let us go.
They’re probably only after money anyway.”

Rachel nodded. “I hope they don’t try
to get familiar with us.”

Eva hadn’t considered that. She
inwardly shivered and prayed that these men were only interested in
money and nothing else. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she
pressed forward. When they were out of the stagecoach, Eva saw that
the other man was also wearing a bandana. He was sorting through
their trunks, throwing their clothes aside and muttering under his
breath. As much as Eva hated the thought of these men going through
her things, it gave her a good measure of hope that this meant they
truly were after money and nothing else.

The man who opened the door searched
the interior of the coach. Eva kept her grip firmly around Rachel’s
hand, edging closer to her as they watched the man go through their
drawstring purses. The men would be disappointed when they realized
she and Rachel had little to their names.

The man swore, threw the purses aside,
and went over to them. They stepped back so he stopped and studied
them. “Ain’t one of you Madeline Thompson?”

They shook their heads and Eva cleared
her throat to answer. “No, sir. I’m Eva Connealy and this is Rachel
Larson.”

The other man stopped going through
their trunks and swore another word Eva hoped she’d never hear
again for as long as she lived. “We got the wrong lady.” He glanced
at them. “Well, ladies.”

The man hit the side of the coach with
his fist and uttered more words that made heat rise in her cheeks.
She glanced at Rachel whose eyes were getting wider with each word.
Eva guessed that whoever Madeline Thompson was, she must be wealthy
for them to be this angry with the news that she wasn’t
there.

He stormed over to the trunk and the
men lowered their heads to talk in tones too low for Eva to hear
them. She took the opportunity to peer around the side of the
stagecoach so she could see what happened to the driver and gunman.
They were tied together with a rope and gagged, and a third bandit
was near them, also masked so she wouldn’t be able to identify
him.

She knew this wasn’t ideal, but at
least they were still alive and that meant these men weren’t
murderers. They were after money but they weren’t willing to resort
to killing someone to get it. Encouraged, she returned to Rachel
who was only a couple feet from her and whispered, “I think we’re
going to be alright. The driver and gunman are still
alive.”

Rachel nodded but hugged herself in a
protective manner.

The two men headed for the front of
the stagecoach to talk to their third partner. Again, Eva couldn’t
make out what they were saying, but one gestured to them then the
bound driver and gunman who struggled against the ropes to no
avail.

“What do you think they’re
going to do?” Rachel whispered, ignoring the strand of blonde hair
that had found its way out of her bonnet.

“It’d be nice if they let
us go. We’re not the person they’re looking for and we have no
money.”

“But you’re not sure
they’ll let us go?”

As much as she’d like to argue that of
course they’d let them go, she just couldn’t do it. “I don’t know.
I hope they do.” She was praying they did. But who knew what they
could expect from men who seemed desperate for money?

One of the men left the group and
headed over to them. She inched closer to Rachel and braced herself
for whatever they had decided.

“Get up on that horse,” he
told Eva. Turning to Rachel, he said, “Get on that one.”

“You’re not letting us go?”
Eva blurted out before she had time to think over whether it was
wise to speak without his permission.

He stood quietly for a moment then
finally spoke. “We can’t. We need money.”

“But we don’t have
any.”

“I’m well aware of that,
but you two can bring in a pretty penny when we sell
you.”

Rachel gasped and Eva asked, “Sell
us?”

“This area needs women.
There’s bound to be men who will fight over the right to purchase
two brides.”

“But…but,” Rachel
stammered, clutching the edge of her bonnet, “I’m already promised
to someone in Jordan.”

“It’s true,” Eva replied,
hoping that if nothing else, they’d let Rachel go. All she had to
look forward to was a teaching contract. Rachel had a man and a
future to build with him, and he’d undoubtedly be upset when he
learned she never made it to marry him.

“You’re already married to
him?” the man asked Rachel.

“Well, no,” she slowly
replied.

“She’s a mail-order bride,”
Eva clarified. “That’s as good as if they are married.”

“Nothing is final until the
vows are exchanged,” he said then pointed to the horse. “Get
on.”

Rachel looked at the horse where one
of the men had already gotten on it. “What if my intended pays
you?”

“Men in Lewistown will pay
more if there’s a bidding war over you. And I fully expect there to
be a bidding war.” He glanced at Eva. “You too. You go over to that
horse.”

“What if no one bids on
us?” Eva asked, knowing her chances of winning the argument was
small but having to try anyway.

He chuckled and led Rachel to his
friend’s horse. “Oh, they’ll bid,” he called out to her. “You’ll be
surprised to find out how much.”

 



 Chapter Two

 


Lewistown, Montana

Two weeks later

 


Boaz Grady sat on his brother’s porch
after enjoying the supper he’d been invited to. As much as he tried
to focus on what his brother Mitch was saying, his gaze kept going
to Leroy and Hannah. Leroy would be five in two more months, and
Hannah was already three. They looked happy as they played in the
lawn, and though he came out twice a week to see them, it wasn’t
often enough. They were his children, after all. But after his wife
died in childbirth, he turned to alcohol for comfort and now he
could only visit them. At least until he got married.

And that was proving to be a harder
task to accomplish than he thought it’d be when he posted an ad for
a mail-order bride three months ago. So far he’d gotten no replies,
and it didn’t look like he ever would. He was beginning to think
women didn’t want to come out West to marry a man who already had
two children. And he didn’t feel like waiting any longer to take
them back. But his brother’s wife was right. The children were too
young to go without a mother, someone who could watch them while he
was working.

His gaze went back to his children.
They had the same golden hair his wife had. The girl looked so much
like her, something that used to make it especially hard to see
her. But every time he saw Leroy and Hannah, it got easier and now
he looked forward to coming out here. He would prefer it if he
brought them out here to visit Mitch, Heather, and his mother,
though.

“Then I flew off the roof
until I landed in the purple hay,” Mitch said.

Blinking, Boaz turned his attention to
his brother. “What?”

“I didn’t think you were
paying attention to what I was saying,” his brother replied with a
chuckle. “What’s on your mind tonight?”

“The same thing that’s been
on my mind for the past month.”

“I wish I knew what to tell
you, but I don’t see what else you can do except post another
mail-order bride ad.”

“I’ve already posted two.”
Boaz leaned his head against the back of his chair. “If Ma didn’t
get so sore from time to time, I’d take her to my house so she
could watch them. You’re lucky. Heather just fell into your
lap.”

“I wouldn’t say she fell
into my lap, but she did come when I least expected it. Women in
these parts are hard to come by.”

“I had no idea how hard.”
After a moment, he asked, “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to go
into a saloon and see if there’s another woman whose brother is
trying to sell her in a game?”

Mitch grimaced. “I hope you’re
joking.”

“It was a request,” he
admitted.

He shook his head.

“You know I can’t go into a
saloon. Just being near alcohol makes me want to drink it, and if I
take a sip, I’ll have to start all over with staying sober again.”
If he’d known how hard it was to break the habit of drinking, he
never would have started. “If I ask around and find out a woman is
being sold in a poker game, will you go into the saloon to get her
out of there so I can marry her?”

Mitch groaned. “No. I’m never entering
another saloon for as long as I live.”

“Even if I ask really
nice?”

He shot Boaz a pointed
look.

“What if I train that horse
that’s giving you grief? You know I’m good with horses.”

“No, Boaz. I’m not going to
a saloon. You’ll have to find another way to get a
wife.”

Boaz rubbed the back of his neck, his
fingers brushing against his dark hair that almost reached the
collar of his shirt. Truth be told, he couldn’t blame Mitch. The
saloon wasn’t the most pleasant place to be. Had it not been for
the alcohol and temptation of making easy money by gambling, Boaz
would never have spent time there.

His brother shot him a sympathetic
look. “Don’t give up hope. She’ll come when you least expect it and
probably in a situation you won’t expect either.”

Maybe. Possibly. Boaz could only hope.
And he hoped it wouldn’t take years to find her. He’d already
missed three years of his children’s lives, and he didn’t want to
miss any more.

He stood up and went over to them.
“What did you find?” he asked Leroy who was bent over something
that seemed to fascinate him.

“This.” Leroy stood up and
showed him a snake.

Hannah, who happened to look over from
some flowers she’d been smelling nearby, screamed and ran into the
house.

Despite the chuckle that rose up in
his throat, Boaz called out, “It’s a harmless snake,” so Mitch
would know what made her scream. He knelt by Leroy. “You have to be
careful. Not all snakes are friendly. This one is, so you’re
safe.”

“What’s a bad one?” Leroy
asked.

“I don’t think there are
any in the immediate area, but there are some rattlesnakes. They
can be light green or brown. The way you can tell if they’re
rattlesnakes is by their tail. When the snakes shake their tales,
it rattles, like a baby rattle. Don’t get near those.”

Leroy nodded and an expectant Heather
came out of the house with a crying Hannah. “Has someone been
hurt?” she asked.

“No,” Mitch replied and
motioned to Leroy. “He got a hold of a snake and scared
her.”

Heather cringed. “No wonder she’s
crying. Boaz, make sure he doesn’t come near the house with that
thing.”

“It won’t come near the
house,” Boaz promised and patted Leroy on the shoulder. “Make sure
you leave that thing right there.”

“I will, Pa,” he solemnly
spoke with a firm nod.

Amused by how seriously Leroy seemed
to take orders, Boaz headed back to the porch and picked Hannah up
and hugged her. “You don’t have to be scared of the snake. Your
brother will leave it where it’s at.” He let Hannah down and turned
to Heather and Mitch. “Thanks for having me out here
again.”

“Anytime, Boaz,” Heather
replied and gave him a hug.

His mother stepped onto the porch,
wiping her hands with a towel. “Are you going already?”

“It’s almost eight,” he
told her and gave her a hug as well. “I need to get to bed early so
I can get to Wilson’s place in the morning. He’s having trouble
getting his new stallion to behave.”

“If anyone can tame a wild
horse, it’s you,” his mother said, pride in her voice.

“I think horses are easier
to deal with than people are most of the time.” Horses didn’t care
about his past and all the times he’d made a mess of things. They
accepted him as he was, faults and all.

“Will you come out on
Sunday for supper?” Heather asked as he turned to go to his
horse.

“I’ll plan on
it.”

Even better would be if he brought out
a woman who’d be a mother to Leroy and Hannah, but he didn’t dare
get his hopes up. For the past few months, he kept thinking he’d be
bringing news of the woman who’d marry him, but so far it hadn’t
happened, and he was ready to give up any hope it would. Boaz said
good-bye to everyone and got on his horse.

 


***

 


The next morning, Boaz arrived on Greg
Wilson’s ranch when he saw Greg trudge across the lawn. Boaz was
ready to call out a greeting when he realized Greg was in a sour
mood. He slowed his horse and sighed. Maybe this wouldn’t be a good
day to start working on the stallion.

Greg glanced in his direction and
waved at him. “Morning, Boaz.”

Boaz nodded, still hesitant to proceed
forward. While Greg had offered a polite greeting, there was no
mistaking the underlying annoyance in his tone. “You want me to
come back another day?”

“No. Today’s as good as
any. The stallion isn’t doing me any favors while it’s being
stubborn.”

“Alright. I’ll tie my horse
to the post then head to the barn.” Boaz led his horse to the post
in front of the two-story home and was about to turn to the barn
when a familiar voice called his name. Surprised, he looked at the
porch where an attractive brunette stood by the storm door. “Patty
Dixon? What are you doing out here?”

“I married
Greg.”

He was sure his jaw dropped. “But I
thought Greg didn’t want to get married.” Then for emphasis, he
added, “To anyone.”

She shrugged and fiddled with the door
handle. “Yes, well, I suppose he had a minor fear of
marriage.”

A minor fear of marriage? He hid the
urge to laugh. Greg didn’t fear anything. He didn’t want to get
married, plain and simple. Now, he knew she wanted to marry him. In
fact, it seemed that ever since they were children, she had it set
in her mind that she was going to marry him, and for a while, Boaz
thought Greg might fancy her, too.

But then something changed and Greg
didn’t want to marry anyone. Though he was curious about the reason
Greg changed his mind, he didn’t ask him. If Greg wanted to tell
him, he would. And so far, Greg hadn’t. The least Boaz could do was
respect the man’s privacy. But even so, this had him ready to run
right over to Greg and ask him why he did it, though he probably
wouldn’t get an answer.

Turning his attention back to her, he
asked, “What made Greg break down and marry you?”

“He did it to rescue me
from that horrible John Meyer,” she replied and took a step toward
him. “It was really noble of him to do that. I’ll make him glad he
did.”

“I don’t doubt you’ll try.”
Whether or not she’d succeed was anyone’s guess. “Gee, Patty, if
you needed a husband in a bad way, I would have gladly married
you.”

John wasn’t the most savory person
he’d ever come across, and unfortunately, he actually dealt with
the man on several occasions.

“Well, it happened
suddenly,” she said with a shrug. “John was trying to kidnap me and
make me his bride, and when we came right on this property, Greg
happened to be there and rescued me.”

He studied the way her cheeks grew
pink and shook his head. Greg was one lucky man. Here he was,
struggling to find a woman who’d marry him while Greg had one find
a way to maneuver him into a marriage.

“I’d ask how you pulled off
marrying Greg, but I’m probably better off not knowing,” Boaz
said.

“You haven’t had any luck
with the mail-order bride ads you sent out?”

“None. Not a single reply.
Not even an ugly spinster who has no choice but to take whatever
she can get.”

She chuckled then pressed her hand to
her chest and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Boaz. I know how much
you want your children back.”

“Too bad I can’t go find a
single woman and ride onto her property, claiming that something
bad would happen to me if she didn’t marry me.”

“Oh, Boaz, you’ll find her.
I didn’t give up and look where I am.”

“I don’t know. Greg doesn’t
look happy.”

“Not yet, but he will be. I
won’t let an uncertain start ruin a promising future. Mark my
words, Boaz. Greg is going to be glad he married me. It’s just a
matter of time. Why, no man can be happy living the life of a
bachelor. It’s impossible.”

“Can a woman be happy
living without a man?” Because it seemed to him that all of the
women back East were perfectly content without seeking a
husband.

“That’s an interesting
question.” She pressed a finger to her lips and paused, her gaze
drifting upward as she considered his question. Finally, she
lowered her finger and turned her attention back to him. “I think
they can. If you think about it, men have everything to gain from
getting married. They get someone who’ll cook and clean for them.
It seems to me that a woman does nothing but work once she ties the
knot. And while the man keeps his job—in your case you train
horses—you would get to come home to a clean house with a hot meal
ready for you. You won’t even have to wash your clothes. You’ll
have it made. See why Greg will be happy once he sees all the
benefits he’ll get?”

He shifted from one foot to the other
as he considered her words. True, he had everything to gain by
getting a wife, including getting his children back. But it seemed
as if he should be able to offer the woman he married something
she’d want. The problem was, what would that be?

“Greg’s lucky I love him
enough to do all the things I’ll do for him.” She offered a nod as
if to reassure herself that her statement was true then smiled at
him. “Would you like something to drink before you get to work on
Greg’s horse?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind some
water if you don’t mind,” Boaz replied.

“I’ll be happy to get it
for you.”

She hurried into the house so he
checked to make sure his horse was tied securely to the post. If
women had that attitude about marriage, it was no wonder that he
didn’t get any replies for his ad. Just how was he supposed to talk
a woman into marrying him? He couldn’t think of a single thing he
could offer a wife, at least one who didn’t love him. Hannah had
loved him. That was why she married him. Patty loved Greg and was
willing to subject herself to all the chores she mentioned for that
reason.

But a woman he didn’t know? A complete
stranger? With a heavy sigh, he stroked the horse’s neck. Maybe he
wouldn’t be able to get Leroy and Hannah back until they were old
enough to take care of themselves. Or maybe when they were old
enough to go to school, he could make sure he only worked during
the school days. He knew they would be in school in a couple years,
but he hated the thought of being away from them, even for that
brief period of time. They were growing up so fast, and he’d
already made the mistake of missing out on three years of their
lives.

Patty returned and offered him a glass
of water. Thanking her, he drank it and handed the empty glass to
her before heading to the barn. When he got there, he noticed that
Greg was muttering under his breath.

“I heard the good news,”
Boaz ventured as he approached the stall where the stallion neighed
at him.

Greg glanced from the bridle he
carried and rolled his eyes. “More like bad news, Boaz. I can’t
believe it. It’s because of her father’s ranch I couldn’t say
no.”

“Oh?”

He handed him the bridle. “Meyer would
have gotten a hold of it if I hadn’t stepped in. I wish she’d go
back to her father’s land now that I’ve secured the ranch for
him.”

“But then she wouldn’t be
here where she belongs. She’s your wife. She should be
here.”

“So she reminded me.
Several times.” He shook his head and opened the stall door. “At
least you’ll have an easier time with ol’ Dusty than I will with
Patty.”

“I wish I had your
misfortune,” Boaz told him as he set the bridle on the horse who
snorted in protest. “I want a wife in the worst possible way and
you want to be a bachelor.”

“It seems like a cruel
joke, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, it does.” Boaz
couldn’t argue with the irony in their situations.

“I better get to haying.”
Greg dug into his pocket and handed him a coin. “Thanks for helping
with the horse. I only wish Patty was as easy to
manage.”

As Greg headed to the stall to get his
horse ready, Boaz slipped the coin into his pocket and led the
stallion out of the barn so he could start working with
him.

 



 Chapter Three

 


Boaz was on his way home that
afternoon when he caught sight of a group of men who seemed overly
excited about something. He told himself after a long day of work,
he should just go home and rest. He didn’t need to see what was
going on along the horse track outside of town. But then he saw his
friend, Herbert Allen, yell out twenty dollars. Curiosity getting
the best of him, Boaz turned from the path he’d been taking and
rode over to the crowd, wondering what the men were doing as they
yelled out dollar amounts.

As he neared the group, he saw two
women. They looked as if they’d been traveling for weeks. The
blonde had an overwhelmed expression on her face. The brunette
seemed like she was ready to kill someone. At least that was the
impression he got from her clenched fists, the thin line along her
lips, and her red face.

He slid off his horse and led it over
to Herbert. “Herb, what’s going on?” he asked over the excited
yelling going on around them.

“The two women are up for
sale,” Herb replied.

He couldn’t believe his ears.
“What?”

“The men said they found
them stranded and said the women need two good men to marry them.”
Nudging Boaz, he added, “You got some money saved up. Why don’t you
bid? I’d bet you could have a wife tonight if you
wanted.”

“I can’t buy a
wife.”

“Why not?” He turned to the
men who were selling the women and called out, “Fifty!”

“Fifty-five,” another man
countered.

Herb groaned but turned back to Boaz.
“You want to get your children back or not?”

“Of course I do, but is it
right to buy a woman like she’s cattle?”

“This isn’t the time to
question what’s right or wrong. It’s time for action. Wives are
hard to come by around here. Right now, we’re bidding on that
pretty blonde.”

Despite his better judgment, he asked,
“Does the brunette belong to anyone yet?”

“Nope. We just started
bidding. The brunette is next. You better get in this quick before
the chance is gone.”

Boaz scanned the crowd of men. There
were twenty of them total, and they were all bidding on the blonde.
Before long, she’d be taken and the brunette would be the only one
left. It didn’t seem like the honorable way of getting a wife, but
then didn’t Patty set it up so that Greg had to marry her? If she
went through all the trouble of making Greg believe her father’s
ranch would go to John Meyer if he didn’t marry her, then he didn’t
see how bidding on a woman was much different. And Patty got what
she wanted.

The two women were likely to be upset
with whoever won them, but maybe given enough time, they would be
happy with the men who married them. Patty was sure Greg would be
glad he married her in due time. Maybe one of the women would
forgive him in due time for forcing her into a marriage she didn’t
ask for. Granted, she would lose out on the deal since she’d take
care of his children and do the housekeeping, but Herb was right.
He wanted his children back and he was tired of waiting for
them.

“You want the blonde or the
brunette?” Boaz asked his friend.

“The blonde.”

He nodded and waited as the bidding
continued. If he had to, he’d help his friend secure the blonde.
His friend might not have children who needed a mother, but he
wanted a wife, too. And wouldn’t it be nice if the women could
marry men who were friends? He thought both would benefit from
being able to see each other. At least they could comfort each
other as they struggled with the demands women had to endure after
getting married.

The bidding got up to a hundred and
fifty when Herb countered with a hundred and seventy-five. The
crowd grew silent as the men waited for another offer but none
came.

“Sold!” the man holding the
blonde’s arm said, a pleased look on his face. “Come on over and
take your bride.”

Herb shot Boaz a relieved smile. “Make
sure you bid on the other one. Who knows when you’ll get another
chance?” Then he hurried over to her.

“Now,” the man who was
standing next to the brunette began, “this here is Eva.”

“I’m not for sale!” she
protested and tried to free herself from his hold, but he held onto
her arm. “Unhand me at once, you brute!”

“She’s a fiery one, but
that’s good news, gents,” the man said then his smile widened.
“Imagine this kind of passion in the bedroom.”

The men roared with laughter and Boaz
took the opportunity to wiggle his way closer to Eva. It didn’t
really matter what she looked like. One woman was as good as
another as far as he was concerned, but he was happy to note that
she was pretty.

“Who’ll start the bidding
at twenty dollars?” the man asked.

Eva gasped and voiced her protest, but
someone called out, “Twenty!”

“Twenty-five,” Boaz
countered. If he was going to do this, he needed to do it
quick.

“Thirty,” someone else
called out.

“Thirty-five,” Boaz
replied.

And so the bidding continued. The
higher the bidding went, the more irritated Eva got, and
considering how upset she’d been before, that was saying a lot.
He’d be lucky if she talked to him after this was over.

Finally, the bidding came to a tie at
a hundred and fifty, and that tie was between Boaz and Otis Mills.
The man holding onto Eva searched the crowd. “Come on, men! Doesn’t
anyone have a little bit more than a hundred and fifty dollars?
Women don’t come to Lewistown every day.”

Boaz mentally thought of everything he
owned and as much as he tried, he couldn’t figure out anything that
was worth adding to the money he had saved. He looked at Otis to
see if he could top that amount, but Otis shook his
head.

“Why don’t we race for it?”
Boaz asked Otis.

After a moment, Otis nodded his
agreement.

“Sound fair?” Boaz asked
the man holding Eva’s arm.

The man glanced at his partner who
said, “Alright. You two will race from the wagon down there to this
line.” He walked over to a clear spot and used the boot of his heel
to make a line in the dirt road. “The first one over that line gets
his bride.”

“I won’t marry either one
of them,” Eva protested, doing her best to slap the man’s hand from
her. Again, it was to no avail. She grunted and stopped fighting.
“This isn’t fair. I am a human being, and it’s not right to sell a
human being.”

Ignoring her, the man gestured to Boaz
and Otis. “You ready to race?”

Boaz tightened the reins on his horse,
hesitant to go through with it, but then he reminded himself of
Leroy and Hannah and strengthened his resolve. Eva was going to be
married before the night was over, so it made no difference to her
which man got her.

Taking a deep breath, he led the horse
away from the crowd then hopped into the saddle and trotted over to
the wagon.

As Otis approached, he smiled. “I
think you’re a good man and all so don’t take it the wrong way when
I say I hope you lose.”

“I was about to say the
same to you,” Boaz replied with a chuckle.

When they were ready, they turned
their attention to the men selling Eva. From the distance it was
hard to make out Eva’s facial expression. Boaz gripped the reins.
If he won the race, it was going to be an interesting
evening.

One of the men held his hand up in the
air and counted down to one then told them to go. Boaz kicked his
horse in the sides and began to race. Leaning forward, he ignored
everyone else and focused on his goal. Leroy and Hannah. He was
doing this for them.

The length to the finish line wasn’t
long, and really either he or Otis could easily win the race. Otis
was just as good on a horse. Though he was tempted to look over at
his competitor, he reminded himself to stay focused on the line in
front of him. Taking the time to see where Otis was at could slow
him down by a couple seconds, and right now, he needed every second
he could get.

The crowd cheered them on, some
calling out Boaz’s name and others lending their support to Otis.
After Boaz crossed the line, the crowd erupted into a round of
applause. Boaz ventured a look in Otis’ direction, wondering which
one of them got to the finish line first. To his relief, he won.
But he’d only won by a foot. That was closer than he liked. He took
the hat off his head and wiped the sweat from his brow. He did it.
And now he could take his children home to live with
him.

Boaz slid off his horse and Herb ran
over to him to pat him on the back. “You did it!
Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” Boaz glanced at
Eva then the blonde woman. Both remained with the men who were
selling them, but he could tell that the blonde was more shocked
than angry about being sold. “You too. I think you’re going to have
an easier time with your bride than I will with mine.”

“I don’t know. Rachel looks
scared.”

“Better scared than angry.”
They headed over to the men, and Boaz braced himself for Eva’s
response to him. He tipped his hat to her. “Nice to meet you,
ma’am.”

Not surprising, she narrowed her eyes
at him but didn’t bother to say anything.

“You don’t get your brides
until you pay the price,” one of the men said.

“We just want to make sure
you won’t run off with them while we get the money,” Herb
said.

“Fair enough,” the second
man said. “I’ll go with you. Deal?”

“Fine,” Boaz agreed,
figuring the first man wouldn’t allow it if he didn’t think his
partner would return. He got back on his horse. “Want to ride with
me or my friend?” He motioned to Herb who was getting on his
horse.

“One’s as good as the
other,” the man replied then chose to ride with Boaz.

 


***

 


Eva watched as the three men rode off.
The men who’d lost the bidding were already heading back to their
homes, none bothering to offer her and Rachel a reprieve from their
situation. But why would they care? Sure, they lost but they’d been
willing to force her and Rachel into a marriage they didn’t ask
for. She glanced at Rachel who turned her wide eyes in her
direction.

“It might be a while before
the happy bridegrooms are back,” their kidnapper said. “You can sit
over there until they return if you wish.”

Rachel looked at the grassy area not
far away and headed over to it. Eva followed her only because she
didn’t want to be around their horrid abductor. Plopping beside her
friend, she let out a long sigh and crossed her arms.

“Can you believe this?” Eva
muttered, making sure the man didn’t overhear her. “We’re no more
than cattle to those men.”

With a shrug, Rachel leaned closer to
her and whispered, “I think they’re more excited about marrying us
than they would be in getting some cattle. Besides, the one who bid
on me isn’t bad looking.”

Her jaw dropped and she examined her
friend to see if she was joking, but from what she could tell,
Rachel was dead serious. “You actually like being bought like
that?”

“Well, the men seemed
really happy to win us. If they’re in such need for a wife, then I
think they’ll treat us well.”

“But what about the man
you’re supposed to marry who lives in Jordan?”

“I never met him and he’s
never met me. He’ll find someone else.”

“Maybe, but it seems like a
bad thing for him.”

“He said I was one of
several replies,” Rachel clarified. “He’ll simply send for another.
There’s no reason to worry about him.”

“But if he chose you out of
the others, then he found something special about you. The man who
bid on you did so only because he had no other women to choose
from. I don’t know if that’s a good thing, Rachel.”

“He has kind eyes and a
caring smile. A man with those traits has to be a good
one.”

“I hope so.”

Eva knew Rachel had a tendency to see
the best in everything, but she didn’t take Rachel for being
unnecessarily cheerful. It seemed wise to wait and see how things
worked out before deciding whether or not they ended up with men
worth marrying.

“You’d rather be married
than be a teacher,” Rachel reminded her.

“Not this way. I imagined
picking my husband, not being sold to him.”

“Maybe fate has intervened
on our behalf. Maybe this happened for a reason. I might be with
someone who’ll appreciate me more than the man in Jordan, and you
won’t be a spinster like you feared.”

Eva let out a reluctant groan.
Sometimes she thought it must be nice to have the attitude about
life that Rachel did. “I don’t know.”

“At least be willing to
give your husband a chance before assuming the worst. He also
looked very happy to win his bid. A hundred and fifty plus winning
a race to be your husband is pretty exciting. He really wants to
marry you.”

“He would have taken any
woman who came here. It’s just as the outlaws said. Men are so
desperate for women, they’ll bid all the money they have to get
one.” She crossed her arms and studied the sun which would be
setting soon. “What difference does it make if it’s me or someone
else?”

Rachel placed her hand on her shoulder
and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “I know it’s hard to believe,
Eva, but I think this is going to be the best thing that ever
happened to you. You have so much to offer a man, and a man who’s
willing to give up all the money he has to be with you is going to
treat you right. You just watch. It’ll happen.”

“And if it
doesn’t?”

“When it does, I will get the pleasure of telling you, ‘I told you
it’d be alright.’”

Eva couldn’t decide if she should
argue with her or not, but the sound of men talking made her look
over at the two men who bid on her and Rachel. They seemed
unusually happy, something that irritated her. Did they really
enjoy having to purchase a wife? As much as she’d like to believe
Rachel, she couldn’t help but feel like an object instead of a
person.

“Come on,” Rachel
encouraged as she took her arm and helped her stand up. “Let’s go
to our bridegrooms.”

Though her feet dragged, Eva followed
her, afraid she was going to regret the moment she agreed to be a
teacher in Circle.

 



 Chapter Four

 


An hour later, Eva found herself at a
preacher’s house, sharing a double wedding with Rachel. Rachel had
no hesitation in repeating her vows to honor, love, and obey Herb.
In fact, Rachel looked thrilled by the turn of events. Eva,
however, couldn’t stop wondering what kind of man she was promising
herself to. When it came time for her to say her vows, she
hesitated.

Boaz glanced over at her, a worried
expression on his face, before he turned his attention back to the
preacher. “Will you give us a moment?”

“Of course,” the preacher
replied.

Eva didn’t know why she let Boaz take
her by the arm and lead her to the other side of the room. If she
was smart, she’d be running for the door and hightailing it right
back to Omaha. But she didn’t run for the door. Instead, she faced
the man who had won her in an auction.

“I understand you’re
upset,” Boaz softly said so the others wouldn’t overhear. “And I
don’t blame you. I’d probably be upset if I was in your situation.
But well, see… Here’s the thing. I got two children. A
four-year-old boy and a three-year-old girl. They both lost their
mother, and right now my brother and his wife are taking care of
them. I can’t explain everything at the moment, but marrying you
will make it so that I can get them back.” He took a deep breath
and added, “I made a lot of mistakes in my life. I’m not perfect.
But I promise I’ll provide for you and I’ll be faithful. Please
marry me.”

She sighed. Now she would have to bear
the guilt of letting his children spend the rest of their lives
without their father if she didn’t do this. And what good would it
do the children? If he didn’t have children, it’d be so easy to say
no. Shoulders slumped, she relented. “Alright. I’ll marry
you.”

He breathed a sigh of relief and
smiled. “Thank you. I won’t ever take it for granted that you said
yes.”

“I hope not.”

She stepped back to the preacher and
the other couple. Noting the question in Rachel’s eyes, she offered
a slight shrug to let her friend know she had decided to go through
with the wedding. She still wondered if this was better than her
plans of being a teacher, but she couldn’t fault a man whose
motivation was to have his children with him. At the very least, it
was sweet that he cared so much about them that he was willing to
spend his entire life savings to get a wife. And a man who cared
that much about his children couldn’t be all that bad.

As she spoke her vows, she was aware
that everyone was watching her, something that made her stumble a
bit at the end. She cleared her throat and repeated the sentence,
clearly this time. When the preacher said Boaz could kiss her, her
face grew warm.

“Could we skip the kiss?”
she asked the preacher. Maybe she had decided to go through this,
but that didn’t mean she was ready to kiss—or do anything else—with
Boaz.

The preacher hesitated, glancing from
her to Boaz.

“It’s fine if we don’t
kiss,” Boaz told him.

“Well, alright then. I
pronounce you two man and wife.”

After the ceremonies were over, Rachel
turned to Herb. “Where do we live?”

Eva shook her head, surprised at how
quickly Rachel accepted her new life, already talking about her and
Herb as a “we”. It would take some time before Eva could do that
with Boaz. While she had agreed to marry him and knew she’d be
going home with him tonight, she still couldn’t think of herself as
Mrs. Boaz Grady.

“We’re on the corner of
4th and
Spruce,” Herb told Rachel, wrapping his hand around hers. “We
aren’t far from Boaz and Eva’s. Their house is only a couple blocks
away.”

Her smile growing wider, Rachel asked
Eva, “Did you hear that? We’ll be able to see each other whenever
we wish. This will be so much fun.”

How Eva admired Rachel’s ability to
adapt to change so easily.

“It’s good you two know
each other,” Boaz told the women.

“It is,” Herb agreed. “Do
you two have anyone you need to write to and let them know you’re
alright?”

“We both have families back
in Omaha,” Rachel replied. “Eva and I should go to the post office
and let them know we’re fine.”

“Yes, we’ll do that
tomorrow,” Eva agreed.

“So what do you do?” Rachel
asked Herb.

“I work at the livery
stable and on Greg Wilson’s ranch. Both are part-time jobs, but I
make a steady living.”

“I work with horses,” Boaz
told Eva. “I don’t have set working hours. I work when people ask
me to come out and train their horses.”

That further explained why he needed a
woman to care for his children. If he didn’t work the same hours
every day, it’d be hard to find someone who was reliable to watch
them.

“Both men make a good
living,” Preacher Higgins’ wife said as she walked over to them.
“You two ladies have nothing to worry about. We don’t get available
women often. As soon as any show up, they’re usually married right
away.”

“That’s true,” Herb agreed.
“I’m sure you two figured that out, though.”

Eva glanced at Rachel, wondering if
anyone was going to tell the preacher’s wife how Boaz and Herb
secured their brides, but since no one volunteered the information,
Eva relaxed. While she knew the important thing was that they found
wives and were now married, she didn’t exactly relish the idea of
everyone finding out about the auction, especially a preacher’s
wife.

“Well, we appreciate your
husband taking the time to marry us,” Boaz said, placing his hat on
his head.

“Think nothing of it,”
Preacher Higgins called out from the ledger he was writing in on
his desk. “I’m happy to marry anyone who comes to my door. A
wedding is better than a funeral any day of the week.”

“Have you four had supper
yet?” the preacher’s wife asked.

Eva almost laughed. Her kidnappers
hardly saw it fit to give her and Rachel anything other than some
jerky from time to time, and one could hardly call that a meal,
even if they claimed they did very well on it.

“We just got here, so no,
we didn’t have time,” Rachel replied, her response a lot more
polite than what Eva would have said, which only proved that of the
two of them, Boaz probably would have been better off marrying her
instead.

“I have a large pot of stew
on the cookstove and some bread baking in the oven,” the preacher’s
wife began. “Why don’t you four eat here?”

“There’s no use in the men
putting you to work as soon as they take you home,” Preacher
Higgins teased.

“That’s very kind of you,
Preacher,” Herb replied. “We’d be honored to stay here.”

Boaz and Rachel nodded, and since Eva
had had enough of jerky and figured Boaz wouldn’t have much better
in his house, she murmured her agreement. If nothing else, she’d
have a full meal before she headed out tomorrow to purchase the
foods she’d need. She hoped that Boaz had enough money for her to
do that after he bid so much on her. She was tempted to ask him,
but Preacher Higgins’ wife instructed them to go to the dining room
so she decided she’d wait until later to ask.

 


***

 


Eva didn’t know what to think as she
entered Boaz’s small house.

She stood in the parlor where the
evening sun barely lit up the room. Boaz lit the kerosene lamp and
turned to her. Her face grew warm. Up to now, the most they’d
spoken to each other had been the brief conversation they’d had
right before she said her vows. She had no idea what to expect. Had
she been a mail-order bride, she knew her mother would have told
her about the wedding night. But everyone thought she was going to
be a teacher, and as a teacher, she was forbidden to marry. If
she’d had any idea things would have ended up as they did, she
would have pressed her mother for the information or bugged her
older sister until she told her.

Now as she stood in the parlor and
faced her husband, she was afraid to speak in case he detected the
slight tremble in her voice. But there was no way she could bring
herself to be with him intimately. At least not right away. She
cleared her throat. “I hope you don’t expect us to spend the night
together…in bed.”

“No, I don’t. You’ve been
through enough already. I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said. “You’ll
sleep in the big bedroom. After we get Leroy and Hannah here,
they’ll sleep in the small bedroom.”

Relieved, she relaxed. “Thank
you.”

They stood in the parlor for a moment
in an awkward silence before he picked up the kerosene lamp and
gestured to the hall. “I’ll show you the rest of the house, though
there’s not much to it.”

Her curiosity piqued, she followed him
out of the parlor. She came across the small bedroom first, noting
two small beds for the two children. Ages four and three. And she
reasoned that the beds would suit them just fine. The bedroom
across from it was bigger but not much more so.

Then she followed him to the kitchen
which was larger than she expected, but then it included an area
for eating and there was no dining room in the little house. What
she liked most was the pantry. Her mother didn’t have one and said
it would have been ideal for a family, and since Boaz had two
children, she’d get use out of it right away.

“You’ll need some clothes,”
he said. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any money to give you at the
moment, but you can get things on credit at the mercantile. I’ll
pay the owner when I get paid.”

“When will you get
paid?”

“In a week. That money will
go to some sewing supplies, unless you don’t know how to make your
own clothes. In that case, we can talk to a woman I know who makes
clothes for a living.”

“I know how to make
clothes,” she assured him. “But my immediate concern is that I get
a new pair of spectacles. I need them to read.”

“Oh. There is a doctor in
town I can take you to who can get a pair for you.” His gaze went
to her hands. “You don’t have a purse, do you?”

“I did but I have no idea
what happened to it.”

“You’ll need a new one
then. And I’m sure you’ll need other things. We’ll get it figured
out. I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”

“Thank you.”

He shifted from one foot to another
then cleared his throat. “If there’s anything you need, just
ask.”

Understanding that would be the end of
their conversation for the night, she nodded and followed him back
to the room she would sleep in. After he collected his night
clothes and a blanket, she closed the bedroom door. She needed a
bath and to wash her clothes more than anything else. But she’d do
that tomorrow.

She started to unbutton her shirtwaist
but then decided she’d be better off staying fully clothed tonight.
Besides, it wasn’t like she hadn’t been sleeping in these clothes
anyway. What was one more night?

She pulled back the blanket and
settled on the bed. Sleep eluded her for the longest time,
something that surprised her since she hadn’t slept well ever since
she and Rachel were abducted. At least tonight she had a bed and a
full stomach. With a sigh, she folded her hands over her waist and
stared at the ceiling.

Every so often, she’d glance at the
door to make sure Boaz hadn’t changed his mind and decided to
insist she fulfill her wifely duty. The sound of him snoring from
the other room came as a relief. Good. Now she could fully relax.
She closed her eyes and in time, she finally fell
asleep.

 


 



 Chapter Five

 


The next morning, Eva woke up early so
she could make Boaz some breakfast. She thought to ask him what he
wanted to eat but since he was still asleep, she opted to pick the
meal herself. And maybe it was better that way. Even if she was
married to him, she hadn’t asked for it. He bid on her and won.
That hardly made this a true marriage, though now she was bound to
him for the rest of her life.

Maybe it was wrong, but a part of her
was still a little upset about the whole thing. Her choice had
really been taken from her. If Boaz hadn’t won the bid, someone
else would have and she’d be married anyway. Once those men stole
her and Rachel from the stagecoach, their futures were already
decided.

Releasing her breath, she reminded
herself to think of the children. They had no more choice over
where they lived than she did, but she would treat them as if they
were her own. She had no idea what their situation was right now or
even if they were happy, but she could do her part to give them the
same happy childhood she’d enjoyed. And thankfully, she had years
of teaching youngsters so she was equipped to care for
them.

All of these thoughts went through her
mind as she made scrambled eggs, blueberry muffins, and bacon. By
the time Boaz came into the kitchen, he had trimmed around his
goatee and had a clean plaid shirt and denims on. He wasn’t a bad
looking man. Certainly, he was better looking when he was cleaned
up, so maybe that was a good sign. Since he cared enough to dress
nicely, then he’d probably be a decent husband.

“Whatever you’re cooking,
it smells wonderful,” he said, offering a hesitant
smile.

Realizing he was nervous, she relaxed.
It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one who wasn’t sure what
this new change of events meant for her life. “Scrambled eggs,
bacon, and muffins. I can make you something else tomorrow if you
want.”

“I’ll eat anything you
make. I’m not a hard man to please.”

“Alright,” she replied then
set the eggs and bacon on their plates before carrying them to the
table. When she saw he was still standing by the doorway, she
chuckled and motioned to the seat across from where she planned to
sit. “You’ll have an easier time eating over here.”

Letting out an uneasy laugh, he went
over to the chair, but before he sat down, he asked, “Is there
anything you need? I don’t mind lending a helping hand.”

“No. I’m fine.” Then as an
afterthought, she added, “Thank you for asking.” Because it was
nice that he offered and she wanted him to know that she
appreciated it.

“Well, anytime you need
help, let me know.”

She nodded and resumed her task of
setting the table. Once everything was ready, they started their
meal. She took a sip of the coffee then ventured, “What will you be
doing today?”

“I’ll be spending most of
the day training horses, but I’ll be home around three so we can go
to my brother’s place.”

“Your
brother’s?”

“Mitch. He and his wife
Heather have been taking care of my kids.”

She slowly gathered her eggs on her
fork. “I’m guessing your brother and his wife are in for a shock
when they see me showing up with you.”

“Probably, but only because
I’ve been trying to find a wife for a while now and haven’t had any
success at it. I didn’t think it’d be so hard.”

“I take it you had an easy
time finding a wife the first time then.”

“I met her when we were
children. She almost married Mitch instead but she ended up picking
me.”

How Eva wished her life had been so
simple, but none of the young men she grew up with even asked to
court. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask how his first wife
died, but she didn’t feel close enough to him yet to get so
personal.

“I won’t be here for
lunch,” he said, saving her from having to think of something to
say in order to continue their conversation. “I rarely am. Usually,
I get a meal from one of the rancher’s wives or I bring
something.”

“Oh.” She set her fork down
and glanced at the pantry. “Should I make you something to take
with you?”

“Not today. I’ll be at
Conner’s ranch and his wife loves to cook for people. Says the
more, the merrier. The poor woman would grow restless if she didn’t
have anyone to cook for.”

Noting his sense of humor, she smiled.
“I might as well warn you that my great love isn’t cooking. It’s
reading.”

He swallowed the rest of his bacon and
wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You mentioned needing spectacles.
We’ll go by the doctor on our way to my brother’s this afternoon.
His office will still be open.”

“I appreciate
that.”

“They have a couple of
books at the mercantile. What kind do you read?”

“Anything that isn’t a dime
novel.”

“I believe you can find a
couple there.” He set his napkin down. “I have to go. Greg Wilson
wants to get started first thing with his stallion.” He stood up
and drank the rest of his coffee. “Thanks for making breakfast,
Eva. It tasted real good.”

“You’re
welcome.”

“If you need anything from
the mercantile, even if it’s a book, just credit the purchase to my
account.”

“Alright.”

As he left the house, she breathed a
sigh of relief. Boaz seemed like a good man. This marriage just
might suit her after all.

 


***

 


Eva knocked on Rachel’s door. She
figured ten wasn’t too early, and after getting up at six to make
breakfast for Boaz, she was eager to do something.

She waited for a minute but there was
no answer so she knocked on the door again and was relieved when
Rachel finally answered it. She didn’t relish the idea of going to
the post office and mercantile alone, especially since she was new
in town. “Good morning, Rachel,” she greeted, noting the radiant
glow on Rachel’s face. “Did you want to go to the post office with
me so we can send a letter to our parents?”

“I’d love to. I was just
getting ready to go to your house to see if you wanted to do that,
too.”

“Great minds think alike,”
Eva replied.

Rachel laughed. “I won’t argue with
that. I think our parents will be shocked when they learn what
happened to us.”

“Especially mine. I wasn’t
on my way to get married.”

“Oh, forgive me. I forgot
my manners.” Rachel waved her in. “I just need to put on my boots
and bonnet and I’ll be ready.”

Eva stepped into the house and scanned
the parlor. Then her gaze went to the hallway that led to a kitchen
and bedroom. “Your house is smaller than mine.”

“Herb said in a couple
years we’ll need a bigger place. You know,” she blushed, “when we
have a child or two.”

She bit her lower lip and studied the
wide smile on Rachel’s face. “Are you really happy with him? I
mean, truly happy?”

“Yes, I am.” She slipped
her boots on and chuckled. “I know it’s silly, given the way we got
married and all, but my parents knew right away that they were
meant to be together and I think the same is true with Herb and me.
He’s so wonderful. He even gave me a gold pocket watch he has so I
can sell it in order to buy some things to wear.”

“That was nice of
him.”

“It was. I can’t believe
how lucky I got that he won the bid. Do you mind if we stop by the
mercantile? There’s nothing suitable to eat in this
house.”

“That will be
fine.”

“Do you have something you
can use to buy things from the mercantile?”

“Boaz told me I could
credit the account to his name and he’ll pay the bill when he gets
paid.”

Once Rachel was ready, they left the
house and headed down the dusty road that would take them to the
heart of town.

“Did you and Boaz not have
a good night?” Rachel asked.

“As good as can be
expected, I suppose. He offered to sleep in the parlor and I was
relieved. I’m not like you, Rachel. I can’t jump into bed with a
complete stranger right away. Even if he is my husband.”

“I understand, Eva. You
shouldn’t do anything you’re not comfortable with.” After a moment,
she asked, “Did Boaz try to talk you into being with him last
night?”

“No. Thankfully, he
accepted it and slept on the couch in the parlor.” Eva glanced
around and motioned to the street where several businesses were
located. “Did Herb recommend a place to sell the watch?”

“The
mercantile.”

“Well, at least the town is
small enough where we won’t get lost.”

“That’s true. It’s a lot
smaller than Omaha.”

They found the mercantile and Eva
couldn’t help but be curious about the books. While Rachel went to
the counter to talk to the owner, Eva went over to the small shelf
to see if there were any interesting books on it but by the texture
of the binding she knew they were dime novels.

With a sigh, she went over to the
counter and waited until the owner purchased Herb’s pocket watch
before she spoke up. “Excuse me, sir. Do you have any
books?”

He gestured to the shelf she’d just
been at. “The dime novels over there are popular.”

“I already saw them. Do you
have anything else besides those?”

“Actually, there are some
in the back I’ve been unable to sell. Wait here.”

Curious, she watched him as he went to
the back room.

“Dime novels aren’t so
bad,” Rachel whispered.

Noting the teasing tone in her voice,
Eva grinned at her. “I know everyone—including you—like them, but I
don’t understand the appeal.”

“It’s alright, Eva. You
don’t have to read them just because they’re popular.” She stared
at her for a moment then asked, “Can you read without your
spectacles?”

“No. Boaz is taking me to
the doctor’s to order a pair. Usually, I’d wait until I had them to
ask for books, but I’m afraid if I wait, then when I come back,
they’ll be gone.”

The owner returned with a small box
and placed it on the counter. “I have five books I hope you’re
interested in.”

Taking out one of the books, she
dusted the front cover off.

“I believe your fear was
unfounded,” Rachel said with a laugh. “It doesn’t look like anyone
else is interested in them.”

“No, they aren’t.
I hope you’ll take those off my hands,” the owner
told Eva. “As you can see, they were doing me no good, what with
all that dust and all.”

Excited since they looked
like real literature by the solid binding, Eva squinted until she
could make out the title. Jane
Eyre by Charlotte Bronte.
“Marvelous!” Encouraged, she picked up the others.
Pride and Prejudice by
Jane Austen, Les Misérables
by Victor Hugo, and a collection of plays by
William Shakespeare. She looked at the owner in shock. “Surely, you
can’t be telling me the truth when you say that no one wants these
books.”

“I’m afraid I am. It’s why
I haven’t accepted any other books like those.”

“I’ll take all of them. You
can charge my husband’s account. He’s Boaz Grady.” Then as an
afterthought, she added, “And please order more like these. I’d
love to read them.”

“I’m more than happy to
oblige you, Mrs. Grady,” he replied. “So you’re one of the ladies
who was auctioned yesterday?”

Eva grimaced at the reminder. She
should have known that in a small town like this, everyone heard
about it. “Yes, and this is the other lady.”

“I’m Mrs. Herb Allen,”
Rachel said, her voice brimming with pride.

“It’s nice to meet you
both. Course, when you came in, I knew you were both new. I didn’t
want to assume what brought you here, just in case I was wrong. We
get the occasional new lady from time to time.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
too,” Rachel replied.

“Everyone calls me Bull
because I once stayed on one for a couple minutes. It’s my only
claim to fame, besides this store.”

Eva hid her surprise. She wouldn’t
have known it to look at him that he could manage such a feat since
he was a scrawny thing, but she’d take his word for it.

“I better pick up some
things for the kitchen,” Rachel said. “My husband’s kitchen is in a
sorry state. Do you need anything for your kitchen,
Eva?”

Boaz’s kitchen wasn’t well stocked,
but it certainly had been just right for what she needed to do that
morning. Even so, it would be best to have more food, especially
with children who would soon be living with them. “Yes, I better
pick up some things, too.”

When they were done, the owner made
arrangements to have their things delivered to their homes later
that day so they could go to the post office.

As they wrote their letters, Rachel
commented, “At least we get to tell them we’re happy.”

Though Eva couldn’t argue with her,
she had a feeling that Rachel was a lot happier than she was by the
turn of events. In addition to the letter she wrote her parents,
Eva also wrote to the mayor of Circle and notified him that she
couldn’t be the teacher and explained why.

From this moment on, her life was set
in Lewistown. The only question was, just what kind of life would
it be?

 



 Chapter Six

 


That afternoon on their way to Mitch’s
ranch, Boaz kept his word and took Eva to the doctor’s first. She
was thrilled to learn she’d be getting spectacles in a week or so.
Soon, she’d be able to read the wonderful books she’d gotten at the
mercantile. And who knew what other books the owner would bring her
in the future?

“You seem excited about
those spectacles,” Boaz commented on their way out of
town.

“Oh, I am. I got some of
the most marvelous books today. I had no idea a small town like
this could have such treasures like Jane
Eyre or Les
Misérables. And there were even more than
that. Do you read?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have
time.”

“That’s silly. Everyone has
time to read if they make the time. Even if it’s only fifteen or
thirty minutes. Maybe even before bedtime. I find it’s a good way
to settle down after a long day. I like to read for an
hour.”

“When I get home, I just
want to eat and go to bed. But now that we’re getting Leroy and
Hannah, I’ll want to come home earlier so I can spend time with
them. I haven’t really been there for them like I should have been.
I want to do everything I can to redeem the time.”

“That’s a wonderful
testament to your love for them,” she remarked, touched.

Granted, he had married her to get his
children, but it was such a lovely thing that he wanted to actually
spend time with them. Her own father had been the same way, and she
knew not all men were so invested in their children to do such a
thing. It was nice to see that side of him.

“I don’t know if you’d be
so impressed if you knew that I spent most of the past three years
so drunk I wasn’t able to take care of them.”

Surprised he’d volunteer such
information, she shifted on the seat so she could get a better look
at his profile. There was no denying the regret in his voice, of
course, but the way he winced said far more than his words ever
could. But even so, she had to know if he was still likely to drink
too much alcohol. “Do you still get drunk?”

“No. I haven’t touched any
liquor in over a year. I never go to the saloon or any other place
with liquor. The best way to avoid the stuff is to not go near
it.”

She relaxed. A year was a good amount
of time to not be drunk, but she really hoped he wouldn’t be
tempted to ever go back to it. She’d hate to think she’d have to
spend the rest of her life with a man who let liquor control
him.

After a couple minutes of silence, he
spoke up. “I hope I didn’t scare you. I learned my lesson from
drinking. It’s not worth giving up those you love.”

“I believe you,” she
assured him. “I’ve never known anyone who was used to drinking in
excess, but I gather it took a lot of courage and determination to
overcome your dependence on it.”

He smiled. “Thank you.”

Sensing his gratitude that she hadn’t
judged him, she returned his smile. “You’re welcome.”

They spent the rest of the ride in a
comfortable silence. When they reached his brother’s house, she
caught sight of a young expectant woman who was sewing a blanket in
a rocking chair on the porch while two children played in the
yard.

“How old are your children
again?” she asked.

“Leroy is four and Hannah
is three.”

“I’m guessing those are
Leroy and Hannah then?”

“Yes. Heather is expecting
her first child in February.”

He pulled the wagon to a stop by the
front of the house and set the brake.

“Pa, Pa!” the boy called
out as Boaz got out of the buggy.

Eva watched as Boaz opened his arms
and let the boy run into them. “How are you doing, Leroy?” he
asked.

“Good. We got pie at
lunch!”

“Pie? What
kind?”

“Don’t ‘member but it was
good.”

Boaz lifted him up and carried him
over to Eva’s side of the wagon. “All pies are good, aren’t
they?”

“Yep.”

Boaz extended his hand to help her
down and she accepted.

“Who’s she, Pa?” the boy
asked, scanning her up and down with interest.

“I’ll tell you when we find
your sister.”

From where Heather sat on the porch,
she waved to Eva—which Eva reciprocated—and set the blanket on the
small table next to her chair.

“Hannah’s over there,”
Leroy said, bringing Eva’s attention back to the little girl who
was watching them from a few yards away.

“You mean over there?” Boaz
pointed to a butterfly that wasn’t too far from her.

“No, she’s a person, not a
butterfly,” Leroy corrected.

“Oh. Then she must be over
there.”

When Eva saw him gesture to the
flowerbed, she covered her mouth so no one would hear her laugh.
The game Boaz was playing, silly as it was, was absolutely
adorable.

Leroy let out a long groan. “That’s
not a person. It’s a daisy.”

“Maybe you ought to remind
me of how your sister looks. Then I’ll find her.”

“She’s got long hair and a
dress.”

“There she is,” Boaz called
out in excitement as he motioned to Heather.

“Not her. Her!” This time
Leroy leaned forward and directed Boaz’s arm so he was pointing
directly at Hannah.

“Oh that’s Hannah. I
remember her now.”

Still chuckling, Eva followed Boaz to
the little girl who seemed intent on studying her. She couldn’t
blame the girl. The girl hadn’t seen her before, after
all.

Once he closed the distance to his
daughter, Boaz knelt down and hugged her. Though her eyes stayed on
Eva, she hugged him back. “Leroy and Hannah, I got good news,” Boaz
said as he released both of them and stood up. “I got married to
this good woman over here.” He motioned to Eva who offered them a
smile. “Now you can come home with me, and we’ll be a
family.”

Heather waited on the porch for them
while a man just a bit older than Boaz came out of the house.
“That’s my brother Mitch and his wife Heather,” Boaz told her.
“Would you like to meet them?”

She nodded and to her surprise, he
took her hand and led her over to them. She almost pulled her hand
out of his. It seemed to be too soon to touch him in such a
familiar way, but then she reminded herself he was only guiding her
up the steps.

“Mitch, Heather,” Boaz
began as they stepped up on the porch, “this is Eva. We got married
yesterday.”

Heather smiled and approached Eva.
“I’m so happy to meet you. If there’s anything you need—anything at
all—don’t hesitate to ask. Mitch and I will be happy to help
you.”

“Thank you,” Eva
replied.

“So you got a woman to
answer your mail-order bride ad?” Mitch asked Boaz.

“It’s a long story,” Boaz
replied. “But Preacher Higgins married us yesterday, and we’re
ready to take Leroy and Hannah home.” Boaz turned to the children.
“Remember what I said about taking you home with me as soon as I
got you a mother? Eva here is your mother now.”

Unsure of what to do, Eva offered
another smile, hoping it eased their uncertainty about her, even by
a little bit.

Leroy fidgeted for a moment then asked
Boaz, “Can we take our toys and clothes with us?”

“Of course, you can,” Boaz
said. “We got enough room in the wagon to bring all your things to
your new home. I got a bedroom for you and your sister. You’ll have
everything you need. Eva…your ma…will be there during the day to
take care of you while I’m at work. She’s real nice. You and Hannah
will be happy.”

“You two are just in time
for supper. I hope you’ll stay and eat with us,” Heather
offered.

Boaz glanced at Eva, and it took her a
moment to realize he was asking for her permission. Surprised but
pleased he considered her wishes, she nodded. “We’d be much
obliged.”

“Wonderful,” Heather
cheered. “I’m excited to learn more about you.”

“We will get Leroy and
Hannah’s things together while you’re here,” Mitch added. “Eva,
you’ll also get to meet Ma. She’ll want to see you.”

“Is she feeling well enough
to receive visitors?” Boaz asked.

“She’s been resting,” he
replied as he opened the front door, “but believe me, she’ll be
upset if she doesn’t get to see the newest member of the
family.”

Boaz nodded and turned to Eva. “He’s
right. Knowing Ma’s determination, she’ll insist on making a trip
to town if you don’t meet her tonight.”

Mitch held the door open and when Eva
realized they were all waiting for her to enter the house, she
hurried inside. What was even more noticeable than the spacious
interior of the house was how comfortable and warm it was. It had
the feel of a husband and wife who loved each other and had built a
safe and happy place for the children to be raised in. She wondered
if she and Boaz could offer the same thing for Leroy and
Hannah.

Heather motioned toward the couch.
“Have a seat. Supper will be ready in about half an
hour.”

Eva did as she requested and sat down
as Heather hurried to another room. Boaz sat beside her but the
children insisted on standing in the middle of the room and stared
at her. Feeling sorry for their unease, she said, “It’s a pleasure
to meet you both. I look forward to being your mother.” It was hard
to say that since she wasn’t sure they would ever accept her as
their mother, but she didn’t know what else to say. She couldn’t
tell them she’d be their teacher, like she’d told other children in
the past.

Mitch patted Leroy and Hannah on the
shoulders. “Why don’t we gather your things?”

Though the boy looked hesitant, he
followed his sister and Mitch up the stairs, leaving Eva and Boaz
alone.

“I’m afraid they’ll need
some time to get used to me,” she told him.

“That’s to be expected.
It’s a big adjustment for all of us.” A moment passed before he
added, “I appreciate what you’re doing. You know, allowing me to
bring them home and be a real family.”

“There’s no reason why I
wouldn’t let you bring them home,” she whispered, placing her hand
over his, something she never thought she’d have the courage to do
with any man. “You love them so much. It’s truly a beautiful thing
to watch you with them. I grew up with a father who loved me and my
sister and brothers the same way.” She squeezed his hand. “Children
need their father. I’m glad I agreed to marry you.”

His eyes glimmered with tears. “Thank
you, Eva. You have no idea how much that means to me.”

From the kitchen, she heard Heather
gathering plates and utensils. “I can’t stay out here while Heather
does all the work. It doesn’t feel right. Do you mind if I help her
with supper?”

“No. I don’t
mind.”

Nodding, she hurried to the other room
where Heather was pouring stew into a row of bowls on the
worktable. “May I help you?” Eva asked.

“It’s nice of you to offer,
but really, it’s no bother to do this,” Heather replied with a
smile.

“I know but I’m not used to
sitting around and letting others wait on me. It’d help if I had
something to do.”

“In that case,” she set the
pot and ladle down after she poured stew into the final bowl,
“would you mind giving me some plates so I can set a slice of pie
on each one?”

“I’d be happy to.” She
picked up a plate and waited for Heather to put the slice on it
before she carried it to a tray resting on the table. Returning to
Heather, she gathered another plate. “I don’t do well with sitting
still.”

“I understand. Being women,
we’re always doing something.”

“Especially with children
around to care for.” At least that was what her mother often said.
“Boaz said you’re due to give birth in February. Are you
nervous?”

“A little. I’ve never been
through it before. I’ve helped Mitch deliver some calves, so I’ve
seen the process.”

“But when it’s you, it’s
different,” Eva filled in for her when she hesitated to
continue.

“Women have been giving
birth since the beginning of time, but it’s not always an easy
process and some women don’t survive the experience. If something
happened to me, I know Mitch would be able to go on.” She chuckled
and set another slice of pie on the plate Eva was holding. “I’m
sorry. You must think I’m morbid, talking about death and
all.”

“I don’t know if I’d say
it’s morbid. I’d say it’s trying to be realistic about the
possibility of something happening. But even so, most women live
through childbirth.”

“Yes, that’s
true.”

Eva grabbed some folded cloth napkins
and utensils to put on a tray. “I suppose what you can do if you’re
worried about something happening is figure out what you can do to
adjust to it. Having a plan in place if the unfortunate does happen
is smart. Don’t you think?”

“I hadn’t thought of it
like that, but yes, I agree with you. Prepare for the worst but
hope for the best. I think that’s a good way to look at
things.”

Pleased the woman chose to give her a
compliment, she shyly smiled at her. “Thank you. I love literature
and art, but deep down, I’m not much of a romantic. I like being
more realistic about things.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
that, and living in Lewistown which doesn’t have many comforts, you
need to be realistic. I haven’t been back East, but I hear life
there is much easier than it is here.”

“Oh, I didn’t come from
back East. I’m from Omaha.”

“Really?” Heather asked. “I
thought Boaz sent ads back East for a mail-order bride.”

“He did. I came here
because my stagecoach was robbed and when the outlaws didn’t get
the money they hoped for, they decided to sell me and my friend to
whoever would buy us in this town.”

“And Boaz…?”

“He got me and someone else
got my friend.”

After a moment, Heather turned from
the worktable and faced her. “I think I understand why he did it.
He’s been trying to get a wife for awhile now. He was beginning to
think he’d never get one.” She bit her lower lip and brushed her
hair over her shoulders. “I hope you don’t regret marrying him.
He’s a good man. You can trust him to do right by you and the
children. He had a rough time there for a couple of years, but he’s
changed his life around.”

“He loves his children very
much. I’ve been a teacher for several years, and I can’t recall
seeing any of the fathers as devoted to their children as he
is.”

“He is, and I’m glad he can
take them home so he can truly be their father.” Heather’s lips
curled up into a smile. “I think you’ll be good for him. You seem
to be able to look past who he’s been and see him for the person he
is now. Not many around here do that.”

Appreciating yet another compliment,
Eva thanked her and helped her finish getting supper ready. Just as
she retrieved the pitcher of tea from the worktable, Boaz and his
mother came into the kitchen.

Heather offered her a smile before she
left the room.

“Eva, I thought you might
like to meet my ma,” Boaz said.

“It’s nice to meet you,
Mrs. Grady,” Eva replied, taking a deep breath as she approached
the woman in the small room.

“Thank you for marrying my
son,” his mother said as she hugged her.

“Oh, well, there was really
nothing to it.” She glanced at Boaz, wondering how much he told
her.

“I told her you agreed to
marry me so that Leroy and Hannah could come home with me,” he
said. “I also added that the circumstances surrounding the marriage
weren’t ideal, what with the men auctioning you off and
all.”

“You poor thing,” his
mother said. “You must have been terrified.”

“Actually, I was more angry
than scared,” Eva admitted. “That is to say, I was scared at first
but then the men got all excited about how much they were going to
sell my friend and me for, and my fear turned to anger.”

“That’s understandable.”
She clasped her hands around hers. “Have you been able to write to
your family to let them know you’re alright?”

“Yes, I did that earlier
today.”

“Good. I hope you know
you’re a welcome addition to our family, and we’re grateful to have
you, even if the situation that brought you here wasn’t
ideal.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Grady. I
appreciate that.”

Mitch came into the kitchen. “I don’t
think the children are going to be patient much longer.”

His mother gave Eva’s hands a gentle
squeeze then released them. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting. I’m
just glad I got a chance to say I’m happy to meet you.”

“I’m happy to meet you,
too,” Eva replied.

She liked Boaz’s family. They were a
group of friendly people. Thankfully, when the men sold her and
Rachel, the men who won the bids were good ones. She’d hate to
think of the kind she and Rachel could have ended up with. If for
no other reason than this, she had a reason to be happy with her
new marriage.

 



 Chapter Seven

 


By the time they arrived home, the
children had fallen asleep. Eva had been the youngest in her family
and while she had helped to care for her nieces and nephews, she
wasn’t sure how she should act around Leroy and Hannah. Did she
give them time to adjust to their new home? Did she jump right in
and try to make them feel as if they were a part of a real
family?

Not that they hadn’t been part of a
real family before. Mitch, Heather, and their grandmother were very
sweet people, the kind of people who were wonderful for children.
But she wasn’t sure how she and Boaz would do together as a mother
and father. Would the children miss being with Mitch and Heather?
Would they resent her for trying to step in the role of their
mother?

Pushing aside all the questions
whirling in her head, she picked up a sleeping Hannah and followed
Boaz, who carried Leroy, into the house. The children only shifted
slightly when they were placed in their beds. She marveled at how
well they could sleep through everything. If it’d been her, she
would have woken up and probably been up half the night.

She went to the kitchen and heated up
a pot of milk while Boaz brought in the children’s things. She
poured him and her a cup then went to the parlor where he had set
out his pillow and blanket. She wondered about it but then figured
since she hadn’t wanted him in bed with her the previous evening,
he decided to wait until she was ready to consummate the marriage.
And right now, she still wasn’t ready. She needed more time to
adjust to her new life, much like she suspected the children
would.

Secretly relieved he wasn’t going to
force the issue of intimate relations with her, she sat on the
chair by the couch and placed his cup on the table. A minute later,
he came into the room and stopped when he saw her.

With a chuckle, she motioned to the
cup. “I hope you don’t mind. I like to have some warm milk before I
go to bed and thought you might enjoy a cup, too.”

He smiled and sat on the couch.
“That’s very nice of you.”

She shrugged. “It’s not much work to
warm it up.”

“Do you usually read while
drinking the milk?”

“Usually, yes. But since I
don’t have my spectacles, I can’t. It’s too much of a strain on my
eyes to read without them.”

“If you want, I can read to
you until they come in.”

“I didn’t get the
impression you like to read literature.”

“I’d only read it until you
get the spectacles.”

She took a sip of her milk as she
considered his offer. “What if it puts you to sleep?”

“Are they that
bad?”

“No. It’s just that a lot
of people I talk to prefer dime novels.”

“Well, I don’t like to read
at all, and that includes dime novels.”

As he drank some of his milk, she
shook her head. “If that’s the case, then why offer to read to me
at all? It seems like it’d be more of a chore than anything
else.”

“I don’t know. I suppose
it’s because it’s something you enjoy.” He gestured to the
bedrooms. “You’re willing to be a mother to my children, you wake
up early just to fix me something to eat, and you’ll spend a good
amount of your days cleaning this house. The least I can do is read
to you.”

“While that’s very noble of
you,” she commended, “I don’t wish to make you do something you
won’t enjoy.”

After a moment, he leaned forward and
looked at her, his expression surprisingly tender. “I know how
marriage is for a woman. You won’t benefit from this arrangement
like I will.”

Not sure if she’d like where this was
going, she pressed, “I won’t?”

“Of course not. You have to
clean, cook, and do laundry. I might spend the day out working, but
when I get home, I got it made. I’ll have a hot meal waiting for
me, children to spend time with, and clean things. It makes me
wonder why women get married at all if that’s how things are,
really.”

She thought over his words with great
care before she answered him. “Well, I suppose that’s all true when
you point out the division of labor. As the man, you’ll go out and
earn a living. I’m guessing you work hard?”

He nodded.

“I’m also guessing some of
the people you work for aren’t always nice to you and the horses
you train aren’t always in a good mood.”

“You’re right,” he
replied.

“And from time to time, I
venture your job can be challenging.”

“It can be, but I love it
and wouldn’t want to do anything else.”

“I don’t see how my role as
a wife and mother are that much different. I’ll also work hard,
there’s no denying that. On some days the children won’t be in a
good mood. I was a school teacher for four years. I know how
children can be. But even so, I love being with them. Leroy and
Hannah are sweet children. I know some days will be better than
others, but I’m looking forward to it. I’ve always dreamt of being
a mother and now I have the chance. Sure, I’ll be spending my days
cleaning, cooking, and doing laundry, but I’ll finally have a
family. As much as I enjoyed teaching, I wished I had children of
my own to care for and now I have that.”

“So you don’t hate me for
forcing you into this marriage?”

“I didn’t hate you and I
didn’t feel forced.”

“But I bought you in an
auction and then took you to the preacher’s house.”

“And at the time, I wasn’t
happy about it,” she consented with a wry grin. “I don’t mean to be
difficult. I’m just not as…eager…to adapt to a new situation as
Rachel is. You might have done better to bid on her.”

“No. You’re better
looking.”

The comment was so unexpected that she
almost dropped her cup. Rachel Larson was one of the prettiest
girls she knew. It wasn’t that she was plain, but when she stood
next to Rachel, there wasn’t much to compare. But if he said it,
then he meant it. Of all the things she barely knew about her
husband, one thing she knew was that he was straightforward and
honest. So telling her he thought she was prettier than Rachel was
the truth.

The heat rising in her cheeks, she
smiled. “Thank you.”

He returned her smile. “The offer is
still up if you want it.”

“Offer?”

“Reading a book to you. I
promise to stay awake while I read it.”

Amused at his joke, she said,
“Alright. I’ll take you up on that. I’ll bring in the box of books
I got today and you can start reading whichever one you
want.”

“It’s a deal.”

She stood up and collected his cup to
take to the kitchen. After she rinsed it out, she got her box and
returned to him. Despite her initial hesitation to have him read to
her, she was thrilled he was willing to do it. It’d been a long
time since she’d lost herself in the world the authors she admired
created. And it was such a sweet thing he was doing for
her.

As it turned out, he read
to her for almost an hour while she sipped on the rest of her milk
and escaped into the world of Les
Misérables.

 


***

 


The next morning, Eva hadn’t had the
heart to wake the children up after their long night up, so she let
them sleep in. When she did finally get them up, she realized she
was beginning her first day as a mother, a task that filled her
with both excitement and apprehension.

She watched as Leroy and Hannah
quietly ate their oatmeal. There was no denying the awkward silence
as the children quietly ate. Her heart went out to them. They
hadn’t been adequately prepared for her and now they would be
spending the entire day with her.

Toward the end of the meal, she
cleared her throat. When they looked in her direction, she smiled
then asked, “Would you like anything else to eat or
drink?”

Hannah stared at her, not willing to
say anything.

Leroy, however, shook his head. “No,
ma’am. We’re full.”

“A-alright,” Eva replied,
hoping her uncertainty wasn’t showing. “Um…let’s wash you up and
you can go play in the parlor.” She paused as she stood up. “You
did bring some toys here, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the boy
said.

“Good.”

At least they had something to play
with. That was good. She stood up and grabbed a clean cloth which
she dipped in a bowl of clean water and helped the children wash
up. Afterwards, they went to the parlor and she cleaned up the
kitchen.

Not knowing what else to do since she
had cleaned the house yesterday, she went to the parlor. Leroy and
Hannah had their heads bent together, whispering. She recalled
doing the same thing with her sister when she was younger. Her
mother used to laugh and say it was adorable that the two of them
were so close. It was nice that Leroy and Hannah had each other
during their adjustment to their new life, but even as she thought
this, a part of her wondered if they’d ever feel as close to her as
they did to each other.

Pushing aside the lonely feeling that
crept up on her, she approached them and waited for them to notice
her. “I was thinking that it’s a beautiful day. Maybe we should go
for a walk or see if there’s a place where you can run around.
Would you like to do that?”

Leroy glanced at Hannah then turned
his attention back to her. “If you want to.”

Well, she supposed that was as close
to a “yes” as she was going to get. She took a deep breath and
smiled. “Alright then. Let’s get your shoes on and go
out.”

“I can put my own shoes
on,” Leroy told her.

“Oh.” She glanced at Hannah
who stood with her brother, staying close by his side as she
watched her. “Can your sister put hers on?”

“No. She’s still a baby
that way.”

Eva noticed the way his sister
scrunched her nose and forced aside the urge to laugh. “I’m sure
Hannah will be able to do it soon, especially with a big brother to
help her learn how to do it.”

At that, Leroy beamed. “I help her
with lots of things.”

“I bet you do. You’re more
like a young man than a boy.”

“I’ll get her shoes. Then
we can help her together.”

Amused as he rushed to retrieve them
from their bedroom, she looked at Hannah who chose to stare at her
feet rather than meet her gaze. “You’re a shy one, aren’t you?” she
softly asked. “I don’t blame you. I’m the same way. I don’t think I
spoke to anyone but my family until I was ten.”

She turned her attention to Eva but
didn’t say anything.

“It’s alright, Hannah. You
don’t have to speak. There’s nothing wrong with watching what’s
going on.”

Though Hannah didn’t reply, Eva
thought she saw her slightly relax and that made her feel better.
Hannah truly was a pretty girl. She didn’t resemble Boaz much. She
guessed that the girl looked a lot like her mother. She wondered
what Boaz’s first wife had been like. Undoubtedly, she was a sweet
and nice person if Boaz married her.

“I got the shoes,” Leroy
called out, bringing her attention back to him and
Hannah.

Turning to him, she saw that he had
already put his on. One of his buttons wasn’t in the right hole,
something she found very endearing in a young child who wanted so
much to be able to do things himself. “You did a fine job with your
shoes,” she told him.

“Hannah’s too young for the
buttons,” he replied and sat in front of his sister.

Taking that as her cue, she went over
to them and knelt on the hard floor. “Would you like me to help
you? It’s a lot of work to get the buttons through the small
holes.”

He nodded and slipped the shoes onto
her feet. “It is.”

The two worked on the shoes together,
and she tried to help him in a way where he thought he did most of
the work. When they were done, she stood up and thanked Leroy for
his help.

“I’d like you to meet my
friend Rachel,” she told the children. “She came with me from
Nebraska. That’s another state. It’s a long way from here. Ever
hear of it?”

Leroy shook his head and Hannah stared
up at her, not blinking.

What was Eva thinking? They were only
three and four. She’d have to learn how to talk to them at their
level, and that was going to take her some time. The children she
had been used to teaching were older. “I’m sorry. I don’t know the
best way to…to,” she struggled to find the right word, “best
explain things to you. Then I think I shouldn’t worry so much about
explaining things that you aren’t old enough to understand.”
Realizing she had probably only confused them further, she sighed.
“Oh forget it. I just don’t know how to talk to young
children.”

“I can help you talk,”
Leroy offered.

At that, she felt some of her
nervousness ebb. “I need the help.”

“What do you want to
do?”

“I’d like to take you to
meet my friend.”

“Then say, ‘We’ll see your
friend.’”

“Alright. We’ll see my
friend.”

He nodded. “That’s good.”

“Thank you.” She chuckled
and gestured to Hannah. “Do you think she’ll let me hold her hand?
I don’t want her to run into the street. People may be out riding
their horses.”

He turned to his sister. “Hold her
hand.”

Hannah glanced at him then stared at
her. For a moment, Eva thought she wouldn’t do it, but then she
held out her hand. With a smile, she took Hannah’s hand in hers and
led the children out of the house.

The walk to Rachel’s was as pleasant
as it’d been the day before, but since she had two children to
watch, she had to spend more time urging them along whenever they
got the urge to stop and study something that caught their
interest. Whether Hannah wanted to wait as a butterfly fluttered
around a bench or Leroy wanted to stop and ask about every horse
they passed, the trip took much longer than it had the day before.
This was something Eva knew she’d have to get used to.

“Rachel is really nice,”
she assured the children as she knocked on the door. “You’ll like
her.”

Just as Leroy opened his mouth to
speak, the door opened and Rachel greeted them with a wide smile.
“Oh, Eva! You brought over your children. What are your names?” she
asked them.

“I’m Leroy. This is
Hannah,” Leroy told her. “I’m older.”

“Yes, I could tell that by
how much taller you are.” When he straightened a little more to
increase his height, she giggled and winked at Eva. “Eva, do you
mind if I give them something to eat? Maybe a slice of pie I made
this morning?”

“What kind of pie?” Leroy
asked, his head cocked to the side in interest.

“Apple. I won’t say it’s as
good as my mother’s, but it’s close.”

“Can we?” Leroy asked,
turning his gaze to Eva.

“I don’t see why not,” Eva
replied.

Leroy looked at Rachel. “That means we
can.”

Rachel’s eyebrows rose, so Eva
explained, “He’s helping me talk in a way that children can
understand me better. When I taught, the lessons were there to
read. It was easy to know what to say. Now that I’m a mother…” She
shrugged.

“Things are different when
you’re raising children as opposed to teaching them. I understand.”
Rachel gestured for them to enter the house. “Why don’t we all get
a slice of pie and then we can go for a walk?”

As they followed Rachel into the
house, Eva noticed a violin on the table in the entryway. “I don’t
recall seeing this lovely instrument yesterday.”

“Oh, it was upstairs. Herb
loves to play it. Tonight he wants to go to the square dance at his
boss’ barn. He’ll play it while couples dance.”

“He plays it as a fiddle,
not as a violin?”

“I don’t recall there being
much difference.”

“Well, actually there is.”
They reached the kitchen and Eva helped her children sit while
Rachel grabbed some plates. “A fiddle is more informal. Your uncle
Tom liked to play one. I remember his daughter mentioning he plays
it at every harvest barn dance.”

“Yes, that’s true. He does.
And he does a good job of it, too.”

“I heard him one year, and
I agree.” She went over to help Rachel cut the pie into slices. “A
violin is what I think of when I hear music by some of the world’s
greatest composers. Unfortunately, I rarely got the chance in
Omaha.”

“I’ll ask Herb if he knows
any songs that are more like the ones you enjoy. It’d be nice if he
could play it while you and Boaz visit with the
children.”

“You think Boaz will want
to do that?”

“Sure. They’re friends and
we’re friends. It’s perfect.”

“How do you do it,
Rachel?”

“How do I do what? Make a
pie as well as I do?”

“No. I mean, how do you see
the good in every situation?” She lowered her voice. “The whole
time we were on our way to this town, you never once got
upset.”

“I did, Eva. I was as
scared as you.”

“But you weren’t angry like
I was. And besides, you accepted your new marriage without any
hesitation. Even now, you look very much like a bride who’d been
wanting Herb to marry her from her youth. Meanwhile, I can’t bring
myself to,” she lowered her voice, “do my wifely duty.”

She shrugged and placed the pie slices
on each plate. “I see no reason to resist something that’s bound to
happen.” With a smile, she added, “It helps that Herb’s a good man.
Isn’t Boaz good to you? Herb thinks the world of him, so I assumed
he’d be a good husband.”

“Yes, he is, but…” She
glanced at the children. Quickly, she picked up two plates and
forks and gave them their treat. Then she went back to Rachel and
slowly poured some water into two cups. “I don’t know. It just
seems too soon.”

Rachel offered her an understanding
smile. “You and Boaz are not Herb and me. What works for you two
will be different than what works for us. When the time is right,
you’ll know.”

“You’re right.” With a
chuckle, she added, “I probably overthink everything.”

“Just enjoy the fact that
you have a good husband and two adorable children.”

“I will.” She picked up the
cups. “I promise.” Then she took them to the children.

 



 Chapter Eight

 


Boaz wiped the sweat from his brow as
he rode Greg’s stallion. Both he and the horse were dripping with
water from the deep watering hole just south of Greg’s property. He
had tried everything else to tame the animal, but nothing else
worked. It was good now, though, and he thought Greg would be
pleased with the results.

As he led the horse up to the house,
he saw Greg slam the door and stomp down the porch steps, shoving
his hat on his head. Eyebrows raised, he slid off the horse and
approached Greg who was muttering something about difficult
women.

Greg looked in his direction and
rolled his eyes. “Don’t ask.” Nodding at the horse, he continued,
“You’re both soaked. Where did you take him?”

“Down to the watering
hole.”

“What’d you do, fall in by
accident?”

“It wasn’t an accident. I
took him in and got up in the saddle. A horse has a harder time
bucking you off if he’s in water.”

“Really?”

“I don’t do it unless it’s
necessary, and it’s rarely necessary.”

“Well, I could have done it
to start with and saved us all the trouble, not to mention the
money,” Greg joked, a twinkle in his eye.

“Now, what good would that
have done my money jar?” he replied, a slight smile curling his
lips upward.

“Point taken. Let’s see how
well you did.” Greg took the horse and hopped up in the
saddle.

Boaz watched as he rode the horse to
and from the barn. The stallion followed his directions with less
resistance than before.

When Greg reached him, he shook his
head. “I have to admit that you work miracles.”

“Thanks.”

Greg got down from the horse and
handed him the reins. “Take him to the barn and I’ll get your
pay.”

Boaz did as instructed, and by the
time he shut the stall door, Greg returned.

“Here you go.” Handing him
the coins, he leaned toward the horse and patted its
neck.

“He’s a gorgeous
animal.”

“Maybe he’ll have the
temperament to match his beauty.”

Boaz thought so. “There’s hope for
him. Well, I better get home.”

“I heard you got your
children back.”

“Yes. Just brought them
home last night.”

“And that wife of yours?
How are things there?”

“Good. I think it’s going
to be a good arrangement.”

And Boaz was finally looking forward
to going home. It’d certainly be nice to have a warm meal waiting
for him and share a good conversation with Eva and their children.
It was surely much better than staring at a bowl of beans in a
house that echoed with the reminder of everything he’d once had but
lost. Now, he felt like he had gained most of it back, and he
wasn’t about to do anything to lose it all over again.

Greg followed him to his horse and
called out, “It’s about time things went better for you,” as he
mounted the steed.

Boaz tipped his hat. “Thanks.” He
almost said that he hoped Patty wouldn’t be as bad as Greg feared
she’d be but held his tongue. Given the circumstances, Greg
probably didn’t want to hear it.

Smiling, Boaz trotted off the
property. The ride to town didn’t seem to take so long today. For
the first time, in a long time, he was able to enjoy the green
hills in the distance and the gentle swaying of the grass as it
blew in the breeze. It’d been a good day. One of the best he’d had
in years. He could only hope more would be waiting in his
future.

When he got to town, he put his horse
in the livery stable and walked home. He called out a greeting to a
few people as he passed them by, surprised they still acknowledged
him after the years he’d spent drunk, but he reasoned they had felt
sorry for him and were happy for him since he’d straightened his
life out. That also made him feel good.

He opened the front door of his home,
not sure what to expect. Yesterday, Eva had been in the kitchen
rearranging things so they were where she wanted them to be. Today,
she was there as well, but this time Hannah sat at the table with
her cornhusk doll in her arms, looking as if she’d recently gotten
up from a nap and was having trouble waking up.

Leroy sat in a chair at the worktable
while Eva cut some vegetables and, if Boaz was right, he was
telling Eva how to make a salad. Boaz knew Eva didn’t need the
boy’s help with that, but he thought it was nice that she let the
boy think he was helping her.

Boaz’s gaze went back to Hannah.
Sometimes when he looked at her, it was like looking at his first
wife all over again, but these days, it didn’t hurt. It used to
hurt. It used to hurt so badly that he couldn’t stand to look at
her because all it did was remind him of everything he
lost.

But today when he looked at her, he
felt an odd sense of peace and gratefulness. His first wife had
been a very important part of his past, and his past wouldn’t have
been as good had it not been for her. And Leroy and Hannah were the
gifts she had given him. He quickly wiped his tears away, surprised
that being thankful for his first wife and now his children should
make him want to cry.

“Are you alright?” Eva
called out.

Clearing his throat, he
turned his attention to her and nodded. “Yes, everything’s fine. I
was just thinking that it’s nice to come home and see…” He
hesitated to say my family
since he still wasn’t used to having a wife again.
Finally, he settled for saying, “It’s nice to see everyone, that’s
all.”

“I suppose coming home to
an empty house got lonely,” she replied.

“Yes, it did.” Which was
ironic since while he was drunk, he hated being around people at
all. But that had more to do with the shame he felt at sinking to
such a low point in his life than anything else. “So,” he stepped
into the kitchen, “did anything good happen today?”

“As a matter of fact, it
did.” Eva continued cutting the carrots in front of her. “Rachel
invited us to supper next week. I thought you might like that, what
with you being Herb’s friend and all, so I accepted.” With a pause,
she glanced at him. “Is that alright?”

“Sure.” He stopped halfway
between the worktable and the kitchen table where Hannah watched
him. He wasn’t sure if he should remain standing or sit down and
hesitated to ask Eva what she preferred. “It’s good you have a
friend in this town.”

“Rachel and I were never
actually close while we were in Nebraska. We knew each other, but I
was her teacher. We got to know each other better on our way to
this state.”

“You were her
teacher?”

“For three years. I taught
for four, but she quit going to school when she turned seventeen
last year. Since we’ve always known each other as teacher and
pupil, we never developed an actual friendship.”

“But that changed when you
two traveled together?”

She nodded and motioned for Leroy to
put the carrots in the bowl full of lettuce and tomatoes. “For the
first time, I didn’t have to grade her work. I think it put her at
ease.”

He smiled at her joke. “Is that
because you were a strict teacher?”

With a slight shrug, she admitted, “I
might have expected a little more than other teachers do from their
students, but I was fair.”

“I’m sure you were.” Just
looking at how well she managed things with his children, he could
tell she was organized. She probably did everything efficiently. He
glanced at Hannah who watched everything they were saying and
smiled. Her lips curled up slightly. “Did you have a good day with
Leroy and Hannah?” he asked Eva.

“Yes, I did. Leroy taught
me how to button Hannah’s shoes.”

Leroy beamed up at him. “She wasn’t
sure how to do it so I helped.”

“And did a good job of it,”
she added as she wiped her hands on a towel. “I think that’s
everything. Want to help me set the table?” she asked
Leroy.

“Sure!”

Boaz watched as he grabbed the
utensils she handed him and quickly ran to the table to put them in
their right place. Deciding to do his part, he picked up the plates
and went along the table to set them down. The process went
smoothly, and soon, they were all seated. As he looked around the
table, he blinked back his tears. For the longest time, he’d
imagined what it’d be like to enjoy supper with his wife and
children. He used to feel envious when he saw Mitch and Heather
with Leroy and Hannah, slipping into the role he was supposed to
have with his first wife. And now so much had been restored, and it
gave him such a wonderful feeling of completeness. Finally, the
horrible aching loneliness was gone.

 


***

 


“You sure you don’t mind?”
Boaz asked on Sunday.

Eva turned to Boaz as soon as she
finished putting the bonnet on Hannah’s head. “I already said I
don’t.” She had to resist the urge to chuckle at his worried
expression. “It’s fine, Boaz. Besides, I met your family last
week.”

“That’s what I mean. Are we
going out there again too soon? I haven’t given you time to get
settled in. Maybe you don’t feel like going out there right
away.”

She went to the front door and
retrieved her own bonnet. “We’re only going there for dinner. It’s
not like we’re going to live there.”

“Well, that’s
true.”

Smiling, she tied her bonnet under her
chin. “You worry too much. I don’t mind visiting your ma, Heather
and Mitch. They’re nice people.”

Though he nodded, she sensed something
was still bothering him. She bit her lower lip and tried to debate
whether or not to ask him what it was then decided she might as
well. If she didn’t, he’d probably fidget all the way to their
place. As it was, he couldn’t stop fiddling with his hat and
shifting from one foot to another.

“Hannah, why don’t you go
into the parlor with Leroy?” she encouraged, patting the girl on
the back.

Hannah obeyed and when they were alone
in the entryway, she stepped closer to Boaz and lowered her voice.
“What’s wrong?”

Boaz blinked. “I didn’t say anything
was wrong.”

“Not in so many words but
the way you can’t keep still speaks for you. Now, come on. Tell me
what’s going on.”

He tapped his hat a few times then
sighed. “What if Leroy and Hannah don’t want to come back? What if
they want to stay out there?”

“Surely, they
won’t.”

“How can you know they
won’t? Mitch and Heather are all they’ve really known. I might be
their father, but I,” he swallowed, “I wasn’t there for most of
their lives.”

“You’re here
now.”

“But what if I’m too
late?”

“Boaz, if there’s one thing
I believe, it’s that it’s never too late for another chance. What
happened can’t be changed. There’s no point in dwelling on it. The
point is, you’re doing your best, and I think Leroy and Hannah know
that.”

“Even though they’re only
four and three?”

“They’re happy to be here.
I see the way their eyes light up when you walk into a room. They
love their aunt and uncle, but no one is ever going to take your
place as their father.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” She squeezed
his arm. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“I wish I had your
assurance.”

She laughed and shook her head. If
only he knew how much she doubted things, but this was one thing
she knew for sure. “It’s not assurance. It’s just the way things
are. I’ve been a teacher long enough to understand how important a
child’s ma and pa are.”

He released his breath and nodded,
looking more at ease about the situation.

Glad he felt better, she asked, “Are
you ready to leave?”

“Yes.”

She called for Leroy and Hannah to
join them, and soon they were on their way to the livery stable so
they could take the wagon out to Mitch and Heather’s.

 



 Chapter Nine

 


During the course of the meal, Eva
mostly listened as Boaz’s mother insisted on reliving some of
Boaz’s and Mitch’s more memorable moments while growing up. Though
neither Boaz nor Mitch seemed particularly happy about it, they
didn’t stop her, even when she regaled Eva and Heather with an
account about the time they brought home a frog they believed could
grant magic wishes.

“Can frogs grant wishes?”
Leroy piped up, his interest piqued.

“I’m afraid not,” she
replied with a giggle, “and your pa and uncle spent two days
rubbing its back and head trying to find that out.”

Boaz cleared his throat. “Ma read me a
book about a genie. You are supposed to rub its lamp and a genie
grants you a wish. I thought if I tried it on a frog, it would do
the same thing.”

“But a frog isn’t anything
like a genie,” Eva spoke up, wondering how he came up with such a
strange connection.

He shrugged. “I was five.”

“But why didn’t you rub a
lamp instead?”

“I don’t remember. It was a
long time ago.”

Heather giggled and passed around the
pie. “That’s not the worst of it, Eva. Mitch is older and he
believed Boaz.”

Mitch sighed and shot his mother a
pointed look. “See what trouble you cause when you tell people
about our childhoods? Now Heather is going to keep me up all night
asking me all kinds of questions like, ‘Are you going to tell our
child that a frog can grant wishes’?”

Catching the humor underlying his
tone, Eva and the others chuckled.

“Well, that is a good
question, isn’t it?” Heather asked, her eyebrows raised in an
attempt to engage him in a friendly banter.

With a shake of his head, he turned
his amused grin her way and leaned closer to her. “A good question
would be, what would happen if there was a frog out there that
really did grant wishes?”

“I can see that I’m going
to have to watch what you tell our child.”

He laughed then turned his attention
to Eva. “You can’t be too hard on Boaz. I’m the one who told him he
should try rubbing a frog.”

“You did?” Boaz asked,
glancing up from his half-eaten slice of pie.

“I’m surprised you don’t
remember it.”

“All I remember is Ma
reading the story.”

“And,” their mother
continued, “you brought a frog into the house and hid it in your
room. I tell you,” she looked at Eva and Heather, “I thought there
was something wrong with me. I kept hearing a croaking sound but
couldn’t figure out where it was coming from.”

“Now that, I do remember,”
Boaz replied. “I saw you searching all over the house, ready to
pull your hair out over some strange noise you heard.”

“Why didn’t you tell her it
was in your room?” Eva pressed, trying not to laugh.

With a shrug, he said, “Because I
didn’t know she meant the frog. I thought she was talking about
some other noise.”

At that, everyone chuckled.

“Can I bring a frog home?”
Leroy asked.

“No,” Eva quickly
responded. “Please never do that.”

Her response earned her another round
of laughter, but when she noticed the disappointment on his face,
she added, “I’ll tell you what. If we get a large bowl and food and
other things a frog needs to be happy, you can have one. But, you
will need to take care of him and make sure he doesn’t get out. I
don’t want it to end up in my bed or somewhere else that’s
unpleasant.”

His face lit up. “I’ll be careful with
it.”

She returned his smile then focused on
finishing her dessert. Once the meal was over, she offered to help
wash the dishes, but Boaz’s mother insisted on doing it herself,
saying that it’d be good for her to get better acquainted with
Heather.

As Heather and Eva sat on the porch,
Boaz and Mitch went to the barn. Not far from her and Heather,
Hannah played quietly with a doll, and in the yard, Leroy searched
for a frog.

“How are things going?”
Heather asked from where she sat in her rocking chair.

“Things are fine. The
children are sweet. Leroy wants to help out whenever he can. He
taught me how to properly button Hannah’s boots.”

Heather grinned. “He wants to be older
than he really is. I kept telling him, he should enjoy being a
child. But he’d be right there with Mitch when it was time to milk
a cow.”

“He likes to be with me
when I make a meal.” With a glance at Hannah who had moved to the
swing further down the porch, she leaned toward Heather and lowered
her voice. “Is Hannah always quiet? I can’t seem to get her to say
more than one or two words.”

“It takes her a while to
open up to new people. She’s always been shy. Give her time and
she’ll come out of her shell.”

Relieved, Eva nodded and settled back
in her chair. She was glad Hannah wasn’t only shy around her. She’d
taught some quiet children before, but she had no experience with
one who was as shy as Hannah. “I want to be a good mother to
them.”

“I can tell you already
are. Leroy sure is excited about finding a frog. I’d never have let
him actually bring one into the house. Those things are too slimy
for my liking.”

“Well, I did tell him he
had to keep it in the bowl, and I have no intention of touching it.
He’ll have to learn to feed it and clean its bowl in order to keep
it.”

“I bet you were a good
teacher.”

Surprised she said that, Eva turned
her gaze from Leroy so she could look at her. “I don’t know if
everyone thought I was good at what I did, but I did my
best.”

“I’m glad you’re with Boaz.
He needs someone like you, someone strong and decisive.”

After a long moment passed between
them, Eva ventured, “Was his first wife that way?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what his
first wife was like. I only know what Mitch told me, and he just
said she was a gentle and sweet person.”

Eva wondered if anyone would use those
words to describe her. Probably not. She knew they’d say that about
Rachel, and she and Rachel were nothing alike. So she guessed they
wouldn’t say she was sweet and gentle. Those who didn’t like her
had referred to her as cold and stubborn, but that was usually when
she insisted on following the rules set by those who hired her. And
who knew? Maybe Boaz didn’t want someone who felt a sense of duty
and obligation to do what she felt was right. Maybe he preferred
someone softer, someone who relented if it meant getting along with
others.

Mitch and Boaz emerged from the barn,
laughing and having a good time.

Heather smiled. “It’s nice to see them
getting along so well.”

“They didn’t always get
along?” Eva asked, surprised. She got the impression the brothers
were always close.

“They did, but things were
difficult between them for a while when Mitch had to keep bailing
him out of trouble. Boaz used to drink and gamble a lot. It was
hard on Mitch to watch him go through the cycle of trying to stop
and then falling back into it. Every time he bailed Boaz out of a
jam, he felt that he was only making it easier for Boaz to keep
drinking and gambling.”

“That’s only natural. And
he was right. He was making it easier.”

She nodded. “He finally stopped and
had to sit and watch while Boaz suffered the consequences. It was
hard for all of us, but seeing Boaz today, it was worth
it.”

“Sometimes you have to be
tough in order to be kind. And,” she looked at Boaz who knelt down
by Leroy and Hannah and talked to them, “I can’t argue with how
things turned out. Mitch did the right thing.”

“He did. If you could have
seen how differently things were back then, you’d be amazed at how
much things have changed. Boaz was sad all the time. He never
laughed. Sometimes it’s hard to believe I’m looking at the same
person.”

Boaz picked up a frog and his children
followed him on his way to the porch.

“I was afraid they’d find a
frog,” Eva told Heather, unable to hide the humor in her
voice.

“Well, you did say Leroy
could keep one if he found it,” Heather teased. “As soon as you
said that, I knew it was a matter of time before he found
one.”

A smile tugging at her lips, she let
out an exaggerated sigh and shook her head. “I set my own trap on
that one.” When the three reached them, she asked, “Is it time to
go home?”

Boaz looked at the children. “Are you
ready?”

As she expected, the children eagerly
nodded and headed for the wagon. “I told you they’d want to come
back with you,” she told Boaz, catching the flicker of relief on
his face.

Mitch came over to them and walked up
the porch steps so he could stand next to Heather. “I missed
you.”

She giggled. “You’re silly, Mitch. We
see each other all the time.”

“Not all the time.
Sometimes I’m in the barn or in the field, and you’re in the
house.” He took her hand in his and kissed her. “I never get tired
of seeing your smile.”

Eva felt a twinge of envy. She
wondered if Boaz would ever extend such a simple but heartwarming
gesture to her. So far, there had been no kissing or touching in
their marriage. Well, he did touch her hand when he helped her into
the wagon. Those were actions borne of necessity, not
desire.

She glanced at Boaz who didn’t seem to
even notice the romantic scene just played out before him. He was
too busy petting the frog. But the way he laughed as the children
huddled around him to pet the amphibian was cute. He really was a
good man, the kind a woman would be very happy to have for a
husband. Turning her attention back to Mitch and Heather, she
thanked them for a lovely meal and joined the three who were trying
to figure out what to call the frog.

“Alright you three,” she
said when she approached them. “We need to get back home so we can
put the frog in a bowl and give it some food. Then,” she quickly
added before Leroy could get too excited, “you and Hannah need to
go to sleep.”

Leroy grimaced but Boaz playfully
nudged him in the shoulder. “Listen to her.”

Leroy gave a reluctant nod then Boaz
helped him and his sister into the wagon. After he helped Eva, she
expected him to release her hand right away, but he didn’t.
Curious, her gaze met his and she caught a flicker of something in
his eyes before he cleared his throat and released her
hand.

She wanted to watch him as he went to
his side of the wagon, but she lost her nerve and decided to focus
on the children instead. Something was changing between them. She
could feel it. She turned her gaze to Mitch and Heather once more
and saw him wrap his arm around her shoulders then lead her into
the house. With a smile, she considered the very real possibility
that soon enough, Boaz might do something similar with
her.

 


***

 


Boaz led the wagon off his brother’s
property, for the first time feeling conflicted about his
relationship with Eva. It’d been a mistake to hold her hand longer
than necessary. Then to make it worse, he’d let his gaze linger on
hers. Because in the moment he did those two things, something
changed between them. It was just as it’d been with his first wife
before he married her.

They’d grown up together. They’d gone
to the same schoolhouse. Then one day, he accidentally brushed her
hand with his and started to apologize when he looked into her eyes
and realized he loved her. The whole thing had hit him all at
once.

The look and touch he’d just shared
with Eva had the same effect. It made him much too aware of her.
Granted, he didn’t love her. But he knew it was only a matter of
time before he did. She was good to the children, intelligent,
pretty, and kind. It’d be easy to fall in love with someone like
that. And it was also a very scary proposition when he thought of
where that could lead.

“I got a name,” Leroy
called out, nudging him in the side.

Taking his eyes off the path in front
of him, he saw Leroy holding up the frog. “You figured out a name
for the frog?”

“I did. Elroy. Eva said
it’s just like my name,” he said.

“You switch the ‘l’ and
‘e’,” Eva clarified.

“See how good it
is?”

Boaz watched as his son petted the
frog and chuckled. “It’s the perfect name.”

Leroy held the frog out to Eva. “Want
to touch him?”

Though she tried to act brave as she
reached out and patted its head, Boaz caught the slight shaking of
her hand. She was such an endearing woman, doing her best to please
the boy.

And it worked. Leroy’s smile widened.
“He likes you.”

“Well for a frog, I suppose
he’s not so bad,” she replied, “but you must keep him in a bowl. I
won’t have him hopping all through the house.”

“I’ll keep him in a bowl,”
he promised.

Boaz noted the relief on her face and
hid the urge to chuckle.

“I want a frog,” Hannah
said and peered up at Eva, her eyebrows raised in
expectation.

“You want a frog, too?”
Despite the unease in Eva’s expression, she put her arm around the
girl’s shoulders and smiled. “I have a better idea. Why don’t we
work on a pretty dress for you? Dresses are much more fun than
frogs.”

“No, they aren’t,” Leroy
argued.

“They are for girls,” Eva
insisted. “Girls love looking pretty, and your sister is a very
pretty girl.”

He grimaced and glanced at Boaz.
“Girls like dumb things.”

Lowering his head to Leroy’s ear, he
whispered, “Someday you’ll like it that they wear pretty dresses.
They look nice in them.”

“I don’t think so, Pa,” he
replied with a shake of his head.

Grinning, he sat back up and
concentrated on leading the horses in the direction that would take
them to town. He couldn’t blame his son for feeling that way. When
he was his age, he didn’t think the day would ever come when he
looked at girls as more than friends. But the day came soon enough
and it would for Leroy, too. Fortunately, that day was still a ways
off for him. Boaz wasn’t ready for him to grow up yet.

He chanced another glance at Eva who
was discussing the type of dress she could make for Hannah. She
happened to look at him and, like a shy schoolboy, he quickly
averted his gaze, his face growing warm. This was ridiculous. He
was a grown man. He ought to handle himself better than this. He
had to. And he would. Because there was no way he would ever let
himself act on his feelings. Ever.

 



 Chapter Ten

 


Over the next couple days, Eva fell
into a routine around the house. She quickly learned what the
children would and wouldn’t eat and when they needed naps during
the day. It wasn’t as hard to adjust to being a mother as she
feared it’d be when she learned Boaz was coming into the marriage
with children.

And adjusting to Boaz was just as
easy. Though he sometimes worked on weekends, he made sure to come
home at least an hour before the children went to bed. So when he
didn’t come home at his usual time one evening, she kept going to
the window in the parlor and checking to see if he was walking down
the street.

“What’s wrong?” Leroy
asked.

“Nothing,” she replied,
lowering the curtain and turning to him. “I was just seeing if your
father was coming home yet.”

“You think he won’t come
home tonight?”

“No. He’ll be home.” She
hesitated to tell him why she was worried but figured she should be
honest with him. “I’m just hoping he isn’t hurt. Horses can be
dangerous creatures. It wouldn’t take much for someone to fall off
and get hurt.”

“Pa’s hurt?” Hannah asked
from where she was playing with her doll.

“No, I didn’t say that,”
Eva clarified.

“But you said he could be
hurt,” Leroy said.

“Well,” she glanced from
one child to the other, “it’s just that ever since I married your
father, he’s been here no later than seven. Right now it’s almost
eight.”

“So you do think he’s
hurt,” Leroy said.

She didn’t know how to respond, but
thankfully, the door opened and Boaz called out a greeting, saving
her from having to answer Leroy.

Leroy and Hannah ran over to welcome
him. “We thought you were hurt,” Leroy told him.

“You hurt, Pa?” Hannah
asked in a quiet voice.

“No, I’m not hurt. It just
took me longer to work with one of the horses, that’s all,” Boaz
told them as he hugged them.

“She was worried.” Leroy
motioned to Eva who paused on her way over to them. “She thought
you fell off a horse.”

“I didn’t say you fell off
a horse,” Eva replied, not wanting Boaz to think she was needlessly
worrying his children. “I just said I hoped you were
alright.”

“Because you could have
gotten hurt,” Leroy added.

With a sigh, she relented. “The
thought did cross my mind. You’ve been home by seven all the other
nights.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I’m glad you made it
home.”

He smiled at her in a way that made
her heart skip a beat. He was a handsome man, especially when he
was happy. No wonder his first wife picked him over Mitch. What
woman could resist him?

Heat rising to her cheeks, she quickly
added, “I’ll take your supper out of the oven. I kept it in there
so it’d stay warm.”

Before he could reply, she hurried to
the kitchen. If she wasn’t careful, she’d give her newfound
feelings away. She was much safer in the kitchen where she could
focus on taking his plate of mashed potatoes and pot roast out of
the oven and setting it on the table. She set a cup of tea punch by
the utensils just as he came into the room.

“I’m sorry I’m late, Eva,”
he apologized. “I wasn’t planning to be, but Conner’s horse didn’t
want to mind and it took longer to get the bridle on than I
expected.”

“You couldn’t help that,”
she assured him. “Come on and sit. Your meal won’t stay warm for
long.”

Though she fully expected him to sit,
he didn’t. Instead, he stepped over to her. “I should have told
Conner that I needed to get back around seven. There was no need to
try the bridle. It could have waited.”

Sensing his hesitation, she asked, “Is
Conner the kind of person who wouldn’t accept that?”

“No. He would have accepted
it, but after all the times I didn’t do a job when I was supposed
to, I feel like I owe it to the people who hire me to do what I’m
paid for.” He ran his hand through his dark hair that had been
matted down with sweat in the course of the day. “My past isn’t a
pretty one. I told you I used to get drunk.”

She nodded. “I remember.”

“A couple months after my
first wife died, I started drinking to drown out the pain. Only
when the alcohol wore off, I felt worse. So I’d drink some more
which then made me feel even worse. It was a cycle that I couldn’t
seem to break. And while I was doing all that, Mitch and my mother
took over caring for Leroy and Hannah. What ended up happening was
that I went from one odd job to another when I was sober enough to
do so, but I never stayed at any job. I wasn’t committed to
anything except making sure I got the next drink.”

He refused to make eye contact with
her during the entire time he talked, but he still remained close
to her, a sign that even as ashamed as he was of his past, he
wanted to be honest with her. And that meant he trusted her, which
was something she didn’t take for granted.

“I don’t want to give
anyone a reason to regret hiring me,” he continued, finally looking
at her, silently asking her to understand. “I want to do things
right this time. In the future, I’ll try to do a better job of
making sure I’m home by seven.”

“Boaz, you don’t have to be
here by seven. If you end up working later, that’s fine. I’m just
glad you’re alright.”

“You really were worried
about me?”

Despite the increased beating of her
heart, she smiled. “Isn’t that what a wife is supposed to
do?”

“I don’t know if it’s
something a wife is supposed to do, but it’s nice that you
do.”

She thought to ask him why he said
that, but then he lowered his head in a way that indicated he was
about to kiss her. She’d only seen men give women a kiss. Having
not experienced such a thing, she wasn’t sure what to do except
close her eyes and wait for his lips to touch hers. And when they
did, the light brush excited her beyond her
expectations.

“Leroy’s mean!”

Eva’s eyes flew open and she peered
around Boaz who immediately took a step back. “What’s
wrong?”

“Leroy said the frog will
eat me if I’m not good.”

“Oh, that’s silly. Frogs
don’t eat people.”

“Your mother’s right,” Boaz
added as he went to the table and sat down. “People are too
big.”

Resisting the urge to laugh at his
joke, she walked over to the girl and put her arm around her
shoulders. “Let’s talk to your brother.”

She led Hannah out of the room and
they found Leroy in the bedroom. He was talking to the frog which
seemed content in its large bowl.

“Leroy,” Eva began as she
gently urged Hannah into the room. “Did you tell your sister that
Elroy was going to eat her?”

“She tried to grab him from
the bowl,” he said. “I told her she can’t do that, but she did it
anyway.”

“I see. So by telling her
the frog was going to eat her, you figured it’d make her
stop?”

He nodded.

She turned her attention to the little
girl whose cheeks had grown pink, probably from embarrassment at
having been caught doing something she knew full well was wrong.
“Hannah, Elroy needs to stay in his bowl. Now, if Leroy takes the
bowl outside, then you two can take Elroy out and play with him.
But as long as he’s in the house, he must stay in the bowl.
Understand?”

Hannah indicated her
agreement.

“Good. And Leroy, it’s
wrong to scare your sister into thinking Elroy is going to eat her.
Frogs don’t eat people. They eat insects like flies. Now, apologize
for scaring her.”

“Sorry,” he
muttered.

“Say it like you mean
it.”

Though he sighed, he said, “Sorry,
Hannah,” in a more contrite tone.

“Hannah, tell your brother
you’re sorry for trying to take Elroy from his bowl,” Eva
instructed.

With her hands behind her back, the
girl apologized.

“Good.” She patted Hannah’s
shoulder. “It’s time to get to sleep so let’s get you both ready
for bed.”

After she got them tucked into bed for
the night, she returned to the kitchen with a mixture of excitement
and nervousness. Boaz had kissed her. He’d opened himself up to
her, revealing something he probably hadn’t shared with anyone
else, and then he kissed her. Even now her lips tingled. She had
sensed something had been changing ever since they left Mitch and
Heather’s home. She didn’t know when those changes were going to
start manifesting, but now was as good a time as any.

Despite the increased thumping of her
heart, she forced her voice to remain steady as Boaz finished the
last of his tea punch. “I hope the pot roast wasn’t dry,” she said
while she collected the fork and empty plate.

“Not at all,” he assured
her. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble to keep it
warm.”

“No, it wasn’t. The oven
stays warm for a while after I make supper. All I did was use that
warmth to keep your food from getting cold.”

He stood up and brought the
glass over to the sink. “I know it’s later than the time I’ve been
reading to you, but would you like to hear more Les Misérables tonight?”

Acutely aware of the fact that he was
right next to her, she picked up the glass and set it in the soapy
water with the plate and fork. “That would be wonderful. It’s
easier for me to sleep if I get to read first.” With a smile, she
added, “Though technically you’re the one who’s
reading.”

“You should get your
spectacles soon.”

“The doctor says they
should be in tomorrow.”

“I bet you’re
glad.”

“It’ll be much easier to
read.” As she washed the dishes, she added, “The mercantile owner
said he’ll get a collection of children’s stories in, and I want to
read to Leroy and Hannah. The sooner I expose them to reading, the
better the chances are that they’ll grow up to enjoy books. I’d
like to impart the love of reading to them.”

“You really enjoyed
teaching, didn’t you?”

“I did.” She set the dishes
on a rack to dry and turned to face him, noting the gentle strength
in his dark eyes. “But it’s much more fulfilling to be a mother.
Children admire and respect their teachers, but they love their
parents. I know Leroy and Hannah don’t love me—”

“They will. Give it
time.”

“I was going to add
‘yet’.”

“Oh, sorry. I should have
let you finish.”

“Don’t be sorry. It was
very thoughtful of you to say that. I hope they do. They’re such
sweet children.” She wiped her hands on a dry towel and hung it on
the back of one of the chairs. “Are you sure you want to read after
you’ve had such a long day?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Besides,
it’s not such a bad book.”

“Not such a bad book?” It
was on the tip of her tongue to remind him it was one of the best
books ever written but she refrained when she caught the teasing
spark in his eye.

“I told you I don’t care
much for reading, but I have to admit I want to find out what
happens next. I’ll retrieve it from the bedroom.”

He left the kitchen and she released
her breath. Would they be together tonight? She was used to him
changing in the bedroom and bringing out his blanket and pillow.
He’d then read to her while they sipped on warm milk. Would he
bring out his blanket and pillow tonight? Just how much did the
kiss mean to him? She knew it was a progression forward, but just
how ‘forward’ was it? And did she want to be with him that way so
soon?

As she warmed the milk, she
thought through whether or not she wanted to share her bed with him
tonight. He was a good man. He’d been through a lot of heartache
and pain, but he’d pressed through it and was doing his best to do
the right thing. It was so much like Jean Valjean in
Les Misérables. Maybe he
liked the book for that reason. Maybe he could relate to Jean’s
desire to better himself.

She collected the pot from the
cookstove and poured the milk into the cups. Not sure what to
expect, she carried the cups to the parlor and slowed her steps
when she saw his blanket and pillow on the couch. It took her a
moment to realize she was disappointed. And in that instant she
knew she had wanted to be with him tonight. She hadn’t been sure
before, but she was now.

When she heard footsteps behind her,
she quickly set the cups on the table and took her spot at the
chair she usually sat in. He probably brought his blanket and
pillow out here because she hadn’t given him permission to come to
the bedroom. He wasn’t able to read her mind, and if she was
confused about what the kiss meant, he must be as well.

With a glance in his direction, she
smiled. “I appreciate you taking the time to read to me even though
you don’t care much for it.”

He settled on the couch and turned the
book to the last page he’d been reading. “I’m happy to do
it.”

She got comfortable in the chair and
listened to him as he read. But on this particular night, she
couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying. She kept debating how
she could extend the invitation to her bed. And though she thought
of different ways she could bring the subject up, by the time he
was finished reading, she still didn’t know what to say.

“Did you want me to read
more?” Boaz asked after he’d closed the book.

She cleared her throat. “No. I’ve
heard enough for the night, thank you.”

With a nod, he held the book out to
her.

She took it but didn’t leave like
she’d done every other night.

He stopped fluffing his pillow and
looked at her. “Is something wrong?”

“No. I-I just…” She took a
deep breath. If she was going to extend the invitation, she’d be
better off doing it now before she lost her nerve. “I just wanted
to let you know you don’t have to keep sleeping out here. You can
sleep in the bedroom, if you’d like.”

“Oh.” He lowered his gaze
to his pillow, and after a long, awkward silence, he said, “I need
to stay out here.” She waited to see if he’d explain what he meant
or if he’d tell her when he’d join her in the bedroom, but he only
added, “It’s for the best.”

Realizing that was the only answer
she’d get, she swallowed and rose to her feet. Somehow she managed
to leave the parlor despite her shaky knees. She’d faced rejection
in the past, of course, but she hadn’t faced anything like this.
And quite frankly, she didn’t know what to do. Did she go out there
and ask him why or did she keep quiet about it? Maybe he didn’t
want to do it that night. Maybe he’d wait until tomorrow. Or
another day.

She reached the bedroom and set the
book on the table. Releasing her breath, she sat down. Well, there
was nothing else she could do right now. What she needed was a good
night’s sleep. Maybe tomorrow she’d have a better idea of what to
do.

After a moment to regain her
composure, she got ready for bed and slipped under the blanket, the
slight breeze drifting in from the window cooling the room off. She
closed her eyes and waited for sleep to come, but it didn’t until
well past midnight.

 


***

 


Boaz should have known not to kiss
her. And it wasn’t like he intended to. But she was standing right
in front of him and she looked so incredibly pretty. With a sigh,
he rolled onto his side. No matter how much he tried, he couldn’t
get comfortable.

His body had absolutely no problem
letting him know that it wanted him to take Eva up on her
invitation and go to her bed. But he couldn’t go there, no matter
how tempting it was.

He should never have kissed her. If he
hadn’t, he wouldn’t be in this predicament right now. She never
would have known he desired her, and she wouldn’t have assumed that
they were going to enjoy an intimate relationship. He didn’t blame
her. He would have thought the same thing if he was her.

He groaned and rolled onto his back.
The last thing he wanted to do was tell her why. It was just easier
if they could go back to how things had been up to this point. He
didn’t know the best way to proceed. Did he come out and tell her
why he couldn’t be intimate with her? Did he act as if nothing
happened? Would she even accept his reason for not wanting to
consummate their marriage? Probably not. She’d be just like his
first wife. She’d want to have a child. That was the only purpose
for them being in bed together anyway.

If only he hadn’t kissed her, he
wouldn’t be in this position right now. But now that he was, he was
afraid of what would happen next.

 


 



 Chapter Eleven

 


Boaz heard Eva enter the kitchen the
next morning and waited for a few minutes, keeping his eyes shut in
case she checked on him. When he was assured that she was busy
making breakfast, he quickly collected the blanket and pillow and
carried it to her bedroom, as was his habit. He put his things away
and quickly washed up before putting on his clothes. She never went
into this room when he was in here, and though he didn’t think she
would this morning, he rushed through combing his hair and trimming
around his goatee.

Good. Now he was fully dressed. There
was no reason for her to think he was interested in matters of a
personal nature if she happened to pass by. The last thing he
needed to do was give her any more ideas. He studied his reflection
in the mirror over the wash basin and saw the effects of a poor
night’s sleep. It wasn’t too much unlike how he looked the first
night after he got drunk. Gritting his teeth, he headed for the
doorway. No. He looked like he hadn’t gotten much sleep. He didn’t
look like he’d been drunk. He’d never look like that
again.

He made it to the kitchen. He almost
hurried out of the house, but the longer he put off seeing Eva, the
harder it would be. He was going to face her, and whatever she
wanted to ask him, he would answer honestly. It wouldn’t be easy,
but she deserved that.

When he stepped into the kitchen, she
was setting an omelet on a second plate. Well, that was a good
sign. She was willing to make him something to eat. Hopefully, it
meant she wasn’t mad at him.

“Morning,” he ventured,
cautiously going to the table.

To his relief, she glanced up at him
and smiled in a way that let him know everything was going to be
alright. He hadn’t messed things up by sleeping on the couch last
night.

“Good morning, Boaz. You
have good timing. I was just about to tell you breakfast is
ready.”

“Thank you.” And he meant
that for more than the breakfast. She was willing to forgive him
for not accepting her invitation to her bed. As he sat down, he
added, “For everything.”

She filled up their cups of coffee
then brought them to the table and held out his cup. “You’re
welcome. It’s not hard to make omelets, though.”

He took his cup and took a sip. “I
meant thank you for everything you do around here. For me and the
children. I want you to know that I appreciate it. You’re a good
woman.”

She sat across from him and smiled.
“Thank you.”

He picked up a large forkful of the
omelet and began to eat, relieved that things had gone back to
normal. As long as he didn’t mess things up by kissing her again,
everything would be just fine.

 


***

 


“Why didn’t you ask him why
he kissed you?” Rachel asked.

Glancing at her friend who was sitting
on the bench next to her, Eva pulled the strings of her purse and
sighed. “I lost the nerve.” Her gaze went to Leroy and Hannah who
were running along the grass in the park, chasing his frog. “I
don’t know anything about being romantic with a man, Rachel. When I
married Boaz, he slept on the couch. I thought when he kissed me,
it’d be a good time to invite him to my bed, but he said
no.”

“You came right out and
asked him to your bed?”

“Well, I said he could
sleep in the bedroom if he wanted. I couldn’t come right out and
ask him to join me. Did you do that with Herb?”

“Oh, I didn’t need to.”
Despite the blush on her friend’s face, she continued, “I assumed
I’d be in bed with him on our wedding night so I followed him to
the bedroom and…well…he didn’t need any prompting to get
started.”

“Really? You didn’t
wait?”

“I saw no reason to. He was
my husband.”

“Maybe, but you just met
him.”

“I had planned to honor my
wifely obligation to the man I was supposed to marry in Jordan, and
my mother had told me what to expect, so I was prepared. Besides,
as soon as I talked to Herb, I knew he was perfect for
me.”

“How could you
know?”

Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know. It was
just a feeling I had. I liked him right away.”

Eva shook her head. “You’re braver
than I am. I couldn’t be with a man I didn’t know. I have to get to
know him first.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
waiting and being cautious. Maybe Boaz is still waiting. He might
be as uncertain about the whole thing as you are.”

She considered her friend’s words.
“You think so?”

“Why sure. Women aren’t the
only ones who are careful about these things. You said he married
you because he wanted a mother for his children, right?”

Eva nodded.

“That part was easy for
him. He didn’t need to think through that one,” Rachel said. “But
love is something that requires more thought.” When Eva raised an
eyebrow, she giggled. “For you two. I’m not talking about me and
Herb.”

Eva’s lips curled up into a smile.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe he just needs a little more time to get
used to being married to me. I already know he’s attracted to me
since he kissed me.”

“One thing I know about
men, they don’t kiss a woman unless they find her attractive.” With
a nudge in her side, she added, “I told you you were
pretty.”

Maybe Rachel was right. Maybe he just
needed a little more time before he was ready to be intimate with
her. He was nice to her that morning during breakfast, saying he
was glad she was there and calling her a good woman. He was happy
with her. Everything was going well. She was probably rushing
things. Last night, she probably caught him off guard. She’d give
him more time to adjust to her and be ready for him when the time
was right.

“Thanks, Rachel. I always
feel better when I talk to you.”

Rachel smiled at her. “I’m glad we
ended up in this town. I would never have gotten to know what a
wonderful person you are.”

“You didn’t know that when
I was your teacher?”

“You weren’t a friend back
then,” Rachel answered, shooting her a pointed look. “There’s a big
difference between the two.”

“I suppose there is.” Eva
grinned. “As your teacher, my job wasn’t to be your friend. It was
to teach you. I couldn’t be the sweet, lovable person I really am
during that time.”

Giggling, she stood up when Eva rose
to her feet. “You had all your students fooled. None of us thought
you were capable of being sweet or lovable.”

With a roll of her eyes, Eva chuckled
and told Leroy and Hannah it was time to go. “I need to pick up my
spectacles. Then I’m going to pick up a children’s book from the
mercantile. Would you like to come along?”

“I’d be happy
to.”

Eva glanced at the children and saw
that they hadn’t made a move to get the frog in the bowl. With a
sigh, she headed over to them. “When I say to get the frog, I
expect you to do it right away. Understand?”

“Yes, Ma,” Leroy said and
hurried to put the frog in the bowl.

Eva blinked, not sure she heard him
right. Did he just call her ‘Ma’? “Leroy?” she ventured, making
sure she’d heard him right.

He turned to look up at her. “What,
Ma?”

Tears filling her eyes, she knelt
beside him and hugged him. She had no idea it’d feel so good to be
called ‘Ma’. “Oh Leroy, that’s so sweet.”

When she released him, Leroy’s
eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sweet. I’m a boy.”

“I didn’t say you were
sweet. What you said was sweet.” Noting this only confused him
more, she patted his shoulder and stood up. “Never mind. We need to
go to the doctor’s and then the mercantile.” She waved Hannah to
join them and they headed for Rachel who was waiting for them.
“Today I’m going to get you two a book full of wonderful stories
that will whisk you away to magical lands where anything is
possible.”

“A book can do all that?”
Leroy asked.

“It can by the power of
your imagination. All you two need to do,” she glanced at Hannah,
“is close your eyes and imagine everything as I read it. You do
that and it’ll be as if you’re there.”

“That doesn’t sound fun,”
Hannah replied.

“Oh, it is. And you’ll see
how fun it is when I’m reading to you tonight.”

Though Hannah didn’t look convinced,
Leroy seemed intrigued by the prospect.

“Don’t worry, Hannah,” Eva
assured her. “You’ll see what I’m talking about
tonight.”

Rachel joined them and they went to
pick up the spectacles. Afterwards, they entered the mercantile.
While Rachel went to pick up a few items, Eva paid for the
beautiful hardbound book and adjusted her new spectacles so she
could read the spine. She opened the book and flipped through a
couple pages, delighted when she realized that she could read the
words perfectly. The town certainly had a good doctor.

Shutting the book, she turned her
attention to the owner. “Is it possible to get more books similar
to this?”

“Yes, but it’ll be a few
months.”

“That will be fine,” she
replied, glancing at Leroy who ventured off to the front of the
store. “Leroy, get back here.”

“The boy isn’t bothering
me.”

“I appreciate that, but he
needs to mind what I say.” Turning her attention back to the boy,
she said, “You need to stay with me. I don’t want you to go running
off in case I lose you.”

Though hesitant, he obeyed, his
shoulders slumped.

The mercantile owner chuckled. “I know
it doesn’t seem like a compliment, but he feels secure with you
since he’s testing his limits.”

With a smile, her gaze went back to
him. “You’re probably right.”

Rachel came up to the counter and
placed the packages of flour, sugar and coffee down. “What book did
you get, Eva?”

“A collection of short
stories by Hans Christian Andersen. He wrote some of the most
delightful stories that I just know Leroy and Hannah will enjoy.
I’m hoping to expose them to Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm’s work,
too.”

“You used to read those in
the schoolhouse.”

“They’re timeless tales.
Every child should hear these stories.”

Eva waited until Rachel
paid for her items then told the children it was time to
leave. “Mind your manners and don’t dart
out of the store, Leroy,” she kindly admonished, not wishing for
him to run out into the road like he had the other day.

“I did enjoy those tales,”
Rachel said as they left the mercantile.

“Did you?” Eva asked,
pleased to know her desire to pass on her love of stories had
succeeded.

“Yes. I think those stories
are ideal for children.”

“Did you ever read
Jane Eyre
by Charlotte Bronte?” Eva had once suggested it to
Rachel but never knew if Rachel had read it because Rachel stopped
going to school shortly after that.

“I did,” Rachel replied as
they crossed the street. Giving a tentative smile in her direction,
she added, “My sister-in-law Emily said there was nothing more
boring than that book, so I read it to find out if she was
right.”

Eva’s jaw dropped. “She said
that?”

Rachel shot her a teasing grin. “I did
find parts of the book tedious at times, but overall, I enjoyed
it.”

“What could possibly be
tedious about Jane Eyre?”

She shrugged. “Parts of it
rambled.”

“The use of language in it
is truly inspiring. I’m captivated by every word no matter how many
times I read it.”

“That’s a difference
between us. I’d rather the author get to the point and have things
happen.”

“Like in those dime
novels?”

Rachel nodded. “I prefer to read
those.” Then, giving her a gentle tap on the arm, she added, “Are
you disappointed?”

“No. It seems that everyone
but my parents and me like dime novels. It’s just sad that more
people don’t enjoy real books.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “That’s
not fair, Eva. Dime novels are real books. They are called
novels.”

“But they won’t stand the
test of time. The books I tried to expose you and others to in the
schoolhouse will be around for years, even centuries, to come.
After people are done with dime novels, they throw them
out.”

“Who says a book has to
last for centuries in order to be worth reading? Why can’t we just
enjoy the stories?”

They turned down the street that would
take them to her home, and Eva smiled. “You’re right. After all,
the purpose of a story is to entertain. If we all had the same
interests, life would get dull.”

“Agreed. It
would.”

Eva led the children to the front
porch and opened the door so everyone could go into the house.
Leroy took the frog to the parlor and Hannah followed. “I had hoped
by now they would tire of the thing, but they haven’t.”

“Why would you hope
that?”

“So I can let the thing go
back to where it belongs.”

“Maybe it belongs with
them. Maybe it enjoys all the attention it’s getting.”

Eva grimaced. “I suppose that’s
alright as long as the thing doesn’t end up somewhere like my
bed.”

“That’s right because if
there’s anything in the bed that’ll disturb you, it should be your
husband,” Rachel teased in a low voice.

Eva gasped. “You’re awful.” Then she
broke down and laughed. “Who knew you had such a wicked side to
you?” She gestured to the kitchen. “Why don’t you stay for
lunch?”

“I’d love to.”

“We’ll eat soon,” Eva told
the children. “If you need anything, I’ll be in the
kitchen.”

“Alright, Ma,” Leroy
replied.

Touched again that he called her ‘Ma’,
she smiled at him then headed for the kitchen. She didn’t think
she’d ever get tired of hearing him call her that.

 



 Chapter Twelve

 


“Mama,” a soft voice called
out from behind her later that day as she was getting Boaz’s supper
ready.

She turned, surprised that Hannah had
chosen to speak to her directly instead of using Leroy to talk for
her. And—even more surprising—she’d called her ‘mama’. First, Leroy
and now Hannah was calling her mother?

Smiling at Hannah, she knelt in front
of her. “What is it, sweetie? Are you still hungry?”

“No,” Hannah replied
quietly. “Read the book now?”

Recalling the book she’d gotten that
day at the mercantile, she rubbed her arms. “I’ll read the book to
you and Leroy, but I’m going to do it at bedtime. Can you wait
until then?”

She nodded.

“I’m excited you can’t wait
to hear some of the stories. Really, I am. But I can’t read to you
right this minute. I promise you that it’ll be worth the
wait.”

The front door opened and Eva took her
hand. “Let’s go see your father.”

As she led Hannah to the door, she
chanced a look in the parlor and saw that Leroy was running around
the table, pretending to ride a horse. Chuckling, she turned her
attention to Boaz who was putting his hat on the coat
tree.

“Did I do something funny?”
Boaz asked.

“No. Leroy is being
cute.”

“Did you get your
spectacles?”

“Yes. They’re in my room. I
don’t wear them until I read. I bought a book today at the
mercantile. It’s composed of fables for children. My mother read it
to me when I was a child, and I think Leroy and Hannah will enjoy
them.”

“That sounds like fun,” he
told Hannah.

“She’s looking forward to
it.” She patted the little girl’s back. “I’m going to give your
father his supper. Then I’ll be ready to read to you and
Leroy.”

Hannah returned to the parlor, so Eva
gestured to the kitchen and headed down the hall. “Your supper’s
ready.”

He opened his mouth to speak but then
shut it, an indication he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure
how to do it.

“Is something on your
mind?” They entered the kitchen and she went over to the cookstove
and took the lid off the pot. Noting that he reluctantly sat down,
she encouraged, “I promise not to bite.”

With a slight chuckle, he cleared his
throat and settled into a more comfortable position in the chair.
“I was wondering…now that you have the spectacles, do you still
want me to read to you?”

“I enjoy listening to your
voice,” she admitted as she poured some stew into the bowl, “but I
also don’t want to bore you.”

“I don’t mind the book. I
find it surprisingly interesting.”

Curious, she cocked her head to the
side and studied him. Though he expressed an interest in the book,
she suspected that he had another motive for wanting to read to
her. And she couldn’t deny the thrill of thinking it might actually
be because he enjoyed spending time with her. “In that case, I
would be pleased if you continued reading to me at
night.”

He smiled and she knew she was right.
He did want to spend time with her.

She grabbed a spoon then went over to
the table and placed the spoon and bowl in front of him. “Would you
like some tea punch to drink?”

“You made tea
punch?”

She nodded and poured him a glass of
it. “I had a little extra time on my hands this afternoon and
decided to make some. I also made a triple berry pie.”

“I’ll never turn down an
offer for your pie or this punch.” He lifted the glass and gulped
it down.

Surprised he was so thirsty, she
retrieved her pitcher and poured him another glass. “You must have
been working hard.”

“I should be done training
Conner’s horse soon. Then I can come home earlier. I’d like to be
here when you and the children eat.”

“It’s alright, Boaz,” she
replied.

He tore into a biscuit and smoothed
some butter on it. “I was hoping to get further along with Conner’s
horse,” he said with a sigh, “but Conner wouldn’t stop helping
me.”

“Why should him helping you
be a problem?”

“Because when he helps,
what he’s really doing is talking while I need to
focus.”

“Have you told him to stop
talking so you can focus?”

“I can’t. Conner’s a nice
person. He’s done so much for me. He hired me before anyone else
would.”

“Well, you’re doing fine
then. Just let him talk and give him the attention he obviously
requires until he leaves you alone so you can do the job he paid
you to do.”

He hesitated for a moment then slowly
chewed his biscuit while he thought over what she said. “Do I sound
like I’m complaining?”

For a moment, she thought he was
offended by her comment, but as she studied his expression, she
realized he was being sincere. He hadn’t meant to come across as
complaining and was worried he sounded that way. “You seem
frustrated, like you feel you need to do what’s expected of you
instead of doing what you want.”

He lowered his gaze to his plate and
ran his fingers along the handle of his fork. “I’ve upset a lot of
people in the past. There aren’t many who are willing to give me
another chance.” He looked up at her. “I really want to redeem
myself, you know? To prove that those who are willing to take a
chance on me aren’t wrong in trusting me.” After a long pause, he
poked at his green beans. “You’re right. I shouldn’t seem
ungrateful when I talk about Conner.”

“Boaz,” she softly began as
she leaned forward to make eye contact with him, “there’s nothing
wrong with staying somewhere a little bit longer so you can listen
to Conner talk. I’ll keep the meal heated for you until you get
home.”

Smiling, he said, “Thank
you.”

“I know you work long
hours. It’s in the nature of your job.”

“Yes, but it’s not fair to
you and the children. Since I’m married to you and have brought
them here, I need to be more of a husband and father.”

“Boaz, you don’t have to
feel guilty for not coming home at a certain time every evening. My
father works at a newspaper. There are times when he has to be
somewhere on the weekend or evenings chasing a story. It goes with
his job.”

He dug his spoon into his bowl but
didn’t eat the stew. “Eva, do you think I was selfish in marrying
you?”

“No. You married me so you
could get your children back. My father married my mother so his
children would have a mother. It wasn’t selfish. It was
practical.”

“Maybe, but are you
happy?”

“Of course, I am. Leroy and
Hannah are wonderful children. And today Leroy and Hannah called me
‘mama’.” Unable to stop her smile from widening, she added, “I know
it’s a small thing, but it means the world to me that they did
that. I really want to be a good mother to them.”

“You are a good
mother.”

“Thank you.”

Hannah screamed and Leroy told her to
stop being a baby.

“I should start reading the
book to them before they get into a big fight,” Eva said, reluctant
to leave the kitchen but knowing she’d better because once Leroy
and Hannah started fighting, it was hard to stop them. “You don’t
need to worry. I’m happy where I’m at.”

He nodded and feeling good about
having relieved him of his doubts, she left the room to intervene
in the brewing argument.

 


***

 


The next evening, Eva glanced at the
clock above the small fireplace mantle and turned to Leroy and
Hannah who stood by the front door, starting to get impatient with
waiting for their father to come home. She was already five minutes
late in going to Rachel’s, and walking with the children was going
to slow her down. Well, she couldn’t wait here all
night.

With a sigh, she told Leroy, “Watch
your sister,” and headed for the kitchen.

She finished writing Boaz a note
telling him they had left for Herb and Rachel’s house when the
front door opened and Leroy called out a greeting to him. Hurrying
down the hallway, she saw that Boaz was covered in dirt.

Leroy giggled and squeezed his nose.
“You stink.”

Disappointed, she asked, “Did you
forget we were supposed to go to Herb and Rachel’s
tonight?”

“No, I didn’t forget,” he
replied as he placed his hat on the small table by the door. “I
tripped and fell in a big puddle. Twice.”

This time Hannah joined her brother in
laughing.

“How long will it take you
to clean up?” Eva asked, doing her best to keep a straight face. It
really was funny. How on earth did he manage to trip and fall into
a puddle two times?

“Ten, maybe fifteen,
minutes.” He glanced at her and offered an apologetic smile. “I’m
sorry. I tried to leave at four, but Jafferty kept talking and
wouldn’t stop.”

“It’s alright. We’ll
wait.”

“There’s no need. You three
go on ahead. I’ll clean up and meet you there.”

She bit her lower lip. “Are you
sure?”

“Yes. I’ll be over there in
fifteen minutes.”

Figuring that was best, she nodded and
led the giggling children out of the house. By the time she got to
Rachel’s, she could smell the delicious aroma of turkey wafting
through the house.

“I hope you didn’t go
through too much trouble for us,” she said as she led the children
inside.

“Oh, it was no trouble at
all,” Rachel assured her. “Herb won the turkey in a raffle they had
at the butcher’s.”

“It seems like he’s on a
winning streak.” First, he got Rachel. Now a turkey. “Next you’ll
be telling me you’re expecting his child.”

“It’s too soon to tell
that,” she replied with a chuckle. “Herb’s ma has some old toys
from when he was a child. I thought Leroy and Hannah might enjoy
playing with them.”

As Rachel led them into the parlor and
showed them the blocks and wooden trains, Eva glanced at the clock.
“Boaz said he’d be by in about ten or fifteen minutes. He ended up
falling into a puddle and got dirt all over him.”

“I wondered where he was.”
Rachel looked at the children. “Will they be alright if they play
in here by themselves?”

“There’s no need for that,”
Herb said from behind them.

They turned around and saw him enter
the room. “I’ll watch them while you two take care of the
food.”

Rachel smiled and led Eva to the
kitchen where they worked on preparing the table.

 


***

 


After the meal, Eva asked Herb if he’d
be willing to play a song on his violin. It took Boaz a moment to
realize she meant his fiddle.

“They call it a violin in
some places of the country,” Eva explained when she saw his
confusion.

He nodded and sat with her on the
couch while Rachel settled into a chair and Herb stood in the
middle of the room, not too far from where Leroy and Hannah played
with the toys.

“It’s a lovely instrument,”
Eva continued. “It can play some of the most beautiful
melodies.”

“Can’t that be said about
any musical instrument?” Rachel teased.

“The violin is far more
romantic. There’s something about the way the bow slides across the
strings that tugs at the heart.”

Boaz had no idea what she was talking
about but decided to take her word for it. At least, for her it was
that way.

“You prefer classical
music?” Herb asked her.

“I do. I’ve been fortunate
to attend a symphony, and the music those musicians played was…”
With a sigh, she added, “Words just don’t adequately describe the
emotions such music invokes.”

 

“You know, I like to play
‘Greensleeves’. Would you like to hear it?”

“I’d love to.”

Boaz watched as Eva clasped her hands
together and smiled in excitement. Granted, he had a lot to learn
about his wife, but he wouldn’t have expected her to be so eager
for a song. And that eagerness turned into full-blown exhilaration
as Herb played the melody. Glancing at Rachel, he tried to figure
out if she was as moved by the song as Eva was, but Rachel wasn’t
grinning from ear to ear and practically swooning.

When Herb finished, Eva clapped her
hands much too enthusiastically and turned to Boaz. “Wasn’t that
captivating?” She looked at Rachel and added, “Your husband plays
with so much passion, you can feel it.” Then she turned her adoring
gaze in Herb’s direction. “Do you know anything else?”

“Well, there is ‘Ave
Maria,’ but other than that, I’m afraid I haven’t done much. I
usually play when the town gets together for square
dances.”

“What a shame. Your talent
is wasted here. You should be playing in the concert halls back
East.”

Blushing, he shrugged. “That’s mighty
nice of you to say, but I love being here. I can’t imagine living
anywhere else.”

“I understand. Your job and
family are here. But I’m telling you, Herb, you have a real gift
for music.”

Still blushing, he thanked her and
began playing ‘Ave Maria’ for her.

Boaz shifted uneasily on the couch.
Just how was he supposed to know Eva loved music so much? In the
times they’d talked after he read to her, she never once mentioned
liking music. She’d only expressed her love of fine literature,
told him about her days in Omaha as a school teacher, and described
her family. But never once did she mention music.

And he’d never played anything a day
in his life, nor did he have the desire to do so. He’d gotten along
just fine training horses. Herb had been playing that fiddle ever
since he was ten. He spent hours on it because he loved it.
Naturally, he played well enough for a fancy concert somewhere back
East.

After Herb finished, Eva was—once
again—clapping as if she’d never heard anything so wonderful in her
entire life. He fought the urge to stop her and suggest she might
be embarrassing his friend who wasn’t used to so much
praise.

To his dismay, she turned to him and
whispered, “Why aren’t you clapping?”

With a heavy sigh, he half-heartedly
clapped and glanced at Rachel who didn’t seem any more enthusiastic
than he did.

“You know, I have a book
with other songs in it that are similar to the ones I just played,”
Herb told her.

“Really?”

Boaz couldn’t believe it. Could she be
any more obvious? He was one of the best musicians she’d ever
heard. They all got it.

“I’ll take it out and
practice. It’s been a while since I played them, but it can’t be
too hard to relearn them. Just like my pa used to say, ‘Once you
learn to ride a horse, you never truly forget.’”

Boaz rolled his eyes as she laughed as
if that was the most brilliant thing anyone ever said.

“Well, it’s getting late,”
Boaz said before she could continue to gush on and on about how
wonderful Herb was. While he was Herb’s friend, he could only
handle so much. Rising to his feet, he pretended to yawn. “I have
to get out to Conner’s tomorrow at eight.”

“That stallion of his still
giving him problems?” Herb asked.

“Yep. It acts fine when I’m
around but not when he tries to ride it. We’re going to work on
easing the stallion into accepting him as its rider.” He turned to
Eva and held out his hand. “Are you ready?”

Though she looked disappointed, she
accepted his hand and stood up. He breathed a sigh of relief. For a
moment, he thought she was going to suggest he go back alone and
she would come home with the children later.

“Thank you both for a
lovely time,” Eva told Rachel and Herb as she helped Leroy and
Hannah get ready to go. “I can’t remember when I had such a
marvelous time.”

“It was certainly our
pleasure having you,” Herb replied, looking happier than Boaz
thought he had a right to. “When I polish up some of those songs,
you’ll have to come back and listen to them.”

“I can’t wait.”

Before the endless flattery could go
any further, Boaz picked Hannah up and gently nudged Eva on the
back. “No need to rush, Herb. I know you got your hands full at
Greg’s ranch.”

“Oh, it’s no bother. I love
playing the violin. It’s not often I have such an attentive
audience.”

Boaz really wished Herb wouldn’t
encourage her. Without bothering to tell his friend good-bye, he
led his wife and children out of the house. It was only when they
arrived home that he relaxed. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d
felt so tense.

“Well, that was absolutely
wonderful,” Eva rambled as she took off her bonnet. “Who knew
Lewistown had such talent?”

“Lewistown has lots of
talent,” he said and helped Leroy and Hannah out of their
shoes.

“But not musical talent.
How I wish I could listen to the enchanting sound of a violin every
night.”

He forced back his reply, knowing she
wouldn’t like it. She’d been good to him. She had accepted her role
as the mother to his children, and they were happy. That was what
mattered. He couldn’t begrudge her one evening of entertainment,
even if it did make him queasy to his stomach.

“Is something wrong?” she
asked.

“No. I’m just tired. I
think I’ll call it an early night. I hope you don’t mind if I don’t
feel up to reading tonight.” Then, because he didn’t feel like
explaining why her behavior had bothered him tonight, he headed for
her bedroom so he could change clothes before he slept on the
couch.

 


 



 Chapter Thirteen

 


The next morning Eva glanced at Boaz
as he quietly ate his eggs and pancakes. “Are you feeling
alright?”

“I’m fine,” he replied, not
making eye contact with her.

She debated whether or not to press
him to tell her what was bothering him because whether he wanted to
admit it or not, something was upsetting him. She couldn’t imagine
what it could be. He seemed just fine until they had supper at
Rachel and Herb’s. But then he came home and he’d been in a bad
mood ever since.

He stood up and wiped his mouth with
the cloth napkin. “I better go. Thanks for breakfast.”

“You’re welcome,” she
replied, watching him as he left the kitchen.

It didn’t seem like he was mad at her.
He was being nice. Usually, he rambled about the horses he planned
to work on that day, but today he focused more on his food. Maybe
he was still tired. Whatever was upsetting him, she hoped it’d be
resolved soon.

With a shrug, she turned her attention
to getting Leroy and Hannah up. Then she fixed their breakfast and
decided to take them out. A nice stroll would be perfect on a warm
sunny day like this. As they went through the town, she decided to
stop in the mercantile to pick up a few staple items she could use
in the kitchen.

While she was there, she saw Rachel.
“Isn’t it a lovely day?” she asked as she approached
her.

Rachel laughed. “Maybe for you, but I
don’t think it is for Boaz. I saw him as he rode out of town. He
didn’t look happy.”

Mindful to tap Leroy so he’d return to
her side instead of running over to the candy at the counter, she
said, “I noticed that, but I don’t know what I can do about it.
When I asked him if he was alright, he said he was
fine.”

“He might have told you
that, but the truth is, he’s not. Didn’t you notice how upset he
was yesterday evening?”

“Yes, but when we got home,
he said he was tired.”

“Tired of watching you
swoon over Herb. It bothered me too at first, especially when he
started acting like a shy schoolboy and kept blushing. But then
Herb smiled at me, and I knew he was still glad he was married to
me. Boaz, though, had no such reassurance that you care for
him.”

“I was only expressing my
gratitude to Herb for playing real music in this desolate town. I
didn’t think anyone out here had such fine social upbringing. His
violin music is badly needed.” When Rachel opened her mouth to
speak, she quickly added, “I wasn’t swooning over him.”

“You ought to tell Boaz
that.”

“Oh, that’s silly.” She
glanced at Leroy and Hannah who stared up at her. Lowering her
voice, she said, “There’s no way Boaz is jealous.”

“That’s not the impression
I got last night.”

“Well, it’s the
truth.”

Biting her lower lip, Rachel chuckled.
“It bothered him to no end that you seemed as if you were in love
with my husband.”

Eva shook her head, unable to believe
Rachel would even think such a thing.

“If you don’t believe me,
then when Boaz comes home tonight, tell him Herb found more music
to play. If he seems upset, you’ll know why.”

“Alright. I’ll do it, but I
still think the whole thing is silly.”

“Well, if you realize it’s
not so silly, then we’ll talk.”

Eva rolled her eyes in amusement.
“Alright. We’ll deal with it then.”

 


***

 


“What are you doing out
here?” Herb called out as Boaz rode up to Greg Wilson’s barn. “Is
Greg having more trouble with that stallion of his?”

“No.” Boaz slid off the
saddle and approached his friend, the reins in his hand. “At least
I hope not. I came by to see how things are going.”

“You can ask him as soon as
he comes out of his house.”

“He’s not out here?” It was
well past lunchtime. Boaz glanced at the house and wondered what he
was doing in there.

Herb chuckled and leaned against the
side of the barn. “Patty’s bound and determined to convince him
he’s happier as a married man than he was as a bachelor. I don’t
know what she did to keep him in there that long, but I wouldn’t be
surprised if we’ll be seeing a little one in nine months, if you
catch my meaning.”

He shook his head. It wasn’t his
business what Greg was doing—or not doing—with Patty. Though he had
no idea why Greg was opposed to marriage, he didn’t think Patty
should have been so surprised by his reluctance to embrace his new
life.

“I’m glad you’re here,”
Herb said, drawing his attention back to his friend. “I found some
sheet music in one of my old trunks. I think Eva will like the
music on it when you two come over again.”

Boaz grimaced. “I don’t think we’ll be
able to come by for a long time.” And the longer, the better. He
didn’t need her falling at Herb’s feet in utter adoration
again.

“Oh.” Herb frowned but then
smiled. “Rachel and I could come to your place if Eva doesn’t mind.
We won’t impose. I could just come by to play the
violin.”

“It’s not a violin. It’s a
fiddle.”

“You can call it either
one.”

“But we should call it a
fiddle because that’s what everyone else around here calls
it.”

Despite his laughter, Herb’s eyebrows
furrowed. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing. Nothing’s gotten
into me.” He glanced back at the house. When was Greg going to get
out here? Maybe he should come back tomorrow.

“Unbelievable.”

“Unbelievable
what?”

“In all the years we’ve
known each other, you’ve never lied to me. Even in your darkest
moments, you were honest, and that’s why I stuck with you through
it all. But now that things are looking better for you, you’re
starting to lie.”

“Don’t do this, Herb,” he
snapped.

“Do what?”

“Remind me of how bad I was
in the past. You think I don’t hear the whispers when people see
me? You think I don’t remember you gave me food when no one else
would? Or that you gave me a place to sleep on the cold winter
nights?” Irritated, he took off his hat and wiped the sweat from
his brow. Setting the hat back on his head, he continued, “I’m
tired of everyone bringing up my past all the time.”

“No one’s bringing it up
all the time.”

“You just did.”

“This time, Boaz.
Not all the time.”
A moment passed before he said, “What’s going on?”

Thankfully, Greg picked that moment to
slam the front door, an action which took Herb’s attention off of
him. Boaz took the opportunity to call out to Greg. Even if Greg
didn’t look happy, Boaz would rather deal with him than explain to
Herb why he didn’t want him to play the fiddle again.

“I got to head over to
Conner’s after I talk to Greg,” Boaz said.

Ignoring the grim expression on his
friend’s face, Boaz turned and hurried over to Greg. Sometimes,
like now, he wished that he could move somewhere else and start
over—a place where no one knew his past. But he couldn’t. His
mother and brother were here. His children needed them as much as
they needed Eva. And besides that, Rachel was here, and he liked
that Eva had a friend she could go to.

By the time he reached Greg, Greg was
mumbling something under his breath about how irritating women
were. Greg stopped his grumbling and called out a
greeting.

“I just came by to see how
that horse of yours is doing,” Boaz said.

“It’s doing good. I haven’t
had a single problem with him since you took care of
him.”

“Glad to hear
it.”

As Boaz got on his horse, Greg asked,
“Is there anything else?”

“Nope. Just wanted to make
sure the stallion was behaving.”

“Thanks for checking on
him.”

He tipped his hat then headed off the
ranch, intentionally avoiding eye contact with Herb in case his
friend wanted to press him about that ridiculous fiddle of his.
There was no way he was going to encourage him to play another song
for Eva. And he definitely didn’t feel like explaining
why.

 


***

 


That evening, Boaz came home after
everyone ate supper, and Eva set out the pot roast she had kept
heated for him. Since Leroy was playing in the parlor and Hannah
was walking through the house with her doll tucked under her arm,
Eva sat across from him.

“Did you have a good day?”
Eva asked.

“It was alright,” he
replied as he tore a biscuit in half and smoothed some butter on
it.

She cleared her throat and sipped some
lemonade. “Well, I ran into Rachel today when I was at the
mercantile, and she said Herb found new music to play. I was
wondering if…”

Her voice trailed off when she noticed
the slight scowl on his face. Surprised, she hesitated. Could it
really be true? Had Boaz been jealous yesterday? Did he worry she
might have affections for someone else?

Just how did she proceed from here?
Did she tell him he had nothing to worry about? Did she ask him why
he didn’t come out and tell her that her love of Herb’s music
bothered him? Did she act like nothing was wrong?

Unable to pick the best option, she
went over to the sink and started washing the dishes. While she
grew up with four older brothers, she was at a loss. Her
relationship to Boaz was nothing like it was with them, and that
made Boaz much more complicated. They seemed to be in a transition
from a marriage of convenience to more. She was sure of it. And it
was starting to occur to her that she might have to initiate the
process because at the rate Boaz was going, Leroy and Hannah would
be all grown up before Boaz kissed her again.

Boaz came over to her and handed her
his plate, fork, and cup. “It was another good meal. Thank
you.”

She took them from him and set them in
the soapy water. “I’m glad you liked it.”

After a moment, he said, “You work
hard around here. You should listen to music you enjoy.”

Not expecting this, she turned to face
him. “Really?”

He nodded. “You’ve done so much for
me, marrying me so I could get Leroy and Hannah back. And you go
out of your way to make me meals, clean my clothes, and pretty up
this house. The least I can do is let you listen to Herb play the
fiddle.”

“Boaz, I don’t know what to
say,” she softly replied.

Smiling, she took a step toward him.
She meant to kiss him on the cheek but he turned his head so her
lips met his. The action startled her. She hadn’t imagined he’d do
something so bold. But he did and even more than that, he proceeded
to bring her into his arms and deepen the kiss.

It was so unlike the chaste kiss he’d
given her before. This one was full of passion and longing. He’d
been lonely. He had more than the desire to get his children back.
He had wanted a woman, someone who’d be his other half, someone
who’d complete him and make him whole. He wanted her.

She responded to him, her tongue
intertwining with his, her pulse racing in a heady mixture of
excitement and curiosity about where this was heading. She thought
it might be nice to share this kind of kiss with a man, but she had
no idea it would be so thrilling. Indeed, she could get used to
this.

Boaz abruptly ended the kiss and took
a step away from her. “Eva, I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” she blurted
out, aware that her body was racing in anticipation for
more.

“I-I shouldn’t have… I
mean, it’s not supposed to be like this…between us.”

She stared at him, too stunned to
respond. Not that she would have gotten a chance to respond anyway
since he hurried out of the kitchen. She remained standing by the
sink for a couple minutes, trying to figure out what was going on.
He had wanted to kiss her. So why did he apologize? Did he think
she didn’t want more? She had invited him to her bed. Surely, he
understood it was fine with her if he kissed her.

Finally, she turned back to the dishes
and finished washing them. She’d wait until the children were in
bed and then she’d ask him what was going on, and she wasn’t going
to stop until she got an answer.

 


 



 Chapter Fourteen

 


Eva had a hard time reading to Leroy
and Hannah when it was time for them to go to bed. Though she read
the next short story in the book, her mind kept drifting back to
the kitchen and the kiss Boaz had given her. It took all her
willpower to bring her attention back to the story so she could
finish it. Fortunately, when she was done, the children were
asleep.

She closed the book and returned it to
her room before removing her spectacles. She took a moment to look
at herself in the mirror and brushed back a few unruly strands of
hair. Every day, she’d made it a habit of wearing a bun until it
was time for bed. At that time, she chose to braid her hair to keep
it from tangling during the night. She considered doing that first,
thinking it might make her look softer, maybe even more
attractive.

Before she could talk herself out of
it, she pulled the pins out of her hair then brushed it. Once she
braided it, she headed out to the parlor. She thought about getting
the warm milk ready, as was her habit, but she wasn’t sure if Boaz
was in the mood to read to her tonight. He hadn’t been last night,
and who knew what she could expect now?

Her steps slowed as she approached the
parlor. Boaz had opened the book he’d been reading to her. Well,
that was a good sign. He did want to spend time with her. But she
really didn’t think she could concentrate on the story—even if it
was one of the most beautiful she’d ever read—until they
talked.

She went into the room and took a
cautious step to the chair she usually sat in. When he looked up at
her, she took a deep breath. If she didn’t do this now, she’d
probably lose her nerve. “Boaz, we need to talk.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t
rather listen to me read to you?”

She caught the uncertainty hidden
beneath his teasing tone and almost relented. But they had to do
this. Delaying it would only make things worse. She sat in the
chair and placed her hands in her lap, feeling much like she did
whenever she had to go before the people who hired her when she was
a teacher. It was especially nerve-racking when she had to justify
why she gave older students more leeway in choosing their
studies.

Releasing her breath, she began, “We
really need to talk, Boaz, and the sooner we do so, the
better.”

He slowly closed the book and set it
on the table. “I know. I’m just not very good at this.”

“I’m not either,” she
admitted, not sure if it’d make him feel better to know she wasn’t
any better at confrontation than he was. It seemed that when she
confronted people in the past, it didn’t work out in her favor, but
unlike him, she probably couldn’t hold in her thoughts. “I don’t
want to make you uncomfortable, but I’d like to know when you
intend to come to my bed.”

There. She said it. And she should
have felt a little bit better now that she’d asked the question.
Except he winced and that wasn’t a good sign. A husband should not
wince when his wife suggested intimate relations.

“Eva,” he softly began,
“we’re not going to be doing anything that requires us to share a
bed.”

“What?” It was a stupid
question. She heard him just fine. She just couldn’t believe
it.

He cleared his throat. “What I really
needed was a mother for Leroy and Hannah. That’s why I married you.
I wasn’t planning to do anything,” he shrugged, “more.”

“But the kisses you gave
me…?”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have done that. I led you to believe more was going to happen and
that was wrong. I’ll do better in the future. I
promise.”

She stared at him for a long moment as
what he was telling her finally sank in. “So our marriage is only a
business arrangement?”

“You shouldn’t think of it
like that.”

“Then how should I think of
it?”

He rubbed the back of his neck and
ventured, “A friendship? I’ll provide for you and you’ll take care
of the children.”

“That’s it?”

“I’ll be faithful to you.
You don’t have to worry about me running around town with other
women.”

“Oh, wonderful. This is
every wife’s dream come true.” The words flew out of her mouth
before she had time to stop them. She crossed her arms. Being
subtle was never one of her strengths, and quite honestly, she saw
no reason to mince words. “You bought me at an auction so you could
marry me, but you didn’t really want a wife. You just wanted a
woman who’ll take care of your children. The least you could have
done was be upfront about the whole thing.”

“I did. I told you I wanted
a mother for my children.”

“But you didn’t add that we
wouldn’t have a real marriage.”

“I thought you’d be
relieved.”

“Why would I be
relieved?”

“Because you didn’t come to
Lewistown looking to get married. It just happened.”

“But since it did happen, I
think I’m entitled to everything a marriage involves,” she replied.
“If any of those other men had won me, do you think they’d be
telling me they wouldn’t be coming to my bed?”

“Those men don’t have
children they need a mother for.”

“So?”

“So I needed you more than
they did.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or
scream. The way he said it, as if it was a simple fact, baffled
her. Finally, she said, “You don’t know that.”

“They don’t have
children.”

“I fail to understand what
children have to do with it. Men who don’t have children could also
need a wife.”

He let out a long sigh. “I realize
this isn’t what you hoped it would be, but it’s for the
best.”

“Best for who?”

“For everyone.”

“Not for me.”

“Yes, it is. I know you
don’t believe it, but it is.”

“It’s best that I don’t
have a real marriage with my husband?” The only reason she asked it
was to emphasize how ridiculous the whole arrangement was. But if
she thought turning it around and letting him hear it would make a
difference, she was sorely mistaken.

“Yes,” he replied, just as
matter-of-fact as he’d been up to this point.

She stared at him for a long moment,
suspecting that she’d lost the battle. Even so, she had to ask,
“Why? Why is it best for me to be my husband’s friend?”

With a sigh, he crossed his arms in a
manner that indicated he was trying to protect himself. “I told you
that Leroy and Hannah had no mother.”

“Yes. It was why I agreed
to marry you.” That and the fact that he seemed sincere in telling
her he’d be faithful and good to her, two things she required of a
husband.

“Well, she died right after
she gave birth to Hannah.” He paused for a moment, his gaze turning
away from hers. He swallowed then softly continued, “She had a
difficult birth with Leroy. I knew better than to be with her but
in a moment of weakness I gave in and nine months later, she had
Hannah. I made sure the doctor was there in plenty of time, but it
didn’t do any good. She wouldn’t stop bleeding and…” His voice
choked and he took a moment to compose himself. Letting out a deep
breath, he shook his head. “Nothing worked. The doctor and I tried
everything we could think of, but no matter what we did, she just
wouldn’t stop bleeding. And in the end, all I could do was hold her
while she kept begging me to save her. Do you have any idea how
hard it is to hold someone when you know there’s nothing you can do
to help them?”

“No,” she whispered, her
heart breaking as she watched him wipe tears from his eyes.
Choosing her words carefully, she added, “You think I might have a
difficult time giving birth.”

“Or worse.” He stared off
into space for a second before turning his gaze in her direction.
“I don’t want that to happen to you.”

Now it made sense. His reluctance to
be with her stemmed from fear. That being the case, she felt
better. She thought through many things she could tell him, knowing
very well that all of them would be true. He loved his wife, that
much was obvious. He had wanted her to live. He made love to her
because he loved her. He wouldn’t have done anything to hurt her.
And there was nothing he could have done to save her.

But Eva held her tongue because this
wasn’t what he needed to hear. For the moment, he just needed to
know that she understood why he felt the way he did. She wasn’t
sure what she could do at the moment but decided she needed time to
think about it. Certainly, there was some way around the situation.
But tonight, the solution eluded her.

Finally, she nodded. “Alright. We’ll
be in separate rooms. I’ll sleep in the bedroom, and you’ll sleep
out here.”

As she rose from the chair, he
uncrossed his arms and straightened on the couch. “You’re not
upset?”

“No, of course not. You
went through a painful experience. No one can fault you for feeling
the way you do.” Since there was nothing else to say, she offered
him a smile. “Did you want some warm milk while you read to
me?”

He smiled in return and relaxed. “Yes,
I would, thank you.”

She left the room to get the
milk.

 


***

 


The next morning Boaz got dressed in
the bedroom while Eva made breakfast. Try as he might, he couldn’t
take his eyes off her bed. He wanted nothing more than to join Eva,
and she had made it clear he was welcome there. He sighed and
buttoned his shirt.

As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t
seem to bring himself to ask her if she would be willing to engage
in intimate activities that wouldn’t risk conceiving a
child.

His first wife had had such a
difficult time giving birth to Leroy that he’d asked her if they
could take measures to ensure she didn’t get pregnant again, but
she had been adamantly opposed to it. No matter how much he pleaded
with her, she said she didn’t feel right going to church knowing
full well she was making love solely for pleasure. Being with her
in bed had been too much of a strain, so he ended up sleeping on
the couch. And for a while, it had worked. But she’d been much too
attractive and he’d been too weak. One night was all it took for
her to conceive Hannah.

With a sigh, he sat on the bed and
pulled on his boots. Not all women died in childbirth. Most
survived it. Eva’s chances were good of making it. While he knew
this to be true, he couldn’t help but worry the same thing would
happen to her. And just how was he supposed to ignore that fear?
Herb made it sound easy. Mitch made it seem easier.

He brushed aside a tear and took a
deep breath. Eva had accepted the fact that he wouldn’t consummate
the marriage. She’d been gracious about it and hadn’t pressed him
to give her a child. And besides, she was happy. She said so. Leroy
and Hannah both liked her and referred to her as their mother.
She’d filled the void his first wife had left after her death. It
wasn’t like any of them were worse off because she was there. They
weren’t worse off at all. They all benefited from it.

So why couldn’t he just be happy and
accept it?

 


 



 Chapter Fifteen

 


“And then Herb said Boaz
insisted he refer to his violin as a fiddle,” Rachel said between
fits of laughter later that day.

Eva glanced up from the worktable
where she was making sandwiches for lunch and studied her friend.
“This amuses you?”

“Of course, it does. Don’t
you see what this means?”

“That you think the word
‘fiddle’ is as funny as I do?” she ventured, not really sure where
her friend was going with this conversation.

“No, silly. It means that
Boaz is jealous of you and Herb. And that means Boaz is sweet on
you.”

“You’re right, Rachel. Boaz
is jealous. He thought I was falling in love with Herb instead of
simply enjoying his music. I could tell that by the way he winced
when I told him I’d like to listen to more of it.”

“Wonderful,” Rachel replied
in excitement.

“Well, yes and no.” When
Rachel’s eyebrows furrowed, she continued, “Boaz does care for me.
I know it as surely as I know my own name, but he’s afraid to act
on his feelings. Don’t tell Herb I told you this, but Boaz doesn’t
want to be…intimate…with me because he lost his first wife in
childbirth and blames himself for it.”

“He blames
himself?”

“Because he got her with
child.”

“But he couldn’t have
helped what happened to her. It’s a tragedy, to be sure, but he
couldn’t have prevented it.”

“While that’s true, he’s
scared the same thing will happen to me.”

Understanding lit up Rachel’s eyes.
“Oh. The poor man.”

“Yes.” And poor me.

Eva didn’t want to feel sorry for
herself. Really, she didn’t. But it was hard to think that all she
would ever share with Boaz was something as chaste as a friendship.
If she wanted to spend the rest of her life with a friend, she
would have shared a house with another woman.

“Can you be happy being
just a friend with him?” Rachel asked.

She sighed. “I’m happy with my
children. They’re so sweet.”

“But?”

“But Boaz kissed me
yesterday and—”

“He kissed you? I thought
he said he wasn’t going to do anything interesting with
you.”

Noting the way Rachel said
‘interesting’, Eva couldn’t help but chuckle. “But he did kiss me.
And in that kiss, I learned he cares about me. He wants to do
something interesting with me. Knowing that, I can’t be happy just being his
friend.”

“So what are you going to
do?”

“I don’t know yet, but I’ll
figure something out.”

Rachel opened her mouth to speak when
the front door opened.

Eva set the bread down and hurried to
the entryway, surprised when she saw Boaz putting his hat on the
hook by the door. “I didn’t think you’d be here until
tonight.”

“Do you want me to come
back later?”

“No. That would be silly.
You’re just in time for lunch. Come into the kitchen.”

Though he seemed hesitant, he followed
her and stopped when he saw Rachel. “Oh, I didn’t realize you had
company.”

“I’m not staying for
lunch,” Rachel told him. “I just came by to say hello. It was nice
talking to you, Eva.”

“It was nice talking to
you, too,” Eva replied. “You want to take a walk in the park
tomorrow?”

“I’d love to.” She glanced
at Boaz. “It was nice seeing you again.”

He returned the sentiment then turned
to pull a chair out from the table.

Rachel looked at Eva and mouthed,
“Maybe he came home to see you.”

Rolling her eyes, Eva waved her out of
the kitchen. “Are sandwiches alright?” she asked Boaz after her
friend left.

“Those will be fine.” After
he sat down, he asked, “Where are the children?”

“They’re taking a nap. I
would have gotten them up sooner had Rachel not stopped
by.”

“Do they nap this time of
day?”

“Most of the time. There
are times when they’re not tired, though that is more often the
case with Leroy than Hannah. But it’s not surprising since he’s
older.”

“You’re good with
them.”

Pleased he should pay her a high
compliment, she smiled at him as she finished making the
sandwiches. “Thank you, Boaz. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever
said to me.”

“Surely, you’ve received
better than that.”

“No, not really. Don’t get
me wrong, my mother and father loved me. My brothers and sister
treated me well. But I didn’t have anything that made me stand out
from everyone else.” She shrugged. “It was to be expected in a
large family. I was the youngest of six children.”

“But certainly you had a
talent that was recognized by someone.”

“Well, I was asked to be a
teacher. I hadn’t finished the school I was at but was told I was
the most qualified person they could think of. It was the best
compliment I received up to now. Being a teacher is one thing.
Being a mother seems much more important. This way, I get to be a
real part of the children’s lives. It’s nice.”

Not sure if she should have rambled on
as she had, she turned her back to him and retrieved the plates.
She didn’t make it a habit of opening herself up to someone. For
the most part, she liked to keep personal things to herself, but
she’d gotten comfortable with him and felt as if she could tell him
anything.

“For what it’s worth,” he
called out, “I couldn’t have asked for a better mother for Leroy
and Hannah. I’m glad you came here.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. Another
compliment. And this one better than the first. Unable to hide her
pleasure, she glanced over at him, her smile wider than before.
“Thank you.” She cleared her throat and set the plates on the
worktable. “I was on my way to teach at another schoolhouse, and
though I didn’t think I’d be saying this when the outlaws kidnapped
me and Rachel, I’m glad I’m here, too.”

She lowered her gaze and focused on
putting the sandwiches on their respective plates.

“It’s nice not being alone
anymore, too,” he said, his voice almost so quiet she wasn’t sure
she heard him right.

She dared a look in his direction and
saw that he was the one who was avoiding eye contact. For a moment,
she thought it was a shame that he insisted on fighting his
feelings for her. It’d been her dream that she might be loved with
great passion, a passion that would demand a man kiss her as if his
very life depended on it, just as he had kissed her last night. A
woman would be very happy being kissed like that all the
time.

But there was still hope. He did want
to be a husband to her. A real one, not just on paper. And somehow,
someway, she’d figure out how to make that happen. She just had to
pick the right time to do it.

She placed their meals on the table
and patted his arm. “It is nice that I’m not alone either.” Before
he could respond, she quickly removed her hand and hurried to wake
the children.

 


***

 


“That was a lovely meal,
Heather. Thank you for having us over,” Eva said that Saturday as
she sat with Heather on the porch while the children played
nearby.

“We love having you, Boaz,
and your children over,” Heather told her. “Being with you has done
Boaz so much good. I can’t recall a time when I’ve seen him
happier.”

Pleased, Eva asked,
“Really?”

“Really.” A horse neighed
and Heather leaned forward in her chair, shielding her eyes against
the sun as she looked out over the land. “I think that’s
Patty.”

“Who?” Eva followed her
gaze and saw a woman riding a horse toward the house. She rode
sidesaddle which slowed her down, but even so, Eva could tell she
was in a hurry.

“Patty Dix… I mean, Patty
Wilson. She’s a good friend of mine. I think you’ll like her. She’s
a lot of fun.”

Eva stood and followed Heather who
bounded down the porch steps. With a glance at the yard, she saw
Leroy throwing rocks. Her gaze went to the porch swing where Hannah
was humming a tune to her doll. She looked happiest when she was
playing quietly by herself. Eva couldn’t recall ever coming across
a child who was so shy.

The horse neighed, bringing Eva’s
attention to Patty who jumped down, an impressive feat since she
was wearing a dress. Eva couldn’t recall a time when she’d seen
anyone so skilled with an animal.

“Patty, I want you to meet
Eva,” Heather introduced as Eva approached them. “Eva just married
Boaz.” Looking at Eva, she added, “Patty just got married, too. She
married Greg Wilson.”

Patty tied the horse’s reins to the
post and rolled her eyes. “I’d hardly call what Greg and I have a
marriage.”

“Why? What’s wrong? Is Greg
not happy?”

“That’s an understatement,”
she grumbled and headed for the porch, her shoulders slumped. “I
don’t know what to do. I’ve cooked and cleaned for him. I even
brought him a newspaper and tried to rub his back. But does he
appreciate any of it?” She turned to face the two women who
followed her up the porch. “No! With the way he’s acting, you’d
swear I just ruined his life.” She paused for a moment and smiled
at Eva. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s nice to meet
you.”

Eva returned her greeting. If one
thing could be said for Patty, she was lively. She didn’t seem like
the type who accepted everything that came her way. Instead, she
went out and got what she wanted. Intrigued, Eva listened as Patty
continued moaning about her ill-fated marriage.

“I just don’t understand
Greg.” Patty plopped in the rocking chair across from them and
crossed her arms. “I thought men were pretty simple to figure out.
As long as their bellies are full and they’re not tripping over
things in their house, they should be satisfied. At least my pa’s
an easy man to please. He’s happy for the littlest things anyone
does for him. And look at Mitch.” She gestured to Heather. “He was
smiling and talking about you nonstop when he married you. I swear,
he’d never been that happy before. But will Greg see what a
blessing I am? Of course not. And why? Because he’s
stupid.”

“Oh, you don’t think he’s
stupid,” Heather replied. “A little misguided perhaps but not
stupid.”

Lowering her voice so Hannah wouldn’t
overhear, she said, “I went to his bed wearing nothing, and he
didn’t do anything.”

“You what?” Eva asked,
shocked that a woman would do something so…so…bold.

“I gave him what every man
dreams of,” Patty replied, shooting her a meaningful look. “And
what did he do? He left the room. Now, go on and tell me that’s not
stupid.”

Heather bit her lower lip. “Well, it
doesn’t take much to encourage a man.”

“Exactly. And honestly, I
don’t know how I could have been more encouraging than that.” Patty
grunted and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t know what to do.
I’ve tried everything but nothing’s worked. The fool keeps going on
and on about how he’ll figure a way out of the
marriage.”

Eva glanced at the barn where Boaz
helped Mitch with the evening chores and thought her situation
wasn’t all that different. Not really. They were both married to
men who didn’t want a real marriage. While Boaz wanted to be
married, he only wanted a wife of convenience so in no way could
she consider that a real marriage.

What Mitch and Heather had was a real
marriage. What Herb and Rachel had was a real marriage, too. And
anyone could tell how happy they were by simply looking at them.
It’d be nice to have that kind of happiness in her own marriage,
just as Patty wanted in hers. She couldn’t blame the woman for
being frustrated, especially since she went out of her way to go
into her husband’s bed without a single thing on.

Heather reached out and clasped
Patty’s hand. “You haven’t tried the most important thing of all.
You haven’t been yourself.”

She rolled her eyes. “If being myself
would work, he would have married me a long time ago.”

“I don’t recall you being
anything but the person you think
he wants you to be.”

“A man doesn’t want a woman
who can lasso cattle better than he can. Don’t get me wrong. Greg
manages very well on the ranch, but there are some things he could
do much better. Like breaking his horse? I could have handled that
one, but he paid Boaz to do it. And why? Because he’s a man and I’m
a woman. Greg expects me to be feminine at all times.”

“Patty,” Eva began, “just
because a man wants to be married, it doesn’t mean he wants a
wife.”

Eyebrows furrowed, Patty looked at
her. “What?”

“Boaz only wanted to marry
me so he could have a mother for his children. He sleeps in the
parlor and I sleep in the bedroom.”

Heather’s eyes widened. “Was that his
idea?”

“Well,” Eva began, “at
first it was mine because I didn’t want to be with him right away.
Then when I was ready, I found out he planned for us to sleep in
separate rooms all along.”

“When I married Mitch, I
thought he wouldn’t want to be with me right away because we rushed
through everything.”

“So he slept on the couch?”
Patty asked.

“No,” she slowly replied.
“He slept in the same room with me.”

“And?”

“And…it went as you’d
expect it to.”

“But it didn’t happen that
way for me,” Patty pointed out, “and it’s not happening that way
for Eva. You know what I think? I think some men don’t know a good
thing when they have it.”

“Or they’re too afraid to
accept it when they do,” Eva added without bothering to think over
whether or not she should disclose so much about her marriage. It
was nice to know she wasn’t the only one with a husband who was
reluctant to sleep with her. “I understand why, though.” It wasn’t
fair to him that she didn’t explain things further. “Since his
first wife died in childbirth, he’s afraid I’ll suffer the same
fate.”

Heather pressed her hand to her heart.
“You weren’t here before he straightened his life out. He’s been
through so much, and he took her death hard.”

“I figured that. It’s why
I’m not so upset about it. Sure, I’d like to have something like
you and Mitch do, but I realize the situation is different.” After
a pause, she added, “I think it’d help Patty to know she’s not the
only one going through this. I know I feel better knowing I’m not
the only wife who doesn’t have a normal marriage.”

“I feel better too, Eva,”
Patty agreed. “It’s nice to know not every woman has it easy. I’m
sorry, Heather, but it’s not fair to watch Mitch fall all over
himself to impress you. You have him wrapped around your finger. I
honestly don’t think there’s anything he wouldn’t do for
you.”

Heather glanced between them and
shrugged. “I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing you can
say,” Patty replied. “We’re glad you don’t have to go through what
we do. It’s horrible. Eva,” she looked at her, “the notion that
you’re going to die in childbirth might be possible, but I don’t
think it’s likely. Most women survive it just fine.”

“I know that,” Eva said,
“but I don’t think Boaz can be logical when it comes to
this.”

“I know it doesn’t seem
like it,” Heather began, “but Boaz is trying to protect
you.”

“I realize that. It’s the
only reason why I don’t try to knock some sense into
him.”

Patty giggled. “I wouldn’t mind doing
that to Greg, and I would if I didn’t want to kiss him so much. So
tell me, Heather. What secrets do you have for us? What can we do
to nudge our men in the right direction?”

Heather fiddled with her hair. “I
don’t know.”

“What do you do if you want
Mitch to join you in bed?”

Heather’s face went beet red, but Eva
was glad Patty asked the question.

Clearing her throat, Heather softly
said, “It doesn’t take much to get him interested. A touch in
certain places, a lingering kiss, telling him I’ll be in bed
waiting for him… He’s not hard to encourage like Greg
is.”

Patty rocked back and forth, tapping
the edge of the chair’s arm with her fingers. “I wonder if I can
get close enough to Greg to try the touching and kissing thing. I
think if I told him I’d be in bed, he’d run out of the
house.”

Though it wasn’t funny, Eva felt a
chuckle rise up in her throat. “I’m sorry, Patty. I didn’t mean to
laugh.”

“Oh, I know it sounds
ridiculous. It is ridiculous! No man in his right mind would refuse
to take a woman up on the offer to be intimate. That’s why there’s
something wrong with Greg up here.” She tapped her head. “I just
wish there was some medicine I could give him to cure him of his
stupidity.”

“Alas, no such thing
exists.”

Heather shifted in her chair and
leaned toward them. “Patty, if you really want Greg to act like a
husband, then do something about it. Don’t sit idly by while he’s
running out of the room.”

“And what do you suggest I
do?” Patty asked. “Lasso and tie him to the bed?”

“Why not?”

“Oh, be serious. Patty
can’t do that,” Eva argued, glancing at Hannah to make sure she was
still out of hearing range from them.

“Sure, she can,” Heather
began. “If anyone can lasso any moving thing, it’s Patty. She can
make Greg stay in the house with her. She doesn’t have to tie him
to a bed, but she can make it so that he has to spend time with her
and get to know her. And who knows? Maybe if he’s on the run and
she catches him, he might be impressed and see her in a new
light.”

“But that’s not ladylike,”
Patty replied. “You know that horrid woman at church wouldn’t like
me doing something like that. She’s always telling me I act too
much like a man for my own good. She’s the one who gave me the idea
to let him rescue me and it worked. He married me to save me from
John Meyer.”

Noting Heather’s grimace, Eva asked,
“Who’s John Meyer?”

“Just the worst piece of
scum in Lewistown,” Heather muttered. “Patty, you’re asking for
trouble by arranging something with John.”

“Everything’s fine,” Patty
assured her. “I paid him the amount due to him. He’s gone his
way.”

“I don’t know.” Heather
crossed her arms. “He’s a sly fox. You can’t trust him.”

Patty waved off her argument. “The
mayor was there to help arrange the whole thing.”

“You better hope Greg
doesn’t find out he was tricked into marrying you.”

“He won’t unless you two
say something.”

“We’re not going to say
anything. Besides, how can we if we don’t know the details of the
arrangement you made?” Then after a pause, she added, “You and Greg
will be a good match once he realizes you’re perfect for him,
though you need to be honest about who you are in order for him to
see it.”

Patty shook her head, indicating that
she didn’t believe Heather and rose to her feet. “I better go. I
want to be sure one of his ranch hands secures all the
stalls.”

“You think one of his ranch
hands isn’t doing his job?”

Shrugging, she said, “It’s a hunch.
Nothing more. I won’t say anything unless I find out for sure.
Thank you for lending me a caring ear.” Turning to Eva, she added,
“And it was nice to meet you.”

Eva returned the sentiment and watched
as Patty got on her horse. Though she dressed very ladylike, she
mounted the steed like a man, something Eva suspected was so
natural for her, she didn’t even think about the fact that she was
wearing a dress. With a groan, Patty readjusted her legs so she was
sitting on the saddle like a woman and smoothed the dress to
properly cover her legs.

“She’s used to riding with
her legs on either side of the horse, isn’t she?” Eva guessed as
she and Heather waved to Patty who headed off the
property.

“She’s used to doing almost
everything the way a man does,” Heather replied. “Her mother died
when she was six, so she started following her pa around all the
time and learned to do everything he does on his ranch. If she had
a mother role model, it’d be more natural for her to act like a
woman.”

“The poor girl. I can’t
imagine what my childhood would have been like without my
mother.”

Eva would have missed all of her
mother’s hugs, caring ear, and steadfast love. Not that her father
hadn’t been good, but there was something softer about a mother.
She glanced at Hannah who had joined Leroy in throwing rocks into
the air. At least they had had Heather and their grandmother to
give them the nurturing care they needed. And now she had taken
over that role.

“Eva,” Heather
began.

Eva turned her gaze back to her new
friend. “Yes?”

“I think I know what might
work for you and Boaz.”

“You do?”

Heather lowered her voice. “Have you
heard of a sheath?”

Eyebrows furrowed, she shook her
head.

“My brother used to pick
some up when he went around with certain ladies.” She cleared her
throat. “Anyway, a sheath is something a man can put over his thing
when he has an erection. That way, he can make love to her without
risking a pregnancy.”

“His thing?”

Heather’s cheeks grew pink but she
pressed forward. “Did your mother ever give you the
talk?”

“No.”

“It’s simple, really. The
man is born with a penis. When he’s attracted to a woman, the penis
grows longer. During lovemaking, that part of him goes into the
woman, between her legs. Then he releases his seed, and that’s how
a woman gets pregnant. A sheath covers his penis so the seed stays
inside it.”

“Oh! You mean it acts like
a barrier, like a glove.”

“Yes.” After a moment, she
added, “My brother had a couple in the pocket of the cloak he put
on me when he took me to a saloon.”

“Your brother took you to a
saloon?”

“It’s not important. Just
wait here and I’ll be right back.”

Curious, Eva watched as Heather
hurried into the house, wondering what kind of brother Heather had.
What a horrible thing for a brother to do to his sister. From the
looks of it, Heather was fine so she knew everything turned out
alright, but she suspected there were moments when it must have
seemed like Heather’s situation looked bleak. Maybe Heather would
share her story with her some time. Maybe not. Either way, it was
Heather’s business and she would tell her if she wanted
to.

When Heather came back out on the
porch, she turned her back to the children and presented Eva with a
small paper bag. “There are three sheaths in here. They’ve never
been used, so it’s safe to use them. Boaz will have to get more.
But these will at least get you two started.”

“Started. Just how many
does he need to put on in order to consummate our
marriage?”

With a chuckle, Heather slipped the
bag into Eva’s pocket. “Only one, but if Boaz is anything like
Mitch, he’ll want to do it more than once in a night.”

“Really?” Despite the heat
rising in her cheeks, she forced out, “How many times does Mitch
like to do it in a night?”

“Two or three. It depends
on how busy the day has been. Of course, there are other things you
can do, but I’ll let Boaz explain that.”

“Alright.” Unsure of what
else to say, she added, “Um, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Unlike
Greg, Boaz wanted to be married. I don’t think you’ll have a hard
time convincing him to slip a sheath on if you mention you have
one.”

Maybe not, but Eva wondered if she
could do anything that bold. It was so unlike her. But at least she
had something now that seemed like it just might work. The problem,
of course, was finding the right time to try it.

 


 



 Chapter Sixteen

 


“Heather gave you what?”
Rachel asked the next day.

“Shh…” Eva glanced at Leroy
and Hannah who were playing in the front yard, relieved when they
didn’t glance in Rachel’s direction.

Right after breakfast, Eva had to talk
to Rachel, so she brought Leroy and Hannah right over to her house
and told them if they played nicely in the yard, then she’d give
them cookies when they got home. And so far, it worked. But if
Rachel insisted on being loud, they might come over to find out
what was going on and this wasn’t a conversation they ought to
hear.

“I’m sorry, Eva. I was
surprised, that’s all.”

“I know. And it’s alright.”
Eva smiled. “I was surprised, too. I didn’t even know things like
sheaths existed. Did you?”

“No.”

“Heather said her brother
had them in the pocket of his cloak and gave her the cloak to wear.
He probably forgot he had them.”

Rachel tapped the arm of her rocking
chair for a moment before leaning toward Eva. “What do they look
like?”

“I brought one over to show
you.” With a glance around to make sure no one saw them, Eva pulled
out the paper bag and opened it so Rachel could look inside
it.

“Is it safe to
touch?”

Giggling, Eva said, “Rubber doesn’t
bite.”

She shot her a wry grin and touched
it. “How strange.”

“Is it a lot different than
touching a man’s…you know?”

This time Rachel was the one who
laughed. “Men’s things aren’t made of rubber, Eva, so you tell
me.”

Eva wrapped the bag back up before
slipping it back into her pocket. “I only have three. I don’t know
where to buy others.”

“You think Boaz might
know?”

“I assume men know where to
get these kinds of things.” For sure, she didn’t have the nerve to
go to the mercantile and ask if the owner would order some. “Do you
think Boaz will be willing to use them?”

“Of course he will. Eva,
this is perfect. Now you can be with Boaz and not risk getting
pregnant.”

“It would solve that
problem. But I don’t know how to,” she shrugged, “bring it up. It’s
not something where you can easily slip it into the conversation. I
can’t say something like, ‘Today went real well, Boaz. The kids
played with the frog, we had soup for lunch, and we even read more
of that book I got for them. Oh, by the way, I also have a sheath
you could use if you decide to give my bed a try.’”

Laughing harder, Rachel added, “I
think he’d rather give you a try than the bed.”

“Oh Rachel, you know what I
mean.” She shook her head in amusement at her friend’s teasing tone
and settled back into her chair. “I can’t believe I’m even having
this conversation with you. My parents would be appalled if they
knew what I was talking to you about.”

“Don’t you think our
parents talked to their friends about such things when they were
our age?”

“Of course not.”

“Yes, they did. We just
don’t want to think about it because they’re our parents. It’s
nothing to be embarrassed about, Eva. People have been doing it
since the beginning of time. How do you think we all got here?
And,” she shot her a pointed look, “I guarantee you that being with
Boaz will be a lot more fun than reading one of your
books.”

“I don’t know. I love
reading more than anything.”

“But your books can’t hold
and kiss you, nor can they love you back.”

Eva reluctantly consented that her
friend was right, and when she recalled the last kiss Boaz gave
her, she had to admit that she’d rather be kissing him than
listening to him read to her. “It’d be nice to have the kind of
marriage you do. You and Herb are happy together.”

“You and Boaz are happy,
too. But I will agree that you’ll be even happier when you’re both
enjoying the bed.”

“Enjoying the bed? Aren’t
we supposed to be enjoying each other?”

“Alright, I deserved that
one. Yes, if you must be literal, then you two will be much happier
when you are enjoying each other while you’re in bed.”

Still chuckling, Eva turned her
attention back to the children. The question wasn’t if she’d
mention the sheaths to Boaz. The question was when and
how.

 


***

 


Boaz tried not to look over at Herb
that Sunday at church, but the argument they had still bothered
him. Herb was right. Of all the people who never gave up on him,
Herb was at the top of the list. His mother and Mitch did more than
they were expected to, but even so, Herb had been the only one he
had been brutally honest with. He’d seen Boaz at his worst and
continued to remember the decent person Boaz had once
been.

Despite his better judgment, he
glanced at Herb who was smiling at Rachel. He quickly looked away.
True, they were in a public place, but there was no denying the
love Herb had for his wife. That should have made Boaz feel much
better about the way Eva adored Herb for the way he could play a
fiddle. He turned his gaze to Eva who was sitting next to him. On
her other side were the children, and at the moment, she was
fussing over Hannah who kept fidgeting in the seat.

She had agreed to treat their marriage
like a partnership, and to her credit, she was very gracious about
it. She hadn’t been happy about it at first, but she didn’t hold it
against him. She was pleasant and sweet. She was good to his
children, far better than he hoped a woman would be to children who
weren’t her own.

Why couldn’t he just be happy? So what
if she liked the way Herb played his fiddle? Lots of people
commented on how well he made music with that thing. Didn’t she
have a right to listen to music she enjoyed? She wasn’t asking too
much to have an evening or two where she could go to Herb and
Rachel’s house or have them come over to their house. She made no
other requests.

With a sigh, he glanced back at Herb
who reached out to hold his wife’s hand. A slight twinge of
discomfort came over Boaz as he looked at Eva. They didn’t hold
hands. In fact, they sat far enough apart so there was a small
space between them. The memory of her touch that morning still made
his arm tingle. Had he never known a woman intimately, the touch
wouldn’t have sparked other memories. Memories of how soft the
female body was... Memories of how wonderful it felt to be intimate
with a woman… Memories of how complete he’d been afterwards… He
shoved the recollections aside. He didn’t want to think about them.
It was better for everyone if he didn’t.

When the service was over, he tapped
Eva’s shoulder to get her attention since she was helping Hannah
put on her bonnet. She glanced over at him. “Yes?”

He motioned to Herb and Rachel who
were talking to a couple of old women. “Would you like to visit
with them again?”

Her eyes lit up for a moment but then
she offered a hesitant smile. “I don’t want to do anything that
makes you uncomfortable.”

“Why would it make me
uncomfortable?”

She shrugged. “Well, they don’t have
children and we do. Hannah and Leroy got a little restless at their
house last time.”

He suspected there was more to it than
what she was saying but didn’t know the best way to ask about it.
Instead, he said, “We could have them come over to our house. Then
Hannah and Leroy can play out in the yard if they get
bored.”

She bit her lower lip then looked over
at them. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. We can invite them
over for supper tonight.”

“Well, it would be nice to
see Rachel.”

Relieved, he released his breath.
Good. She hadn’t mentioned Herb or his fiddle. Maybe he had been
overreacting to the whole thing. Maybe she wasn’t as enamored with
Herb’s playing as he thought she was.

“Alright,” she replied and
motioned for the children to join them as she stood up. “I’d love
to have them over for supper.”

Nodding, he led them over to Herb and
Rachel. Not surprising, Herb didn’t seem happy to see him, though
he offered a smile and a greeting to Eva and the children. Well, he
promised Eva they’d invite Herb and Rachel over, and that’s what
he’d do. If Herb wanted to say no, then he had every right to do
so.

He cleared his throat. “Eva and I were
wondering if you two would like to come to supper tonight?” Though
he asked both of them the question, he couldn’t manage to make eye
contact with Herb. He chose, instead, to direct the question to
Rachel.

“Yes,” Eva added before
they replied, “and I do so hope you’d delight us again with your
fine violin music.”

This time Herb did make eye contact
with Boaz, and though Boaz wasn’t thrilled with the idea, he shot
him a hopeful look. It was for Eva. After all she’d done for him,
this was the least he could do.

“I’d be happy to,” Herb
told Eva whose smile widened before she glanced at Boaz and lowered
her gaze.

Boaz frowned. Did she harbor feelings
for Herb after all? She sure did seem embarrassed that he’d caught
her smiling at Herb.

“Herb found some music in a
trunk that is exactly what you love, Eva,” Rachel said.

Boaz couldn’t be sure, but he thought
Eva was squirming with excitement, though she was trying to curb
her enthusiasm. Well, why shouldn’t she? She wouldn’t want to let
Rachel know she fancied Herb. He shifted uncomfortably and looked
at Herb who decided to tell Eva what kind of music he found. It
meant nothing to Boaz, but Eva knew all about it since she asked
him about sharp and flat notes then referred to something called a
scale. After that she rambled on about a few of her favorite
composers.

Leroy and Hannah started swatting at
each other and took Eva’s attention off of the lousy fiddle—and
Herb. Who knew how long Eva could go on and on about music?
Apparently, the woman was an endless source of knowledge in this
area and only Herb knew what she was talking about.

“Children, you must mind
your manners,” Eva kindly admonished them. “We’re in
public.”

“I’m bored,” Leroy
said.

Amen! Boaz couldn’t have said it
better himself. “We should go home so they can get into comfortable
clothes and play outside,” he told Eva.

“You’re right.” She turned
her gaze to Rachel and Herb. “When you have children, you can’t
stay and talk as long as you’re used to.”

Thank goodness for that! Boaz picked
Hannah up before she could take another swing at her brother. He
had to give it to his daughter. The girl was stronger than she
looked and could hold her own against her big brother.

He set her bonnet back in place and
smiled when she wrapped her arms around his neck and called him,
“Pa.” Granted, she then proceeded to complain about her brother,
but he supposed that was to be expected. He and Mitch, after all,
had had their fair share of arguments.

Eva told Rachel and Herb she was
looking forward to seeing them, and Boaz reluctantly agreed. Then,
to his relief, they left.

 


 



 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Eva finished setting the table at the
same moment an ear-piercing scream came from the parlor. Hannah!
Heart racing, she ran out of the room. She nearly bumped into Boaz
in the doorway of the parlor and took a step back, almost tripping
but he caught her. Before she had time to think about his touch,
she turned her attention to the room expecting to save Hannah from
certain danger.

Hannah pointed to Leroy who was
laughing. “He watches me,” she complained.

It took Eva a moment to realize the
reason the little girl was screaming was because Leroy was annoying
her. “Wh-what?” she blurted out, her heart still thumping loudly in
her ears.

“Hannah, you can’t scream
like that unless you’re actually getting hurt,” Boaz said as he
tucked his shirt into his pants.

Eva’s entire body warmed in
embarrassment as he buttoned his pants. Good heavens! Why didn’t
she notice his state of undress? She knew he’d been getting ready
for supper, after all. She quickly turned her gaze back to Hannah
who was crying.

“He’s watching me,” the
girl shrieked.

With a groan, Boaz went over to Leroy
and nudged him to the front door. “Go watch for Herb and Rachel.
Let us know when they’re here.” He glanced Eva’s way. “They pulled
this from time to time with Mitch and Heather. They must be
comfortable here if they’re doing it to us.”

Unable to make eye contact with him,
she offered a nod to indicate she understood. Granted, she hadn’t
seen anything, though it would have certainly been interesting if
she had. Rachel probably watched Herb get dressed all the time and
thought nothing of it. But her marriage wasn’t like
Rachel’s.

While Leroy headed for the porch,
mumbling something about his sister being a crybaby, Boaz patted
Eva on the back. She jerked, her skin tingling from where he
touched her.

Boaz chuckled. “I didn’t mean to scare
you.”

“Oh.” She let out an uneasy
laugh. “No, you didn’t scare me. I mean, I didn’t think…” She
shrugged then cleared her throat. “I’m just glad everyone’s
alright.” Glad for the excuse to change topics, she turned to
Hannah who was wiping her eyes with the sleeves of her dress. “You
want to stir the mashed potatoes?”

Sniffling, she nodded and went over to
Eva.

“I’ll finish getting ready
and help you,” he told her before he headed down the hall to her
bedroom where he got dressed every day.

Forcing her gaze off of his retreating
figure, she took Hannah’s hand and led her to the kitchen. “I had
four older brothers, and they used to stare at me, too.”

She tilted her head to look up at her.
“They did?”

“Yes. And they thought they
were being funny. I thought they were being mean.”

“They were being
mean.”

“I don’t know why big
brothers think it’s fun to make little sisters cry, but you want to
know something?” She helped Hannah up on a chair so she could get
the spoon from the worktable and start stirring the
potatoes.

“What?”

“When they grew up, they
were very kind to me. Whenever I needed anything, they helped me
out. It’ll be the same for you and Leroy. Right now you’re
children, and being children, you’ll have your fights. But when you
grow up, you’ll be friends.”

“No, we won’t.”

“It’s true. One day he’ll
be the first one to protect you if you ever need it.”

Though Hannah didn’t seem convinced,
she stopped crying and helped Eva with the rest of the supper. By
the time Rachel and Herb arrived, the mashed potatoes, corn, and
pot roast were on the table.

“Everything looks
wonderful,” Rachel said as everyone sat down.

Eva smiled and motioned to the food.
“Help yourself.”

The meal progressed smoothly. Or at
least Eva thought it did until she realized she and Rachel were
doing all the talking. By the time they were eating the rhubarb and
berry pie, she realized Boaz and Herb weren’t even looking at each
other. What in the world had happened? She thought everything was
fine earlier that day. Why would Boaz offer to invite Herb and
Rachel over if he didn’t want Herb to be there?

Was it because of her and Rachel?
Maybe he cared so much for her that he wanted to please her by
having her friend over? She immediately pushed the thought aside
but then thought it might be the answer. Ever since they married,
he’d been kind and thoughtful. True, he worked at all hours,
sometimes coming home later than he expected, but it wasn’t because
he didn’t want to be with her. It was the nature of his
job.

If nothing else, they shared a good
friendship, one she had no doubt would grow deeper over time. And
maybe it was this friendship that compelled him to have Herb over,
even knowing things would be awkward. Such a realization touched
her immensely. She had no idea anyone would do something so kind
for her.

“Can we play now?” Leroy
asked after he finished the last of his pie.

With a glance around the table, Eva
saw that he and Hannah were finished. “You and Hannah need to wash
up first.” She got up and wet a cloth in a bowl then came back to
the table and cleaned their hands and faces. Noting that the others
had also finished, she added, “Rachel and Herb, would you like to
go to the parlor?” She hesitated to add Boaz in her question but
looked at him with a silent message that he could go, too, if he
wanted.

“I’ll stay and help you,”
Boaz said.

“I’ll get my violin and be
back,” Herb replied as he helped Rachel from her chair. “I’ve been
practicing the old sheets of music I found.”

Eva glanced at Boaz who, if she saw
correctly, grimaced. Her gaze went to Rachel who seemed as if she
was on the brink of laughter. Deciding to ignore her friend, she
told Leroy and Hannah they could go play and started collecting
plates to take to the sink.

As she turned to head back to the
table, Boaz came over with a stack of dishes. “I can get
everything.”

“I don’t plan to wash the
dishes until they leave.” If he was going to talk to Herb in the
parlor, it’d be one thing. But since he had no desire to do that,
that left Herb and Rachel waiting for them. She waited until Boaz
placed the dirty dishes on the worktable before she decided to
speak. “We don’t have to listen to Herb play the violin if you
don’t want to.”

“It’s fine. He brought it
over.”

“While that’s true, it
doesn’t mean he has to play it.”

“You like listening to it,
don’t you?”

“Well, yes,” she replied,
not comfortable with lying. He already knew she did anyway. “But if
you’re not up to it, I can wait.”

“No. You do a lot around
here. You deserve to hear him play.”

“I appreciate that, but if
it makes you uncomfortable—”

“It doesn’t.”

His sharp tone didn’t go unnoticed.
She stared at him for a moment and saw the flicker of remorse in
his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a
softer voice. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.” He waved to
the parlor. “You go ahead and visit with them. I’ll put the rest of
the dishes over here.”

“I don’t know…”

“You’re going to wash them
after they’re gone, and there’s a lot of dishes. The least you can
do is rest up before you do all that work.”

Before she could answer, he walked
back to the table. With nothing else to say, she went to the
parlor.

“How do you make different
notes?” Leroy asked.

“I move my fingers along
the strings,” Herb replied as he traced the neck of the
violin.

“Can I play it?”

“I’m afraid not,” Eva spoke
up as she came further into the room. “This isn’t a toy. It’s a
musical instrument that plays some of the most beautiful music
known to man.”

“Better than the organ?”
Leroy asked, a skeptical eyebrow raised in silent
protest.

“I think so. But everyone
has their preferences.” She glanced around the room. “Where’s your
sister?”

“Oh, she’s playing out
there.”

She went to the open window and peered
out to see Hannah running around the yard, chasing a butterfly.
“She shouldn’t be out there by herself.”

“I’m sorry, Eva,” Rachel
said. “I told her it was fine.”

She smiled at her friend. “It’s
alright. I recently discovered that she’ll leave the yard if Leroy
isn’t watching her.” Turning back to the window, she called out for
Hannah to come back in.

Though she expressed her
disappointment, she obeyed.

“You can chase butterflies
tomorrow when I take you and your brother out for a walk,” Eva
assured her. “Now, come and sit with me while we listen to some
wonderful music.”

As much as she tried to curb her
excitement, she was anxious to hear Herb play again. He had such a
marvelous gift. It was a shame he was stuck in a small town where
his talent would never be properly appreciated. But he seemed happy
enough and that was what mattered.

She sat in a chair and pulled the
little girl onto her lap. Leroy sat on the floor by her feet, and
the three turned to Herb.

“Should we wait for Boaz?”
Rachel asked.

“No, we shouldn’t,” Herb
replied, a slight edge to his voice.

Eva glanced at Rachel but she was
holding the sheet of music up so he could see it. Was it possible
that Herb had figured out Boaz wasn’t acting like his normal self
because of her, because he thought she might be harboring feelings
for Herb just because he could play the violin? It was absurd, of
course. His playing the violin had nothing to do with her feelings
for him. Surely, a grown man should understand that.

As Herb began to play, Eva turned
toward him but had a hard time focusing on the music, though it was
just as wonderfully uplifting as before. Her gaze kept going to the
doorway and from time to time, she thought Rachel was struggling to
keep a straight face. She knew exactly what Rachel was thinking.
Boaz was definitely jealous and was having a hard time with the
fact that Herb was here—taking Eva’s attention from him.

Avoiding her friend’s amused snicker,
she forced her attention back to Herb and smiled as he continued
the beautiful melody. It was such a shame to be in the presence of
such talent but not to be able to fully enjoy it. She had a mind to
go to the kitchen and demand Boaz put his feelings aside and be
polite to his friend. But now wasn’t the time. Not when they had
company over and the children were still up. And besides, she had
to carefully think through what she wanted to say.

Herb made it through a third musical
piece when Boaz finally made his appearance. But he didn’t join
them. Instead, he went outside. From the window, she saw that he
had chosen to sit on the porch. It took all of her resolve to
remain seated. And it certainly didn’t help when Rachel
chuckled.

Herb stopped playing and looked at his
wife. “Is something funny?”

“No.” Though she made it a
point to look contrite to Herb, she glanced at Eva and
winked.

With a sigh, Eva rose to her feet.
“Herb, you play better than anyone else I’ve ever met. Truly, I
can’t recall a time when anyone has done a violin as much justice
as you do.” She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard Boaz
groan.

Rachel giggled but quickly covered it
up with a cough.

“I’m sorry, Herb, but I
need to tuck the children into bed.” Granted, it wasn’t their
bedtime, but she was in danger of dragging Boaz into the house by
his ear and scolding him for being so rude when they had guests and
didn’t want them to witness it. “I hope you understand.”

He glanced at the window. “Yeah, I
understand.” Despite his disappointment, he lowered the violin and
collected the music.

“I really mean it, Herb,”
Eva said in a lower voice so Boaz wouldn’t overhear them. “You are
incredibly talented. I hope you’ll keep playing this type of music.
It’d be a shame to waste your ability on square dances and
such.”

“Thank you, Eva. And I know
it’s not you.” He glanced at the window and shook his head. “Come
on, Rachel. Maybe I can play the last piece for you.”

“I’d love to hear it,
Herb.” Rachel turned to Eva and whispered, “You insist that Boaz
tell you what’s going on. It’s time he took you to bed and made you
his wife.” Then, despite the hint of red in her cheeks, she added,
“It’s a lot more fun than listening to music.”

Eva’s jaw dropped but she quickly shut
her mouth as Rachel grabbed her bonnet and drawstring purse.
Following them to the door, she thanked them for coming, pretending
she didn’t notice the awkwardness between them and Boaz as they
said their good-byes.

She waited until they were out of
earshot before she turned her attention to Boaz. “We need to
talk.”

Not waiting for an invitation, she sat
next to him. Since Leroy and Hannah had decided to play in the
yard, she figured it was safe enough to talk on the porch. Folding
her hands in her lap, she focused on Boaz who kept his eyes on the
children. She knew he did it in an effort to avoid the
conversation, but they were going to have it whether he liked it or
not.

“Why did you treat Herb and
Rachel with such disdain?” she asked, congratulating herself on
managing to speak in a calm tone.

“I didn’t treat them with
disdain,” he replied, still not looking at her. “I just didn’t feel
like listening to him play the fiddle, that’s all.”

“If he’d been playing at a
square dance, I would say it was a fiddle, but when it’s playing
beautiful music, it’s a violin.” She shook her head. What was she
doing? Arguing over the petty details wasn’t going to solve
anything. Forcing her attention back to the issue, she added, “Herb
is your friend. Listening to him play is a matter of
respect.”

“And you sure do respect
him an awful lot, don’t you?” he snapped, finally turning his
pointed gaze in her direction.

“I appreciate his music.”
When he gave a slight scowl, she added, “I can’t help it if you
don’t. He’s worked hard and deserves to be told his hard work has
paid off.”

“How unfortunate for you
that I never picked up a fiddle and learned to play it.”

“I don’t care if you play
one or not.”

“That much is
obvious.”

“Are you
jealous?”

“What?”

“You heard me. Are you
jealous?”

“No. I don’t want to play
the fiddle. I have more important things to do with my
time.”

Again, she had to force herself to
stick with the issue. To call a lovely instrument a fiddle just
didn’t sit well with her. Not everyone shared her love of fine
music, and she’d often been called a snob because of it. It’d
always been a sore spot with her. And though Boaz hadn’t come out
and called her a snob, it was too easy to insinuate that he was
suggesting it. She released a deep breath then said, “That’s not
the point. The point is, it bothers you that I like listening to
Herb play the,” she grimaced, “fiddle.”

“I invited him over here
tonight. I knew he was going to bring that thing over. Why would I
do that if it bothered me?”

“Because you’re a proud man
and the last thing you can do is admit the truth.”

“The truth?”

“Yes. You’re
afraid.”

“Afraid of a
fiddle?”

“Afraid of what it
represents.”

“And what would that
be?”

“That you want our marriage
to be more than a friendship.” As soon as she said those words, she
had the urge to take them back. While it had become apparent that
this was true, she didn’t think she’d be bold enough to be the one
to say it. She’d been trying to get him to do that. Despite the
heat rising in her cheeks, she continued, “You have no need to
worry. I have no interest in Herb beyond a friendship and the love
we share in music. My feelings don’t go any further than that. So
you have no need to worry when I listen to him play the violin. I’m
not secretly pining for him.”

Deciding she’d said enough, she stood
up and headed right back into the house before he could reply. She
didn’t realize her hands were shaking until she tried to pour a cup
of coffee. What they’d just shared was a discussion that was long
overdue, and it was one that took them to a crossroads. The
question was, what was the smartest move she could make next to get
them to where they needed to be?

 



 Chapter Eighteen

 


Eva took one of the sheaths out of the
bag and placed the bag back into the top drawer of the dresser.
Releasing her breath, she placed the sheath on top of the dresser
and went back to brushing her hair. Yes. This was the best time to
broach the subject. If she didn’t do it now, then who knew when a
more appropriate time would develop? She just confronted Boaz about
his being jealous of Herb. There was no going back from
it.

She almost put her hair into a braid
but decided against it. She’d wear it down this time. It gave her a
much softer look and maybe it would better appeal to him. She
hadn’t heard Boaz enter the house. Maybe he wanted to give her time
to calm down before he came inside. Or maybe he was thinking over
what he wanted to say.

Either way, she needed to make the
most of this moment while she had it. Biting her lower lip, she
debated whether or not to go to the couch without any clothes on.
It was similar to what Patty had done, except Patty hadn’t gotten
the results she wanted. After a quick debate, she decided she
couldn’t do it. Maybe Patty was that bold, but she wasn’t. She
could, however, undo a couple of her shirtwaist buttons and give
him ideas on what he could do with her tonight.

Yes. It was subtle and it might not
scare him off before she had a chance to suggest they use the
sheath. Once she loosened a couple of buttons, she slipped the
sheath into her pocket then checked on Leroy and Hannah to make
sure they were asleep. Just as she closed their door, she heard
Boaz come into the house. She took a deep breath and headed for the
parlor. Despite her fast pace, she had to fight back her
apprehension. What if he said he wasn’t interested? What if he said
even a sheath wasn’t enough, that they would have to abstain
completely from making love?

No. She wouldn’t think about it. She’d
just approach him and hope for the best. He did find her
attractive. There was no denying the desire in his kiss. He did
want her. It was just a matter of convincing him he could act on
it.

She entered the parlor and saw that he
was staring out the window.

He turned around. “I’m sorry. You’re
right. I shouldn’t have acted the way I did while Herb and Rachel
were here.”

Feeling better by his soft tone, she
offered him a smile. “In the future, I hope you won’t get upset if
Herb plays his violin.”

“I won’t.” Returning her
smile, he added, “I suppose it was silly of me to be jealous of a
violin.”

“Yes, it was. And now that
you know you don’t have to be, things won’t have to be so tense
when we do something with them in the future.”

“No, they won’t. I promise.
Tomorrow I’ll apologize to Herb for the way I acted.”

“I think he’ll like that.”
She took another deep breath and gestured to the couch. “I have an
idea. It’s something we can try, if you’re interested.”

Though he glanced at the couch, he
didn’t make a move to it. “You want to give me suggestions on how
to apologize to him?”

Laughing, she waved him forward. “No,
silly. I have something else I want to discuss. If you don’t want
to talk in here, we could talk in the bedroom.” Even as she managed
to keep her tone light, her face flushed at the
suggestion.

Avoiding eye contact with her, he
hurried to the couch and she forced aside her disappointment. He
didn’t know she had a sheath. Maybe when he did, he’d be willing to
go to bed with her.

In the past, she sat in the chair
across from him, but tonight she settled next to him. Before he
could slide further down on the couch, she reached for his hand and
squeezed it. Never in a million years did she think she’d have to
chase her husband in order to initiate lovemaking. But here she was
and she was the one who was trying to get him into bed with
her.

“I might not have any
experience when it comes to being married, but I don’t think we
have to have a marriage like other couples.” Yes, that was a good
way to start. Encouraged, she scooted a little closer to him so
that her breast brushed his arm. Though he stiffened, he didn’t
pull away. Another good sign. “We’re different people. I think the
best we can do is find what works for us.” She cleared her throat
then forced out, “I’ve never been intimate with a man, but I’m sure
there are some things we can do together that won’t risk me having
a child.”

He turned toward her, his knee
brushing hers, an action which sent another spark through her.
Maybe he wouldn’t be so hard to convince after all.

“Well, there are,” he
slowly began. “But are you really alright with the idea of not
having any children?”

“I already have two. I
think of Leroy and Hannah as my own. And um…I happened to find
this.” She pulled out the sheath and showed it to him. “I heard it
can prevent pregnancy if you’re willing to use it.”

“You mean to tell me the
mercantile owner actually sold that to you?”

The mercantile owner? So men could buy
them at the mercantile? She couldn’t recall seeing them any of the
times she’d been there, but maybe he kept them hidden and only sold
them when asked. Deciding not to address the issue of where she got
the sheath, Eva said, “If you don’t want to use it, I’m willing to
do other things. Granted, I don’t know what those things are, but
I’m open to learning. I don’t want you to be out here on the couch.
Even if you just want to hold me, I’d like to be with you at
night.”

“We could do everything,
and I’d be willing to put on a sheath.” He hesitated. “You’re
really alright with this? You don’t mind making love knowing
there’s no chance you’ll get a child?”

“No, I don’t
mind.”

 


***

 


Feeling as if a weight had been lifted
off his shoulders, he brought her into his arms. “Thank
you.”

“Oh, Boaz. You have nothing
to worry about with me.”

He cupped her face in his hands and
kissed her. Her lips were soft and warm, yielding to him. He’d
forgotten how sweet a kiss could be without the lingering fear
haunting him. There was so much promise and joy in such a simple
action.

When the kiss ended, she stood up and
held her hand to him. “Come to bed with me?”

He nodded and followed her, no longer
forcing his gaze to the top of her head as he’d done in the past.
This time, he let his gaze go lower, noting the soft curves he’d
soon get to touch. It’d been so long since he’d been with a woman.
As silly as it was, he felt like a virgin all over again. Would she
be pleased with him or would she find him lacking?

When he hesitated at the doorway of
the bedroom, she glanced at him. “Are you coming in?”

Catching her teasing tone, he relaxed
but only slightly. “I didn’t think I’d be nervous about doing
this.” He cleared his throat and shrugged. “I haven’t been with
anyone since my first wife.”

“I understand.”

She walked over to him, and he had to
fight the urge to step further into the hallway. This was silly. He
should be rushing in there. Just moments ago, he was more than
ready to go to this room and now that he was here, he wanted to go
back to the couch? Maybe she understood it, but he surely
didn’t.

“I’m nervous, too,” she
whispered. “We haven’t been together like this yet. It’s only
natural we feel this way.”

The tension eased, allowing him to
proceed into the room. She did understand. And better yet, she
didn’t think less of him because he wasn’t as confident as he
should’ve been.

Unsure of how else to begin, he
gathered her into his arms and kissed her, this time letting his
lips linger on hers. Again, she responded to him, fully willing to
keep going. Encouraged, he brushed her lower lip with his tongue.
She paused for a moment then parted her lips, inviting him to enter
and he did. He’d forgotten how intoxicating this type of kissing
could be. Letting out a low moan, he pressed her closer to him. Her
body felt like heaven against his, her curves molding into
him.

They remained that way for a couple
minutes, and it gave him time to work up the courage to remove her
clothes. Though he was eager to see her in the remaining daylight
that created a dim glow in the room, he took his time taking off
her shirtwaist, her skirt, her bloomers, and her stockings. His
hands brushed parts of her that further excited him and prompted
him to keep going. By the time he lifted the chemise over her head,
he’d forgotten all about his uncertainty.

All he could think about was how
lovely she looked when she was naked. Perfectly round, pert
breasts. The narrow waist. The curve of her hips. Her long, slender
legs. Returning his gaze to her face, he noted the slight pink hue
in her cheeks and offered her a reassuring smile. “You’re
absolutely beautiful, Mrs. Grady.”

“You think so?”

“Sure do, and you’ll see
just how much in a moment.”

He took off his clothes, aware that
she was watching him. She didn’t strike him as a woman who would be
timid about looking at her husband when he had nothing on, and she
didn’t disappoint him. Her curiosity had gotten the better of her
and she was too busy studying him to realize she was staring,
something she’d recently told Hannah was an unladylike thing to do.
Well, he certainly didn’t mind if Eva didn’t act like a lady in the
bedroom. All of her prim and proper manners could stay at the
bedroom door for all he cared.

When he realized her gaze lingered on
his erection, he took her hand and cupped it around him. “This is
what happens when I like what I see.”

“It is?”

Noting the curious tone in her
question, he chuckled. “Yes. So every time you see it or feel it,
you’ll know what it means.”

“So it’s not always like
this?”

“No. Most of the time it
just hangs down and isn’t as big.”

“Really?”

“Really.” He guided her
hand up and down the length of him. “You can explore me all you
want. This is one of the things we can do.” Letting go of her hand,
he reached up and cupped her breasts in his hands. “And this is
another thing we can do.” This time his voice came out in a
whisper.

Between the thrilling sensation of her
warm hand on his penis and the hardening of her nipples as he
brushed his thumbs over them, it was getting difficult to
concentrate. She felt even better than she looked. Her flesh was
soft and yielding, responding nicely to him. And as he continued
his exploration, she grew bolder in her own study of him. His first
wife hadn’t wanted to touch him down there, so he had no idea a
woman’s hand on that part of his body could bring him to the brink
of wanting to find his release.

“This is actually a
compliment,” he began as he reluctantly pulled Eva’s hand away from
him, “but if you keep that up, something’s going to come
out.”

“Something comes out of
it?” She pointed to his erection.

“At the tip. A white
liquid. That’s why I need the sheath.” He paused. “Where is
it?”

“Oh, I put it back in my
pocket on the way to this room.”

After he retrieved it, he led her to
the bed and pulled back the blanket. She slipped into the bed. He
slipped on the sheath before he joined her. Bringing her back into
his arms, he kissed her again. She responded to him, but he noticed
a slight hesitation on her part.

Pulling back, he asked, “Are you sure
you want to do this?”

“Yes, I…I’m still nervous.
Maybe a little more now than before. But I want to do this with
you, Boaz.”

He wondered if he should warn her that
there might be some pain, but he wasn’t sure she’d be any better
off if she was too tense to relax because that could make things
worse.

“Boaz, is something
wrong?”

Not realizing he’d stopped caressing
her, he stroked her back in soothing circular motions. “I…well…the
first time might or might not be uncomfortable.”

“Uncomfortable? Because I’m
nervous?”

“That’s part of it. When I
enter you, you’ll have to expand to accommodate me. I’m not sure
how much you’ll need to expand. I know that doesn’t make much
sense.” He was probably only confusing her and quite frankly, he
didn’t know how else to explain it or how else to prepare her
without scaring her. “I’ll do what I can to help you before I enter
you.”

After a moment, she nodded. “I know
you won’t do anything to hurt me.”

“I’ll do everything I can
to make it enjoyable for you.”

“I know.”

She had no idea how much it meant to
him that she trusted him and it made him want to be the best
husband he could be. He gave her a kiss. “I love you,
Eva.”

Her smile widened. “I love you,
too.”

This time when he kissed her, he spent
considerable time doing it. The urgency he’d experienced moments
before when she’d been holding his erection had been replaced with
a desire to make this act as pleasurable for her as possible. He
noted the way she snuggled closer to him and was glad his warning
hadn’t deterred her from relaxing in his arms. Good. The more
relaxed she was, the better.

His lips left her mouth and he left a
trail of kisses down her jaw and to her neck. She shivered in
delight and tilted her head to the side, a silent encouragement for
him to keep going. As he continued kissing her, he gently nudged
her onto her back so he could trace the length of her body from her
shoulder to her breast and then to the soft patch of curls between
her legs. She gasped slightly when he brushed her entrance, but
then she parted her legs for him.

While he slid a finger into her, he
brought his mouth to one of her breasts and brushed her nipple with
his tongue, tracing the edge of it before licking the center. He
was rewarded with a moan as she lifted her hips so he could slide
deeper into her. She felt wonderful. Absolutely wonderful. Finding
her sensitive nub with his thumb, he began rubbing it in circular
motions, starting slow and steadily increasing in pressure as she
murmured his name.

He slid a second finger into her. She
was wetter than before, making it easier for him to stretch her
virginal barrier. On its own accord, her body clenched around him,
pulling him in further. After he slid a third finger into her, he
earnestly began to stroke her core. He found the cushiony spot that
marked the sensitive area deep within her and focused on caressing
it.

She wiggled against him and gripped
his arms, softly crying for him to keep going, rocking her hips to
help him along. And he was more than happy to keep going. She was
close to climaxing. Excited, he quickened the pacing of his
thrusting, mindful to keep rubbing her nub since it served to
heighten her pleasure.

Her fingers dug into his arms as she
neared the peak and then with a louder cry, she grew tense as her
flesh clenched and unclenched around him. He continued his
ministrations until her body relaxed. He’d been able to stretch her
out considerably during the process, so entering her should be much
easier. He hoped it wouldn’t be painful at all but he’d done
everything he could and had made sure to give her pleasure
first.

Lifting his head, he caught sight of
the contented smile on her lips. He slid his fingers out of her and
saw the telltale traces of blood from having widened her barrier.
Well, thankfully she hadn’t been in any discomfort from that part
of it. He wiped his fingers on the blanket before she noticed them
then settled between her legs.

He gave her another kiss. Her response
wasn’t as passionate this time, something that was to be expected
since she’d just experienced the heightened state of bliss of their
lovemaking. But he couldn’t fight back the passion he was feeling
at the moment, nor would he try if he could.

While she was still relaxed, he
centered his tip at her entrance and after a quick debate on
whether he should slide in slowly or just get it over with, he
decided the quicker way was the best choice and pressed through the
rest of her barrier. She stiffened against him. Gritting his teeth,
he forced himself to remain still and watched her, trying to decide
when it was safe to move. Her flesh was incredibly inviting and
it’d been so long since he’d been so intimately connected with a
woman that this simple action was nearly his undoing. But he didn’t
dare proceed further until she allowed it.

She looked up at him. “Is that it? Are
you done?”

“No,” he forced out. Good
grief but it was hard to have a conversation right now. “Are you
alright?”

“I’m fine.”

Relieved, he slowly moved out and then
back into her. She had accepted him easily enough. Her legs wrapped
around his and she lifted her hips to take him in more deeply. He
groaned and proceeded to make love to her. The whole process was
much more wonderful than he remembered. No wonder he had longed to
do this so much in the past. If there was anything that felt as
good as this, he didn’t know what it was.

When it came time for him to climax,
he grew taut and released his seed. As soon as he was done, he held
the base of the sheath and he pulled out of her. He settled on his
back and brought her into his arms.

“Thank you,” he whispered,
out of breath.

She brushed his hair from his
forehead. “I don’t know why you’re thanking me. I received pleasure
from this, too.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her
matter-of-fact tone. It was so much like her. “You let me make love
to you without trying for a child.”

“Well, I think it isn’t
just for having children. I think it’s a way of giving and
receiving pleasure. And more importantly, I feel closer to you than
I did before.”

“I feel closer to you,
too.”

After a couple minutes, he removed the
sheath and cleaned up before he returned to bed. They continued
kissing each other for a while longer before they fell asleep in
each other’s arms.

 



 Chapter Nineteen

 


The next morning while Eva was
stirring the brown sugar into the oatmeal she was making, Boaz
entered the room. She glanced over at him and smiled. “I made the
coffee strong. Hopefully, it’ll help you stay awake.”

Chuckling, he went over to her and
took her into his arms, giving her a lingering kiss that made her
weak in the knees. “I don’t mind being tired.”

Her face grew warm. “Well, it won’t do
those horses any good if you don’t have some coffee.”

“You’re right. I’ll drink
some.”

He kissed her again, a sweet reminder
of how wonderful it’d been to finally know what Rachel and Heather
got to experience in their marriages. This was the feeling of being
complete. And it was far better than she imagined.

When he released her, she turned her
attention to setting the table then sat across from him with her
bowl of oatmeal. “What are you going to do today?” he
asked.

“I’m going to the
mercantile to see if the books I requested for Leroy and Hannah are
in yet.” She chuckled. “I thought they would enjoy the stories in
the book I got them, but I had no idea they would struggle so much
to stay awake. They’d nod off but then their eyes would fly open.
It’s cute.”

He drank some of his coffee. “I
remember how hard it was to go to sleep when I was a kid. Ma would
tell me and Mitch stories, and I’d do everything I could to stay
awake just to find out how things ended. But I’d end up falling
asleep most of the time.”

“Isn’t it strange that when
we were kids, we didn’t want to sleep and now we look forward to
it?”

“That depends on whether or
not there’s something interesting going on.”

He winked at her and it took her a
moment to catch his meaning. Though heat rose in her cheeks, she
laughed. “It’s a good thing the children are asleep. I’d hate for
them to overhear you.”

“They’d assume I meant
reading a book.”

“You’re probably
right.”

After a minute of comfortable silence,
he cleared his throat. “I’m going to talk to Herb today. I thought
I’d bring him one of those musical things you like.”

“Sheet music?”

“Yes, that’s it. Anyway, is
there a certain song you’d like him to play the next time they come
over?”

She set her spoon in the bowl and
leaned forward. “Boaz, I don’t have to listen to him play the
violin.”

“But it’s something you
enjoy.”

“Yes, it is, but if it
makes you uncomfortable—”

“It doesn’t. Not now. Not
after last night. I want to do this for you. Will you let
me?”

Smiling, she nodded. “Of
course, I’ll let you.” She took a sip of her coffee as she thought
over what music she hadn’t heard in a long time but had enjoyed.
“I’d love to hear Sonata Pathétique
by Ludwig van Beethoven.”

“I’m going to need you to
write that down.”

She chuckled. “I can write it down
before you leave.”

They continued eating their meal,
discussing little things as her parents often did while she was
growing up. It was nice to share such moments with him. And it was
even better now that they were truly husband and wife in every
sense of the word.

When it was time for him to leave, he
gave her another lingering kiss that sent tingles up and down her
spine. She doubted she’d ever get tired of his kisses, no matter
how long they lived.

With a wave good-bye, she called out
that she couldn’t wait for him to come home that evening then got
the children up for the day. After they had their breakfast, she
took them to the mercantile to see if any more children’s books had
come in.

“You’re in luck, Mrs.
Grady,” the owner said with a twinkle in his eyes.
“Alice's Adventures in Wonderland
just came in yesterday afternoon.”

“Are these short stories?”
Leroy asked.

“No. This is one big
story,” Eva told him, “but each adventure she has is almost like a
short story.” When his eyebrows furrowed, she patted him on the
back. “You’ll see what I mean when I read it to you.”

She paid for the book when
the door opened. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Rachel and
waved to her.

“Why am I not surprised to
see you buying another book?” Rachel teased as she came up to the
counter.

“Because you know I can’t
resist the beauty of fine literature, and this is the only place I
can get it,” Eva quipped then opened the book and sighed. “Few
things smell as wonderful as a new book.”

“Oh Eva, you are hopeless.”
Though she shook her head, she laughed. “But I’m happy to be your
friend anyway.”

Eva closed the book and told Leroy and
Hannah, “Don’t mind her. She’s jealous because we have better books
than she does.”

“I have better things to do
than read.”

Eva gasped. “I’ll pretend I didn’t
hear that.”

“Come now, Eva. I suspect
you have something better to do, too.”

Before Eva could respond, Rachel told
the owner what she wanted. Eva waited until Rachel paid for the
butter and flour then followed Rachel out of the store, mindful to
keep her children close by so they wouldn’t run into the
street.

“We’re fortunate that we
ended up with the men we did,” Rachel commented.

“Yes, we are,” Eva
replied.

With a twinkle in her eye, Rachel
added, “Especially now that you and Boaz are truly husband and
wife.”

Eva glanced at Leroy and Hannah who
were giggling and pointing to a dog that was chasing a horse. “How
did you know Boaz and I,” she cleared her throat, “were together
that way?”

“It’s written all over your
face.”

“Oh, it is not!”

“It most definitely is.
Your face is shining with love.”

She shook her head. “That’s silly. You
guessed. You didn’t know for sure what happened.”

“I did, too.”

Ignoring the sing-songy tone in her
friend’s voice, Eva motioned for Leroy and Hannah to wait until the
street was clear before they crossed it. “It was a guess,” she
insisted. “And a good one.”

“I knew it!”

She gasped. “Rachel, you are awful.
Positively awful.”

Giggling, she gave Eva a quick hug. “I
admit I guessed, but you are glowing this morning. I can’t remember
a time I’ve seen you so happy. There could only be one reason for
it.”

“Yes, I
suppose…”

“Oh come now. It’s
good.”

A small smile tugged at her lips. “It
is nice.”

“Nice?”

“Very nice.”

Jabbing her in the arm, she said,
“It’s more than ‘very nice’. It’s absolutely wonderful, isn’t
it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“And you know what else it
means?”

Unsure of what her friend was talking
about, Eva shook her head.

“It means Herb can play his
violin without Boaz getting upset, which means there won’t be any
more tense visits.”

“Yesterday was
awkward.”

“Yes, it was. There’s no
reason for it. Herb and Boaz have been friends for years. You and I
are now friends. We should all be able to get together for a meal
and have a good time.”

“I think we will in the
future. Boaz is going to apologize to Herb today.” They stepped up
to Eva’s house and she opened the door. “Do you think Herb will go
easy on him?”

“I don’t know. You and I
can see the humor in the whole thing, but then we weren’t the ones
at odds with each other.”

“Did Herb say anything to
you last night after you left my house?”

“All he said was that he
expected more from Boaz. Then he said he didn’t want to talk about
it anymore.”

Eva told Leroy and Hannah to play in
the parlor while she and Rachel went to the kitchen. “Boaz feels
bad about what happened, but I will admit if he’d just come out and
said what was bothering him when I asked, I don’t think it would
have ever gotten to the point where it did last night.”

“I think men have a hard
time talking about their feelings.”

“Probably.” Eva and Rachel
set their things on the worktable. “I grew up with four older
brothers, and you’d think I’d know how men are.”

“Yes, but they were our
brothers, not men you had a romantic interest in.”

“True. Our brothers didn’t
treat us the same way they would have treated the woman they wanted
to court.”

The sound of a child running brought
Eva’s attention to the kitchen door. Leroy popped into the room and
stared at the empty table, the unmistakable look of disappointment
on his face.

“I’m going to make
sandwiches right now,” Eva told him.

“Me and Hannah are
starving.”

“The correct way of saying
it is ‘Hannah and I are starving’. But it’s not true. You two are
hungry. Starving implies you haven’t had anything to eat for a long
time. And besides, you had breakfast this morning.”

“My tummy don’t
remember.”

Deciding not to correct him a second
time, she went over to the candy jar on the shelf and dug out two
pieces of hard candy. “You have to give one to Hannah. I don’t want
you eating both of them,” she told him as she held them out to
him.

“I won’t.”

“You won’t what?” she asked
before he could dart out of the kitchen.

“I won’t do what you
said.”

Ignoring Rachel’s stifled giggle, she
put the lid on the jar and studied him. “Leroy, you need to be
specific. What are you going to do with those two pieces of
candy?”

“Give one to Hannah and eat
the other.”

“Good. You may go. I’ll
call you when lunch is ready.”

As he ran out of the room, she shot
her friend an amused look. “Will you stay for lunch?”

“I’d love to,” Rachel
replied. “I have a feeling I’ll learn a lot about children from
being here. It’ll be good practice for when I have my own
someday.”

“It will.”

Smiling, Eva placed the jar back on
the shelf then started making the sandwiches.

 



 Chapter Twenty

 


Boaz walked into the mercantile that
afternoon and lingered around the store until he was the only
customer left.

When he approached the counter, the
owner smiled at him. “That wife of yours just came in here this
morning to pick up another book. I can’t recall a time I’ve seen
anyone who had such a love for reading.”

“She likes me to read to
her every night before bed.”

“I didn’t think you liked
to read.”

“I didn’t until I started
reading to her. It’s actually not too bad.” He hesitated a moment.
“You got any more of those sheaths in stock?”

With a nod, he bent down and retrieved
a box behind the counter. “You’d be surprised who comes in here to
buy them. It’s not always men.”

Boaz’s face warmed but he decided not
to comment. He suspected the owner was hinting that Eva had bought
some but the owner didn’t need to know he picked up on it. Instead,
Boaz opted to ask him for a bag and paid for it.

“Is there anything else I
can do for you today?” the owner asked as he put the box
away.

“Actually, there is. Do you
have sheet music for Sonata
Pathétique by Ludwig van
Beethoven?”

“Let me guess. Your wife
plays music when she’s not reading?”

“No, she doesn’t play
music, but she enjoys listening to it.”

“I have a book of music for
the piano. I think it has what you’re looking for.”

The owner made a move to go back to
another room, but Boaz stopped him. “It’s not for the piano. It’s
for the fiddle.”

The owner turned back to him. “The
fiddle?”

“The violin.” Like there
was a difference.

“If you want violin music,
you’ll have to check with Mayor White. He’s the only one with that
kind of music in town except for your friend Herb, but Herb just
plays for square dances, doesn’t he?”

“No. He also plays for
other occasions, too.”

“No kidding?”

“I didn’t realize it either
until recently.” Boaz tapped the counter and sighed. “I don’t
suppose you could order the music for me?”

“I could but something like
that will take at least a couple months to get in.”

Boaz considered waiting. It’d be
easier for him if he did. But it’d be nice if he could make amends
with Herb and give Eva the gift of hearing the music she loved
sooner. After weighing his options, he decided to go to the mayor’s
house. Thanking the owner, he left the store and slipped the bag
into the leather pouch attached to his saddle.

He got on the horse and rode over to
the mayor’s house which was near the town limits. Of all the houses
in the area, it was the largest and most beautiful one.

And Boaz hated coming here. This
wasn’t going to be easy. But he was going to have to do it if he
was going to properly make amends with Herb. And after all Herb had
done for him, he owed him something.

Boaz repeated this to himself as he
stepped onto the mayor’s large porch. Steeling his resolve, he
knocked on the door then waited. When the door opened, he removed
his hat and addressed the butler. “Is Mayor White here?”

“Is he expecting
you?”

“No.” He swallowed the lump
in his throat before he forced out, “I wanted to ask him about
buying some sheet music.”

“Wait a moment.”

The butler shut the door, his
footsteps echoing in the hall as he went to see his
employer.

Releasing his breath, Boaz turned away
from the door and studied the lush grounds. This wasn’t going to be
easy. But he was going to do it for Herb. He had to make things up
to his friend after the way he behaved.

From the post nearby, Boaz’s horse
neighed. I won’t be long, he silently told the steed. And thank
goodness for that, too.

Footsteps came from the entryway of
the house, so Boaz turned his attention back to the door. The mayor
scanned the area. “You didn’t bring anyone with you, did you?” he
asked in a low voice.

“No. It’s just
me.”

Shutting the door behind him, the
mayor stepped onto the porch but didn’t move closer to Boaz. “You
shouldn’t be here. I have a reputation to maintain.”

“I know. I’ll make it
quick.” He cleared his throat. “I’d like to purchase some violin
music. Do you have Sonata
Pathétique by Ludwig van
Beethoven?”

He stared at him for a moment before
he laughed. “You want music?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Since when did you play an
instrument?”

“It’s not for me. It’s for
a friend.”

“Oh, I see.” The mayor
crossed his arms. “That’s an odd bet to place at the
saloon.”

“I didn’t place a bet. It’s
a gift.”

“How much?”

Not sure what the mayor meant, Boaz
asked, “How much what, sir?”

He rolled his eyes. “How much for the
music?”

“Oh.” He dug in his pocket
and pulled out all the money he had left. “I got two dollars and
fifty-three cents.”

“That friend of yours must
be important to you. I remember when you couldn’t rub two nickels
together. You must be doing better these days.” He paused and
studied him. “No longer hanging out in the saloon at the gambling
tables?”

“No, sir. I cleaned up and
got right.”

“Still, you’re not exactly
a model citizen, are you?”

Here it came. The reminder of what
he’d been. But he knew better than to remind the mayor that he
didn’t exactly have a spotless reputation either. It would defeat
the purpose of him being here. Taking a deep breath, he consented,
“No, sir. I’m not a model citizen.”

“As it turns out, you’re in
luck. I do have that particular piece of music. But I’ll tell you
what. Why don’t I give you the sheet music in exchange for a
favor?”

His gut tensed as he thought over the
past favors the mayor had called in on other men. He’d be better
off not giving Herb the music. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t do
that. If you don’t want to sell me the music, that’s fine. I’ll be
on my way.”

The mayor frowned at him for a moment
then shrugged. “Alright. I suppose since you got your children
back, you can’t afford to do anything to risk your brother taking
them away. I’ll get the music and take the money.”

Boaz released his breath as the mayor
went back into the house. Pushing aside his past dealings with the
man, he focused on how much better he’d feel when he gave his
friend the music and how Eva would enjoy listening to
it.

The mayor returned with the neatly
folded papers and held it out to him. “Two dollars and fifty-three
cents.”

Boaz accepted the music and gave him
the money, hating the fact that his hand trembled as he did
so.

The mayor, unfortunately, noticed and
chuckled. “Now come, Boaz. You know as long as you honor the
transaction, I’m not a scary man. And you’ve honored your part of
the deal. The money is all here.” He held up his hand and showed
him the coins before he slipped the money into his pocket. “You
have nothing to worry about.”

“Thank you, sir,” Boaz said
before he hurried down the porch steps.

He tucked the music under his arm and
untied the horse’s reins from the post, his hands still shaking the
whole time. Though he didn’t look at the mayor, he could feel the
weight of the man’s stare on him. At least the transaction was
complete. He didn’t owe him a favor. He managed to get on his horse
without incident and directed the horse back to town. God help
anyone who dared to make a favor with someone as ruthless as Mayor
White.

 


***

 


Boaz knocked on Herb’s front door and
glanced at the sheet music in his hands.

The door creaked open and Boaz lifted
his head in time to see his friend. “Have you come to your senses
yet?” Herb asked.

Relieved that Herb didn’t seem as
upset as he feared, he smiled. “Yes. And to prove it, I got you
this.”

He took the music sheet from Boaz and
scanned the notes. “I got the impression you didn’t want me playing
for your wife.”

“It wasn’t your music that
bothered me. It bothered me that Eva liked the way you played the
fiddle. Now I understand that just because she thinks you’re the
best fiddle player who ever lived, it doesn’t mean she’s secretly
in love with you.”

Herb stared at him for a moment and
then laughed. “That is what bothered you? You thought Eva was in
love with me?”

Now that Herb said it, it did sound
foolish. “I know, it sounds stupid, but you play so well and she
loves music so much…” His face warm, he shrugged. “I’m sorry. I let
my fear that she wished she had married you instead of me get in
the way of reason.”

“You have nothing to worry
about, Boaz. Anyone can tell that Eva loves you just by the way she
looks at you.”

“Really?”

Herb rolled his eyes and gave him a
playful jab in the arm. “Come on. You’re not that
stupid.”

“Well, it’s not like Eva
and I were having a typical marriage,” Boaz confided in a low
voice. “I mean, we weren’t doing anything. You know?”

“You weren’t? Why
not?”

“Because of what happened
to my first wife.”

“Look Boaz, you can’t let
fear hold you back from enjoying what you got.”

“I know.”

“To be fair,” Herb
consented, “I know that’s easier for me to say than for you to do.
Bad things happen. I understand that. But if you live in fear,
you’ll miss out on all the good things that could happen. If you
could go back and marry Hannah again even knowing she was going to
die, would you?”

“I get what you’re saying
and the answer is yes. I love my children.”

“Exactly. Despite the pain
you had to go through, you have something that gives you joy. Enjoy
your marriage with Eva. She’s a good woman and she makes you
happy.”

“You have nothing to worry
about there. She and I are enjoying the marriage…as of last night
anyway.” Before Herb could reply, he pointed to the sheet of music
Herb was holding, “And she told me that is one of her favorite
ones.”

Laughing, Herb looked down at the
papers. “I don’t know, Boaz. If I play this music, your wife might
leave everything behind and run off with me to the concert halls
back East.”

“I guess I deserve that
one.”

“You guess?”

“Fine. I know I do, but I
will never call that thing a violin. As far as I’m concerned, it’s
a fiddle.”

“Fair enough. But are you
really going to let me play it when she’s around?”

“Yes. In fact, I was going
to invite you and Rachel over for supper tomorrow if you think
you’re good enough to play that music by then.”

“They’re just notes on a
page. All I have to do is read them as I play.”

“Don’t you need to
practice?”

He cocked an eyebrow at Boaz. “Are you
trying to make me look bad when I play? Is that why you gave me
such a short amount of time to practice this music?”

Boaz shrugged. “It wouldn’t hurt to
hear you crack a couple notes so she knows you’re not
perfect.”

“You’re on. I’ll play this
tomorrow, and I won’t mess up once.”

Boaz hid his grin. He knew Herb
couldn’t pass up the challenge. “We’ll see.”

As he turned away from Herb and
bounded down the porch steps, he breathed a sigh of relief. Good.
Things were going to be alright between them.

 



 Chapter Twenty-One

 


When Boaz came home that evening,
Leroy and Hannah ran over to him and gave him a big hug. Tears
sprang up in his eyes as he hugged them back. After years of
shirking his responsibilities as a father, he didn’t think they’d
ever accept him, but every time they hugged him, he was reminded
that second chances were possible. And he had the best family a man
could have.

Footsteps approached from the hallway
so he looked up in time to see Eva walking toward them, wiping her
hands on a towel. “You’re home in time to have supper with
us.”

He stood up and kissed her. “I told
Conner that I needed to get home.” Smiling at his wife and
children, he added, “That wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going
to be.”

She slipped her arm around his waist
and returned his smile. “I suspect Conner’s happy for
you.”

“He is. Said it was long
overdue that I got good things in my life again.”

“I agree with him. It
is.”

“I have good news. Herb
will be coming over here tomorrow to play that thing by Beethoven
you wanted.”

She gasped in excitement. “You found
the music?”

“Yep.”

“Are you sure you want Herb
playing the violin around me?”

Catching her teasing tone, he kissed
the side of her neck. “Yes, I’m sure. Besides, I’ve had time to
think about it and realized I’m better looking than
him.”

With a giggle, she turned to the
children. “Supper’s just about ready. Go and play in the parlor and
I’ll call you when it’s done. And tonight I made blueberry
muffins.”

Their eyes lit up before they turned
and hurried to the parlor.

“You sure do get them to
behave,” he commented while he removed his hat and placed it on the
hook.

“As a teacher I learned
that children need a routine. If they get used to doing the same
thing every day, they know what to expect and are less likely to
make a fuss.”

Turning back to her, he brought her
into his arms and gave her a kiss. He’d meant it to be a simple
one, but he couldn’t resist the urge to trace her bottom lip with
his tongue. She parted her lips and he deepened the kiss, his
tongue interlacing with hers. She had a marvelous passion about
her, one that didn’t need much coaxing to ignite. He wouldn’t have
known such fire existed beneath her prim and proper exterior, but
it was the kind of surprise a man was very happy to get from his
wife.

When the kiss ended, he brought his
forehead to hers and continued to hold her. “You’re everything I’ve
ever wanted in a wife,” he whispered.

“And you’re everything I’ve
ever wanted in a husband,” she replied. After a few moments passed,
she pulled away from him and took his hand so she could lead him to
the kitchen. “I need to get the muffins out of the oven. Leroy will
never forgive me if they burn.”

“Aren’t muffins for
breakfast?”

She grinned at the teasing tone in his
voice. “A child doesn’t care if it’s morning or not.”

He thought to agree, but when she let
go of his hand and went to the oven, he got the most wonderful view
of her rear end as she leaned forward to take the muffins out. He
closed the gap between them and rubbed her behind.

She let out a gasp and quickly placed
the tray on the worktable. “Boaz! You can’t do that when I’m
cooking.”

Laughing at her pink cheeks, he asked,
“Why not?”

“Well…because…”

Amused by how flustered she was, he
drew her back into his arms, this time choosing to kiss her neck.
She rewarded him with a low moan and ran her hands down his back.
Then she gripped his shirt in such a sensual manner that he
couldn’t resist lifting her up and settling her on the worktable.
He wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed his erection
intimately against her. Bringing his hands up to her breasts, he
caressed them, brushing his thumbs along her nipples which grew
hard.

She shivered and moaned his
name.

He lowered one of his hands and
slipped it under her skirt, pulling back far enough so he could
slide his hand up her thigh. The bloomers hid her flesh from him,
but it was all the more sensual to be teased with clothing. Finding
the slit in the bloomers, he slipped his fingers in. He traced the
patch of curls that hid her secret place then slid a finger into
her.

This time he was the one to let out a
slight groan. “You want me,” he whispered into her ear.

She gripped his shoulders. “We can’t
do this. Not right now.” Even as she voiced the thought, she
shifted so that his finger went deeper into her.

“The kids aren’t in here.
We’ll be quick,” he promised and proceeded to slide another finger
into her.

She was hot and wet. It was absolutely
wonderful to know he could arouse her so easily, and it was even
better when she bit her lower lip and shifted again in an effort to
help him along. Bringing his mouth to hers, he silenced her moans
as he proceeded to stroke her core. His thumb found her sensitive
nub and rubbed it, knowing this would only add to her
pleasure.

She rocked her hips in rhythm to his
ministrations, grasping his shirt and moaning into his mouth. There
was a sense of excitement in knowing his touch could affect her in
such a way, that when she finally climaxed, he was the one who
brought her to completion. She stilled, her flesh clenching around
him, her lips leaving his so she could whisper his name.

He lowered his head and kissed her
neck once more. This was nice. With Eva, he was free to explore all
the joys of an intimate life.

Still out of breath, Eva brought her
hands to his erection which strained against his denims. Knowing
she intended to bring him to completion, like he had just done to
her, he gently pulled her hand away from him. “You can do it
tonight after the kids are in bed,” he whispered then kissed
her.

“That hardly seems fair,”
she replied, her voice low so the children wouldn’t overhear them
from the other room. “You’re still in need of release.”

“I don’t dare push my luck.
Leroy and Hannah won’t stay in the parlor much longer.” He winked
at her and retrieved a clean towel so he could dry her off.
“Besides, it’ll be that much better if I continue to long for you
through the evening.”

“I’ll make it worth the
wait.”

“I know you
will.”

When he was done cleaning her up, she
scooted off the table and took the towel from him. “I’ll put this
with the dirty laundry.” She gave him a kiss, and though it was
chaste, it did nothing to quench his desire for her. “I’ll be right
back.”

He washed his hands then decided to
set out the plates and utensils. The poor woman was behind on her
schedule, and it was all because of him. A wicked smile crossed his
face. He should disrupt her routine more often.

 


***

 


The next afternoon Eva checked on the
pot roast she had in the oven. Everything looked good. She tried
not to get too anxious, but she couldn’t wait to hear more of the
lovely music Herb would play.

“What’s so great about a
fiddle?” Leroy asked.

She jerked and turned from the oven.
“Leroy, you scared me.” She laughed and reached out to tickle him,
delighted when he chuckled. “You’re as quiet as a mouse.” After she
released him, she scanned the room. “Where’s Hannah?”

“She fell
asleep.”

The poor girl had played hard at the
park. Eva couldn’t say she was surprised. “So, are you here to help
me?”

“I can if you don’t make me
cut vegtacles.”

The corners of her lips turned up at
the way he pronounced the word ‘vegetables’. “You’re in luck. There
are no vegetables to cut. I already did all that.”

“What do you want
then?”

“Well, I have a cake that
could be decorated. Interested?”

His eyes lit up and he hurried to grab
a chair to bring over to the worktable. As he stepped up on it, she
set the bowl of icing she’d made next to the cake. Giving him the
spoon, she said, “It’s a big responsibility. Can you be careful to
not get the icing all over the table?”

He nodded and dug the spoon into the
bowl.

While he worked on icing the cake, she
checked on Hannah and sure enough, she was sleeping on the couch.
With a smile, she went back to the kitchen to help Leroy finish
with dinner.

She was setting the table when Boaz
came into the kitchen, covered in dust except for his
socks.

She opened her mouth to ask him what
happened when he said, “I got pulled a bit by a horse. Don’t worry.
I’m not hurt.”

“Herb and Rachel will be
here any minute,” she replied, scanning him up and down. “How long
do you think it’ll take for you to clean up?”

“Not too long. I just need
to wash up my arms and face. I’m afraid the clothes will take
longer to clean than I will.”

She chuckled. “Put them in with the
other dirty clothes and I’ll wash them tomorrow. I just wanted to
be sure you weren’t trying to get out of letting Herb play
tonight.”

“No, I know better than to
do that. This,” he gestured to his clothes, “was a coincidence. I
shouldn’t be longer than a few minutes.”

After he left the kitchen, Leroy
peered up at her. “What’s so funny about him getting all dirty? You
don’t like it when I get like that.”

“I don’t need to clean him
up.” She tapped him on the nose. “We better get your sister up
before our guests arrive.”

“I’ll do it!”

She followed him out to the parlor and
didn’t think to stop him from yelling at Hannah until he made a
high-pitch cry that made her wince. But his tactic worked, and
Hannah woke up. “Alright, Leroy, she’s awake. Why don’t you go
outside and tell me when Herb and Rachel get here?”

“Can I show them my
frog?”

She nodded. “But make sure you don’t
let go of him. I don’t want him hopping all through the
house.”

“I’ll be
careful.”

As he zoomed by her to go to his
bedroom, she shook her head in amusement. “Your brother can be loud
when he wants to be, can’t he?” Sitting next to her, she put her
arm around Hannah’s shoulders and brushed back some of her unruly
hair. “Supper will be ready soon.”

She yawned and leaned against
her.

“Are you
hungry?”

She nodded and yawned
again.

Eva chuckled. “You’ll get your energy
in no time.” And when the girl did, she’d be running all over the
yard with her brother.

Leroy ran back out with the frog.
“Hannah, want to play with Elroy?”

Hannah perked up and scrambled off the
couch then followed her brother outside.

Surprised at how the girl could be so
tired one minute and so energetic the next, Eva rose to her feet
and decided to see how Boaz was doing. When she got to the closed
bedroom door, she opened it. Boaz had his back turned to her as he
washed his face, and she took the opportunity to look at his naked
body. He was well sculpted, his muscles toned from hours of working
with horses.

Feeling a bit mischievous, she slipped
into the room and closed the door softly behind her, thinking she
might surprise him. But he turned around just before she reached
him.

“The clothes are over
there,” he said, gesturing to the corner. “I can help you wash
them.”

“I don’t mind washing them,
Boaz.”

He took the towel and dried his face
and arms.

Her gaze lowered to the male part of
him and she couldn’t help but recall how she’d brought him to
completion with her hand the previous night. The whole process was
still new to her, and in some ways, she couldn’t help but be
fascinated with the way his body responded to her
advances.

He put the towel back on the hook and
looked at her. “What is it?”

With a shy grin, she said, “Oh, I was
just thinking about last night.”

His smile widening, he pulled her
against him. “You were?”

Settling her hands on his biceps, she
nodded. “We had a good time.”

“Indeed, we did.” Bringing
her closer, he lowered his head and kissed her.

She responded to him, parting her lips
in a silent invitation to deepen the kiss and he obliged her. She
loved this. Finally, after years of wanting to be loved
passionately, she was. And it was much better than she ever dreamed
it’d be.

“I suppose I better get
dressed before Herb and Rachel show up,” he said when their kiss
ended.

“Are you sure you don’t
mind him playing the violin? We could just enjoy a nice meal and
talk for a while.”

“I owe this to you and him.
He loves playing the kind of music you enjoy, and I don’t think
anyone else appreciates his talent as much as you do. Besides,” he
went to the dresser and pulled out new clothes, “can you honestly
resist listening to Beethoven’s Sonata Pathetic?”

Her jaw dropped at his
horrible mispronunciation. “That’s Sonata
Pathétique.” When she saw the twinkle in
his eye, she burst out laughing and playfully nudged him. “You’re
wicked. How could you intentionally do that knowing full well what
a genius he was when it came to music?”

“I just wanted to make sure
you were paying attention to me instead of thinking about Herb’s
playing.”

“You’re silly.” She kissed
him. “Of course, I’m paying attention to you. You’re the one who
doesn’t have his pants on.” Unable to resist the urge to touch him,
she reached down and stroked him, noting he was still erect. “And
apparently your mind isn’t on music.”

“You’re a tease,” he chided
as he brought her back into his arms and nuzzled her
neck.

Giggling, she gave him a squeeze and
was rewarded with a low groan. “If it’s a battle you want, I think
I can win.”

“You’re probably right,” he
consented. “And as much as I’d like to have you bring me pleasure
this way, I don’t want Leroy coming in here yelling that our guests
have arrived.”

“We’ll just have to wait
until later.” Then, just because she knew it’d torment him, she
stroked him a couple times before letting go of him.

“And you call me wicked,”
he muttered, though he grinned. “You owe me tonight.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t leave
you unsatisfied.”

The front door opened and Leroy called
out that Herb and Rachel were there.

“I’ll stop him before he
runs in here,” she promised and hurried out of the room. She made
it to the entryway just as Herb and Rachel stepped into the house.
When she saw the music sheet in Herb’s hand and a violin tucked
under his arm, she clasped her hands together. “Are you really
going to play Sonata
Pathétique?”

“I am,” Herb
replied.

“And he spent all yesterday
and earlier today practicing,” Rachel added. “You’re right about
him, Eva. He’s a wonder when it comes to playing the violin. All he
needs to do is play the music through a couple of times and he has
it down perfectly.”

“I love the
Sonata Pathétique. I
can’t wait to hear it,” Eva said, her excitement growing. “It’s
been so long since I heard it. It’s such a beautifully haunting
melody, don’t you think, Rachel?”

“It is beautiful,” her
friend consented, “but it makes me think of a meadow filled with
flowers. It doesn’t haunt me at all.”

“Oh. When I hear it, I
think of a woman who looks back on her life and regrets all the
risks she never took but wishes she had.”

Rachel grimaced. “That is horrible. I
had no idea you were so morbid.”

“Morbid? It was a good
reminder not to let opportunities pass me by. Why do you think I
decided to venture all the way to Circle?”

“It’s still morbid, Eva.
When you listen to it tonight, think of something more uplifting. I
know! Think of Boaz and how nice he is to you. Maybe think of Leroy
and Hannah and how they like to play with their frog.”

“His name is Elroy,” Leroy
piped up.

Surprised Leroy had been listening to
the conversation, Eva turned to him. “Bring Hannah in. I want you
two to listen to one of the most beautiful songs ever
composed.”

“It’s about the joys of
summer,” Rachel inserted. “You can imagine all kinds of wonderful
things.”

“It can be about anything
you want it to be,” Eva insisted, knowing full well her friend only
said it so that Leroy and Hannah wouldn’t be as morbid as her. “The
beauty of music is that it’s up to the person listening to it to
determine what story goes with it.”

Though Rachel sighed, she followed Eva
and the children into the parlor.

“Should I start playing or
wait for Boaz?” Herb asked as Rachel held the first sheet of music
up to him.

“No need to wait. I’m
here,” Boaz called out as he came into the room. He sat next to Eva
and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Let’s see how many notes
you can miss.”

“He’s going to surprise
you,” Rachel told Boaz. “He hasn’t missed a note at all today when
he’s practiced it.”

“I find that hard to
believe.”

“It’s true.”

“We’ll see.”

“Enough, you two,” Eva
chimed in, noticing that Leroy and Hannah already seemed more
interested in the frog than the music they were about to hear, but
she supposed being children, they couldn’t help it. “It’s a lovely
haunting piece—”

“Please don’t talk about
the miserable old lady again,” Rachel interrupted. “I swear, Eva,
it wouldn’t hurt you to have happier thoughts.”

“Happier thoughts?” Boaz
asked, turning his gaze to Eva.

Eva waved her hand dismissively at her
friend. “Don’t mind her. She likes dime novels. She thinks
everything has to be sunshine and flowers and meadows.”

Though Boaz’s eyebrows rose in
curiosity, Herb began playing and the room fell silent. Eva’s
attention was immediately drawn to the beautiful melody that came
from one of the loveliest instruments man ever created. In her
mind, she saw the entire scene play out about the sad, lonely woman
and all the chances she’d never taken but wished she had while
still in her youth. At one point, Rachel glanced at her and shook
her head, but Eva didn’t pay her any mind. If Rachel wanted to
dream of meadows instead, let her. Rachel might not understand
Eva’s fascination with her particular daydream, but it was a
reminder to Eva that she needed to live each moment to the fullest,
to take risks and find out what life had to offer.

It was why she didn’t linger on in
Nebraska. She could have. She would have been surrounded by her
parents, siblings, and their children. She would probably have
continued on as a teacher. She might have been content to spend the
rest of her life there. But she would never have been fulfilled.
She had wanted an adventure, to go somewhere new, to see more of
the world than the town she grew up in.

It’d been the most daring thing she’d
ever done, and it had led her to Boaz and her two sweet children.
The risk had paid off much more than she ever imagined it could.
She glanced at Boaz who smiled at her and gently squeezed her
shoulders. Returning his smile, she settled against him and
continued to listen as Herb flawlessly played the rest of the
melody.

When it was over, she clapped
enthusiastically. “That was perfectly played.”

“Yes, unfortunately, you
didn’t miss a single note,” Boaz muttered, though his grin betrayed
his joke.

“You should never
underestimate me,” Herb told Boaz then gestured to Eva. “Your wife
has good taste in music. I had a lot of pleasure playing
it.”

“Is it time to eat yet?
I’m…” Leroy looked over at Eva. “My stomach is hungry.”

“You’re in luck,” Eva told
him as she rose to her feet. “Supper is ready. You want to help
everyone to their seats?”

With a nod, he bolted for the
kitchen.

“One of these days, he’ll
walk instead of run to the kitchen,” Eva said with a
sigh.

“You should take his
excitement as a compliment,” Rachel said as she set the music sheet
down next to the violin. “He loves your cooking.”

“It is good,” Boaz agreed.
“And you can’t blame Leroy for wanting to get away from Herb’s
racket.”

“Racket?” Herb asked. “Eva,
if you want to hear some racket, you ought to watch Boaz on a horse
sometime. He screams like a scared little girl.”

Eva brought her hand up to her mouth
so she wouldn’t laugh.

Rachel let out a good-natured groan.
“Alright, you two. Be nice or you’ll get no dessert, right
Eva?”

Eva lowered her hand and nodded.
“Right. Now be good.”

Noting Rachel’s grin, Eva chuckled and
led everyone to the kitchen.


 Chapter Twenty-Two

 


In February, Mitch sent word to Boaz
that Heather had a boy, but it wasn’t until March that the roads
were clear enough so he could take Eva, Leroy and Hannah out to his
brother’s place. Upon their arrival, Boaz’s mother gave him another
one of her long hugs.

With a chuckle, he said, “You’re
stronger than you look, Ma.”

“Oh you.” She let go of him
and playfully swatted his arm. “You were always one to tease
people.” Then with a smile, she cupped his face in her hands. “It’s
good to see you as you used to be.”

“Eva brings out the best in
me,” he softly admitted.

“Yes, she does.”

Then she turned to Eva to hug her and
proceeded to hug Leroy and Hannah. “My, my, but you two get bigger
every time I see you.”

“I’m five,” Leroy told
her.

“Yes, I remember,” she
replied and patted his cheek. “You’re a big boy now, aren’t
you?”

From upstairs, Boaz heard a baby cry.
He turned his head in the direction of the stairs, wondering when
he’d get a chance to see his nephew. “How’s Heather and the baby?”
he asked.

“They’re doing just fine,”
she said.

“What name did they decide
on?” Eva asked. “I remember Mitch’s letter saying they were having
trouble picking one.”

“Ian,” his ma
replied.

Eva nodded. “What a fine name. It
sounds like the name of an author or a composer.”

Boaz couldn’t help but chuckle. “Eva
loves few things more than books and music.”

Footsteps descended down the stairs
and he turned his attention to Heather who came into the room with
her infant son in her arms. Heather’s face practically glowed with
joy, and his gaze went to the baby who looked equally
happy.

Mitch opened the front door and
stomped the snow from his boots. “Glad you made it,” he told Boaz
and Eva. Turning his attention to Leroy and Hannah, he asked, “Who
wants to go on the sleigh?”

As Boaz expected, they hurried out the
door before he had time to blink.

“I should have known what
the answer was going to be before I asked the question,” Mitch
commented with a chuckle. “Anyone else want to go?”

“I’m going to get supper
ready,” his ma said.

“I’ll stay and help,” Eva
offered.

“I’m going to stay inside,
too,” Heather added.

Mitch turned his gaze to Boaz, but
Boaz shook his head. “I’m with the women on this one.”

“Suit yourself. The snow
won’t be around much longer.” Mitch shut the door and Boaz watched
through the window as he led the children to the sleigh that he and
Boaz used to enjoy as children.

“If you’re going to stay
inside, you might as well take off your coat and hat,” his ma
called out.

“You’re right.” With a
smile, Boaz helped Eva out of her coat and then took his things off
and hung them on the hook near the door. “I can help you and Ma in
the kitchen.”

“No,” Eva replied and
squeezed his arm. “You had a long day at McCormick’s ranch. You
should rest.”

After his mother and Eva went to the
kitchen, he turned to Heather who was sitting in a chair, swaddling
Ian in his blanket. The little boy’s gaze was on him, as if trying
to decide what he thought of him.

Smiling, he went over to Heather and
gestured to his nephew. “Mind if I hold him?”

“Of course not.” Heather
held the baby out to him and he took him in his arms, his heart
warming as the little one looked up at him with his wide blue eyes.
“If you’re going to hold him, I should help your mother and
Eva.”

Before she could stand up, he stopped
her. “Actually, I’d like to talk to you, if that’s
alright?”

“Sure.”

He sat on the couch and examined Ian’s
small face. Ian yawned then let out a contented sigh as he snuggled
deeper into Boaz’s arm. Smiling, Boaz’s mind flashed back to the
first time he saw Leroy and how happy his first wife had been.
Despite the difficulty of the birth, they’d both been excited about
the newest member of their family. He loved Leroy as soon as he saw
him. Things hadn’t been so joyous when Hannah was born, but he
still recalled how much he loved her. That was why he had to name
her after his first wife. Even despite the situation surrounding
her birth, he couldn’t help but be thankful for her. He had no idea
seeing his nephew would bring back so many memories.

Swallowing the lump in his throat, he
turned his attention to Heather. “How did things go for you?” He
cleared his throat. “During the birth, I mean.”

“Everything went
fine.”

“You didn’t have any
trouble?”

“No.” She waited for a
moment then asked, “Boaz, what is this about?”

“I don’t know.” Well, maybe
that wasn’t completely true. But how much did he really want to
tell her? He sighed. “I love Leroy and Hannah. When I’ve had a
rough day and I come home and they run into my arms, it’s as if all
the bad things never happened. I just can’t imagine my life without
them.”

“They adore you. You’re
such a good father, Boaz.”

“Thank you.”

Eva had often said the same thing to
him, and it reminded him of how far he’d come since he finally
changed his life for the better. One of the things he regretted
most, besides being weak enough to put his first wife’s life in
danger, was letting alcohol become such a big part of his life.
Yes, it had dulled the pain, but it had made him sacrifice time he
should have spent with his children. Time he was hoping to redeem
more and more with each passing day.

But Herb was right. He couldn’t keep
living in the past. He had to press forward. The things that
might’ve been had the possibility of robbing him of the best the
future had to offer. He turned his gaze back to the infant who was
still studying him, his eyes intent on memorizing his face. And
Boaz couldn’t help but think of how easy babies and children
embraced new things. They didn’t worry about things that might go
wrong. They simply accepted whatever happened with hope.

Just as Ian naturally embraced his
life with his parents, Leroy and Hannah had accepted going back to
live with him and accepting Eva as their mother. They didn’t have
to think about it. They just did it. And in so doing, they made his
life complete.

“I think I want another
child,” he whispered.

“Do you?” Heather asked,
leaning forward, her voice quiet.

Blinking back the tears forming in his
eyes, he nodded. “I tell myself I shouldn’t. I have Leroy and
Hannah. That’s enough.”

“If you knew Eva wouldn’t
have any problems giving birth, would you?”

The answer to that, of course, was
yes, but he wasn’t sure he should tell her.

“I can’t tell you what to
do, Boaz. That is between you and Eva. But I will say that
sometimes it’s worth taking a risk to get what you want. When Mitch
found me in the saloon that night my brother tried to sell me in a
poker game, I didn’t have to ask him to marry me, but I did because
I knew he was a good man and I didn’t want to miss the chance of
having a happy marriage. I could have remained single. I could have
gone back East to my aunt. Those would have been safer
bets.”

“You asked Mitch to marry
you?”

“I did. I chased him out of
the saloon and gave him a good shock. But I’m glad I did because it
brought me to where I am today.”

He thought about what she said. With a
glance out the window, he saw Leroy and Hannah in the sleigh as
Mitch led them around the property. Even from this distance, he
could see they were happy. And judging by the laughter coming from
the kitchen, Eva and his mother were enjoying themselves as well.
What if this time next year, he and Eva came here with another
child? Another girl or boy to love and hug when he came home?
Another girl or boy to bring more joy to their lives?

He turned his gaze back to Ian and
imagined—just for a moment—he was holding the child he and Eva had
created together. And his smile grew wider.

 


***

 


The following week when Boaz came
home, Eva was in the parlor reading a book while Leroy and Hannah
played with Leroy’s frog. It was a familiar scene. One that often
gave him a warm feeling every time he came home. The only thing
that could make it better was another child.

Eva looked up from her book and
smiled. “Did you have a good day?”

He placed the coat on the hook then
gave his children a hug. “I did,” he told Eva. “McCormick’s horse
behaved today.”

“Did he?”

“Yep. The first time I went
out to his ranch, McCormick didn’t think it was possible to tame
that stallion and was ready to give up on him, but he’s singing a
different tune now.”

“What tune is that, Pa?”
Leroy asked.

“‘Singing a different tune’
is an expression. Basically, it means that he has changed his mind.
He likes his horse now and intends to keep it.” He sat next to Eva
and gestured to her spectacles. “You’re cute with those
on.”

With an amused smirk, she lowered her
spectacles and shot him a pointed look. “Cute?”

He patted her knee affectionately.
“It’s a compliment.”

“I know it is, but are you
implying I’m not cute without them on?”

“Sure you are. In fact, you
get better looking every time I see you.”

Chuckling, she kissed him. “I’ll
accept that, but you must say that every time you mention how cute
I am.”

“Deal.”

She shut the book and set it on the
table. “Well, I should check on supper.”

“Great. I’ll join
you.”

“Don’t be silly. You just
got home. You haven’t even had time to warm up yet. Sit by the
fireplace and rest.”

While he appreciated her concern, he
had thought over the matter of another child carefully and had
finally decided it was worth trying for. That being the case, he
didn’t want to wait anymore to ask her what she thought about
it.

As she left the room, he told Leroy
and Hannah to stay in the parlor and followed her to the
kitchen.

With a laugh, she looked back at him
and slowed her steps. “Did you want to talk about
something?”

“Actually, I
do.”

She stopped when she reached the
kitchen. “What is it, Boaz? Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing’s wrong. I was
just doing a lot of thinking ever since we were at Mitch and
Heather’s.” He took a deep breath. “What do you think about having
a child?”

“I thought you didn’t want
to risk it.”

“Well, I didn’t until I
held Ian and remembered how nice it was to hold Leroy and Hannah
for the first time.” With a shrug, he reached for her hands. “I’ve
been doing a lot of thinking about it and I don’t want fear to hold
me back anymore. Leroy and Hannah have been a blessing. Any other
children we’ll have will be a blessing, too. Your chances of being
fine are good. Most women get through the process without any
problems.”

“Why don’t we do this?” she
began as she squeezed his hands. “If there are any complications
that come up during the birth, then in the future, we will go back
to using a sheath. How does that sound?”

“That sounds good,” he
whispered before he leaned forward to kiss her. How often had he
tried to talk to his first wife—to get her to compromise with
him—but she wouldn’t relent? It was wonderful to know that he could
come to Eva and speak his heart, knowing she would listen and
consider his words without judging him. “Thank you,
Eva.”

“There’s no need to thank
me.” Then with a glance at the cookstove, she added, “And you
surely won’t feel like thanking me if I burn the
biscuits.”

Chuckling, he let go of her hands so
she could take the tray out of the oven. “Do you need any
help?”

“No, I’m fine.”

Hannah screamed from the
parlor.

“I take that back,” Eva
amended. “Would you please go see what’s going on in the other
room?”

“I’ll be happy to.” With a
smile, he left the kitchen.

 


***

 


That evening, Boaz paused when he
reached his bedroom. Eva had just tucked the children into bed, and
she was in the process of removing her clothes. Leaning against the
doorway, he watched her. She was an intriguing sight, one he never
got tired of looking at. And she was even more so without her
clothes on. She had taken off everything but her chemise when she
noticed him.

Unable to hide his grin, he shut the
door and approached her. “Don’t let me stop you.” He lifted the
chemise over her head. “I prefer it when you’re not wearing
anything.”

She chuckled and wrapped her arms
around his neck. “Do you?”

“Oh, yes. You never look
better. Well, except for one more thing.”

“What is that?”

“Your hair is much better
when it’s not pulled back into a bun.”

He brought his hands up to her hair
and pulled the pins out so her dark hair fell softly down her back.
“You’re beautiful,” he whispered then lowered his head so he could
kiss her.

He traced her lower lip with his
tongue, prompting her to part her lips for him. She accepted him
into her mouth and snuggled against his erection, an action which
he rewarded with a low groan. She was a passionate lover, something
he wouldn’t have expected since she was always so prim and proper
outside the bedroom. But that was part of the appeal. No one but
him knew how bold she was once her clothes came off.

His tongue interlaced with hers as she
worked on the buttons of his shirt then slid her hands beneath his
undershirt. Encouraged by her passion, he helped her remove the
rest of his clothes. He drew her back into his arms, savoring the
heavenly feel of her naked flesh pressed intimately against
his.

While he continued kissing her, he
traced her flesh, spending considerable time caressing her breasts.
She, in turn, reached between them and stroked his penis in a
familiar pattern she’d mastered. She’d brought him to completion
this way on many occasions while they engaged in sexual play, and
it seemed to him each time she did it, she got better at it. This
time was no exception. After a couple minutes, he had to gently
remove her hand from him.

“You’re too good at this,”
he teased her even though his erection ached for her to continue
what she’d started.

“Am I?” With a twinkle in
her eye, she brought her hand to it once more and stroked him from
the base to his tip and back down again.

He groaned. “If you aren’t careful,
we’ll have to start on that child later.”

“Are you that close to
losing control?”

With a playful growl, he picked her up
and carried her to the bed. Giggling, she pulled him on top of her
and wrapped her legs around his waist. In one swift motion, he
entered her and rolled onto his back, taking her with him. He
shifted beneath her so that he was deeper inside her. Bringing one
hand to her sensitive nub, he rubbed it with his thumb and she
rewarded him with a moan.

“You like this?” he asked,
smiling as she bit her lower lip in the familiar expression that
told him she enjoyed what he did during their
lovemaking.

She murmured that she did then
proceeded to rock her hips in a way that drew his attention back to
her breasts which jiggled nicely. All thoughts of teasing her fled,
and he focused on her. She slid up and down his shaft, her wet
warmth just as arousing as her hand had been.

At the moment, however, he was focused
on making sure she received her pleasure, so he continued rubbing
her in the circular motions he knew she enjoyed. Her movements
slowed when she came closer to her peak. The moment she did, she
stilled and gave a soft cry of pleasure as her body clenched around
him. He waited for her to come down from her heightened state of
bliss before he resumed their lovemaking.

Placing both hands on her hips, he
thrust deeper into her, and soon he established the rhythm that
ensured his completion. He released his seed, whispering her name
as wave after wave of pleasure consumed him. His breathing raspy,
he opened his eyes, his gaze meeting hers.

He smiled, taking in her flushed face
and her disheveled hair which hung over her shoulders and partially
covered her breasts. “You’re beautiful.”

She returned his smile and leaned
forward to kiss him. “You make me beautiful.”

“Nonsense. You were
beautiful the day I met you. I knew right away that you were
special. You complete me. You make me whole.” Cupping the side of
her face with his hand, he stroked her cheek with his thumb. “You
make me hope for the best. It’s as if all the bad things in my past
never happened.”

“Thank you, Boaz.” She got
off of him and rested beside him. “That means a lot to
me.”

He wrapped his arms around her and
kissed the top of her head. “I can’t explain why, but I have a
feeling that we’re going to have many happy years together and live
to see our grandchildren and maybe even our grandchildren’s
children.”

“I have a feeling we will,
too.”

His heart settling into a peace he
didn’t understand but was very real to him, he closed his eyes and
soon drifted off to sleep.

 




Chapter Twenty-Three

 


In September, Eva felt her baby kick
and stopped cutting the tomato. Last month was the first time she
felt the movement, and even now, it was so new she couldn’t resist
placing her hand on her belly and seeing if the baby would kick
again. In this case, the baby didn’t so she turned her attention
back to the worktable and finished making the
sandwiches.

“Rachel’s here!” Leroy
yelled from the other room.

“I’m in the kitchen,
Rachel,” Eva called out. She pulled two more slices of bread from
the breadbox and looked at her friend as she entered the kitchen.
“I hope you brought your appetite.”

Rachel rubbed her enlarged belly and
smiled. “I did, even though I ate just an hour ago.”

Eva waved her to the chair. “It’s to
be expected. You’re eating for two. Have a seat. We’ll be eating
soon.”

“Are you sure you don’t
want any help? I don’t mind pitching in.”

“I only have your sandwich
to do. The rest is already done.”

“Alright.” Rachel sat at
the table. “Did you feel any more kicks yet?”

“A couple, but some are so
light, I almost miss them. You?”

“Mine are becoming more
frequent, but I’m a month further along than you, so I think that’s
to be expected.”

“Too bad we won’t both be
giving birth in December. It’d be like having twins,” Eva joked as
she gathered all the sandwiches and put them on their
plates.

“Well, that’s what you and
Boaz get for not trying to conceive sooner.”

Eva set the plates on the table and
turned to pour tea punch into everyone’s cups.

“How is Boaz doing? Is he
worried?”

“From time to time, he asks
me how I’m feeling, but his first wife didn’t have any trouble the
whole time she was expecting. She only had trouble when she gave
birth.” Eva glanced at her friend. “I don’t know if he’ll really
start to worry until I go into labor. He’s already told the doctor
he wants him here when I give birth, and given everything Boaz has
been through, the doctor has agreed.” After Eva brought the cups to
the table, she added, “I hope I have an easy time of it like my
mother did. And I’m not just saying that because I’m the one going
through the birthing process.”

“I know. You want it for
Boaz’s sake.”

Eva nodded and smiled at her friend.
“I am glad we get to share this together. I wasn’t with Leroy and
Hannah when they were babies. It’ll be nice to have you to talk to
about babies and caring for them. I know Heather would help me, but
I’m not close to her like I am to you.”

“I feel the same way you
do, Eva. You’re the best friend a person can have.”

Touched, Eva’s smile widened. “Thank
you, Rachel.”

“You and Boaz should come
over to my house next week. Herb got more music in that he’s been
itching to play, and you’re the best audience he’s ever
had.”

“Since Boaz won’t mind, I
happily accept.”

Rachel chuckled. “Yes, it’s nice to
know Boaz feels safe around a violin.”

Doing her best to hide her own giggle
at how silly it’d been that Boaz used to fret over Herb’s playing,
Eva hurried to tell Leroy and Hannah it was time to eat.

 


***

 


“Are you afraid Eva won’t
make it through childbirth?” Herb asked one evening in early
December when Boaz had taken Eva over to Herb and Rachel’s so they
could see Herb and Rachel’s infant daughter Edna.

It took Boaz a moment before he could
answer his friend because, from time to time, he did find the fear
creeping up on him. Shifting in the parlor chair, he finally
answered, “I’ve come to realize that I can’t control what happens.
Every morning when I wake up, I make the decision to act in
hope.”

“Good for you.”

“Well, I can’t take full
credit for it. I once had an irritable friend who told me if I
didn’t get my act together, I was going to miss out on the best
life had to offer.”

“As your irritable friend,
I’ll say your welcome.”

Boaz caught the smirk on Herb’s face
and grinned.

Eva and Rachel came into the parlor,
followed by Leroy and Hannah. Rachel tucked the blanket around her
daughter and sat next to Herb on the couch while Eva sat in the
chair next to him. Boaz’s gaze went to his wife’s belly, thinking
that before the year ended, his own family would be bigger. And God
willing, Eva would be with him to share the joys their newest child
would bring.

Leroy came over to him. “Pa, babies
are gross.”

Surprised, he turned his attention to
his son. “Babies are gross?”

“They make awful smells and
they cry a lot.”

Eva chuckled and leaned over to rub
Leroy’s hair affectionately. “I’m sure you did the same thing at
that age.”

“Which is why I grew to be
a big boy,” he said, pride in his voice.

“One day Rachel’s daughter
will be a big girl.”

“Like me?” Hannah asked,
turning her gaze to Eva.

“Yes, just like
you.”

“Is your baby going to
smell and cry, too?” Leroy asked, looking at Eva’s
belly.

“I’m afraid so,” she
replied with a chuckle.

He shook his head and crossed his
arms. “Why can’t you have a big boy or girl instead of a
baby?”

“That’s not how it works,”
Boaz said. “Besides, just the other day you stepped in some horse
droppings while crossing the street and today you yelled at the top
of your lungs when you were playing in the house. My ears are still
ringing from the racket you made. Though,” he added with a
mischievous grin, “it wasn’t nearly as bad as listening to Herb
play that fiddle of his.”

“Don’t you dare say that,”
Eva playfully admonished. “If you’re not nice, Herb won’t play for
us tonight.”

“Fortunately for you, Eva,”
Herb began as he stood up, “I won’t hold your husband’s lack of
taste against you.”

Chuckling, Boaz motioned to Hannah who
had remained silently by his side. “Want to sit on my lap while he
plays?”

With a nod, Hannah crawled up on his
lap and settled against him. He wrapped his arm around her
shoulders and glanced at Leroy who let out a sigh but sat on the
floor next to Eva. Boaz knew the boy didn’t care much for listening
to the music, but to his credit, he knew to mind his manners. He
didn’t understand the appeal of the classical music any more than
Leroy did, but Eva and Hannah seemed to enjoy it so he was happy to
oblige them and pay attention as Herb played.

Afterwards, Herb and Eva would discuss
a group of their favorite composers as they usually did. Rachel
would yawn at some point because, while she enjoyed the music, she
couldn’t care less about the lives of the people who created it.
Boaz would take that as his cue to suggest he and Eva leave. The
routine was a familiar one and one they were comfortable with. And
it was one that worked very well.

Hannah wrapped her arms around his
neck and closed her eyes. Soon she’d be asleep, and holding her
while she slept was one of the nicest things he experienced. With a
smile, he settled back into the chair and thought over the possible
names he and Eva had discussed naming their child.

 


***

 


It was the third week in December when
Eva went into labor. After Boaz got the doctor, he spent the next
two hours watching Leroy and Hannah as they played. He alternated
between letting them play in the parlor and taking them outside.
Since Rachel came over to help, Boaz held her daughter, trying to
stay confident that everything would turn out alright.

At one point, he made Leroy and Hannah
a sandwich, acutely aware that the doctor and Rachel were talking
to Eva in soothing tones. He couldn’t make out what they were
saying in the bedroom, and he wasn’t sure if the fact that he
couldn’t hear Eva was a good thing or not. His first wife had
screamed a lot. So maybe it was a good thing.

Besides, if there was a problem, the
doctor or Rachel would be coming out to tell him. He released his
breath. Yes, if there was anything wrong, someone would come out of
the room and let him know.

He handed the sandwiches to Leroy and
Hannah then picked up Rachel’s daughter from the bassinet and
bundled her up tightly in a thick blanket. “Let’s go back
outside.”

He had to get out of the house, even
if it was only for ten or fifteen minutes.

“Do you think Ma will get
that baby soon?” Leroy asked as they headed out.

“Yes.”

“How long do you think
it’ll take?”

“I don’t know.” They
stepped onto the porch. “But before the day is over, you’ll have a
baby brother or sister.”

“I want to hold the baby,”
Hannah said as Leroy bit into his sandwich.

“You can but you need to be
careful,” Boaz told her and sat in the chair. “Don’t hold her
unless either your ma or I are with you.”

She nodded and bit into her
sandwich.

Boaz patted the baby on the back and
took a deep breath. Soon. Soon he’d know what was happening with
Eva.

Just as Leroy and Hannah finished
their sandwiches and went back to the yard to play, a tiny cry came
from inside the house. He jumped up from the chair and got ready to
open the front door when Rachel beat him to it.

As soon as he saw her smile, he knew
everything was good. Eva was fine and so was the baby.

“You have another daughter,
Boaz,” Rachel said.

“And Eva?” Even if he knew
she was fine, he still needed to hear it, to be sure.

“She’s crying but it’s
because she’s happy. As soon as she heard the little girl cry, she
said she couldn’t help it. You know, when she was a teacher, none
of us thought she had a tender bone in her body because she was so
strict. But we both know differently.” She held her arms out to her
daughter. “I’ll take her while you go in and see Eva.”

“Can we come, too?” Leroy
asked, running over to them, Hannah on his heels.

“Yes, but you need to be on
your best behavior,” he replied.

“We will.”

Boaz let the children into the house
and followed Rachel to the bedroom. Before they reached the
doorway, Boaz turned to Leroy and Hannah. “Be quiet and stand
nicely when you’re in there. Understand?”

They nodded and Rachel patted him on
the shoulder. “I’ll get some hot chocolate for
everyone.”

Thanking her, he led the children into
the room. The doctor was wrapping up the newspapers but Boaz’s gaze
went to Eva who was laughing as she looked up from the swaddled
infant who was yawning.

“How are you feeling?” Boaz
asked.

“Good. Well, a little sore,
but the doctor said that’s to be expected.”

The doctor glanced his way and gave
him a reassuring smile. “Your wife did wonderful, Boaz. It was a
quick, easy birth. You and Eva can have as many children as you
want.”

“Really?”

He nodded and picked up the wadded up
ball of newspapers. “Really. You have nothing to worry
about.”

Boaz waited until he left then turned
his attention back to her. “Was it really an easy
birth?”

Eva motioned for him to sit next to
her on the bed. “From what the doctor and Rachel said, it was. I
have nothing to compare it to. But I didn’t think it was
difficult.”

“Good.” He sat next to her,
feeling as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He drew
her into his arms and kissed her. “Good.”

“You already said that,
Pa,” Leroy said as he crawled up on the bed.

“Take off your coat and
boots,” he replied. “You don’t want to make a mess on the
blankets.”

“It’s alright, Boaz,” Eva
assured him. “I don’t mind. At least for today. But in the future,
we leave our coats and boots by the front door,” she told
Leroy.

“Yes, Ma.”

Hannah took off her coat and boots
then proceeded over to her. “Can I hold her?”

Boaz glanced at Eva then wiggled away
from her so there was enough room for Hannah to sit between them.
“Come on over here.”

The girl ran around the bed and he
picked her up in his arms. He gently set her down, mindful to go
easy for Eva’s sake. When Hannah was settled, Eva placed the girl
in her arms.

“What’s her name?” Hannah
asked, glancing from one to the other.

“Annie,” Leroy spoke up.
“Let’s name her Annie!”

Boaz looked at Eva. “What do you
think?”

Eva shrugged. “Well, it is one of the
names we kept going back to. I think it fits. Do you like
it?”

“Yeah, I do. Let’s name her
Annie.”

“I like Doris,” Hannah
argued.

“I’ll tell you what,” Boaz
began as he rubbed his daughter’s back. “The next time we have a
girl, we could name her Doris.”

“We’ll do that,” Eva
agreed.

Hannah smiled in satisfaction and
peered down at Annie. “She’s cute.”

“Yes, she is.” Boaz brushed
Annie’s cheek, his heart swelling with pride and joy. It was
everything he had hoped for and more. His gaze went back to Eva and
he whispered, “I love you.”

She returned the sentiment and they
turned their attention back to the newest addition to their
family.

 


 



 Already Available in the Montana Collection

 


Mitch’s Win: Book
1

 


When Mitch Grady goes to a
saloon to take his wayward brother home, he finds that his
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doesn’t want to marry her. In fact, he doesn’t want to marry
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