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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      July 19, 1871 – Golden City, Colorado Territory

      

      David Thomas sat at the table in his friend’s kitchen. Andrew and Victoria Mayfield sat with him. They were part of the reason he’d moved to Golden City to begin with. Victoria had been his daughter’s governess until his wife, Mildred, believing the child Victoria carried was David’s, tried to kill Victoria and her unborn baby. Mildred was hung for attempted murder and kidnapping.

      David did not mourn Mildred. She was insane and manipulated him into marriage when she was already pregnant with another man’s child, however, he was thankful for that. His little daughter, Margie, was the light of his eyes and the reason he was sitting at the Mayfields’ in the first place.

      “I’m planning on writing Emily to get a bride. She’s a good matchmaker. I find it’s too difficult for Mrs. Evers to continue to take care of Margie. She can’t get the rest of her duties done because she’s looking after my daughter. And I’m unable to care for Margie between my duties at the ranch and the bank. I intend on hiring a manager for the bank, but until then I have to spend much more time there than I would like.”

      Victoria grinned. With her golden brown hair and blue eyes, she was a beautiful woman. “I’m so happy for you, David. Emily is a good matchmaker. She sent me to the perfect husband.” She held the baby in her lap with one arm and took Andrew’s hand with her free hand and squeezed it. “I know she’ll take special care in finding you the perfect bride. You know if we lived closer, I would help you take care of Margie, but that’s just not practical. You’d have to bring her here and then go back to your ranch and then to the bank and then come get her at night. You’d be in the buggy for hours every day just to bring Margie here and pick her up.”

      David let out a deep breath. “I don’t want to have to do that. As you said, it’s not practical. I hope you’re right and Emily can find me a satisfactory wife.”

      Andrew’s emerald green eyes twinkled as he kissed the top of Victoria’s hand. His dark brown, almost black hair reflected the light as he moved to kiss her hand. “If she can do half as well with your bride as she did with mine, you’ll be a very happy man.”

      David shrugged and ran a hand through his own brown hair. “I just want someone to care for Margie. I’m not expecting anyone I could fall in love with. I refuse to even contemplate that emotion again. It hurts too much when she turns out to be someone entirely different than the person you fell in love with.”

      Victoria reached over and squeezed his hand. “Don’t close yourself off to the possibility. Mildred was an evil, sly, nasty woman who knew just what to say and do. Emily won’t send you someone like that.”

      David sighed. “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      New York, July 21, 1871

      

      Emily Johnson sat behind her desk in the Brides for the West office. The matchmaker service was her business and a very successful one. She held a wire from her friend, David Thomas.

      Emily

      Need wife. I leave it in your capable hands. Please send a woman as soon as you find her. ~ David

      She’d been shocked six months ago when David said he was moving to Golden City in the West. But the more she thought about it, the more the move made sense. David had to go out for Mildred’s trial for attempted murder and kidnapping and had fallen in love with the area. And she knew just living in the same house where Mildred had lived was painful for him.  The person he’d cared most for, Victoria, had moved to Golden City and married. She was deliriously happy now with a new baby just two months old.

      Emily wanted someone special for David. She tapped her finger on her chin. He deserved some happiness, and she had just the person in mind.

      Cordelia Jameson. She was a pretty redhead, with a little spirit, but kind as could be most of the time. As far as she knew, Cordelia said she was good with children and Margie would love her. Since her brother’s death, Cordelia had no living relatives and being able to give her love to Margie…and David…would be good for her.

      The only thing that might be called a fault was her limp, but it was noticeable only when she was tired.

      Yes, Cordelia would be perfect for David and Margie.

      Emily went to the door, turned over the closed sign and walked to the brownstone next door which was her boarding house for the young women she placed.

      She ran up the stoop steps and into the building. “Cordelia. Cordelia.”

      The young woman walked out of the kitchen and down the hardwood floor of the hall.

      Emily was proud of her boarding house. It was a beautiful place for these young women to stay. The walls in the parlor and hallway were painted a robin’s egg blue. The sofa was dark blue brocade and the two Queen Anne chairs across from it were in a solid blue that matched the darkest of the brocade. A fireplace was against the wall to the right of the door. The room was cozy, comfortable and the ladies spent a lot of time there. Blue damask curtains covered the window on the wall directly across from the door and behind the chairs.

      Cordelia dried her hands on the towel she carried. “What can I do for you, Emily? I just finished the breakfast dishes.”

      “I have a match for you. A dear friend of mine has moved to Golden City with his four-year-old daughter. He needs a wife, and I believe you and he will suit very well. Pack your bags, because you’ll leave tomorrow. I’ll go get your ticket now, so all you have to do is show up for the train.”

      Cordelia grinned. “Thank you. What is his name? Where is Golden City?”

      Emily pulled Cordelia into the parlor and sat on the sofa. “First, Golden City is in the Colorado Territory. Second, his name is David Thomas. His daughter is Margie. He’s wealthy, owns a bank and a cattle ranch. You’ll live on the ranch and will have duties. I’ve been told that the wife of a rancher is expected to milk the cows, feed the chickens and gather the eggs. Most importantly you’ll be caring for Margie. He does have a housekeeper for most of the other duties around the house, but you will still be expected to help with both the housework and the cooking. I happen to know you’re a good cook.”

      “But I don’t know how to do those things you mentioned. Until Jonathan died, the only thing I did was cook and clean for him. Prior to that, I did the same thing for my parents until they died in a carriage accident and I went to live with Jonathan. I’m sure I can learn to do the chores you mention, but,” she took a deep breath. “Does he know about my limp?” She almost whispered the words.

      Emily knew her limp was a sore point with her. She tilted her head a touch and smiled. “He doesn’t know anything about you yet, but I hadn’t planned on telling him about your leg. The only time you limp is when you’re exhausted. If you want me to tell him, I will, but I think it is unnecessary.”

      “Do you really believe so? Won’t he feel cheated if he discovers it at a later date, such as after we’re married?”

      “David is not that kind of man. He’s one of the kindest, most gentle men I’ve ever known. You will probably be expected to marry right away. He’ll want to get back to his ranch, so if you have any questions about him you should ask them right away.”

      She finally nodded. “If you think we’ll be a good match then I’m willing to go. I trust you and I know you’ve had great success with your matches. ”

      Emily reached over and laid a hand on Cordelia’s arm. “That’s a very nice thing to say. I do like to think my matches are successful ones. I’d better go get your ticket and you need to pack. I’ll arrange for a Hansom Cab to get you tomorrow morning in time for the train.”

      Cordelia smiled. She would be getting married. Not since Peter had she thought she’d marry. Why on earth was she thinking of him now? He was gone, dead. Killed at the Battle of Appomattox. He died and all of her dreams with him. She’d never planned on marrying, but then she didn’t plan on Jonathan getting sick and dying either.
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        * * *

      

      About ten minutes after Emily left, a knock sounded on the front door of the boarding house.

      Cordelia had just finished putting the dishes away and was on her way upstairs to pack and so answered the door.

      On the other side of the opening stood Richard Lynch, her deceased brother’s old business partner. He might have been handsome, and many women probably thought so, but when he looked at her, all Cordelia felt was dirty. He was slimy, with blond hair, mustache and beard. His hair was parted down the middle and slicked down, as was the style of the day. He reminded her of a weasel. She moved to close the door.

      “Cordelia. Just the person I wanted to see.” He smiled.

      His smile gave her shivers and she found it disturbing. Predatory.

      “Richard. What are you doing here?”

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      Knowing there were others in the house but still against her better judgment, she opened the door wide and extended her arm in an arc. “Please enter.”

      She closed the door after him and then led him to the parlor. “Be seated.”

      “No need.” His hands gripped the lapels of his coat. “I just came to get the five thousand dollars Jonathan gave you. It was our money and he had no right to give it to you.”

      Her body stiffened. “You’re lying. That was Jonathan’s money from selling you the business. You fully owned the business after that. I’m not giving you anything.”

      He backhanded her.

      She fell against the back of the sofa. She gasped and lifted her hand to her mouth as she tasted the coppery tang of blood.

      She turned back toward him and pointed toward the door. “Get out, Richard.”

      He hit her again, this time with his fist, knocking her to the floor. “You give me that money.”

      “Beating me to death won’t get you the money either.”

      “Cordelia? Are you all right?” asked Adeline Brady, another of the ladies waiting for a husband in the West. She entered the parlor and went to Cordelia’s side, putting herself between Cordelia and Richard.

      Richard dropped his hand. “Remember what I said. Give me that money.”

      “Never. Now get out before I have you arrested.” That money is all I have from Jonathan. He gave it to me on his deathbed and I won’t give it to Richard…ever.

      He stomped out and slammed the door.

      Cordelia looked up at Adeline. “Remember him. His name is Richard Lynch and if I end up dead, he did it.”

      The pretty blonde woman with pale blue eyes nodded and extended her hand to Cordelia.

      Cordelia took it and stood.

      “We need to get you cleaned up. Come to the kitchen with me.”

      Adeline led the way.

      Cordelia followed her to the kitchen, cupping the cheek he hit. She noticed her hip and elbow hurt from hitting the floor, but she could deal with that. Her face was another problem entirely.

      Once there, Adeline wet a washcloth with the cold water and handed it to Cordelia.

      She pressed it gently to her face and then wiped the blood away. “This is just wonderful. I’ll probably have a black-and-blue face to greet my husband-to-be.” She put the cold cloth against her mouth and left it.

      Taking the cloth away from her face, she gazed at Adeline. “Well? What do I look like?”

      Adeline gave her a small smile. “Well, it does look better not covered in blood, but you still look like you’ve been hit. Maybe by the time you get to your new husband it will be gone.”

      “I can only hope.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Golden City, in the Colorado Territory. I just hope it’s far enough away from Richard. I have to go pack now. I leave tomorrow.” Please let it be far enough he can’t find me.

      Adeline hugged her. “That’s where Victoria Coleman went and Emily says she’s deliriously happy with a new baby. I’m so happy for you. I hope you find the same happiness she has.”

      “You’re turn is coming. I can feel it.” Now if I could just get my stomach to settle and not feel like I’m about to throw-up, all would be well.
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        * * *

      

      July 29, 1871- Golden City, Colorado Territory

      

      Cordelia arrived in Golden City, exhausted and dirty. After seven days on the train and two hours in a dusty stagecoach, the washcloth she’d brought with her was a dark gray now even though she rinsed it after every use. She just couldn’t keep herself clean from the dirt and ash on the train. By the time she’d realized she should sit in the very front row of the car where she could control the window, it was too late and she was already filthy.

      The porter had unloaded her trunk and bags.

      She’d kept on her coat, so her traveling suit would be clean, but now, in the summer heat, rivulets of sweat ran down her chest and between her ample breasts. Cordelia wanted nothing more than to take off her clothes and wash everywhere. A bath would be wonderful, but just a cloth and a basin of cool water would suffice.

      “Miss Jameson?”

      The deep voice rumbled through her. She turned and was greeted by a tall, handsome man with brown hair that was starting to gray and was trimmed just above his collar. He had nice, brown eyes, the color of warm brandy.

      “Yes, I’m Cordelia Jameson. You must be David Thomas.”

      He extended a hand. “At your service.”

      She took his hand and shook it, embarrassed to be so filthy at their first meeting. “Do you know of some place I can clean up? I’m afraid the trip is quite a dirty one.”

      David smiled. “I can see that. Let’s get you settled in the surrey and perhaps you can refresh yourself at the reverend’s house.”

      “I would be forever—reverend’s house? Emily said you’d want to marry right away, but I still thought we’d have a bit of time to get to know each other a little.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I assumed you wanted to be married before living with me and Margie, but if you’d rather—”

      She sighed and her body sagged a bit. “No, you’re correct, I would rather be married.” So much for getting to know him. I had hoped we’d have some time alone before we married, but apparently not.

      When Cordelia saw the surrey, with three seats, she was taken aback. In the front seat was a little blonde girl, she assumed to be Margie. In the second seat were a couple with a baby and another little blonde girl who could have been the sister of the one in front.

      As she walked she felt herself limping but was too tired to try and hide it.

      David hefted her trunk, carpetbag and valise into the third seat.

      “Cordelia Jameson, I’d like you to meet, Andrew and Victoria Mayfield, their daughter Suse and the baby is Dougie.” David pointed to each person in turn. “And this little angel is my daughter, Margie.”

      Victoria extended a hand to Cordelia. “I’m so pleased to meet you.” She looked Cordelia up and down. “We’ll get you cleaned up at the reverend’s home. I know that trip is tiresome. Trying to keep out of the dirt and ash is nigh unto impossible.”

      Cordelia sighed. “I’m just sorry you have to meet me looking like this.”

      “Don’t worry, my dear.” David helped Cordelia into the front seat next to Margie. “Margie and I made this same trip earlier in the year and are quite aware of the difficulties. I couldn’t keep Margie clean much less myself.”

      I wonder what he’ll say when he sees the bruise on my face. Will he still want to marry me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Cordelia’s nerves made her stomach churn but she ignored it and took a deep breath.

      Arriving at a well-kept home next to the church, David pulled the surrey to a stop and set the brake. He came around to help Cordelia to the ground. Then he caught his daughter as she jumped into his arms.

      Andrew helped his family out of the large buggy.

      David put an arm around Cordelia’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, my dear. All will be well. Reverend Bishop will be waiting for us and this will be over in a snap.”

      Cordelia looked up at him and then at his arm where it lay on her shoulders, a bit uncomfortable with such familiarity so soon. “I’m just a little nervous.”

      He smiled and removed his arm. “Aren’t we all?”

      “Daddy.” Margie pulled on her father’s pant leg. “Are you getting married now?”

      He grinned down at her and then picked her up. “Yes, sweetheart. Daddy is getting married now, to Cordelia.”

      Margie stared at Cordelia. “You’re dirty.”

      “That’s right. I am…from the train trip. Just like the one you took to get here.”

      They proceeded up the path to the small front porch of the white house. She did her best not to limp. Masking it was difficult because she was so tired, but she thought she did an admirable job. She only took a couple of steps where her limp showed and no one said anything.

      She took several deep breaths, trying to get some air in her lungs.

      “Are you all right, my dear?” asked David.

      Cordelia nodded. “I can’t seem to breathe very well.”

      David took her hand and squeezed it. “That would be the altitude. It takes some getting used to. Until then, we should take things slower so you don’t get out of breath.”

      She nodded, unable to speak for the moment while she concentrated on trying to breathe.

      The shutters of the house were painted bright blue and on either side of the path was a small flower garden. It was alive with flowers Cordelia didn’t recognize, but they were beautiful.

      David set Margie on the porch and knocked.

      A short, plump woman with gray hair opened the door. She saw David and smiled. “David, come in. Come in everyone.”

      “Thank you, Edna. This is Cordelia Jameson, my bride. Cordelia, this is Edna Bishop.”

      Edna took her hand. “Pleased to meet you, my dear.”

      “Is the reverend ready for us?” asked David.

      Everyone entered and found places to stand in the parlor.

      “I’m here, my boy.” The tall, balding man walked in and extended a hand.

      David shook the offered hand. “We’re ready to get married, Reverend. This is my bride, Cordelia Jameson.”

      The man smiled. “Yes, pleased to meet you, young woman. I’m ready for you, as well.”

      Edna took Cordelia’s hand. “No one is getting married until this poor child has had a chance to refresh herself after traveling here. Come with me, dear.”

      Cordelia could have kissed the woman. The chance to get her face and hands clean did more for her demeanor than anything so far. She felt her back relax and she followed the little woman with pleasure.

      “I’ll join you if you don’t mind,” said Victoria. “I need to nurse Dougie.”

      “Certainly, Victoria, come along,” said Edna.

      In the small bedroom, Edna had a basin and pitcher of water waiting. When Cordelia tested the water, she found it still warm.

      Cordelia took the woman’s hand. “Thank you for this.”

      Next to the basin were a washcloth, towel, and a bar of soap.

      Edna squeezed her hand. “Certainly. After Victoria’s arrival, I like to keep the water warm, when I learn a bride is coming.”

      “Well, it is very much appreciated.” Cordelia wet the cloth and rubbed it over the soap. She washed her face, neck and hands, then rinsed them with splashes from the basin before rinsing the washcloth in the water.

      The cloth and the water were both a dirty, gray color.

      With no mirror in the room she turned to the ladies. “Well? How do I look?”

      Victoria gasped.

      Edna quickly sucked in her breath. “Oh, you poor thing. Who did that to you?”

      “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, he won’t be doing it again.”

      Victoria gazed at Cordelia with a frown. “That bruise looks like it was painful. Is it still? It’s a little blue but mostly green now.”

      “It’s not painful, I assure you. I’d hoped it would be faded completely by the time I got here. Sounds like I was wrong.”

      “Well, it is lovely shades of blue, green and yellow, so it’s definitely faded, but it’s not gone,” said Edna. “Never mind now. Let’s go get you married.”

      Cordelia kept her face averted hoping David wouldn’t see the bruising. When she got up by him she stood on his right, keeping the right side of her face hidden as much as possible.

      Reverend Bishop looked at her. “Cordelia, you must stand on David’s left.”

      “That’s right, now—” He stopped and stared. “My child, what in the world happened to you?”

      Her hand flew to her right cheek and jaw. “It’s nothing, Reverend. It doesn’t even hurt anymore.”

      David turned and scowled. He lifted a brow and his mouth formed a thin line. “Excuse us, everyone. We need to have a private talk.”

      “Take him to the bedroom, Cordelia dear,” said Edna.

      Cordelia nodded and walked back to the room she’d just left. When she entered, she looked around the room. Something she hadn’t done the first time. Anything to distract her from the conversation she was about to have.

      Though small, the room was homey. A pretty patchwork quilt done in soothing shades of green covered the iron bed. Curtains on the single window were a solid emerald green that matched one of the patches in the quilt. In addition to the bureau there was a commode, where the pitcher and basin now rested. Edna must have moved them before she joined them. Four pegs were on the wall to the left of the door and two had clothes on them, one set hers and one his.

      “Cordelia, I want to know how you got that bruise.”

      She closed her eyes and related her story. “So you see, I don’t expect Richard to follow me or to know where I am. We should all be safe, but I’ll understand if you’d rather not marry me.” What will I do if he says he’d rather not? I can’t stay here. I guess I’d go back to Denver and go farther West. San Francisco, maybe. Dear God, please don’t let him say no.

      He cupped the left side of her face. “Of course, I still want to marry you. I simply needed to know what happened and what I might need to be prepared for.” He used his thumb to wipe the tears from her cheek.

      She hadn’t realized she was crying but wasn’t surprised by it either. “I’m sorry.”

      David gave her a soft smile. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m just sorry you had no one to protect you. You will now. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Feeling safe, safer than she’d been since Richard attacked her, she nodded then looked up and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Shall we go get married?”

      “Yes, I think we shall.” She swiped at her cheeks to rid them of moisture and followed him out of the room.

      As they entered the parlor, David took her hand. “We’re ready to be married now, Reverend.”

      The reverend smiled. “Then come stand in front of me like you were and we’ll start.

      When they had resumed their places, the reverend began. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in this company to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.” He turned toward David. “Do you David Adam Thomas take this woman Cordelia…” The reverend looked at Cordelia.”

      “Ann. My middle name is Ann.”

      “Do you David Adam Thomas take this woman, Cordelia Ann Jameson, as your lawful wedded wife, to honor her and to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, and keep yourself only unto her, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” David’s deep voice was clear and sure.

      The reverend smiled and turned to Cordelia. “Do you Cordelia Ann Jameson take this man, David Adam Thomas, as your lawful wedded husband, to honor and obey, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, and keep yourself only unto him, for as long as you both shall live?”

      Cordelia nodded. “I do.” Her voice was steady and clear. She was surprised and pleased with herself.

      “David, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “You may put the ring on her finger,” said the reverend.

      David pulled a gold band with diamonds across the top out of his pocket and pushed it on the third finger of her left hand, with a slight struggle to get it over her knuckle.

      “Cordelia, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      She took her father’s plain gold wedding ring from her reticule, which dangled from her right wrist. “With this ring, I thee wed.” Her hand shook as she tried to put it on David’s finger.

      David covered her hand with his and together they slid the ring on his finger to just past his knuckle.

      “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “We’ll get it resized later.”

      She nodded.

      “Very good,” said the reverend. “That’s fine. Now, by the power vested in me, by the Lord God Almighty and the Territory of Colorado, I pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Cordelia’s heart hammered in her chest. She hadn’t kissed anyone in years. Not since she’d kissed Peter goodbye before he left for the war.

      David turned her toward him and met her lips in a gentle kiss and then, much to her surprise, he pulled her in close and his tongue followed the seam of her lips.

      She gasped. The intimate act surprising her.

      He entered and circled her tongue with his, playing and tasting.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and quickly kissed him the same way he kissed her.

      “Uh-hum, uh-hum,” Someone cleared their throat.

      David pulled back and smiled down at her. “You’ll do, Mrs. Thomas.”

      “As will you, Mr. Thomas.”

      He smiled wide, seemingly pleased by her response.

      “Congratulations,” said Andrew.

      Victoria patted Dougie on the back. “We’re so happy for you.” She turned around so he could see everyone. “Aren’t we, Dougie? He won’t answer but he is happy for you, too.” She laughed.

      Cordelia smiled and smiled and smiled. She hadn’t been this happy in…well, she couldn’t remember when. She looked down at the ring on her finger, surprised that it fit, though a little snug. At least, she wouldn’t lose it. She turned her hand and the diamonds sparkled. It was so beautiful. “I love it.”

      “I’m glad. Shall we head to the café?” David took her left hand in his. “Lunch is on me. We’ll celebrate.”

      Cordelia’s shoulders drooped. “Can we do it when I’m not bruised?”

      David kissed the top of her hand and then kissed her ring. “Of course. I wasn’t thinking. We’ll go home now.” He turned to the man who had just married them and handed him a five dollar bill. “Thank you, Reverend. For the church.”

      Cordelia was reminded of what Emily said, that David was wealthy. That was good. He won’t be interested in my money since he has plenty of his own.

      The man took the money and shoved it in his pocket. “Bless you. I hope you both have a very happy life.”

      Cordelia smiled. “Thank you, sir. I’m sure we will.”
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        * * *

      

      Once they were out of town and on the way home, David spoke. “Cordelia, I’d like for you to relate your story to Andrew and Victoria. We might need their help if this man ever shows up here.”

      “Of course.” She related her story, listening for gasps and heard Victoria’s quick intake of air.

      “Oh, my God,” said Victoria. “The man sounds ruthless. I hope Emily and the girls are all right.”

      Cordelia turned toward Victoria. “I do, too. I’m not sure I could stand the guilt if something happened to any of my friends.”

      Victoria reached up and squeezed Cordelia’s shoulder. “Everything will be okay. Trust me.”

      “I do. For the first time in a long time, I feel happy looking toward the future.”

      David reached across Margie and put his hand on Cordelia’s knee. “We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      Cordelia was a little taken aback by the familiarity but she guessed since he was her husband now, he was allowed. They’d be getting a lot more familiar if she wanted to have children of her own. She smiled back. “I believe you.”
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later, they arrived at her new home. Out of the many buildings, only one was not white and that was the barn, which she knew from her reading, was traditionally red. Why it was red she didn’t know. That hadn’t been covered.

      “Tell me about your home. I’ve never seen so many buildings all belonging to the same parcel of land. I assume the largest white one is the main house. What are the others?”

      “The next largest of the buildings is the bunkhouse. I have twelve men who work for me. They eat with us, so you’ll have to make sure to cook plenty of food. Each of them work hard and they have big appetites.”

      “How many will there be all together? I’ve never cooked for more than six people, but I’ll learn.” What if I don’t make enough? What if the men go hungry because of me?

      “There will be sixteen of us. Mrs. Evers will help you with the amounts needed. But your main responsibility will be caring for Margie. She’s a very active little girl.” He squeezed her to his side. “Aren’t you, Buttons?”

      “Yup. I do lots of stuff.”

      Cordelia looked down at the little girl. “I’m sure we’ll become good friends.”

      Margie raised her big blue eyes toward Cordelia. “Why d’you limp?”

      Except for the clip clop of the horses she could have heard a pin drop.

      Cordelia smiled. “That’s a very good question. When I was born, one of my legs was shorter than the other. The doctors put braces on it, trying to get it to grow, but that didn’t happen. So, because my right leg is shorter, I limp when I’m tired. Most of the time, I don’t limp at all. But after this trip, I’m exhausted, so my limp is bigger. Does that answer your question?”

      “Yup.” Margie crawled up to her knees on the seat and looked behind to Suse. “I have a mama now, too. I bet she a good baker.” She turned her gaze to Cordelia. “Do you make hand cookies?” Margie held up her hand with her fingers spread.

      Cordelia grinned. I haven’t made hand cookies since the children next door grew up. She remembered tracing their hands with a butter knife in the rolled out cookie dough. It will be so much fun having a child to love and teach again. “As a matter of fact I do. They are some of my favorite cookies. I bet your daddy likes those best, too.”

      David grinned, first at Cordelia and then at his daughter. “I do, especially when Margie and Suse make them.”

      Cordelia took Margie’s hand in hers and patted it. “We’ll have to have Suse over to make cookies. Maybe she can even spend the night.”

      “I don’t know,” said Victoria. “Neither of them have done that before…spend the night at the other’s home. Suse might get homesick as the night wears on. She’s only three and is a little young for that kind of adventure.”

      Suse shook her head and frowned. “I won’t get sick. I promise.”

      Victoria smiled at her daughter. “We’ll see. But not tonight. Maybe next week or next month. Let’s let Cordelia get used to her new life.”

      “Of course. Not soon. I do need to get comfortable with my new life before taking on that kind of responsibility.”

      Victoria visibly relaxed.

      Cordelia hoped that someday she had the kind of relationship with Margie that Victoria had with Suse, but she also knew it wouldn’t happen overnight.

      “What are the other buildings for? There are quite a lot of smaller ones.”

      “Sorry, we got a little sidetracked. They are the chicken coop, icehouse, smokehouse and foreman’s house. We also have corrals, a work shed, and a hay shed.”

      “Goodness,” said Cordelia. “The ranch is like its own small community.”

      “It is and you’ll fit right in.” David reached over and squeezed her hand. “Trust me.”

      I don’t have any choice but to trust you. I hope my trust is not misplaced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cordelia waved to the Mayfields as they drove away and turned to see David unloading her luggage.

      “Come inside and I’ll show you the house. Margie, why don’t you go upstairs and play for a while, please?”

      “We have the parlor, which you saw when you entered.”

      The parlor was done in shades of brown and cream. The overstuffed chairs were covered in a solid tan-colored material. The sofa was a brown and tan brocade. The rug and the curtains were both shades of brown. The effect, while not totally depressing, was dark. This was obviously a man’s home.

      “When you bought the house, was it already decorated like this, or is this color scheme your preference?”

      He laughed. “Don’t like all the dark brown? No, I bought this from an older man who liked the dark colors. You’ll see that through the rest of the house. You can make any changes you desire. As a matter-of-fact, please make changes. I, too, am not a fan of brown.”

      “Do you know if an upholsterer is located in Golden City? I can make new curtains with some material. Perhaps we can visit the mercantile we passed and they will have something suitable.”

      “If not, we can make a trip to Denver. They have much greater selection and more businesses catering to this sort of thing, I would imagine.”

      “Let’s try the mercantile first. I like the idea of shopping locally when possible. We must support our town.”

      He looked at her, tilted his head just a little and narrowed his eyes. “I think you’ll fit in nicely, my dear. Very nicely indeed. The towns-folk will love you.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her. “Thank you. I hope you’re right.”

      He approached her, lifting her chin with a single knuckle. “I’m right. Trust me.” Then he lowered his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle to start, but he pressed harder, and his tongue darted out.

      She was a quick learner and had already parted her lips in preparation.

      She felt him smile before he entered her mouth and they dueled, played and came away breathless.

      David whispered against her lips. “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of kissing you.”

      “Good, because I won’t tire of kissing you, either. In fact, I find I like it.”

      He chuckled. “I’m certainly glad to hear that. Shall we continue our tour?”

      “Yes, please.”

      They proceeded down the hall. “On the left across from the dining room is my office. You are welcome in there anytime.”

      At the end of the hall was the kitchen. Standing, doing the ironing, was a tall, thin, woman of about fifty. She had graying brown hair and wore spectacles.

      “Ah, Mrs. Evers. I’d like you to meet my wife. Cordelia, this is Ada Evers.”

      The woman put the iron on the stove and came over to them. “I’m so glad to make your acquaintance.” She put her hand out.

      Cordelia smiled and shook it. “Very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Evers. I look forward to working with you.”

      “You call me Ada. We don’t stand on ceremony out here unless you’d prefer to be called Mrs. Thomas—”

      “No, certainly not, I’m Cordelia.”

      “Good. That’s good. You’re not uppity. David already had one of those types, he doesn’t need another.”

      Cordelia turned to David. “I understand you’re a widower.”

      He grew tight-lipped. “Yes.”

      She decided now was not the time to pursue this matter. Maybe she’d ask Victoria what happened.

      “Ada, you’ll have to help me with the portions needed to feed all these men. I’m sure it’s much greater than feeding the ladies at the boarding house.”

      Ada chuckled. “Oh, my. Yes, it would be. Each of these men can eat what four women would.”

      Cordelia’s jaw went slack. “Surely you jest. I myself have a good appetite. But four times what a normal woman would eat? Really?”

      “Really,” insisted Ada. “You’ll see when you help me prepare dinner tonight.”

      “I look forward to it. Maybe if we have time between now and then, Margie and I can make some cookies.”

      “The boys will like that,” said Ada. “Any time sweets are to be had, they go like hotcakes. I’m not a baker. Bread, biscuits and cornbread are all I do. Couldn’t bake a cake if my life depended on it. David, here, brings things home from the bakery every Saturday and they’re gone before the boys leave for their Saturday nights off.”

      “Oh my! That’s fast.”

      “Like I said, they go like hotcakes. Speaking of which, that’s one of the boy’s favorite breakfasts but it takes a lot of cookin’ and standin’ over a hot stove, so I don’t do it very often. With the two of us cookin’ now, we can do things like that more often. The boys are gonna be real happy you’re here.”

      “I want to help in any way I can. But my first responsibility is Margie. But then you already know that.”

      “Yup. I told David he needed to get himself a wife to care for that baby ‘cause I wasn’t able to do it and take care of the house and the cooking for all these men.”

      Cordelia wondered if she was up to the task of all the work that would be required of her, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. She had to be. She looked over at David. “It’s been nice to meet you Ada.” Cordelia turned to David. “Would you show me the rest of the house now?”

      “Certainly. Follow me.”

      As they walked down the hallway, Cordelia said, “Ada is a wonderful woman. Wherever did you find her?”

      “She came with the house, thank God. I don’t know what I’d do without her and Mack Taylor, my foreman. They’ve taught me everything I know about this ranch but I’m still learning. Their knowledge is much more extensive than mine.”

      He picked up her trunk and shouldered it. Cordelia followed him up the stairs, carrying her valise and her carpetbag. At the top was a long hall with three doors on either side.

      “These first four rooms are empty. We can fill them up with our children. The room on the left at the end of the hall is Margie’s and the one on the right is ours. It’s a good-sized room but you’ll still probably need to use one of the vacant rooms for at least some of your things.”

      “What about Ada? Where is her room?”

      “Her room is behind the kitchen.”

      Cordelia nodded. “A lot of the items in the trunk are for the house, so perhaps you would like to drop the trunk in one of those rooms.”

      He stopped at the one next to their bedroom and left the trunk inside. Then he took her bags from her and carried them next door.

      “I hope you don’t hate the room but if you do you can change whatever you don’t like.”

      The room was the total opposite of the parlor downstairs. A beautiful wedding ring quilt covered the bed. She was sure David didn’t know the name of the quilt. The curtains were heavy wool in a blue flowered print. A Chinese screen in one corner of the room hid the chamber pot though a commode was also present. The bureau with a mirror, a tallboy dresser and the commode were constructed of a light wood. The bed frame was brass and rather large. Of course, David was a big man and obviously had the wherewithal to have a bed made to his specifications.

      “Well?”

      “I think it’s lovely. Did you decorate it yourself?”

      “Victoria helped me. I sold the house in New York fully furnished. I wanted nothing from there except Margie and our clothes. Well, and her dolls, but otherwise, all the rest stayed.”

      “I see.”

      He held out a hand. “Come with me.” He took her to the bed and sat on the side.

      She sat next to him, though Jonathan’s was the only man’s bedroom she’d ever been in. Cordelia was a little, no, very nervous.

      “I’ll tell you about my former wife. She was convicted of kidnapping and attempted murder and hanged.”

      Cordelia covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, my God.”

      “She kidnapped Suse and tried to kill Victoria because she believed the baby Victoria carried was mine. That would be the baby you met, Dougie. That was not the case, but I couldn’t get Mildred to believe me. She became rather unhinged, determined to prevent the baby’s birth.”

      Cordelia thought she’d be sick. Now, she better understood David and Victoria’s friendship and had new respect for them both. She reached over and touched David’s knee. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. Thank you for telling me.”

      He covered her hand with his. “I tell you this to let you know what happened to me and so you don’t hear it through gossip. And also, to let you know that I will never give my heart to anyone again. Mildred, though a shrew and totally crazy, was once, at least to me a nice woman. I didn’t find out until after we married what she was. By then, I’d given my heart to her and the baby she carried, Margie.”

      “I understand.” She didn’t think she’d be able to love him either, having never contemplated being able to find love again after Peter died. They had loved each other dearly and to this day, she wished they’d married before he left. Maybe she’d have a child of her own now, if they had. It was odd. For some reason she was disappointed he’d never fall in love with her. Her heart actually ached for what might have been.

      Yet even though she felt the same as he did, but did she? Really? Was she really disappointed she couldn’t feel for him the same way she felt for Peter?

      Lifting a hand, he cupped her face. “Somehow, I thought you probably would.” He lowered his lips to hers. They were soft and yet firm.

      The kiss was one of gentle exploration of which Cordelia loved, but all of her feelings were on edge. She wanted so much more than just a kiss but she wasn’t sure what.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      He probed her mouth with his tongue.

      Then she tasted him, explored him…wanted him.

      David fell back on to the mattress and took her with him.

      She was lying on top of him and she couldn’t mistake his desire for her. She broke away. “David, I don’t think now is the time, even though this is the place.”

      He chuckled. “Quite right.” He sat up.

      So did she and patted her hair into place.

      “I make no excuse. I want you, Cordelia. I intend to make love to you. Tonight.”

      Excitement and fear filled her. Her stomach felt like a thousand butterflies were flitting around inside. She lowered her gaze and nodded. “I assumed you might.”

      “The thought doesn’t scare you.”

      She raised her gaze to his. “David, I’m a spinster of thirty-two years. I was at the point I thought never to feel a man’s touch or have children of my own. You are the answer to my prayers.”

      “I’m humbled.” He took her hand and kissed the top. “I hope I can live up to your expectations.”

      She tilted her head just a bit. “You already have. More than.”

      Holding her hand, he made an admission. He looked down at their hands. “I haven’t had marital relations in well over a year. I hope I don’t disappoint you.”

      “I’m sure you won’t. And if you don’t remember how, we’ll learn together.”

      He gave a bark of laughter and then kissed her. Just a quick peck. “I doubt I’ve forgotten how, but I should let you get unpacked. Come to the kitchen when you’re done.”

      “Will you have Margie there? I’d really like to make cookies with her. I think the sooner I can show her that I’m here to stay and that we can do things together, the better.”

      David shrugged. “Perhaps. You should know Victoria was Margie’s governess. She raised her for her first three years. I know Margie misses her very much. Mildred had no time for Margie and was not in the least bit a mother to her.”

      “Well, I hope she will come to like me at least as much as Victoria.”

      He pressed his lips into a straight line. “That’s a mighty steep goal you’ve set for yourself.”

      Should I be jealous of Victoria? I was hoping we’d be friends.

      “I have no doubt, but I’ve never not achieved a goal I set for myself.”

      He smiled. “I would guess, except for getting married.”

      She dropped her chin, deciding she should tell him about Peter. “I was engaged to be married before the war started. My fiancé enlisted as soon as he could. He was a very patriotic man. He was killed at the Battle of Appomattox. After that, I never thought of getting married. I’d just live with my brother until old age. But Jonathan got sick and the doctors were unable to help him. When he died, I decided to become a mail-order bride. And that long ago goal of getting married has been achieved, so I’ve reached every goal I set for myself, after all.”

      He moved his head to the side and lifted a brow. “I’m sorry about your fiancé. But you have achieved your goals. That. You. Have.” Then he stood and left the room.

      Cordelia sat there for a moment and wondered what he’d meant. Was there something he wasn’t telling her? Why the emphasis on each word? Oh, well. She supposed it didn’t really matter, and he probably didn’t mean anything by it.

      She finished unpacking her two day dresses and one party dress. The silk dress was pink and had been a splurge after Jonathan gave the money to her. Cordelia also had two black bombazine skirts and three cotton blouses. All would probably have to be ironed, but she’d let some of the wrinkles fall out by hanging them in the closet.

      Once she completed her task, she straightened her hair and headed down to the kitchen to make cookies. She hoped she’d have fun with Margie but even more she hoped that Margie would have fun.
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        * * *

      

      Cordelia and Margie had a great time baking together. They made two dozen copies of Margie’s hands and four dozen regular, round sugar cookies.

      Dinner consisted of more food than two dozen women with good appetites would eat.

      When all the food—three pork roasts, fresh greens, canned green beans and potatoes, four pans of corn bread, navy bean soup, mashed potatoes with gravy and four dozen biscuits—was on the table, Ada went outside and ran a metal rod around the inside of a metal triangle.

      Cordelia was sure the sound could be heard over at the next ranch, which according to David was the Mayfields and they were about eight miles away.

      The men filed in, hair combed and clean from washing out on the porch. They took their seats and waited.

      David stood at the end of the table behind his chair. “Gentlemen, Cordelia doesn’t stand on ceremony. You may begin dinner.”

      He introduced every man and she knew she wouldn’t remember right away. Mack Taylor was the oldest man, probably in his fifties, with more gray in his hair than brown and a big handlebar moustache. No way would she forget who he was…unless he shaved his moustache.

      After dinner was over, every cookie was gone except the dozen she’d set aside for late night snacks for her, Ada, David and Margie. She’d bake for the men again tomorrow. They were so appreciative, it warmed her heart.

      Now though, the dishes were done and it was time to put Margie to bed. She was a little nervous, as evidenced by the turn of her stomach. Years had passed since she’d put a little one to bed and she wondered if she still remembered how. When she thought of her and David going to bed, her stomach did somersaults. She knew they were going to have relations.

      Opening the door to Margie’s room, she just stared. The room was painted pink. There were white unicorns painted on the walls, romping and running and sleeping. The room looked magical.

      “Your room is lovely.”

      “Thanks. Daddy did it.”

      “Your daddy painted these?” Cordelia was amazed. The animals looked like they had been painted by a professional.

      “Yup. He likes to make pictures.”

      “This is wonderful.” Cordelia clasped her hands in front of her. I wonder what other surprises David has in store for me. She took her time reading a story to Margie. Maybe David would be asleep when she was done.

      Who was she kidding? He looked forward to making love as much as she dreaded it. Yes, she’d sounded ready for it this afternoon, but that was simply bravado. Now that the time was nigh, she was terrified.

      She took a deep breath to calm her racing pulse and headed to the bedroom where her new husband waited.
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      When Cordelia entered the bedroom, David sat up in bed with his hands behind his head and the blankets at his waist, leaving his torso bare. And what a chest it was. He was muscular, but still lean, with wide shoulders and strong arms that could probably carry her all day.

      “You’re limping. You must be exhausted. Come to bed.”

      “Soon. I must wash first and put on my nightgown.”

      “You won’t need your nightgown. I wish to see you in all your glory.”

      She snorted. “Glory! Nothing about me is glorious. My right leg is an inch shorter than the other and affects how I stand. Please, don’t make me parade in front of you.”

      He jumped out of the bed, stark naked, and went to her. “I don’t want to embarrass you. I want very much to make love to you, and that will entail seeing your body unclothed.” David wrapped her in his arms, lowered his head and took her lips with his.

      Nothing was gentle about this kiss.

      He cupped her face with both hands, pressed his tongue forward into her mouth and played with her.

      She met him with her tongue, dueled with him, tasted the coffee and cookies he’d had for dessert. She remembered when Peter taught her to kiss like this. Cordelia wrapped her arms around David and pressed her body into his.

      He lowered his hands to her bodice, unbuttoned her dress and slipped it off her shoulders. Next was her corset.

      “You’ll find it much more comfortable to do chores if you don’t wear the corset. It’s too restricting.”

      “I’ll consider it,” she breathed into his mouth before pressing her lips against his once more.

      Seemingly in no time, he had all of her clothes off in a pile at her feet. He stepped back a couple of steps. “You’re beautiful, Cordelia. I won’t hear you disparage yourself again. As far as I’m concerned…you’re perfect. Understand?”

      She stared at the floor. “But, my leg. My posture. My—”

      He lifted her chin with a finger. “Nothing detracts from your beauty in my eyes. Not now, not ever.”

      She sighed, relaxed in his arms and then smiled. “I believe, sir, that you need spectacles.”

      David laughed, swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed where he laid her in the middle of the mattress. Then he came down beside her. Braced on his left elbow, he explored her body with his right hand. His hand kept moving, didn’t linger, but he seemed to be learning her body.

      She stiffened under his touch. Then she remembered the one time Peter had explored her body with his hands. She’d wanted him to take her, make love to her, but he refused. “This is enough,” he’d said. “We can wait until our wedding night for anything more.” She’d regretted that action until now. Being able to gift David with her virginity was right. Peter had been right. She found herself relaxing, remembering Peter and the gift he’d given her, eased her fears.

      He started with her neck and collar bones and worked his way down to her lower stomach. Then he moved down by her feet and explored her legs to the top of her thighs.

      She’d been so afraid but his touch was gentle and Cordelia found herself wanting more.

      David was happy to oblige and made sweet love to her.

      Afterward, he tucked her into his side and fell asleep.

      Cordelia wasn’t ready to sleep now. She wanted to talk about what just happened between them but instead she let him cuddle her and as she relaxed, she cuddled him back.

      She wondered now, if they would come to love one another. Could they put their pasts behind them and build a real future together?
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        * * *

      

      Sunday, July 30, 1871

      

      Smak!

      Cordelia shot up, turned and yelled. “Ow. What was that for?” She rubbed her backside where he’d hit her bare bottom.

      He clapped his hands. “Get up. Time to start our chores.”

      She looked out the window. “But it’s still dark.”

      “It’s four o’clock in the morning. We need to get moving so the men can have breakfast and get on with their duties.”

      “All right. Let me dress and then we can go.” She hurried, put on her brown calico day dress and her boots. Then she pulled a brush through her hair and gathered it in a bun at her nape. “I’m ready.”

      David took her hand and pulled her into his arms. “You look lovely. And I believe you’re taller.”

      She smiled, happy for the compliment. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you to say. As to my height, it’s just that I’m standing straighter because of the lift in my boot. The doctor made it for me, but it only works in boots.”

      “I understand. Quite ingenious on the doctor’s part but there was nothing kind about what I said. Simply speaking the truth.”

      She smiled wide at his words. “Shall we go and you can show me what I need to do?”

      “Sure can. Follow me.”

      Stopping in the kitchen, David found an apron for her. “You’ll need this.” Then he took a towel and wet it from the warm water in the bucket on the stove.

      Once outside, David grabbed a lantern off the wall, put it on the table where the men wash and lit it. Then he took two milk buckets from under the table and handed them to her. The last bucket he placed the wet towel in and held it on one hand and the lantern in the other as they walked to the barn.

      Inside the barn, he pulled a second lantern off the wall by the door and lit it. Between the two lamps, there was plenty of light to milk by.

      David walked to the first cow. “This girl is Elsie. She’s the eldest of our cows and is seven years old. The youngest is Maisy at two and Josie is four. We milk twice a day, morning and night. Between the three of them, we get about twelve gallons of milk a day, which is more than enough for our needs. So every day when I go to the bank, I take our extra milk and sell it to the mercantile for a little extra income.”

      Does he…no...now, it’s do we…need the extra money? I thought he was wealthy. Should I tell him about my inheritance? Yes, I must be honest and up front with him if I expect him to do the same with me.

      “Do we need the funds? I have an inheritance, five thousand dollars. Well, less than that now but I’d gladly give it to you if you need it for us.”

      David smiled and wrapped her in his arms. “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me, but we don’t need your money. I’ll open an account for you at the bank. We don’t want that kind of money lying around.”

      “You’ll start me an account? But since we’re married, it’s your money now. You can just put it in your account.”

      His mouth turned up at the corners for just a moment, and then he was back to business. “I don’t need your money in our account and I want you to have your own money. I’m not a greedy man, except when it comes to you and I don’t share.”

      She nodded. “I don’t either and I’m a jealous wife.” Cordelia realized that she was indeed a jealous wife. She may not love him, but he was hers and no one else better try to take him from her.

      “I’ll never give you reason to be jealous and I expect the same of you.”

      “I will never cuckold you.” She moved out of his embrace. “Now, enough about money and unfaithfulness. Teach me to milk these cows.”

      “All right.” He grabbed a milk stool from the side of the stall. “First, tie the cow to the rail at the front of the stall. This will help keep her from moving while you milk her. Feed them before you milk them, as well.” He got a measure of hay from a stack of hay bales in the last stall, brought it back and put in the trough at the front of the stall.

      Elsie immediately began to eat.

      “There. We’re ready. Sit on the stool next to her.”

      Cordelia arranged her skirt and sat on the low stool.

      He handed her the wet towel. “Now, clean the udder so we don’t get dirt and whatever in the milk.”

      She wiped the udder very well.

      “Reach under her and grab her teats, one in each hand.”

      She followed his instructions. The flabby skin of the teat was unlike anything she’d ever felt and she wanted to let go, but didn’t.

      “Now, pull and squeeze, pull and squeeze. Use your whole hand.”

      She thought she did what he said but no milk appeared. “I must be doing something wrong. I’m not getting milk.”

      Cats came from all over the barn and milled around the cow.

      “Here let me show you.” He knelt and put his hands over hers. “Okay pull and squeeze.” He squeezed her hand tightly. Milk squirted on the ground.

      She giggled. “I did it! Well, we did it. Why didn’t you squirt the milk in the bucket? Are you feeding the cats?”

      “Not purposely but the old milk in the teat needs to be discarded. We only want the fresh milk. Now you try it.”

      She nodded, settled herself and grabbed two teats. Pull and squeeze. Pull and squeeze. Suddenly, milk sprayed onto the ground and hit a few of the cats standing under the cow.

      “I did it. I did it,” cried Cordelia.

      “You sure did.” He kissed her. “I knew you could. Can you continue now? A couple more squirts on the ground and then you can fill the bucket.”

      “Okay. I can do that.”

      He stood, picked up another stool and went to Maisy.

      The tinny sound of the milk hitting the metal buckets filled the barn.

      By the time Cordelia finished with Elsie, David was done with the other two cows.

      “I don’t know how you do it so fast. My hands are aching.”

      “You’ll get used to it, and you’ll get faster too, as you do it more often.”

      He picked up the two buckets he filled.

      She stood and picked up her metal bucket. It was heavy, holding more than two gallons. She also picked up both lanterns in her other hand.

      “You can leave one. As you can see, the sun is rising now and we can easily find our way back to the house.”

      She blew out the lantern. “Am I expected to milk all three cows every morning?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’ll help you. But you will be expected to gather the eggs every morning. We have three dozen laying hens. They will produce about one per day, and you’ll use all of them, most days, for breakfast. On those days you don’t, I’d be grateful if you’d bake for us. Cakes, cookies, pies—whatever you do will be most appreciated.”

      “Certainly. I like to bake and cook. I also like your daughter.”

      He smiled wide. The pride in his daughter was easy to see. “Thank you. I have to admit, I think my daughter is very special.”

      “I look forward to getting to know all about her. I can tell you this, she makes great hand cookies. But then you know that since you ate half a dozen.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Cordelia laughed. “I’m just teasing.”

      “If my hands were free I’d throw you over my shoulder and take you back to the barn and show you what I think about your teasing.”

      “Oh, you would? Well, I’m glad your hands are full.” She laughed again.

      They walked the rest of the way back to the house in companionable silence. She was surprised she felt no need to fill the air with her words, enjoying the quiet instead. Watching the sun illuminate the mountains to the West of them was awe inspiring. Nothing she’d seen before prepared her for the beauty of the Rocky Mountains. Tall pine trees covered them, making them look purple from a distance, but even that didn’t compare to the sun stretching his fingertips of light over the tall mountains.

      She knew from her ride in the stage from Denver that behind the mountains closest to her were higher ones with snowcapped peaks, even in August.

      The feeling was almost as if they were standing over them like a loving mother watching her children.

      Cordelia shook her head at her fanciful thoughts and concentrated on getting the milk to the house. The round metal of the handle on the full bucket was digging into her hands and she set the bucket down, shaking out her hand.

      David stopped and looked at her. “You’ll find it’s best not to set them down. Picking it back up will be more painful. This is something else you just have to get used to.”

      In the kitchen, they both set the buckets they carried on the counter.

      David took a large milk can and a smaller one and strained the milk.

      “Why into two containers? Is the large one not big enough?”

      “I put some into a five-gallon can for the ice house and into a two-gallon can for putting in the kitchen icebox. We’ll use most of the two-gallon can that is in the icebox for breakfast this morning and then I’ll refill it for lunch and again for dinner. So you can see we use most of the milk we get in the morning. The evening milking is most of what is sold to the mercantile. And, of course, you’ll have to skim the cream off the top for making butter.”

      Cordelia nodded, then rinsed the buckets in the sink and set them back outside. When she returned, she looked around the kitchen for something that would hold the eggs. “Will you show me how to gather the eggs? What do we put them in?”

      “Yes, let’s go do that now so you can get started on breakfast. The basket is outside with the milk buckets under the table on the porch.”

      He walked out with her, grabbing the basket as they went and handing it to her. He headed out to the chicken coop and took the basket from her hands.

      “Take your apron and place a scoop of corn in it.”

      She did.

      “Now, once we’re inside, scatter the corn by handfuls. That will keep the chickens busy while you gather the eggs.”

      She scattered the corn, throwing it away from the henhouse. The chickens followed it and made squawking and clucking sounds as they ate the corn.

      Inside the coop, the smell nearly knocked her down and she pressed her nostrils together with her fingers. “The smell is horrible.”

      “You get used to it, but I have to admit, it is bad. I’ll have one of the men clean the coop today.”

      The nests were on shelves three rows high with room to walk behind them, which is what David did, so she followed. The height of the shelves surprised her. She knew from her reading on the train that chickens couldn’t fly, so how did they get to the top nests?

      “David. How do they reach the top nests? They can’t fly, so do they hop?”

      He smiled. “You’re very observant. Yes, actually, they do hop from one shelf to the other.”

      David quickly gathered the eggs from the empty nests into the basket he carried.

      One very large hen remained sitting on her nest.

      David sighed and pointed at her. “That is Eleanor and she’s the meanest hen in here. She hates to give up her eggs and sometimes we just let her have them. We do need chicks to replenish the chickens we eat. But, for today, we’ll try to get her egg.”

      He went behind Eleanor and quickly lifted her bottom with one hand, grabbing the egg with the other.

      With a squawk, the hen turned and pecked his hand.

      “Ow. Darn you, Eleanor. Let’s get out of here before she really gets mad.”

      After exiting the hen house and the coop, David stopped outside the enclosure and looked at his hand. A gouge where Eleanor had gotten him with her beak was bleeding profusely.

      “That looks deep and painful. You’ll need to wash the wound very well when we get inside. Have you thought about doing it with leather gloves?”

      He cocked his head and rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’ve thought of using gloves. The eggs are harder to keep a hold of with them on. I’ll wash the wound first thing and then see what it looks like.”

      In the kitchen, David washed his hands and stared at the puncture wound. “It’s not too bad. I’ll be fine.”

      “You should probably treat it with witch hazel…just to make sure it’s clean.”

      He frowned, then sighed. “You’re right. I don’t need to be sick from this.” David retrieved the witch hazel from the pantry along with some small pieces of cotton cloth. He handed them all to Cordelia. “Would you do the honors, please?”

      She took a piece of the cotton, folded it twice and then soaked it in the witch hazel. “This is going to burn.” Then she placed the wet cloth over the wound and pressed. This is a very wifely thing to do.

      “Wow.” David, his eyes shut tight and his mouth in a taught line. “That hurts. I’m headed to finish my morning chores. You’ll need to wash the eggs before using them.”

      “You’re fine but we could wrap it to keep the dirt out of the injury.”

      “I’ll be all right.”

      “Then I’ll wash the eggs, while you go do whatever you do now.”

      He gave her a single nod and walked out the back door.

      Cordelia shook her head and smiled. He really wanted to curse, but he didn’t because of me. That was very respectful of him, though I would have understood.

      What will the rest of the day bring? I still have to help Ada with breakfast and then the housework and to entertain and teach Margie.

      Am I up for the tasks expected of me? What if I’m not?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Breakfast was a huge affair.

      Cordelia whipped two dozen eggs together and put them in two of the biggest cast iron skillets she’d ever seen, to cook. She saved one dozen eggs to bake with. Hopefully the men wouldn’t know the difference with all the other food to eat.

      Ada proceeded to make biscuits two pans of twenty on each pan. Then she readied two more pans just like the first.

      When the eggs were nearly done, Cordelia scraped the contents of the skillets into two mixing bowls and put those in the warming oven. Then she toasted bread in two clean skillets by buttering the slices and then browning them on both sides. These were stacked on another platter and in the warming oven.

      Along with all this were a pot of beans from yesterday and four pounds of bacon Ada had fried while Cordelia and David were gathering the eggs and milking the cows.

      Cordelia remembered the location of the plates, glasses and silverware from dinner last night and set the table.

      When all the food was ready Ada went out and rang the triangle. David came downstairs carrying Margie who rubbed her eyes and yawned. She was in a robe and pajamas.

      Cordelia furrowed her brows. “Couldn’t we feed her later so she can sleep longer?”

      David shook his head. “She needs to eat with the family. I usually let her go back to bed after she eats, hence her still being in her pajamas.”

      I probably shouldn’t have said anything. After all I’ve only been here a day. But she looks so tired, the poor little thing.

      The cowboys filed in, hair combed and hats in their hands. They put the hats on the dozen pegs by the door.

      Cordelia stood beside David at the table. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      “Mornin’ ma’am,” said some of the men.

      “Morning, Cordelia. David,” said others.

      Suddenly voices filled the kitchen as food was passed around. Plates were filled and then there was silence as everyone’s attention was on their plates and eating.

      Twenty minutes later, the men stood to leave.

      “Great vittles, ladies.”

      “Thanks for the grub. Tasted great.”

      “Thanks.”

      The men filed out, picking up their hats on the way.

      Cordelia was still eating as was Ada.

      “Well, that was quite the meal. They must have been in a hurry to get started on the day.” Cordelia set down her fork and picked up her coffee cup.

      The bowls and platters were empty. There were definitely no leftovers even the beans were gone.

      “I can’t imagine trying to make pancakes for this group.”

      Ada chuckled. “Well, you’d better think about it. That’s what’s on the menu for tomorrow morning. Believe me, we’ll both be kept busy making them even though we start with huge stacks before breakfast begins. That just lets us get a little ahead of the men’s appetites.”

      “My goodness. Is there any milk in the pitcher down by you,” Cordelia asked David.

      “No afraid not. Now you see why we need so much in the icebox and the icehouse. I’ll bring in a can from the icehouse to refill the one for the icebox.”

      “Thank you. That would be much appreciated.”

      He nodded and then looked down at his daughter. “Have you had enough, Button? Do you want to go back to bed?”

      “No, I want to play.”

      “Well you need to dress first. Maybe Cordelia can help you. Daddy has work to do this morning.”

      “Okay.” Margie turned her big, blue eyes on Cordelia. “You help me dress?”

      “What is the magic word?” asks David.

      “Pease?”

      “Certainly.” She looked at Ada. “After I’ve finished my meal. Why don’t you go up to your room for a little bit and I’ll be up shortly?

      “Otay.”

      “I’ll finish Margie’s breakfast.” David exchanged plates and began to eat his daughter’s breakfast leftovers.

      After Cordelia finished her breakfast she went up to Margie’s room.

      “Now, what would you like to wear today?”

      Margie went to her bureau and got a pair of bloomers and a chemise.

      Then to her closet. “I want dat dress.”

      She pointed at a fancy little dress.

      “That’s too nice for playing in.” Cordelia chose a pretty red calico dress. “How about this one?”

      The child looked at her toes. “Otay.”

      “You can wear the other one when we go to church.”

      “We don’t go church. Daddy says no time.”

      Making a split-second decision, Cordelia smiled at Margie. “Well, then I guess you can wear that dress today as long as you play inside so it doesn’t get too dirty.”

      Margie’s smile went from ear to ear and her eyes sparkled. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      Cordelia put the calico back and took down the pretty blue satin and velvet dress. Then she helped Margie put it over her head and pulled it down. The hem was about four inches too short, hitting Margie about mid-thigh. The child was thin or the dress wouldn’t have fit at all.

      Cordelia smiled. “You’ve grown quite a lot since this dress was made for you. It’s already too short. That makes it perfect to play in. Let’s go show your daddy.”

      She took Margie’s hand walked into the kitchen.

      David smiled and then lifted his eyebrows. “That’s her church dress. She can’t wear that to play.”

      Cordelia put her hands on her hips. “What she can’t do is wear that to church. She’s outgrown it. It’s much too short for her to wear as anything but a play dress.”

      David looked down at the hem of his daughter’s dress. Then he ran his hand behind his neck. “I guess it is too small. And I don’t know when we’ll get to church again there’s so much—”

      “David, I’ll be helping with the morning chores and the other chores can wait until we return. We need to start going to church again…I miss it.” She realized in that moment that this was true. I miss the camaraderie, getting to know my neighbors as well as hearing the sermons.

      He took a deep breath. “You’re right. I want Margie to have that experience.”

      “Good. We’ll start as soon as we get her a proper dress. Is there a dressmaker in town?”

      “I believe so. We can make sure when we go to town. We’re getting supplies today. By the way, I’ve hired a bank manager so I won’t have to go into the bank except about once a month. That will help a lot with the work around here.”

      “That’s wonderful. You’ll have more time for us, Margie and me.”

      He ran his hand behind his neck. “Yes, I will.”

      To Cordelia’s ear, he didn’t sound very enthusiastic about the possibility of spending more time with them, but maybe she was being overly sensitive.

      David stood. “We’ll leave when you’re ready.”

      Cordelia noticed that he had changed clothes while she’d been with Margie and was dressed to go to the bank.

      “I need Margie to change into a longer dress and I must get my shawl. Does Margie have a sweater?”

      “Yes, it’s in her closet.

      “I’ll grab that, too. Come with me, Margie. Be right back.” She hurried out of the room and up the stairs.

      A couple of minutes later she and Margie were back.

      Margie wore the red calico dress which was down to the tops of her knees but was only a little short. “Margie, let’s put on your sweater so we can go to town.”

      “Can I get a candy stick?”

      Cordelia looked over at David.

      He smiled. “Probably. We’ll see. You have to be good.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      “Good girl. And Cordelia, will you be a good girl?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      He had a definite predatory gleam in his eyes.

      She stammered a bit, then looked him in the eye. “I’m always a very good girl.”

      “Yes, you are. Let’s go, my girls.”

      He picked up Margie and kissed both her cheeks.

      Margie giggled. “That tickles.”

      “That’s because I didn’t have time to shave this morning.” He rubbed his cheek against hers.

      “Daddy! That tickles.” She laughed more.

      Cordelia chuckled, watching father and daughter.

      David set his daughter on the floor before walking to Cordelia and giving her a hard kiss on the lips.

      Margie was right, his beard tickled.
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        * * *

      

      Cordelia looked at the businesses as David drove the wagon to the livery. She’d been too excited to notice much yesterday except the mercantile. Now as they came into town she saw all kinds of businesses both familiar and unfamiliar. She was happy to see the butcher shop and a bakery alongside the mercantile.

      Across the street from those shops was David’s bank. It was one of the few buildings made of brick.

      She saw a couple of saloons that looked like they had just been slapped up as quickly as possible, their signs clearly hand-painted, and not well at that. One of them was spelled salon.

      It wasn’t until they were close to the livery that she saw what she sought. A dressmaker. Now if the business was open all would be wonderful.

      He pulled the brake and then came around to help Margie and Cordelia to the ground, just as a short man with a large belly and wearing a leather apron came out of the building. The man had red hair peeking out from under his hat and the bushiest eyebrows she’d ever seen.

      “Hi, Stan. This is my new wife, Cordelia. This is Stan Hardy, the owner of the livery.

      Stan tipped his hat. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

      “And I yours as well, Mr. Hardy.”

      “Just Stan. My father is Mr. Hardy.”

      “And I’m Cordelia, not ma’am. That’s much too formal.”

      Stan chuckled. “She’ll fit right in here, David.”

      “I agree.” He wrapped an arm around Cordelia’s shoulders. “Shall we go ladies?” He dropped his arm to his side.

      Cordelia reached for Margie’s hand.

      David took her other hand putting the little girl between them.

      The three of them walked toward the mercantile holding hands. The boardwalk was plenty wide enough to accommodate them.

      As they walked, they passed the dress shop Cordelia saw earlier.

      “Oh, look David. The dress maker. Is it open?” She tried the door and it opened. She stepped through the door into a welcoming space that was about ten feet by ten feet. Two Queen Anne chairs graced the room under the windows which were covered in ivory chintz, letting lots of light into the light blue room. Between them was a low table with a newspaper on it.

      In the middle of the back wall was an opening covered by a dark blue cotton curtain. Also along that wall to one side of the opening was a counter with a glass top  and front with accessories on the shelf beneath.

      “Can I help you?” asked a young blonde woman from behind the counter.

      “Are you the proprietor?”

      “I am. Sofie Tyler, at your service.”

      “We need some new dresses for my daughter.” Cordelia rubbed Margie’s hand as it rested in hers. It sounds strange to call her my daughter and yet she is. I want everyone to know.

      “I’m sure that can be arranged. I have some ready-made dresses that would probably fit her except for the length but I have left them unhemmed so we can hem them to whatever length necessary. Would you like to see?”

      Cordelia nodded. “Oh, yes please.”

      David sat in one of the chairs at the front of the shop and picked up the newspaper. “You ladies have fun.”

      Cordelia couldn’t hold back a grin as she held Margie’s hand.

      “Come with me, please.” Sofia held a curtain open.

      Cordelia and Margie entered the back room.

      They returned to David with every dress Margie tried on, including the Sunday dress made of velvet and satin, similar to the one she had at home but this one was pink velvet instead of blue, with a black satin ribbon.

      Cordelia picked out four day dresses and the Sunday dress. She also bought three new chemises and seven pairs of bloomers.

      Sofie rang up all the purchases. “That’s thirteen dollars and seventy-five cents.”

      David paid the woman.

      “I need about an hour to hem these. Can you come back then?”

      David took Margie’s hand in his. “We’ll actually be about two hours so you don’t have to hurry. You’re the first stop we made this morning.”

      Sofie smiled. “Oh, good. That will give me plenty of time.”

      Cordelia brought David’s head down to hers and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you. You’ve made your little girl very happy today.”

      He grinned and looked at Margie.

      She had a smile a mile wide and was hopping up and down. “Let’s hurry, Daddy. I want to get home and try on my dresses.”

      “They aren’t ready yet, Button. But they will be by the time we’ve completed our other shopping. Let’s go now.”

      He held the door for his girls.

      Cordelia was almost as happy as Margie. She loved seeing the little girl so excited.

      Margie took Cordelia’s hand and held on tight.

      Cordelia’s heart felt close to bursting.

      They went to the mercantile. Except for the livery and the hotel, this building was the largest in town. As she entered she saw the store was pretty crowded. Cordelia had two large burlap bags to carry her goods to the counter.

      She smelled the coffee on the pot-bellied stove in the back corner. Next to the counter by the front door was a pickle barrel. She could almost smell the tangy treat.

      From where they entered she saw shelves of canned goods, tables filled with pants and boots for men and bolts of cloth. Several ladies’ dresses hung in the corner.

      “Let me introduce you to the owner.” They walked to the man standing by the counter at the side of the store, near the door. He was about Cordelia’s height, with thinning gray hair,

      “Ed, I want you to meet my wife. Ed Swanson, this is Cordelia.”

      “Please to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Thomas.”

      “Oh, call me Cordelia. No sense standing on ceremony.”

      David extended a hand. “I’m going to the feed store. Will you see that Cordelia and Margie are taken care of?”

      Ed shook his hand. “I’ll stay with them myself and show her where everything she’s looking for is located. My son, Todd, can handle the front by himself.”

      David left them in the hands of Ed Swanson.

      While there Cordelia planned on getting plenty of supplies for making cookies, cakes and pies. Since finding out the men all liked to have dessert, she was determined to see they got it every night. She knew they worked hard just from what David and Ada had said and she thought they deserved to get a little spoiled now that she was there.

      David pulled her aside. “I need to put in my grain order. Will you and Margie be all right here by yourselves?”

      Cordelia patted Margie’s hand. “I think we’ll be fine. And the owner will help us if we need it I’m sure.”

      “Here let me take those.” Ed took her bags from her. “I’ll carry them as they can get pretty heavy.”

      Cordelia took Ada’s list from her reticule and added her own items for baking. She began with canned goods. Vegetables of many varieties. She picked up eight cans of peaches and eight of apples so she could make pies. She ordered two-hundred pounds of flour, seventy-five pounds of sugar, and twenty-five of cornmeal. Twenty pounds of dried pinto beans, plus baking powder and soda, cocoa powder, powdered sugar, maple syrup, salt, pepper and many other items.

      By the time David returned, Ed and Todd had everything boxed up and ready to go.

      Margie tugged on Cordelia’s hand. “Can I have a candy stick, now?”

      “You sure can. You’ve been a little angel.” Cordelia picked up the child and let her look at the jars of candy sticks.

      “That one, the red one.”

      “That’s cherry,” said Todd whose brown hair was streaked with gold from being in the sun. His blue eyes twinkled as he handed Margie the stick.

      “Thank you,” said Margie as she took the candy.

      David smiled and took his daughter from Cordelia. “Thank you for being such a good girl today. Cordelia and I are very proud of you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She put the candy in her mouth.

      “Would you like a candy stick?” he asked Cordelia. “You’ve been a very good girl today, too.”

      Cordelia laughed. “No, thank you, but I will take a pound of peanut brittle I see in that jar there.” She pointed at the jars next to the ones for the stick candy. Along with the peanut brittle were chocolate fudge and what looked like penuche, which was burnt sugar fudge.

      “Cordelia. So good to finally find you.”

      The male voice sent shivers up Cordelia’s spine. She turned around and faced him.

      “Richard. How did you find me?” She thought of the money in her reticule to be deposited at the bank

      “It was not too difficult. Your friend Adeline, turned out to be more than helpful with a little persuasion.”

      “What did you do to her?” Her hands fisted at her sides and her heart raced.

      “Nothing like what you are thinking. I didn’t have to. I told her what would happen to her dear friend Emily if she didn’t tell me where you were.”

      “You’re an evil man. You stay away from me and my family.”

      David put Margie on the floor behind him. “Leave my wife alone.” He was a good five or six inches taller than Richard who was not much taller than Cordelia.

      “Your wife has something that belongs to me.”

      David moved in front of Cordelia and Margie, then stared down at the man. “She has nothing that belongs to you. Cordelia told me about you. If you come near her again, I’ll report you to the sheriff for threatening her. If the sheriff can’t do anything…then I’ll take care of you myself.” His hands curled into fists. “Permanently. Do you understand?”

      Cordelia had to admit she was happy David was protecting her. With him on her side, there was nothing Richard could do to her.

      Richard nodded. “I understand.” He turned and then turned back. “Think about it, Cordelia. You owe me that money. It’s mine.”

      “I have nothing that’s yours.” Her spine was so stiff she thought if she moved it might break. “I can’t help that you lost the business after Jonathan died. That is not my fault, and I won’t be threatened by you.”

      Richard narrowed his eyes and frowned at her, then turned and left.

      Cordelia leaned into David’s side.

      David put an arm around her. “You’re shaking like a leaf. He can’t hurt you. I won’t let him.”

      “He’ll find a way. He’s very resourceful, as you can see by him being here. I thought I’d left all his threats and violence behind me. But he found me. Poor Adeline, and poor Emily. Richard wouldn’t have thought twice about hurting them. Adeline saw that when he hit me.”

      “Let’s get you home.”

      “Please. I don’t want to think about Richard again.”
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      August 10, 1871

      

      Cordelia thought about Richard. He hadn’t done anything so far and yet she knew something was coming. She felt it in her bones.

      Now she stood by the front door and watched Margie in the parlor. The child was playing with one of her dollies and a teddy bear and they all appeared to be having invisible tea.

      She entered and stopped by the table. “Are you having tea with your friends?”

      “Yup.”

      “Don’t you have a tea set upstairs?”

      “Yup.”

      “Would you like to have tea with me and your friends upstairs? I’ll get us some milk and cookies.” She lowered her voice and looked around. “I saved them special for us in the house.”

      Margie looked up, her eyes wide. “Really? Can we?”

      “You go on upstairs and I’ll bring up the milk and cookies.”

      Margie grabbed her doll and bear and scrambled up the stairs.

      Cordelia chuckled, watching the little girl go.

      She went into the kitchen and opened the pantry. There, on the top shelf, she’d put eight cookies. When she made them again, she’d make many more than she had this time.

      “Ada, would you like a cookie? I’m taking milk and cookies upstairs. Margie and I are having tea.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” The housekeeper plucked a cookie off the plate Cordelia held.

      “I’ll be down later and will make cakes for dessert tonight.”

      “If you expect there to be any left you better make four and keep one back. Those men will eat everything you put out if you serve all four. Three will do for dessert.”

      “Will do.” Cordelia turned and walked upstairs back to Margie.

      When she opened the door to Margie’s bedroom, she was surprised to find her husband sitting at the little table with his daughter.

      “David. I didn’t expect you.” She lifted a brow. “Good thing I brought all the cookies and a pitcher of milk.”

      “Very good thing, indeed. When I stopped to see Margie and she said you both were having cookies and milk for tea. And then, after she invited me to stay, I couldn’t very well turn her down. Now, could I?” He grinned. “Besides I like milk and cookies, too.”

      Cordelia laughed. “Of course, not. We’re glad to have you.” She sat on the little chair that was for her and set the plate of cookies and the milk on the table.

      “Miss Margie, would you grant me the honor of pouring the milk? You can give each of us a cookie.”

      Margie’s head bobbed up and down. “Okay.” She put a cookie on each little plate, even the one for Mr. Bear.

      Cordelia poured the milk very carefully into the tiny teacups and set one in front of each of them, including Mr. Bear.

      “Shall we begin?” asked Cordelia.

      “Yes, please,” said Margie.

      David chuckled but picked up his teacup.

      Cordelia held out her pinky as she drank her tea and nearly laughed when Margie tried to do the same.

      She finally got her finger to cooperate and held it out just like Cordelia.

      David, not to be outdone, held out his as well.

      Cordelia giggled at the sight the big man made sitting on a tiny, child’s chair, holding a cup of tea with his pinky sticking out.

      “Don’t laugh. I might start drinking everything this way.”

      Cordelia laughed harder.

      “What’s so funny, Cordelia?” asked Margie?

      “Your daddy is funny, that’s what.”

      David smiled indulgently at his daughter, but when he looked at Cordelia, the heat in his gaze could have melted ice blocks.

      She found her lady parts melting as well.

      “Cordelia, I need to see you if we are done having tea.”

      “I believe we are.” She looked at Margie. “Gather the plates and the cups and put them on the cookie plate. I’ll take them down to the kitchen to be washed.”

      The child picked up the cups, saucers and then the dinner plates and stacked them on one side of the cookie plate after stacking the cookies on the other side.

      Cordelia picked up the milk and the cookie plate before walking out of the room.

      David followed her.

      “Come with me please.” He walked across the hall to their bedroom and opened the door.

      After she entered he closed the door.

      “What can I do for you, David?”

      “Set the milk and cookies down on the floor by your feet, please.”

      She did as he asked.

      When she stood, David stood to her side and pulled her into his arms.

      “I couldn’t stand it any longer. I needed to kiss you, but I want to do more than kiss you.”

      “David we can’t. Not here. Margie is right across the hall and it is the middle of the day.”

      He gazed at her and then smiled. “You’re right. Meet me in the barn in ten minutes.”

      “Okay, but what about the men? Won’t they come in and find us?” She felt some apprehension at this request but wouldn’t turn him down for anything. He was her husband.

      “They are all out on the range mending fences today. We’ll be quite alone.” David hurried out of the room.

      Cordelia grabbed a shawl since it was always cool in the barn, picked up the plate of cookies and dirty dishes and then rushed after her husband.

      After dropping the food in the kitchen, she hurried to the barn. She opened the door and stepped in. “David? Are you here?”

      “I’m here. Come in.”

      She walked into the building, past the stalls for the cows and horses and through the throngs of cats who seem to think it was time to be fed whenever she appeared.

      “Where are you?”

      “Look up.”

      Cordelia strained her neck to see him and found him in the loft. “Well come down.”

      “I’m waiting for you to come on up.”

      Her stomach clenched as she thought about climbing the ladder and being that far off the ground.  She wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’m not coming up there. No way.” She turned around to leave.

      “Wait. Cordelia. Wait for me right there.”

      He disappeared and then reappeared, climbing down the ladder. When he reached the ground, he hurried to her. “Sweetheart, what’s the matter?”

      She shook her head.

      “You can tell me. It’s all right.”

      “I don’t like heights. You’ll never get me up there.”

      “Well that’s a fine mess. I had us a little picnic up there. There’s a great view of the valley from there.”

      “Well, I will have to see it some other way because I’m not climbing any ladder.”

      He wrapped her in his arms.

      She was surprised to realize she was shaking.

      “I’ll just have to figure out another way to have you all to myself in the middle of the day.”

      Cordelia draped her arms around his neck. “Maybe we can go on a picnic into the mountains tomorrow. I’d very much like to see them up close.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and shook his head. “Sorry. We’re branding tomorrow and the next day.”

      Her mouth turned down. “Probably just as well. I would be leaving Ada with too much of the work if I took off in the middle of the week.

      “This was a bad idea on my part.” He pulled her closer so she felt his desire for her. “I just needed my wife. But I will learn to be patient.  I’ll have you all to myself tonight.”

      “Maybe instead of our reading or my sewing we can cuddle. I’d like that.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I’d like that, too.”

      Now if she could just calm down and be patient until tonight. She fanned herself.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after putting Margie down to sleep, Cordelia changed into her nightgown. She was just about to get into bed when she heard a sound.

      “Daddy. Cordelia.”

      Cordelia put on her robe and tied it at her waist. “That’s Margie. I’ll get her.”

      “I’ll come, too. I don’t like the sound of her voice.”

      David rose from the bed and put on his pajamas.

      When she got to Margie’s room, Cordelia went to her bed and sat. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Are you thirsty?”

      “I don’t feel good.”

      Cordelia put her wrist on Margie’s forehead. Why didn’t I notice she wasn’t well when I put her to bed? What kind of mother am I?

      “David, she’s burning up.”

      “She’s gotten fevers before. Victoria used to wipe her down with cool cloths. I’ll get a bucket with cold water in it and we can care for her together.” David left the room.

      “I’m so sorry you don’t feel well, but Daddy and I will do our best to make you feel better. First, I need to take off your nightgown.” I’m glad David knows what to do. I’ve never had to care for a sick child before.

      “Okay.” Margie struggled to sit up.

      Cordelia lifted her to her feet.

      Margie swayed.

      “Oh, dear. You poor baby. I’ll hurry so you can get back in bed.” Holding one hand on Margie’s shoulder, she stripped the child and then laid her back on the bed under the blankets.

      The little girl immediately kicked off the coverings. “Too hot.”

      Cordelia didn’t try to put the covers back. “Your daddy will be right—”

      “Her daddy is right here.” David entered carrying a bucket. “You take one side and I’ll take the other. We just wring out a washcloth in the cold water and then wipe her down and keep doing it until she finally cools and her fever breaks.” He poured some of the water into the basin from the bureau and handed it to Cordelia.

      “What happens when her fever breaks? Will she be all right then?”

      He shrugged. “We’ll have to see if she gets the chills. That often happens and she’ll need body heat to warm her. It would be best if you—”

      “I’ll lie with her. I’ve heard of this method of warming and know it needs to be done naked. It will be more appropriate for me to do so.”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      She tilted her head slightly and smiled. “No thanks, necessary. She’s my daughter now, too.”

      Cordelia brought over one of the chairs from Margie’s little table and set it beside the bed.

      David did the same thing. Then he handed her a cloth.

      Silence hung between them as she wrung out her washcloth and placed it gently on Margie’s arm.

      Margie sighed as Cordelia wiped her arm with the cold cloth. The little girl lay with her eyes closed.

      Neither spoke. Cordelia worried they wouldn’t be able to get the fever to subside and Margie would have internal damage from the fever. She’d heard of children who lost her ability to read and comprehend simple phrases.

      Finally, after several hours of wiping her with the cold cloths, Margie’s fever broke but she did get the chills, as expected.

      “You go back to bed. I’ll sleep with Margie.” Cordelia removed her nightclothes and crawled into bed with her daughter. She took the child in her arms and held her tight to her body. “She should be warm in no time.”

      David raised his gaze to Cordelia. “Thank you for caring for her.”

      “Of course. She’s special.”

      He looked at his child, lying there sleeping and shivering in Cordelia’s arms. “She’s very special to me.”

      She noticed his brows drawn together and his mouth in a flat line. “She’ll be fine. I promise. Good night. I’ll let you know how she’s doing after some rest. I’ll need to ask Ada to make some beef broth. I want her to be eating lightly and rebuild her strength. That’s what my old nurse did for me, may she rest in peace.”

      “I’ll ask her when she gets up to prepare breakfast. And I’ll do your chores this morning.”

      “That won’t give you much sleep.”

      “I doubt I’ll be able to sleep anyway. I want to take Margie in to see Doc Roberts tomorrow after she’s had some broth...just to make sure she’s all right.”

      Cordelia nodded and hugged Margie tighter.

      The child moaned and pushed at her.

      She didn’t let her go but draped her leg over Margie to keep her still.

      Finally, the little girl quit pushing at her and slept.

      Cordelia felt Margie’s even breathing, heard her baby snores and finally relaxed enough to fall asleep.

      When morning came, Cordelia woke to Margie staring at her.

      Cordelia reached up and put a hand on Margie’s forehead. “How are you feeling, sweetie? You don’t seem to have a fever anymore.”

      “Good. Why are you in bed with me, naked?”

      “Well, you were a very sick little girl. You had a fever and then chills. The best way to get you warm was with my body heat, so I shared it with you. Is that okay?”

      The little girl frowned for a moment and then nodded. “Get up now? I’m hungry.”

      Cordelia chuckled. “Yes, sweetie, we can get up now.” She threw back the blankets and donned her nightgown and robe. She’d dress after she got Margie dressed.

      “What do you want to wear today? We’re going to town to see the doctor and have him check you out to make sure you’re all right. Then maybe we can go to the mercantile and you can get a candy stick for being such a good patient for your daddy and me. Would you like that?”

      The child nodded quickly. “Yup. I wear Sunday dress.”

      “Why don’t you wear one of your other new dresses and save the Sunday one? It’s very special and you should only wear it on Sunday to church or for occasions like Christmas. Understand?”

      “Otay.” She pointed to a blue checked dress with a dark blue satin ribbon around her chest. “That one.”

      “That’s a very good choice.” She helped the little girl put on her undergarments and then the dress, tying the ribbon in the back.

      Cordelia went to her bedroom and dressed. She donned a blue blouse and a black bombazine skirt.

      David was gone, doing her chores as well as his.

      Margie followed and sat on the bed.

      After she buttoned her dress, she put on her shoes. “What do you say we get some breakfast? How hungry are you?”

      “Really hungry. Can I have oatmeal?”

      Cordelia held out her hand to Margie and then patted the little girl’s hand.

      Thinking for just a moment on whether that would be too much for Margie’s stomach, she decided that would sit well, too and Margie liked it more than broth. “I think oatmeal would be a good thing to have. We don’t want to put too much in your stomach right away though. That might not be good for you.”

      Arriving in the kitchen she saw Ada was busy preparing food for the men, so Cordelia put the water on to boil for the cereal. After the oatmeal had finished cooking, she dished up a bowl for Margie. Then she got out the maple syrup and the milk.

      “I need to help Ada prepare breakfast now. You just sit there and eat your breakfast.

      David entered with a bucket of fresh milk.

      Cordelia stood and went over to him. “Look who’s feeling well this morning.”

      He got a big smile on his face and walked over to Margie. He knelt beside her chair. “How are you this morning, Button?”

      She smiled. “I good. How you?”

      David laughed. “I’m good, too. What are you having for breakfast? Broth?”

      Margie shook her head. “Nope, oatmeal.”

      He looked up at Cordelia. “I thought you said to give her broth.”

      “She was too hungry for just broth. The oatmeal will fill her up and is still gentle on her stomach.”

      He let out a deep breath. “All right. I guess that’s okay.”

      Cordelia pointed to the stove. There’s plenty for you. Why don’t you dish yourself up a bowl and join her?”

      “I think I will.”

      David returned to the table with a bowl and a cup of coffee. “You ladies both look quite lovely this morning.”

      Margie took a bite of her breakfast. “We see Doc today.”

      “You shouldn’t talk with your mouth full,” admonished Cordelia.

      The child swallowed. “Sorry. I forgot.”

      “That’s all right, you’ll remember the next time, correct?”

      Margie looked at her bowl, her mouth turned down. “Yes, ma’am.”

      David took a sip of his coffee before digging into his cereal. “Will you be ready to leave for town after breakfast? I want to stop into the bank while we’re there.”

      “We will after the men have eaten. I told Margie we could go to the mercantile for a candy stick since she’s been such a good girl.”

      David smiled down at his daughter. “She certainly has been. I’ll let the two of you go there while I’m at the bank.”

      “Is there something wrong that you are checking on?”

      He shook his head. “I simply want to keep my employees on their toes. They never know when I’ll show up, so they must do their best all the time. If I come in and they’re lollygagging, they’ll be given one warning. If it happens again, they’re fired on the spot. I can’t have that in my bank. They always have something that needs to be done, even during the slack times. Everything from straightening their cash drawers, to filing paperwork, to sweeping the floor.”

      “Besides they would be disrespecting you since I assume you have given them direction in this matter.

      David raised a brow. “I have, on more than one occasion.”

      Cordelia nodded. “I can understand your ire if they are not working. I must give you my money and you can open an account for me while you’re at the bank today.” She went to the stove and checked on the batch of biscuits. Seeing them browned, she removed the two pans and put in two more that Ada had prepared. Then she whipped more than two dozen eggs and when Ada removed the bacon that was done from the skillets, she drained the bacon grease into a can and poured the eggs into the pans.

      “I can do that, no problem.”

      When the eggs were done, Cordelia sounded the triangle and in a few minutes all the men were there washing before entering the kitchen and taking their places.

      After the last man had left the kitchen, Cordelia gathered the dishes and took them to the sink.

      “I’ll do the dishes. I know you three are ready to go into town and have my precious baby checked out, though she appears none the worse for wear.”

      “I agree,” said Cordelia. “I think she’s fine.”

      At least I hope so. David is right to have her checked. What if there is something that we don’t see?
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      David parked the wagon in the alley next to the Golden City Mercantile. He pulled his rifle from the scabbard by his left leg before he went around the wagon to help Cordelia and Margie out of the wagon. He gave Margie a kiss on the cheek. He took Cordelia in his arms and kissed her thoroughly.

      His action left her thunderstruck as she didn’t expect it, not here in the open.

      He grinned.

      She took the money from her reticule and handed it to him.

      David pocketed the cash and then walked down the street, whistling.

      Did that kiss mean he loved her? Or was it just to show his possession? What was she thinking? He told her specifically, he would never love her. Never take the risk again.

      Just because she was falling in love with him despite her continued love for Peter, didn’t mean he was feeling the same emotion. She shook her head deciding it didn’t matter. She liked the kiss.

      As he walked away, she noticed he was wearing his gun all the time now. He only did that since Richard had come to town. He used to wear it when he went out on the range but left it at home when he worked at the bank. Richard’s appearance had changed all that.

      Cordelia took Margie’s hand. They walked into the mercantile and up to the counter with the jars of colorful candy sticks. She lifted Margie so she could see all the colors.

      “Good morning, ladies.” Ed Swanson smiled and then talked to Margie. “What flavor candy stick do you want?”

      Margie put a finger on her chin. “The red one again.” She turned in Cordelia’s arms. “I liked that one.”

      Ed opened a jar and took out a red candy stick. “Here you go, one cherry candy stick.”

      “Ed, you better give us a variety. How many flavors do you have?”

      He puffed up his chest. “We’ve got all sixteen flavors. That’s every flavor they make.”

      “Very good. Give us the other fifteen flavors, please.” Cordelia frowned for a moment. “Actually, you better make that two of every flavor. The men will like a candy stick, too. Plus,” she reached into her reticule. “I have my list of items to add to our regular order.” She straightened the paper and then handed it to him.

      “I’ll see these added to your order and we’ll have you loaded in about an hour.”

      “That would be wonderful. The wagon is in the alley today.”

      Ed smiled. “Very good. That makes it easy for Todd to get it loaded.”

      “Thank you. I think we’ll meet David at the bank.”

      He tilted his head just a bit. “Now Cordelia, you know you want a stick of candy, too.”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t.” Then she saw a new flavor. “Is that butterscotch?” She pointed to the tan-colored stick.

      “Yes, ma’am. Just got that flavor and the lime one in yesterday.”

      “You’d better give me one of those sticks. I love butterscotch.”

      Ed laughed. “So, do I. I was contemplating keeping them all for myself.”

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t.”

      He handed her the candy.

      “Thanks, Ed. We’ll see you later.” She guided Margie out of the store. Once outside, they headed down the boardwalk to David’s bank.

      As they passed the alley with the wagon in it, Richard Lynch shot out and grabbed Cordelia’s arm pulling her into the alley.

      Cordelia thought he was gone since no one had seen him that she knew of in days. She was wrong.

      Margie dropped her candy stick and it broke as it landed in the dirt.

      Richard grabbed Cordelia’s right arm throwing her off balance.

      He squeezed her arm painfully.

      “Where’s my money, Cordelia?”

      She quickly gained her balance. “I don’t have any money that is yours.”

      “You have that five-thousand Jonathan gave you. I want that money. With the business gone, I need that money and you’ll give it to me.”

      “Never.”

      He raised his left hand and she lifted her arm to stop him from hitting her. He released her used his right hand to backhand her anyway, sending her to the ground. Then he stared at Margie who stood crying at the mouth of the alley.

      Eyes wide, and heart pounding, Cordelia yelled. “No. Leave her alone. Margie, run. Run back to the mercantile. Run.”

      The child ran screaming out of the alley.

      Richard stepped forward.

      Cordelia grabbed his leg and held fast.

      He shook her off, turned and used his fist to hit her again.

      She fell back, hitting her head on the hard ground. Cordelia refused to close her eyes, though she wanted to, to ease the pain.

      Richard gazed down at her. “If you don’t get me the money, I’ll take your little girl. Do you understand?” Then he kicked her in the side.

      Cordelia opened her eyes her pulse racing, her breath coming in pants. “You touch her and I’ll kill you. I’ll see you dead. Do you understand?”

      Richard laughed. “You can’t do a thing to me.”

      Heavy boots sounded on the boardwalk and got closer.

      He looked up, then back at her, and kicked her again. “Time for me to go.” Richard looked toward the front of the alley then turned and ran out the back.

      Ed and Todd Swanson turned the corner of the alley and hurried to Cordelia.

      Ed took her hand and helped her to stand. “Are you all right? Can you stand alone?”

      “Margie? Did she find you?”

      He nodded and released Cordelia. “She came in crying but she’s safe.”

      She wobbled a bit. “Thank you.”

      Ed grabbed her hand to steady her.

      David ran into the alley and caught her around the waist. “What happened? Where’s Margie?”

      “Oww.” Cordelia grimaced unable to keep the pain in her ribs, where David held her, to herself.

      Ed jutted his chin toward the store. “Don’t worry. She’s safe in the store with the missus.”

      Cordelia was afraid Richard might kidnap Margie. “One of you needs to be with her. Richard isn’t intimated by women. A man needs to be with her at all times. ” Cordelia leaned into David, absorbing his strength.

      “Todd and I will both be with her. No one will take her from us.”

      David nodded at Ed. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. You better get her to the doc.”

      David scooped her into his arms.

      She moaned from his contact with her ribs.

      “I’m taking her now. I won’t worry about Margie with you being with her.” He gazed at Cordelia. “Do you know who did this to you?”

      She kept her eyes closed. The pain seemed worse when they were open. “Richard Lynch. He wants the money I told you about. I won’t give it to him. The money is mine, not his.” Her mouth hurt her when she talked. She lifted a hand to her face and touched it. Pain was immediate. Her hand was covered with blood. “Sorry. I’m a mess. I tried to protect myself, but I couldn’t. I need to clean up.”

      David turned and strode out of the alley.

      He carried her as though she was as light as Margie. At the boardwalk he turned right, past the butcher and the bakery. Then he crossed the street to Doc’s office.

      He knocked on the door with his boot.

      Doc’s receptionist, Berta, opened the door for him.

      She took a look at Cordelia and pointed toward the hallway. “Take her back to the surgery room. Last door at the end of the hall on the left.”

      David followed her instructions and entered the surgery.

      Cordelia looked around the room. A padded table stood in the middle of the room, covered with a sheet. Two cupboards hung above a wood counter with drawers below. The room was simple and spotless.

      Doc Roberts, was an older man who was balding, stooped a little and wore glasses which always fell down his nose, so he looked over the top of them.

      “What have we here? David? She your new wife?”

      “Yes, this is Cordelia. Please help her, Doctor.”

      Doc looked her over. “Good grief, Cordelia. What in the world happened to you? You look like you were in a bar fight...and lost.”

      “Never mind that,” said David. “Can you check her out? I think she might need stitches on her cheek.”

      Her face throbbed and her side, too. She wondered if she had cracked ribs.

      Doc went to the counter where a pitcher and basin sat. From the top drawer, he pulled a washcloth and from the second drawer, a small towel.

      “All right, let’s see what we have here. This will probably hurt, so be prepared.”

      Cordelia gave him a single nod, the pain in her face, now greater.

      David stood back and watched with his arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t say anything but Cordelia could tell by his grimace that her face looked terrible.

      When the cool cloth touched her cheek, she squeezed her eyes shut against the tears that filled them.

      “There, I’m done. You’ve got a bad cut on your cheek. It will definitely need stitches. I’ll make them as small as I can, but you’ll still have a scar.”

      “I don’t care how I look. I just want to heal and get this pain over with.”

      Doc went to the cupboards and got a small brown bottle. “This is laudanum. I want you to take half a teaspoon in water every four hours. The pain will ease for a while and will allow you to rest.” He fetched a spoon and a half glass of water, and then he mixed in the medicine. “Drink this down.”

      She drank the water, though it didn’t taste very good and then handed back the empty glass.

      “Now I’ll stitch you up. I’m sorry it will hurt like the dickens but you’ll be all right.” He got the needle ready and then returned to her side. “Here we go now.”

      Cordelia tried to stop the tears that poured from her eyes but she couldn’t. Getting the stitches hurt, and yet, she knew she needed them or the cut wouldn’t heal properly.

      “There. All done. I put in sixteen stitches. That’s a lot for a three-inch wound but you’ll mend quicker this way. I need you to leave them in for at least ten days.”

      Unable to speak, she nodded. Then she took the handkerchief from her skirt pocket and dried her tears. “Doc he kicked me in the side several times and I hurt like crazy just trying to breathe.”

      “Let’s take a look. Raise your arms if you can.”

      She grimaced as she raised them as far as she could.

      The doctor pressed on her side.

      Cordelia cried out and thought she would faint.

      “Well, it does look like you have a couple of cracked ribs. They will have to heal on their own. I can’t do much but wrap you tightly so they don’t move. It should help with the pain. Remove your blouse, please.”

      Cordelia lowered her arms and unbuttoned her blouse, but removing it was beyond her.

      David came to her side and helped her take off her blouse and chemise.

      She didn’t even care she was sitting there bare-chested. Cordelia hurt too bad to worry about being modest.

      Doc went to the cupboards and returned with several rolls of cloth. “I’ll wrap your ribs with this cotton. I’m wrapping it very tightly so your ribs don’t move when you breathe or sit or anything else, though I would refrain from having marital relations for awhile. Raise your arms again.” He wrapped the cloth around and around her chest under her breasts.

      The result was she really couldn’t move. She couldn’t turn and could only take shallow breaths.

      David helped her dress.

      “Thanks, Doc,” said David. “What do we owe you?”

      “Two dollars. I want you to take the laudanum home and make sure she takes it. She’ll hurt a lot when the dose I gave her wears off, so keep it in her for the first couple of days. Every four hours. Don’t forget. You can give her another dose when you get home, then start the timing for every four hours.”

      “I’ll make sure she takes her medicine, personally.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      David pulled his wallet from his coat pocket and paid the doctor.

      “I’ll take her home now and see that she goes to bed.”

      “Her bruises will become more visible for the next few days. When she can tell you what happened, I’d appreciate knowing for my records.”

      “I’ll tell you now. She was attacked by her brother’s former partner. It isn’t the first time he’s attacked her but it will be the last.”

      “Good grief,” said Doc. “Definitely stay away from that man and make sure that Sheriff Banks knows what happened as well.”

      David shook his head. “I’ll come back tomorrow and talk to Samuel. For now, I just want to get my family home.”

      Cordelia sat up on the table letting her legs hang off the side. She needed to stand or David would be carrying her all over town. Richard had beat up her face so why were her legs so wobbly? She slid off the table, keeping a hand on it for support.

      Her legs threatened to give way and her arms collapsed down to her elbow. She pushed herself upright, leaning on her hands and just breathing.

      David stepped in close.“That a girl.”

      Finally, standing on her own, she let out as deep a breath as she could. “I can walk now, if I have your arm to lean on.”

      David moved next to her and then held out his arm. “Of course.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” she said, without turning around.

      “I’d rather not see you again for this kind of thing.”

      Cordelia chuckled. “Oww. Trust me, Doc. I don’t want to see you again for this either.”

      Walking with David’s help, Cordelia left the doctor’s office.

      “I don’t think I can walk to the doctor’s office and back to take Margie.” Her steps seemed to slow with every one she took.

      “We can take Margie if she gets sick again, but I think she’s fine. I just want to get you home.”

      “What should we tell Margie if she asks about my face?”

      “Just that the bad man hurt you but he won’t again. I’m so sorry, I should never have left you alone.”

      She placed her hand on his arm and got him to stop.

      He turned to her.

      “David, this is not your fault. I forgot about him too. We got lax because he’s been absent, but that was probably what he was waiting for. We’ll be on guard now.”

      “Yes, we will. I’m not leaving you alone. If you’re not with me, one of the men will be guarding you. I want you safe.”

      They walked to the mercantile and collected Margie.

      Luckily, David hadn’t dropped her at the wagon while he got Margie. Cordelia wouldn’t have stayed there by herself. What if Richard was watching, just waiting for her to return?
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      Cordelia sat next to Margie in the wagon headed home. The child sat between her and David.

      About thirty minutes from town when David spoke. “We have to talk about it. What exactly happened today?”

      She told him everything. “I never knew Richard was such a violent man until he hit me before I left to come here. You know the rest of the story.”

      “I do, and what matters is he will keep coming unless you give him the money.”

      “The sum is mine. Jonathan said it was my inheritance and was the last thing he gave me before dying. Richard isn’t entitled to any of the money, he had the business. Besides that, when he discovers how rich you are, he’ll just blackmail me...us...into giving him more, or he’ll beat me up again. Or he’ll take Margie. He threatened that just before he ran out of the alley.”

      David’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the reins. “If he as much as smiles at her, I’ll kill him.”

      I wonder if David has ever killed a man. He threatens to kill Richard, but I can’t imagine him actually doing it, so I believe it’s just a saying built from frustration. “I said much the same thing to him. He laughed. God, my ribs hurt and my face hurts. I can’t decide which hurts more. I’d have to say the ribs. I can’t wait until we get home.”

      David reached across Margie, who slept leaning against Cordelia, and squeezed her knee. “You’ll feel better once we get you home and into bed. I think a little more laudanum wouldn’t hurt you either.”

      “It won’t be quite four hours yet.”

      “Doc said to give you another dose when we arrive home. You need to rest. Sleep is the best thing for you right now. How is your mouth? Are your teeth loose?”

      She lifted a hand to her cheek but it hurt, so she moved her jaw back and forth. “My teeth seem to be fine. I think he hit my cheek and eyes more than anything else. I figure I’ve got two black eyes or will have.”

      He smiled. “You definitely have two and they will be getting more colorful as the week wears on.”

      “I’m sorry to bring my troubles to your doorstep.”

      “Nonsense. Your troubles, as you call them, are mine, too.”

      A small sob escaped her. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      He patted her knee with the hand that remained there for a minute before he moved his hand and rested it for a moment on his daughter's corn silk hair. She was so beautiful, too bad she also looked like her mother, but that wasn’t Margie’s fault. That her mother had been a psychopath wasn’t Margie's fault either. His daughter was the sweetest child he knew, of course, being her father might color his view. He smiled and removed his hand lest he wake her.

      Margie shifted her position so her head rested on Cordelia’s lap.

      “She means the world to me. I don’t know what I’d do if anyone tried to harm her.”

      He watched as Cordelia smiled down at his little girl now resting with her head on Cordelia’s lap. “I know exactly what you mean. I’ve come to love her as much as if she were my own daughter, which she is. I hope that someday, she’ll call me Mama, but for now, Cordelia is fine.”

      “Using the word mama is difficult for her. Her mother didn’t care about her and avoided her unless she was using her to get something she wanted. I squashed that idea immediately. I told her I’d throw her out with nothing but the clothes on her back. Looking at everything that transpired last year, I probably should have done just that. She wouldn’t have had the money then to make the trip out here and try to kill Victoria.”

      Cordelia gasped. “That’s such a bizarre thing to happen. If I hadn’t heard the story from you and Victoria, I would have guessed it was from a dime novel. But then Richard following me out here is something out of a dime novel, too.”

      “It is a rather amazing story.”

      David pulled into the driveway to the ranch and was shortly home. He set the brake and then came around and helped Cordelia to the ground.

      She moved very slowly and held on to the side of the wagon before letting David help her down.

      Then he reached up for Margie.

      The child was still drowsy from her nap.

      “I’ll carry her upstairs.” He cradled his daughter in his arms. “Can you make it on your own, or do you need me to carry you upstairs as well?”

      “I can make it. I’m just a little weak. I’m sure the trauma of today is the reason for my weakened state. You wouldn’t think having my face battered and my ribs cracked would affect the rest of me, but it seems to.”

      “I’m not surprised.” He walked into the kitchen.

      Cordelia followed, limping along, too tired and weak to worry about her limp.

      “What in the world?” Ada hurried over and took Cordelia by the elbow, escorting her to the table. “Child you look like someone beat the heck out of you. What happened?”

      She lowered herself slowly onto the bench. “Someone did beat the heck out of me.”

      “I’ll be right back,” said David. “I’m putting Margie down for the rest of her nap.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll get you some tea. You just sit right there.” Ada busied herself with the tea and then returned to the table with the cup.

      While Ada heated some water, Cordelia related the story of what happened to her.

      Ada returned to the table with a cup of hot water, a tea ball in it.

      After a few minutes, Cordelia sipped the tea, the warmth spreading through her.

      David returned and looked at Cordelia. “Time to get you upstairs to bed. Do you want me to carry you?”

      Cordelia rose slowly. “I can walk. I’ll talk to you later, Ada.”

      The older woman smiled and began to clear the dirty dishes. “I ain’t going nowhere.”

      Cordelia finally stood and slowly walked out of the room using first David’s chair at the table and then the wall in the hallway, to help her support herself.

      David suddenly scooped her into his arms.

      “What are you doing? I said I could walk.”

      “I want to get you into bed today not tomorrow. You were barely making any progress, so you get carried.”

      She put her arms around his neck and sighed. He was right and she appreciated that he recognized it, even if she protested...a little.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For being so kind.”

      He stopped and looked down at her. “You’re my wife. Of course, I’m kind to you. I’m also protective and I hope caring.” He continued up the stairs. “I hope you feel all those things toward me, as well.”

      “I do.” I’ve also fallen in love with you. I never expected it to happen, didn’t think I could. I know it’s soon and some would say too soon to be a real love. But I know what I feel and that feeling gives me hope that one day you’ll love me back, regardless of what you said. I’ve learned enough about feeling love that I don’t know if I can live in a marriage without love.

      David walked into the bedroom and set her on the floor next to the bed.

      He unbuttoned her blouse and slid it off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. Then he did the same with her skirt, followed by her bloomers and chemise.

      “You need to put them in the laundry basket.”

      His mouth formed a straight line. “I’ll take care of it after I get you into bed.”

      She knew he was angry, but her strength sapped and she just couldn’t care what he did or didn’t do to Richard. She let him take off the rest of her clothes and put on her nightgown.

      Cordelia crawled into bed, slowly so as not to move her ribs any, if possible.

      David brought the covers up to under her chin. Then he walked to the bureau, removed the brown bottle from the doctor from his pocket and came back with a half glass of water. “Here, drink this down, bad taste and all.”

      Dutifully, she consumed the liquid and then grimaced. “That stuff really does taste bad.”

      “I know.”

      She grimaced as she tried to take a deep breath after the nasty tasting medicine.

      “You’re in pain again or is it still? Did the first dose help at all?”

      “Am I that transparent?” She tried to frown. “Oww. I was trying not to show it. I think the first dose helped, but since I don’t have anything to compare it to, I don’t know for sure.”

      “Let me help you lean up and I’ll fluff your pillows.” He took her by the arm and pulled her up, fluffed her pillows and helped her settle down.

      When she leaned back, she winced and then she sighed. No one in her life had ever been this attentive. “Thank you seems like such inadequate words for all you’ve done for me.”

      He ran a hand over her hair. “They are fine words.”

      She lifted a hand to cover her open mouth.

      “Looks like the laudanum is working.”

      She kept closing her eyes and opening them again. “I guess so. I’m having a hard time keeping my eyes open.”

      He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Don’t fight it. Let them close and go to sleep.”

      “I’ve grown used to you being in bed with me. The bed feels too big with me in it all alone.”

      “Would you like me to lay down with you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, please. Just until I fall asleep.”

      “All right.” He lay on the bed next to her and took her in his arms.

      “Mmm. I like this.”

      He kissed her temple. “So do I.”

      He likes to cuddle with me. Could that mean he’s beginning to love me?
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        * * *

      

      As soon as she was asleep, David extricated himself from her hold. He had to admit, he liked that she missed him in bed. He thought that sentiment boded well for their marriage.

      He stood and gazed at her.

      She looked like a banged-up angel, and maybe she was. His angel. He bent and kissed her forehead. He was beginning to feel things he’d hoped never to feel again. Was he falling in love with his little wife? The thought did not make him happy. With one last look, he left the room.

      Every time he looked at her cut cheek and her black eyes, rage shot through him. When he got hold of this Richard Lynch person, he would show him what it felt like to be beaten up. Except his anger threatened to not let him stop at just giving him a beating. He wanted to beat Richard into the ground, so he could never treat another woman like this.

      Taking a deep breath and letting it out and then doing it again, he got himself under control before he entered the kitchen.

      Ada stood at the counter peeling potatoes and carrots for their evening meal.

      “Mmm. Pot roast. My favorite.”

      “It also happens to be Cordelia’s favorite. I figure she could use something special for dinner.”

      “You’re too good to us, Ada.” He poured himself a cup of coffee. “I’m headed out to the corrals if you or she needs me.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll ring the triangle if I need to.”

      His corral was like Andrew Mayfield’s, and probably like all the others around here. It was a large circle, formed by split railroad ties three high, with about two feet between each rail so the horses couldn’t jump over the fence and get out. When David leaned on it his arms were about level with his chin. Sometimes the corral was full of horses, at other times maybe only one horse that they were trying to green break to saddle for the soldiers at Bent’s Fort. Sometimes, cows filled the corral, and occasionally, like now, it contained only a few calves being used for practice roping.

      Mack Taylor approached. “Hey Boss. We heard about what happened to Cordelia. Every man here wants a piece of the person—I can’t call him a man—who did this to her.”

      All the men gathered around. The calves they’d been roping, while practicing their techniques, were forgotten.

      “That’s right.”

      “Let us have him for just a few minutes.”

      “We’ll show him what it feels like to have someone use his fist on you.”

      All the men talked at once and David couldn’t discern who said what, but they all had the same message for Richard Lynch. He’d better watch out.

      He took a sip of his coffee. “Thanks, men. Cordelia and I are both grateful. As soon as she feels better, I’m sure she’ll tell you herself.”

      Mack touched David on the arm. “Will she be okay? I saw her as you brought her home earlier and she looked pretty rough.”

      David squeezed Mack’s shoulder. “Doc says she’ll be fine, but she needs to rest for a few days. The bruises will fade, and the stitches will come out in ten days.”

      “Good. That’s real good.”

      “When she gets better, I’ll teach her how to ride, if she doesn’t know how. I want to show her the mountains.”

      “She’ll like that. Don’t forget about the line shack up there, too in case it rains.”

      “I won’t. This weather can change in a minute.”

      Mack nodded and spat the juice from the tobacco he always chewed onto the ground. “That’s the truth.”

      David watched the men go back to work with the calves. He knew tomorrow they’d be breaking horses, and he always came to watch. He wasn’t good enough on a horse to break one himself, so he let those that knew what they were doing have the honors.

      Turning he emptied the grounds from his coffee cup on the dirt and headed back to the house. He didn’t want to leave Cordelia alone very long. She might wake and need something, and he wanted to be there if she did.

      He passed Ada, who was pouring boiling water in the laundry tub, and dropped off his cup on the kitchen counter before going upstairs. Margie was playing house in the parlor with her dolly and Mr. Bear. He checked the front door and made sure it was locked. He didn’t want her outside unless he or Cordelia was there to watch her.

      David entered the parlor to check on his daughter. “How are you, Button?” He laid his hand on her forehead. “You seem to have recovered from your illness very well.”

      “Daddy, is Cordelia otay?”

      “Yes, she’ll be fine, honey. Did the bad man scare you?”

      Margie nodded and ran into her father’s arms.

      He pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. The scent of Cordelia’s rose soap tickled his nose.

      “The bad man won’t hurt her anymore. I promise. Now I want you to stay inside. You’re not to go outside without me or Cordelia. Understand?”

      She nodded. “Not go outside without Daddy or Cordelia.”

      They usually ended up playing hide-and-seek with her, but she was so bad at it because she always giggled. He smiled at the memory.

      Entering the bedroom, he saw that Cordelia still slept. She’d kicked the covers off and he didn’t blame her. The air was hot as Hades in there. He opened the windows, one on the north wall and one on the east to hopefully get a breeze. The room immediately cooled as the gentle morning wind came through.

      He carried the rocker from Margie’s room into his bedroom and set it next to the bed. Then he got a book and his reading glasses so he could be occupied until Cordelia awoke.

      He liked Jules Verne and was reading Journey to the Center of the Earth. He was actually almost done with it and would start Moby Dick next.

      “David.”

      He set his book aside and went to her. “Hi, sweetheart. How are you feeling?”

      “Sore and I have a headache. A whole head ache, even my ears hurt, like someone boxed them.”

      He sat on the bed next to her and put a hand on her forehead. Then he took her hand in his. “I’m not surprised. You took quite a beating and you saved Margie. I’ll never be able to repay you for that. Luckily, you don’t have a fever, so no infection so far.”

      “I saved my daughter from a dangerous man. I would do it all again to save her...or you. You’re my family and I know you would do the same for me.”

      “I would and I intend to make this man pay. I need to ride to town and give Samuel Banks the information about this man.”

      “I’ll give Samuel the information and his description. The man can’t stay hidden for long. He’s got to eat and he’ll have to show up somewhere to do so.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them wide. “Unless he breaks in somewhere and steals it. Then no one would see him. He’s wily, sneaky and totally untrustworthy. I don’t know what Jonathan ever saw in the man to go into business with him.”

      He took her hand in his and gave her a squeeze. “We’ll find him in the meantime what can I do to help you?”

      “You can go check on Margie while I use the facilities.”

      “I just checked on Margie. She’s fine. Do you need my help?”

      She dropped her chin and gave him a withering look.

      “All right I get the message. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      By the time he returned, Cordelia was back in bed.

      He sat in the rocker. “She’s fine. Do you want me to read to you or would you like to read? Would you rather just rest?”

      She closed her eyes. “I think I just want to rest. Reading, even listening, takes too much energy. I don’t have any to spare right now.”

      David furrowed his brows and then smoothed them, got up and kissed her forehead. Was she hot? Did she have a fever? They’d just gone through this with Margie. Should he start cooling her down now?
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      He let her rest overnight, except when he woke her to drink some water. He knew she needed the liquid. All through the night he’d held her close, always aware of her injuries. The next morning he woke, his side soaked where Cordelia lay cuddled to him.

      “Cordelia, honey, you’re very hot.”

      She opened her eyes and gazed at him. Her eyes were bright and glassy like Margie’s had been.. “I might have a fever. That wouldn’t be unusual. As long as my cheek isn’t infected, I’ll be fine.”

      He sat up on the edge of the bed and checked her cheek. A small amount of yellow discharge coated her stitches on the side closest to her ear. “I think your wound is infected.”

      She sighed. “Why am I not surprised? Richard attacks me yet again. Please get the witch hazel. If I clean it well with soap and water then apply the witch hazel, maybe we can nip it in the bud.”

      “All right, I’ll get the witch hazel. Be right back.”

      When he returned, he found her standing in front of the mirror on the bureau dabbing her face with a washcloth.

      “Are you ready for this?” He held up the bottle of clear liquid.

      “Not really. It’ll hurt like crazy.”

      “Believe me, I know. I wish I could take the pain for you.”

      She smiled and then grimaced. “I don’t think I’ll smile for a while. It hurts to move my cheek like that. I was going to ask if you would take the birthing pain when we have our first child.”

      He grinned but thought her statement very strange. Did I give her too much laudanum? Oh, well, she’s not in pain and that’s what counts. “I’d say yes, but you know I’d be lying.”

      “Yes, I would.” She smiled, anyway. “Oww. I’ve got to stop doing that.”

      He set the bottle on the bureau and turned her toward him with a hand on her shoulder. “Let me see your wound.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t call it a wound. That word makes it sound like I was shot in battle.”

      “You might not have been shot, but you were definitely in a battle. Now, let me see.” He examined her injury. “You’ve gotten it good and clean I don’t see anything but a bit of seeping blood.”

      “Good, that’s what I want. Now for the witch hazel.” She took a couple of small squares of linen she found next to the washcloths in the commode and soaked it with the astringent. Then she took a deep breath and held it while she pressed the cloth to the wound. “Oh, God help me, this stuff hurts.” She quickly pulled away the linen and waved a hand in front of her face.

      David knew firsthand how much the witch hazel hurt and blew on her cheek to dry the liquid and ease the stinging.

      Finally, she relaxed.

      “Feel better?”

      “Now that process is over, I do feel better, and hopefully this fever will go away. I’d really like to go back to bed, but I’m hungry. Do we have any soup stock?” She walked over to the bed and fluffed her pillows before lying down.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “We might have beef broth. Ada is made a pot roast for dinner last night.”

      “Would you check and see for me? If she doesn’t have any, maybe just a glass of milk and some soda crackers.”

      “Do you need anything else?”

      She shook her head. “Thank you. That’s all.”

      “Be right back with something.” Crackers and milk are not much to eat.
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        * * *

      

      She watched David leave the room. When she was alone, she let the tears fall. Her face hurt, she felt sorry for herself and her anger at Richard knew no bounds. The angrier she got, the fewer of her tears fell. They dried up instead with thoughts of vengeance for the harm he’d caused her. She wanted him to be found by the men here and wanted for him to know what it feels like to have someone use his fists on his face, like he did hers.

      Anger completely took hold. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to give him another chance at her, only she’d have the men ready. Then her fervor evaporated. If the men were with her, Richard would never show himself. Not now. After David talked to Sheriff Banks, Richard would be labeled a wanted man and go into hiding. But where would he hide?

      David entered carrying a tray. “Here you go. Chicken broth, crackers and milk. I figured I’d bring it all just in case you were hungrier than you thought. Just eat what you want.”

      She sat up straighter in bed, wincing at the ache in her side.

      He set the tray on her lap.

      There were two bowls of broth on the tray. “How did Ada know I’d need broth and have it already made? And I’m hungry, but not for two bowls. Why don’t you have one?” She chuckled.

      “She didn’t. She’s planning on chicken noodle soup for dinner tonight.” He picked up the second bowl and the extra spoon.

      Cordelia took a sip of the broth. The smooth, not too salty flavor pleased her palate. “This is good. It will make a wonderful soup.” She crumbled a cracker into the bowl before her next spoonful. “Mmm. Thank you. This definitely is welcome.”

      “You missed lunch.”

      “Perhaps, but this more than makes up for missing it.”

      He grinned. “I thought you might like the company. And my stomach suddenly wanted some of that soup when I was downstairs.”

      “I’m glad I’m not eating alone.”

      They ate the rest of the meal in silence.

      Cordelia managed to finish half the bowl of broth and some of the crackers but drank all the milk. “I’m stuffed. Thank you.”

      “Are you sure you’re full?”

      She nodded and then smiled. “You may have the rest of my soup if you would like.”

      He took her bowl off the tray. “Thanks. This probably won’t keep me until dinner.”

      “Of course not, you’re not recovering from a beating. You should go have a sandwich or something. Is there any of lunch left over?”

      He barked out a laugh. “With this crew? They eat everything not nailed down.”

      “What was I thinking?” Her laugh turned into a yawn.

      David set his bowl on the floor, then stood and took the tray from her lap. “You’re exhausted. It’s time for you to go back to sleep and time for more laudanum.”

      “Has it been four hours already?”

      “Almost six.”

      “No wonder I’m tired and my entire body aches.”

      He went to the bureau, set the tray down and prepared the medicine, before returning with a glass half-filled with water. “Drink this and then I’ll let you sleep. You’ve gotten a little food in you. At dinner we’ll add some more solid food that will still be pretty easy on you. Maybe the soup will be complete by then.”

      She yawned again. “I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

      He pressed a hand to his heart. “I think you find my conversation less than stimulating. I’m devastated.”

      Cordelia giggled.

      David tweaked her nose and gave her a gentle kiss, full on her lips. “That’s my girl.” Then he picked up his bowl, settled it on the tray and left the bedroom.

      She touched her still tingling lips and sighed. Oh, yes, she was definitely falling in love with her husband.
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        * * *

      

      The second night after the attack, Cordelia awoke to the sound of Margie whimpering and then the child cried out, “No. Go away.”

      Cordelia rubbed David’s arm, waking him. “What?”

      “Margie. She’s having a nightmare. Go to her.”

      He sat straight up, then put on his pajama bottoms and went to his daughter.

      Cordelia was much slower, but she already had her nightgown on so that was a good thing. She limped over to Margie’s room and stood in the doorway.

      David sat on the child’s bed with her in his arms. “It’s all right, Button. I’m here. No one will harm you.”

      “Cordelia! He’s hurting her.”

      Cordelia shuffled forward. “I’m here, Margie. I’m fine.”

      Margie pulled away from her father and ran to Cordelia wrapping her little arms around Cordelia’s legs.

      “He hurt you.”

      “Yes, he hurt me, but your daddy came and chased him away. We’re safe now.”

      Margie nodded against Cordelia.

      “You’ll be okay now. Let’s all go back to bed.”

      The child shook her head. “I sleep with you.”

      Cordelia looked over at David.

      He nodded.

      “All right you can sleep with us.”

      Cordelia took Margie’s hand and they walked across the hall to her and David’s room.

      Margie got in bed first, then David and then Cordelia.

      She didn’t know how long they might have to do this, but until Margie felt safe, she would sleep with them.
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        * * *

      

      One week later

      

      Cordelia was going nuts. Her stitches itched like crazy and all she wanted was to get them out, but they’d only been in a week.

      David frowned. “Stop rubbing your wound. You’ll injure yourself and then need more stitches.

      She dropped her hand. “I can’t help it. They itch.”

      “I know they do, but you have three more days to leave them in.”

      “Can’t we go into town and see Doc Roberts? Maybe I’ve healed enough he can take them out.”

      David pursed his lips.

      He seemed to be considering her request.

      “Okay. After I finish all my chores, I’ll take you to town. It’s early, but we can get our supplies at the same time and free up this coming Saturday. Perhaps, if the weather holds, we can go on a picnic. I have a place I’d like to show you. It’s beautiful, and I think you’ll like it.”

      Cordelia wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’d love that. I can hardly wait. Now that I’m up and around again, I’ll bake some cookies for the trip. Will we be taking Margie?”

      As he clasped her into his embrace, he shook his head. “Not this time. I want us to be alone.”

      She rested her head on his chest. “I’d like that very much. Will we take the buggy?”

      “I’d prefer to ride. The buggy won’t get us very close. I’ll teach you to ride and, if you’re not comfortable by the time we go, you’ll just ride behind me.”

      “I’ve wanted to learn. Riding looks like a fun way to travel.” Riding will make me feel more like a real ranch wife. I wonder if my leg being shorter will be a problem.

      “It’s fun for shorter distances. Being in the saddle all day is not fun. It’s work.”

      She looked up at him. “I guess doing anything for a long while and days on end, would be tiring. The men must get tired when you go on cattle drives.”

      “We do. Speaking of which, the men will be driving the cattle to Denver in about three weeks. Do you think you’ll be all right here with just me, Tom, Ada and Margie?”

      “You don’t have to leave Tom behind. I’m sure you’ll need him.”

      He squeezed her to him. “I’m not leaving you unprotected. And I want him to be here to watch over you when I’m not. Richard Lynch is still out there and still wants your money. If he knows all the men are gone, he’ll come here and you won’t be able to do anything about it.”

      “Then teach me how to shoot, so I can protect us.”

      David released a deep breath. “I’ve been considering just that, but before I do, we need to find you a smaller gun. Mine is too big and heavy for you.”

      “I agree. Can we check at the mercantile and the gunsmith today?” I need to be able to protect myself and Margie. I won’t let Richard hurt me again.

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so, I--”

      “Please.” She lifted up and kissed his lips. “Pretty, please.” She lingered on his lips this time.

      He tightened his hold bringing her flush with his body. “You know how to make me change my mind and you use the knowledge unfairly.” He kissed her back. “But I like how you convince me.”

      She giggled. “So do I.”

      “Get your shawl and I’ll get the wagon.”

      She hurried up to the bedroom as quickly as she could with her limp. There she picked up her shawl from where it lay over the top of the screen in the corner. Then she stopped by Margie’s room.

      The little girl was playing with her dolly. The doll was her baby and she was feeding it.

      “Margie, honey. Your daddy and I are going to town to see Doc Roberts and see if I can get my stitches out. Ada will be here so if you want anything you ask her. Okay?”

      Margie looked up. “I go with you?”

      “Not this time, but you can next time. I promise.”

      She stuck out her bottom lip. “Otay.” Then she ran to Cordelia where she stood in the doorway and hugged her skirt. “You bring me a present?”

      “Yes, I’ll bring you a surprise. Now I’ve got to go.” She bent down and kissed the top of the child’s head. “I love you.”

      “Otay.”

      Cordelia still hadn’t completely won over Margie. She was afraid to say I love you or to call her Mama. Actually, she couldn’t blame her. Margie had a bad time of it with her mother, who had no time for her. If not for her father and Victoria, the child would never have received any love. Now, Cordelia was doing her best to show Margie that she was not leaving her. That she would always be there and loved her very much.

      “We’ll see you after a bit.” She hugged the child again and then hurried down the stairs.

      David was waiting beside the wagon.

      She gave him her hand so he could help her up. “I’m sorry, I had to tell Margie where we were going and I promised to bring her back a surprise.”

      He shook his head but he grinned. “She’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”

      Cordelia sighed. “Yes, she does, but I love her, and I hope that someday she’ll love me, too.”

      David placed a hand on her knee. “I’m sure she will, someday.”

      “That’s what keeps me trying.”

      He slapped the reins on the horses’ butts and the wagon lurched forward. Slapped them a second time and the horses began to trot.

      David drove straight to the doctor’s office.

      Cordelia took a deep breath, hoping that Doc would say what she wanted so much to hear.

      Entering the building, Cordelia received a greeting from his receptionist and sometime nurse, Berta.

      “Why Cordelia and David, how are you? I hadn’t expected to see you for a few days.”

      “Hi, Berta. I got antsy and wanted Doc to look at my injury and see if I can get the stitches removed early. They’re driving me insane.”

      Berta smiled. “Why don’t you have a seat, and I’ll tell the doctor you’re here?”

      Cordelia was too nervous to sit. She paced in front of Berta's desk.

      The woman returned. “Doc will see you now. Go on back to the surgery, and he’ll take a look.”

      Walking with a spring in her step, Cordelia was sure Doc would take out the stitches. She’d been taking special care of them, keeping them clean and dry. She took David’s hand and squeezed it, then grinned up at him.

      Doc stood by the counter on one side of the room writing notes on something. He looked up as Cordelia and David entered. “Well, hello. I hadn’t expected to see you so soon.” He grinned. “I figured you’d make it one more day, at least.”

      “Sorry, Doc. I can’t stand it anymore. Can’t you please take out these darn stitches?” She pointed at her cheek.

      “Come over here and sit on the table, so I can have a look.”

      Cordelia left David standing against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest and his gun at his side. Then she jumped up on the table and sat, her legs dangling off the side.

      Doc came over and examined her. “Well, they do look very good. I’d like to leave them in, but I don’t see any harm taking them out early, though you might have a bigger scar. You’ll have to be careful and continue to keep the scar clean. You might put a little lard on it to keep it supple.”

      “The scar doesn’t matter. I’ll have one regardless. I’ll do whatever you say. I want it to continue to heal properly. Thank you for taking out the stitches.” She grinned over at David.

      He stood against the wall by the door with his arms crossed over his chest. He smiled back at her. “You have no idea how crazy the itching has made her, Doc. My appreciation for giving me back my sweet wife.”

      Doc chuckled. “I can imagine. I’ve had stitches myself and know just what you’re feeling.”  He got scissors and tweezers from one of the drawers under the counter and diligently snipped and pulled each stitch.

      Cordelia grimaced as he removed them. Though there wasn’t any pain, it felt very strange.

      “There, all done. Don’t forget what I said. Keep it clean and put lard on it to keep it from drying out.”

      She slid slowly down to the floor, landing on her left foot, gaining her balance and then standing on her right leg. “Will do, Doc. We’re heading to the mercantile from here anyway.”

      David reached into his pocket. “What do I owe you?”

      Doc shook a hand. “Nothing. Removal was included with the original payment.”

      David put his money back in his pocket. “Well, thanks. I hope we don’t see you again, professionally, until Cordelia is expecting.”

      Setting the scissors and tweezers on the counter, Doc turned toward them. “That would please me as well.”

      Cordelia smiled wide at the doctor. “Thanks so much.”

      Doc nodded and smiled back. “You’re welcome.”

      She and David left, got into the wagon and headed to the mercantile.

      David parked in the alley next to the store. The same alley in which Richard had attacked Cordelia.

      He set his hand on Cordelia’s knee. “I know you’re anxious with being in this alley after what happened, but it is the most logical place to park to load the supplies.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He frowned.

      “Really. I’m okay. Let’s just go inside and get our supplies and go home.”

      She couldn’t help looking down the side of the building to make sure he wasn’t standing there waiting for her. A shiver wracked her body, and goosebumps formed on her arms. She wrapped her arms around herself.

      David came around to help her down.

      She took his hand and began to climb off the wagon. Her concentration was not what it should have been. She missed a step and fell.

      David caught her in his arms. “You know, there are easier ways for you to get into my embrace.”

      “Oh, you.” She swatted him. “I simply missed a step, but thank you for catching me.”

      “I’ll always catch you, if I can. And if I can’t, we’ll both go to the ground.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and bussed his cheek. “You can let me down now.”

      He pouted. “Just when I had you where I want you.”

      Chuckling, she wiggled.

      David gave her a kiss and then put her down and escorted her toward the mercantile.

      Just before they entered, Cordelia thought she glimpsed Richard ducking around the corner of the store. He’d shaved his beard and cut his hair, but she was sure it was him.

      Her stomach lurched and soured immediately. She should tell David, but what if she’s wrong?
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      She had to know. Cordelia stopped on the boardwalk.

      David lifted his brows. “What are you doing?”

      “I think I saw him. Richard.”

      He let go of the door, frowned and looked around them. “Where?”

      Cordelia pointed toward the side of the store. “There, in that alley.”

      “Go inside.”

      David pulled his weapon and left her to investigate. He peered around the corner then turned back and shrugged. Holstering his gun, he returned to her inside the store. “No one there.”

      She let out the breath she’d been holding. “Probably just my imagination. The man I saw, didn’t have a beard or long hair.” But I would swear it was Richard.

      “Let’s get our groceries and get home. We will both be on our toes, just in case.”

      She led the way into the mercantile with David.

      Ed Swanson approached them carrying a broom. “Well, hi folks. I didn’t expect you today.”

      David extended a hand. “We came to get Cordelia’s stitches out and decided to do our weekly shopping. We might start coming in on Thursdays instead of Saturday on a regular basis. Avoid the crowds that way.”

      “You certainly do, and Wednesday is the day I get in my stock for Saturday’s, so you’ll get first crack at it.”

      Cordelia pulled a piece of paper out of her reticule. “Wonderful. Here is my list. Plus of course, all our staples.”

      “I’ll get Todd filling it right away.” He turned toward the counter where his son was stocking the candy. “Todd!”

      The young man walked over. “What do you need, Pa?”

      Ed handed Cordelia’s list to him. “Get this filled will you, please?”

      Todd took the list and went back to the counter.

      “Oh, Todd,” called Cordelia. “I don’t have bags today. I forgot them.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll be boxing most of it, anyway.”

      “Thank you.” She turned to David. “We have to find a present for Margie. Let’s go look at the children’s toys.”

      His gaze softened. “Okay, let’s. Bye, Ed.”

      Ed ducked his chin for a second. “Sure. Hope you find something you think she’ll like.”

      Cordelia smiled. “I’m sure we will.” Then she turned toward the side of the store with the children’s things.

      Many toys were there, a beautiful porcelain doll among them.

      “Oh, David. Look at this doll. Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “Yes, she is, but that’s too much for a missed trip to town. We can get her that for Christmas. Besides, she wouldn’t be able to play with it. I don’t think that’s what we want to get her just yet.”

      “You’re right, but I think I’ll buy the doll anyway, for me, until Margie is old enough to appreciate and take care of it.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “As you wish. What about for her?”

      “Look a stuffed kitten.” Cordelia pointed at the toy. “She could have tea parties with Dolly, Mr. Bear and Miss Kitty.”

      David grinned and picked up the kitten toy. “That’s a very good idea. Would you like to go to the café for lunch while they are finishing our order?”

      Cordelia thought about Ada having to do all the work because she was out with her husband. Then decided Ada wouldn’t mind and would tell her to go anyway. “Oh, yes, please. That will be a treat for me.”

      After a lunch of steak, mashed potatoes, gravy and fresh green salad, Cordelia decided she wasn’t stuffed enough and ordered cherry pie for dessert.

      “Do you really think you can eat all that?” David nodded toward the slice of pie.

      She grinned. “With your help, I can.” She set the pie in the middle of the table, and they both ate it. Cordelia could only take a couple of bites and then she pushed it all the way over to David. “I can’t eat another mouthful.”

      “That’s good for me then.”

      “Don’t you ever get full? I’ve noticed the men don’t seem to, either.”

      “Hard work will do that to you. And make no mistake, breaking horses, wrangling cows, branding, fixing fences, even mucking the stalls in the barn are all hard work.”

      “I guess I never thought about how much you all do every day.”

      He set his elbows on the table and propped up his chin with his hands. “That’s why Saturday nights are so important for the men. They go to town, let off some steam, see a girl if they have one or ask one to dance or court.” He leaned over conspiratorially. “Mostly they dance. Although since Mack has become foreman and has his own house, I think he’s thinking about marriage.”

      She propped her chin on her hands like he was. “That would be so wonderful. Another woman on the ranch.”

      He lifted his head and cocked it to one side while he gazed at her. “Do you not find Ada enough?”

      Cordelia set down her coffee cup. “I love Ada and am grateful for her, but I’d like for a lot of women, especially those close to my age, to be around. For so long there was just Jonathan and me. Then he was gone, and I didn’t have anyone to take his place. When I went to Brides for the West, I lived in Emily’s boardinghouse with six to eight women at any one time. I loved it. I’d like to have that feeling again.”

      “I understand. Maybe we should spend more time at the Mayfields’ so you can get to know Victoria better. She’s a good friend and would be to you, as well.”

      She clasped her hands in her lap. “From what little of her I saw, I believe she and I could be good friends. She was very nice and I’d love to get my hands on that sweet baby. I haven’t held a baby in...I don’t remember how long. Seems like forever.”

      The waitress came and cleared their dirty plates away.

      David placed his napkin on the table. “Maybe we can go there on Sunday. I’ll ride over and see if they will be available for visitors.”

      “Of course, we can’t just show up. That would be rude.” She placed her napkin on the table. “Shall we go get our order and head home? I’m actually very tired.”

      “You still haven’t gotten all your strength back yet. It will come. Just give it time.”

      “I know, but patience has never been one of my virtues.”

      David stood and came around to help Cordelia. He was always such a gentleman. She’d kind of thought that behavior might end when they were married and back home, but it hadn’t. He was still solicitous of her, aiding her, holding her arm and guiding her with a touch of his hand at her waist. Little things that meant a lot. But does he love me? Will he ever?

      She followed him as he wound his way through the tables in the café, and when they were outside, she took his arm.

      “It’s so pretty out today. I hope the weather is as nice for our picnic on Saturday.”

      He chuckled. “I’m surprised to hear the excitement in your voice for our outing.” David lifted his hat as they approached a woman. “Good day, Mrs. Tatum.” He nodded at the pregnant young woman and the three small children following her.

      “Good day, Mr. Thomas...Mrs. Thomas.”

      Cordelia smiled and stopped. “Good day. How have you been?”

      With her pale skin and dark hair, Mrs. Avery Tatum was a very pretty woman. “Well, and it looks like you are doing much better since the incident.”

      “I am. Just got my stitches out. But how did you know about the problem I had.”

      “Oh, my dear, it’s all over town. Everyone knows and is keeping an eye out for the man who did that to you.”

      Cordelia lifted her brows and clutched at David’s arm. “I hadn’t realized. But I’m thankful they are on the lookout. I want the man caught.”

      Avery laid her hand on Cordelia’s arm. “We all do. He is a danger to our community. He must be caught.”

      Cordelia nodded. “I agree. Well, thank you for letting us know. We won’t keep you any longer.”

      Mrs. Tatum nodded. “Of course. Good day.” She continued down the boardwalk.

      “David,” Cordelia started walking and looked up at her husband, heat infusing her cheeks. “Did you know that the whole town knew of my incident?”

      “I was aware they might, but I hadn’t confirmed it until now.”

      She raised her hand to her throat and frowned. “This is a horrible situation.”

      “How is it bad that everyone is more cautious and looking out for Richard?”

      “I...I don’t know. I just feel embarrassed.”

      He stopped and turned her to face him. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. Nothing. Now, are you still excited about our Saturday picnic?”

      “Of course, I’m excited. I want to see the ranch, all of it. When will you start teaching me to ride?”

      “Tomorrow.” He glanced up at the sun. “It’ll be too late when we get back today. You’ll only have one day, so I think you’ll probably ride double with me, but we’ll see how you do.”

      They had reached the mercantile. Their wagon was out front and appeared to be fully loaded—bags of grain for the animals, plus flour, sugar and cornmeal. Then there were three wooden boxes of canned goods, cocoa powder, baking powder and soda. So many things she didn’t even remember what her list said. The stuffed kitten sat in one of the boxes.

      David held the door to the mercantile open for her. The bell sounded as he opened it. “We’ll go in and pay Ed, then be on our way.” They walked back to the counter and found Ed helping another customer.

      Then it was their turn. “What do I owe you, Ed?”

      “Fifty-three dollars and seventy cents.”

      “Wait,” said Cordelia. “Before you do that, would you add two pounds of the peanut brittle?” She pointed toward the candy in the glass jar on the shelf behind the counter. “And one pound of the chocolate fudge, please?”

      “You bet.” Ed pulled down the jars and weighed the candies. Then he wrapped them in brown paper, tying each bundle with string.

      “I seem to have a sweet tooth today, and I’m terrible at making both of these. Any candy actually, I never get it right. Next time I’ll get the penuche. It’s my favorite actually.”

      David spoke up. “We’ll take a pound of the penuche, too.” He looked at Cordelia. “It’s your favorite. You should have some.”

      Ed packaged the penuche, added that parcel to the other two and tied them together into one package before handing her the parcel. “Here you go. That should last you until you get home.” He looked up at David. “That will be an extra seventy-five cents.”

      David paid him.

      “I hope so,” She laughed. “But I guarantee nothing.”

      Leaving the store, Cordelia could barely wait to get in the wagon and get out of town. She fully intended to open the candy on the way home.

      When she was settled in the wagon, she untied the string on the parcel. The rich smell of the chocolate, sweetness of the brittle and warm caramel scent of the penuche, wafted up to her nose. She inhaled deeply. “Would you like some fudge, penuche or peanut brittle?”

      David laughed. “You really intend on eating that on the way home?”

      “I do. Not all of it, I’ll be sick, but a piece of each will be good.”

      “You’ll have to feed it to me. I can’t let go of the reins, and I’m wearing gloves that are filthy.”

      “I don’t mind feeding you. What would you like?”

      “The chocolate fudge. It’s my favorite. The brittle sticks to my teeth. And I’ve never had penuche. I’ll try that when we get home.”

      Cordelia fed her husband a small corner of the fudge.

      David closed his eyes. “Mmm. That’s good. More, please.”

      Dutifully, she fed him and alternated with a bit for herself until the two pieces of fudge were gone.

      “That’s a nice treat. Fudge is Margie’s favorite, too. I don’t think she’s ever had the other two. They will be a new experience for her.”

      “Good.” Suddenly, a shiver ran up Cordelia’s neck. She looked behind them. “There is a rider following us. Do you think it could be—”

      A shot rang out and hit the back gate of the wagon. Both Cordelia and David ducked, but they had nowhere to go.

      He whipped the horses until they galloped.

      The rider was still gaining, and the horses could only keep up the speed for a short time.

      “Cordelia, you have to drive the wagon.”

      “I can do that.”

      “This will be hard. Don’t let the horses get away from you.” He passed the reins to her, then pulled his rifle from the scabbard by his left leg and turned around to fire at the rider.

      Cordelia’s heart raced and if her hands hadn’t been full of the reins, they would have been shaking. “It’s Richard. He’s trying to kill us.”

      “He won’t succeed as long as I draw a breath.” He aimed and fired.

      Richard kept coming but had slowed. Cordelia had her hands full of the reins but still managed to turn after David fired.

      “Keep your eyes on the road,” shouted David.

      She turned back. “Has he stopped?”

      “No, but he’s slowed down.”

      Another shot rang out. There was no thud where the bullet hit the wagon, so she figured the shot had been short.

      “I think he’s only got a pistol. It doesn’t have the range unless he’s closer. As long as I can keep him back there, we’ll be safe.” He fired again. “I hit him. He’s holding an arm and has stopped. Now he’s turning and heading back toward town. I’ll make sure he doesn’t sneak up on us.”

      Cordelia wanted to rub her arms to relieve the sudden goosebumps but handling the team prevented that. “This proves I saw him at the mercantile. Down deep I knew it. I felt it, just like I felt him behind us now. I got shivers up my spine that had nothing to do with our sunny weather.”

      David finally took the reins and slowed the team to a walk. “You did a great job handling the horses.”

      “Thanks. What about Richard? Just because he turned around now, doesn’t mean he won’t follow us and find out where we live.”

      “I think he probably already knows our location. All he had to do was ask someone before he attacked you and became a fugitive.”

      She sighed. “Yes, I suppose so. No one would have thought anything about the question.”

      “Exactly. It’s just a matter of time before he shows himself at the ranch. We need to be aware. When we get home, I’ll talk to the men. I’ll have to get the men both descriptions but basically tell them that if anyone comes snooping or sneaking around, to shoot first and ask questions later.” His gaze locked with hers. “I don’t want him getting near you.”

      She swallowed hard. “That is definitely one thing we agree on. Have you thought any more about teaching me to shoot?”

      “I hadn’t, until now. We'll start your lessons as soon as we get home.”

      With trembling fingers, she retied the parcel of candy.

      “Aren’t you eating anymore? You didn’t get the peanut brittle or the penuche.”

      She shook her head. “I seem to have lost my appetite.”

      He reached over and laid a hand on her knee. “I’ll do the best I can to keep you safe.”

      She nodded.

      I know I should trust him, but will his best be enough to protect me from Richard’s worst?
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      Arriving home, Cordelia didn’t wait for David to help her down, instead climbed down the wagon by herself.

      “You should have waited for me. What if you had fallen?”

      She lowered her head and looked at the ground. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I could have been hurt.”  Personally, I think I’m safer holding on with two hands to the wagon, but that isn’t how it’s done. “If you’ll hand me something light, I’ll help you unload.”

      He looked at her with a frown. “Go inside. I’ll bring in the supplies and you can put them away.”

      “Fine.” She practically spat out the word. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be contrary. I’m just upset by our trip today.”

      He took her in his arms. “I know you are, but everything will be all right. Trust me, or at least try to trust me.”

      “I do trust you.” With my heart, as well as my body.

      He smiled. “Good and thank you. You humble me.”

      She stepped from his embrace. “I better get inside. Ada and Margie will be wondering what we’re doing out here so long.”

      He tipped up her chin. “Let them wonder.” Lowering his lips, he caught hers and kissed her thoroughly. “Now you can go inside.”

      She stepped back, touched her lips with her fingers and then grinned. Will I ever get used to his kisses? I hope not.

      “When will we talk to the men? They should be apprised of the situation as soon as possible.”

      “After I unload, I’ll ring the triangle and talk to them.”

      She nodded and walked inside where she hung her shawl on a peg by the door. She’d take it upstairs later.

      Ada sat at the table with Margie, having a snack.

      Margie jumped down from her chair and ran to Cordelia wrapping her arms around Cordelia’s legs. “Did you bring me something? Huh? Did you?”

      “Where are your manners? Not even a hello?”

      “Sorry. Hi.”

      “That’s better. We did bring you something. Do you like candy? Wait, I know you do. So how would you like a little piece of fudge?”

      Margie’s eyes got big. “Fudge! Chocolate fudge!” She started jumping up and down. “Yes, please. I love fudge.”

      Cordelia opened the package of candy and cut a piece of fudge into quarters. Then she gave Margie one of the pieces. “You can have some more after dinner. How about you Ada? Would you like a piece?”

      Ada waved her hands in front of her. “Oh, not for me. I just had cookies and milk. I’ll save mine for after dinner.”

      Cordelia rewrapped the candy and put the parcel in the pantry.

      David brought in one of the wooden boxes full of supplies. He set it on the floor so it could be unloaded easily. The stuffed kitten was in this one.

      Busy with her fudge, Margie didn’t notice the toy.

      Ada did and smiled wide.

      Cordelia snatched up the stuffed animal and put it in the pantry next to the candy. She'd wait until David was with her to give the kitten to Margie.

      She was putting away the items from both boxes when David came in with the flour on his shoulder.

      “Will you open the bin for me, please?”

      Cordelia ran to do his bidding.

      He dumped the flour into the bin, filling it right to the top. The bag still contained enough flour to make pies or cakes. He set it on the counter above the bins.

      He filled the sugar and cornmeal bins from the new bags. Though those bins were smaller, they held all in the new bags.

      Sometime later David rang the triangle before he came into the kitchen.

      Cordelia glanced up as she stood at the stove stirring a huge pot.

      He sniffed the air. “Mmm. Something smells good.”

      Margie piped up. “Cordelia is making chili for lunch.”

      “Actually, it’s for dinner. For lunch we’re having fried chicken and the fixin’s since it’s quick, relatively speaking. I’ve got bread rising and should have fresh loaves for lunch and dinner or maybe some dinner rolls instead. I’m glad our trip this morning wasn’t too long.” She gazed at David, frowned and shook her head. She hadn’t said anything about being shot at. David would have those honors...outside with the men, and Cordelia would tell Ada when Margie couldn’t hear.

      David came over and hugged Cordelia, whispering in her ear, “Did you give Margie the kitten?”

      “No, just a small piece of the fudge.”

      “Shall we give it to her now? Then she can go play with it and we can talk to Ada.”

      Cordelia nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

      David let her go. “Margie, Cordelia and I have something for you.”

      Cordelia fetched the toy from the pantry. With their backs to their daughter, Cordelia gave the toy to David.

      He handed it back. “You give it to her.”

      She nodded, took the toy, turned around and walked over to Margie. “Honey, here is a new stuffed animal for you. Meet Miss Kitty. She’ll join you, Dolly and Mr. Bear at tea.”

      Margie jumped up and ran to her parents. “Oh, thank you. You didn’t forget. This is a good surprise.” She hugged the kitten to her chest.

      Cordelia smiled. “Why don’t you go introduce Miss Kitty to your other toys?”

      “Oh, yes.” The child turned and ran out of the room.

      Ada turned from peeling potatoes and lifted a brow. “So, what is happening, that you don’t want her to know about?”

      David chuckled. “No putting anything over on you.”

      She cocked her eyebrow. “I’ve been around the world for a lot of years and I know when something’s up.”

      Cordelia took a deep breath. “The man who beat me up, now seems to want me, or us,” she pointed to herself and then David, “dead. He followed us out of town and shot at us. David shot back and it looked like he wounded him because he turned around and went back toward town.”

      “Sounds like he’ll need a doctor,” said Ada. “But he can’t go to Doc Roberts because he’s a wanted man.”

      Cordelia shook her head. “He doesn’t look like he did when the sheriff first got his description, so people who don’t already know him, won’t recognize him.”

      Ada frowned. “How will he explain a gunshot wound?”

      Cordelia shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe he’ll say he ran into outlaws.”

      David sighed. “Doc wouldn’t have any reason to question it since we’ve been having some trouble with outlaws again up toward Central City and Blackhawk. Bringing the gold down the mountain and sending up the payroll, is too much for some men to resist trying to take it for themselves.”

      Cordelia waved a hand in front of her. “I’m surprised Richard hasn’t tried that, but he probably hasn’t been here long enough to find out about the gold shipments or payrolls. He seems desperate enough to try it if he knew.”

      David nodded and took a deep breath. “I agree.”

      Ada spoke up. “David you need to take this girl and teach her to shoot and to ride. She needs the ability to protect herself and Margie if need be. I’ll do what I can, but I’m too old to learn to use a revolver. Give me a shotgun any day and I’m a force to be reckoned with.”

      Cordelia couldn’t stop the frown that formed. “I guess that means no picnic to the mountains on Saturday.”

      “On the contrary,” said Ada. “That’s the perfect solution to killing two birds with one stone. You’ll learn to ride on the way up into the mountains and when you get there, David can teach you to shoot a pistol and the rifle, too.”

      Sitting up straight, Cordelia widened her eyes and grinned. “That’s a good idea, Ada. Tomorrow, he can begin teaching me to ride so I’m not a total novice on Saturday. At least, I’ll hang on properly.”

      David chuckled. “I’ll make sure you do more than just hang on properly.
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      The next morning, after breakfast, David took Cordelia’s hand and he led her out of the kitchen. Late August mornings were cool and she wore her wool coat and gloves.

      David looked down as she put on her gloves. “I’ll get you a pair of leather gloves in the barn. Put those,” he pointed at the wool ones in her hands, “into your pocket.”

      She pulled them off and tucked the gloves into her coat pockets.

      In the barn, he stopped at the tack room and came out with a small pair of leather gloves.

      “These will protect your hands better.”

      “Thank you.” She donned those and was surprised to find them only a little too big.

      “They are the smallest ones I have, except for those that fit Margie.”

      “They’re perfect.”

      “Good.”

      He put a hand at her waist and guided her out of the barn into the corral.

      Red Turner, whose bright red hair gave him his nickname, waited for them holding a pretty, spotted red horse. He was several inches taller than Cordelia, but was bulky, with wide shoulders and long legs. She doubted he had an ounce of fat on him. Of course, she could say that about most of the men.

      Cordelia took off her gloves, went directly to the animal and petted its nose, the softness making her sigh. “Oh, look at you. You’re beautiful.” She turned her focus on David. “Can she be my horse? Please?”

      David grinned.

      She thought he looked like he’d just won the grand prize.

      “Yes, she can be your horse. This is Rosie. She’s ten and very gentle.”

      “Is she a mare?”

      “As a matter of fact, she is expecting now.”

      Cordelia’s gaze flew to the animal's stomach and she laughed. “I thought she looked a little well-fed.”

      Red chuckled. “Cordelia’s got a good sense of humor, boss.”

      David nodded. “That she does. She keeps me on my toes, that’s for sure.”

      She dropped her gaze and smiled. David liked her sense of humor and that pleased her mightily.

      “Okay, I’m not teaching you to saddle her right now. I want you to learn to ride her.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Come to the left side of the animal and grab the saddle horn with your left hand. Then lift your left leg, put it in the stirrup and pull yourself up. You can use the back of the saddle with your right hand to help you, then swing your right leg up and over the saddle.”

      David showed her in slow motion how it was done.

      Cordelia did exactly what he did, but she had to pull up her dress hems to lift her leg. Will my short leg be detrimental to my learning to ride?

      Red averted his gaze.

      David helped her lift her leg as high as the stirrup. “I don’t suppose you have a pair of pants or a split skirt?”

      She shook her head. “No. Sorry.”

      Red spoke up. “What about Little Roy, boss? He’s the smallest man working here. Maybe he has a pair of pants she can wear?”

      “Hmm. I’d rather one of the men, Little Roy would be the best suited, go into town and get her a new pair of pants. He can ask Ed for help, since he knows Cordelia.”

      Red nodded. “I’ll be right back.” He ran to the bunkhouse and returned with Little Roy.

      “You need me, boss?”

      Cordelia looked at the young man and wondered, not for the first time, if he really was a man. He didn’t have any chin hair and if he had long hair...no, she wouldn’t go there. He was just a boy. That was all.

      David clapped the young man on the shoulder. “Yes, Roy. I want you to ride to town and get Cordelia a pair of pants for riding. Now that I look at you, I think your size will work.”

      “Yes, sir, boss. I’ll be right back.” The young man ran into the barn to saddle up.

      “Okay. For now, you’ll have to watch how I do it. Then, when Roy gets back, we’ll have you get on by yourself.”

      When he was done showing her, he grabbed her by the waist and lifted her onto the horse.

      Cordelia squealed and then laughed, hanging onto the saddle horn with both hands. “I wasn’t expecting that. You could have warned me.”

      He shook his head. “You’d have put it off, saying you weren’t ready and the like.”

      “Well, I wasn’t ready,” she snapped. She took a deep breath and looked around. “You’re right. I would have found excuses to put off getting on Rosie.”

      He grinned and put his hand over hers on the horn. “So how do you feel, now?”

      “Amazing. Like I’m on top of the world.”

      “Good.” He handed her the reins. “This bridle has a rope attached, so I can lead her around the corral and you can still have the reins and learn what they feel like in your hands. Hold the reins a little loose with them both in your right hand. Don’t tighten them too much. Rosie will think you want to stop.” He adjusted the lines to the correct tension. “Ready?”

      She swallowed hard. “I guess so.”

      “I’ll lead her in a slow circle. You can get the feeling of her motion as she walks. When you have that rhythm down and are feeling comfortable, I'll speed up her gait to trotting. That one is the absolute worst of the horse’s gaits for the rider, but it’s the best for the horse. They can maintain it all day long. If the rider didn’t feel like she was being bounced apart, it would be perfect.”

      Though she felt strange with her skirts hiked up so her ankles and stocking were exposed, she was embarrassed but more excited to begin moving. “Can we ride now?”

      David grinned. “Anxious, are we?”

      She ducked her head. “Just a little. This is so exciting.”

      He took the lead rope and started walking Rosie in a circle.

      Cordelia kept the reins tight in her hand, pulling up Rosie’s head.

      “Ease up on the reins. They shouldn’t be too loose, but you don’t want them bringing the horses head up like you are doing right now.”

      “Oh.” She leaned forward so she still hung onto the saddle horn with her arms and gave more lead to the reins. “How’s that?”

      David halted Rosie and came over to adjust the reins. “There we go. When you’re walking, this is all the tension you need, but you must be aware and be prepared to quickly make adjustments if needed. When you’re cantering or galloping, you want to hold them tighter and not give the horse its head. They are herd animals and for the most part are naturally skittish. Rosie is not. She’s a good mount for a new rider like you. She’ll be Margie’s first horse as well.”

      They worked on riding practice until lunch was called.

      David stood by the horse’s side. “You’re doing great and should be capable of riding tomorrow just fine. This afternoon I need to get back to the hayloft and bringing up hay for the barn animals.”

      “Of course. I have chores to attend to as well. And I must try on the pants that Roy bought me.”

      “Good. We’ll plan on leaving after breakfast tomorrow.”

      “Great.” Tomorrow. She was expected to ride on her own tomorrow. What if she fell? What if Rosie spooked and took off with her?
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      Cordelia and David left just after breakfast and headed up into the hills on the West side of the ranch. She noticed David checking over his shoulder periodically. She knew he was watching for Richard and she started looking over her shoulder, too.

      She was sore from the riding practice yesterday, but knew the more she rode the quicker she’d get used to it. Cordelia wore her new pants and except for being stiff, she loved the freedom they gave her. She also put a knife in her boot as she’d seen David do. He had an assortment of blades, she was sure each one had a particular job but she didn’t care what they were for, just which one was comfortable in her boot. “I could get used to wearing these.” She slapped a hand on her thigh.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Only when we ride. Wearing them anywhere else would be to subject yourself to ridicule.”

      “I know. But they are so much easier, not only to put on but to move in and do things in. Well, you know that. I’m just wishing.”

      “We’re almost where I want to have our picnic.” He turned off the trail and headed down to a small creek. He led the way up the creek for a few hundred feet until he stopped beside a large, flat piece of ground. “Here we are. Didn’t I tell you the place for the picnic would be nice?”

      “You did.”

      “Was it worth the ride?”

      She nodded. Hearing the stream, with the green grass and tall pine trees with their clean smell, she loved it here. “It’s beautiful here.” She dismounted and hobbled the horse, like she was taught. Then she untied the blanket from behind her saddle.

      David brought the picnic basket.

      Together, they spread the blanket and then set the basket on one corner.

      He held out a hand. “Let me show you something.”

      She took his hand and she followed him toward where she heard the creek. Bushes and trees kept it out of view from where they set down the blanket.

      Rounding the bushes, she saw the babbling creek. It was so clear and calm, for a stream. No rapids or white water at this spot.

      “Would you like to wade? The bottom here has rocks and it is somewhat slick, but if you’re aware of that and careful, you should be fine.”

      “Do I?” She sat on a large rock next to the water and removed her boots and socks. Then she hesitated to roll up her pant legs up to the knee. Do I really want to try to walk on slick rocks with my leg so much shorter than the other? Yes, I do. With David’s help she should be fine. She looked up at him. “Will you help me? I’m afraid to go alone with my leg.”

      “Of course.” He toed off his boots, pulled off his socks and rolled up his pants.

      The grass came almost to the edge of the creek, so they didn’t have to step in the mud.

      He took her hand and she walked gingerly into the icy water until she was out in the middle, still holding his hand. Something shiny caught her eye. She released his hand and she bent to pick it up. “David. David. Look what I found.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Look.” She held out her hand. In it was a large gold nugget, the size of the end of her thumb.

      “Wow. That’s a big one. I’ve found little pieces of gold in this area, but that’s the biggest one yet.”

      She smiled and tilted her head as she put her hands on her hips. “You knew I’d find some gold, didn’t you?”

      Grinning, he nodded. “I figured there was a good chance, but nothing like that. That’s probably a quarter of an ounce.”

      “What’s that make it worth?” She held it in her palm and watched the tiny glints of sunlight.

      “About ten dollars.”

      “Really? That’s all? I read that some men will work all day long for a quarter of an ounce.”

      “They do. Hoping for the big vein or the area with a lot of wash, like you have. That nugget came down from a larger vein somewhere upstream. Probably miles away.”

      She put the nugget in her pocket. “My feet are freezing. I’m going back to the blanket and sunshine.”

      Cordelia grabbed her boots and hurried to the blanket, followed by David.

      She plopped onto the quilt and put on her socks and boots. Her feet felt immediately warmer. Then she unrolled her pant legs over the top of her boots and cuffed the bottom.

      “Why do the cowboys buy their pants too long? Seems to me they could buy them the right length.”

      “Well, two reasons. The first is that the pants shrink in the laundry and would be too short if they bought them the perfect length. The second is that they use that cuff for the ashes and butts from their cheroots. Then they are sure not to start any fires while they’re out on the range or fixing fences or in the barn.”

      Cordelia frowned. “They should stop smoking.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps but I won’t take away one of their pleasures when they’ve come up with a way to make it as safe as possible.”

      “I understand. I will keep my opinion on the subject to myself.”

      “I’d appreciate it.” David pointed at the basket. “What did Ada pack for us to eat? I’m starved.”

      “Let’s see.” She opened the basket. “Well, I see sandwiches, roast beef I would guess since that’s what we had last night and I know we got the biggest roast we could find in the icehouse. A couple of fried egg sandwiches. Then it looks like fried chicken, potato salad, apples, and cookies.” She looked up with a grin. “That sneak. She must have put away some cookies just for us, and we also have a quart of tea. Gosh, she must have thought we were eating for an army.”

      “I don’t know. That sounds like about the right amount of food for me.”

      “Oh, look. She even sent a couple of carrots for the horses. Isn’t it sweet that she sent a treat for them, too?”

      “It is.”

      After they’d eaten their fill, she looked in the basket. “My goodness, we ate almost everything. I’m too full for my apple and am giving it to Rosie with the carrot.”

      “Me, too. Shall we?” He tipped back his head and frowned. “We’ll be heading home soon. I don’t like the look of the sky.”

      She quickly fed Rosie her treats.

      David did the same with his horse, Chester.

      When they had finished the first raindrop hit her.

      He shook his head. “The line shack is not too far. Fifteen minutes. Let’s pack up quickly.”

      Cordelia packed up the utensils, plates and tea jar.

      David shook out the blanket and folded it. He tied it behind her saddle and the basket behind his. Then he boosted her onto her horse and mounted his. “Let’s ride. Do you think you can gallop?”

      “I’ve been wanting to, so now is as good a time as any.” She felt a bubble of anticipation.

      He kicked his horse into a gallop.

      She followed suit.

      Before long both were galloping as fast as the horses would take them.

      David followed the creek for a bit and then guided Chester back up the incline to the trail, but he didn’t slow.

      The rain came down harder and, despite the ride only taking about ten minutes instead of the fifteen he’d estimated, they were soaked by the time they reached the shack.

      Behind the little cabin stood a lean-to for the horses.

      David hollered over the sound of the rain. “Go inside and start a fire. I’ll take care of the horses.”

      She nodded and ran into the building. Inside was cold, and the only light was from the windows, but it was enough to see everything she needed. In a short time she had the fire going.

      He came inside and latched the door behind him, then put the board across it so nothing could get in and the wind couldn’t blow open the entrance.

      “Take off your clothes,” said Cordelia. “I see a couple of blankets on the bed we can wrap up in.”

      He wiped the water from his coat sleeves and shook off his hat before hanging it on a peg by the door. “Remind me to put towels in these buildings.”

      “I will. For now, the blankets will have to do.” Her hair was mostly dry having been protected by her hat.

      David’s hair was dry, too, thank goodness. Less chance for them to get sick from being wet.

      She removed her clothes and laid them in front of the fire to dry. “After you take off your clothes we’ll lay them in front of the fire to dry while we wear the blankets to keep warm.”

      He took off his clothes and then waggled his eyebrows. “I can think of another way to keep warm.”

      She giggled. “I wondered how long before you thought of that.” Cordelia picked up his clothes and laid them next to hers in front of the fire.

      “Longer than you, apparently.”

      Heat traveled to her cheeks, and she knew she must be red. “You have no one but yourself to blame.”

      He took her in his arms and their blankets fell away. “You’re my wife. I’ll never get enough of you.”

      Her heart beat faster. Does he love me?  She leaned back in his arms, trusting he wouldn’t let her fall. “Oh, you can’t, huh?”

      He leaned down and his lips were just a whisper from hers. “No, I can’t.” He mashed his lips against hers in a fiery kiss. His tongue swept out and greeted hers.

      She finally pulled back. “Make love to me.”

      “With pleasure.”

      He took her lips again and swept her into his arms. David laid her on the bed and then followed her down putting his hands down so as not to crush her.

      They made love until the fire started to die and David got up to add more wood. “Our clothes are nearly dry.”

      “We should turn them over.” She got out of the bed and walked to him, not caring about her nudity or her limp. Turning her clothes, she looked up and saw he watched her. “David?”

      “You’re just so beautiful. I wonder what I did to deserve you.”

      “You married me and rescued me from Richard, and you care for me.” I almost said you love me, but I don’t want to scare you. You need to come to that conclusion on your own.
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        * * *

      

      Richard hid his horse on the back side of the barn where it was unseen by the men. He walked in sticking to the west side of the barn so as not to be seen. He saw men in the corral, but they made no attempt to stop him. He stopped in front of the barn away from the corral and made his way to the house, ducking under a clothesline with wet clothes pinned to it.

      The kitchen door was unlocked and he cautiously entered. An old woman stood wringing out laundry and putting it in a basket to be hung on the line. She looked up with a smile and when she saw him the smile faded.

      He held his pistol on her with his right hand and waved a single finger back and forth with the left. The sound of a child singing reached his ears. “You ring that triangle and I’ll kill her.”

      The old woman nodded.

      Richard shook his gun at Ada and followed her out of the kitchen toward the singing. He found the child in the parlor playing with her doll and a couple of stuffed animals with her back to him. He made Ada go across the room from him.

      “Hi, Ada,” said Margie.

      Richard pulled a cloth from his pocket, poured chloroform on it and pressed the cloth to the girl’s face after a minute or so she stopped struggling and he picked her up.

      He stopped and turned toward Ada. “Listen well, woman. You tell Cordelia, I want the money or she doesn’t get the child back...whole. Have her meet me at the Aces Saloon at sundown. And she better not bring the law or the girl dies. I’ve got nothing to lose by killing her.”

      He went out the door, ran to his horse, mounted and galloped away. When he reached the miner’s shack on the way to Central City, the child was beginning to come around. He took her inside, tied her up and put a rag in her mouth. He had no desire to hear her scream or cry. To his amazement, she did neither, simply stared at him. Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore and took the rag from her mouth.

      “Why aren’t you crying?”

      “Because my daddy is gonna come for me.”

      “I don’t care about your daddy. I only care that Cordelia comes.”

      “She will. She’s my mama now. She’ll come for me and she’s gonna make you sorry you took me.”

      “She’s too late. I’m already sorry I took you.” He shoved the rag back in her mouth. But he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. He smiled. She wasn’t so brave after all.
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      The rain stopped and Cordelia galloped behind David as fast as Rosie would go on the rocky trail. She wanted to get home as fast as possible before the rain started again.

      Suddenly a rider appeared galloping up the trail. Mack Taylor pulled to a stop when he reached David.

      “David, the man has Margie. We didn’t see him come in. Ada rang the triangle as fast as she could without endangering Margie. We tried to follow him but the tracks disappeared outside Golden City. We figure he’s holed up in some shack, but there are lots of them between Golden City and Central City.”

      “What did he say? How are we to get him the money?” asked Cordelia. This is all my fault. If I’d just given him the money to begin with none of this would have happened.

      He narrowed his eyes and clenched his jaw. “We’re not paying him for taking my daughter.”

      “Yes, we are.” Cordelia’s voice broke. “I won’t have him hurting Margie. No amount of money is worth that.” She looked at Mack. “What exactly did he say?”

      “You are to bring the money to the Aces Saloon at sundown and not to bring the law, or the girl would die.”

      David spat. “He would pick the most disreputable place in town.”

      “It’s probably the only establishment where he can show his face and not be arrested.” Cordelia said what she was sure they were all thinking.

      “That’s the truth,” said Mack. “Even the boys don’t go in there on their Saturday nights. Too easy to insult someone by accident and lose your life in the process.”

      “I’ll take the money. She’s my daughter,” said David.

      “I’ll go in.” Cordelia spoke softly. “I’m the one he wants to see, if for no other reason than to make me suffer. I won’t let him hurt her because of me.”

      David looked at her for a moment and then nodded. “You’re right, but I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

      Mack turned his horse and led the way down the hillside at a gallop. His horse slipped now and again on the loose rock.

      David and Cordelia followed at a slower pace, but still very quickly.

      She followed the men to the ranch. Dismounting from Rosie, she left the horse with the men’s mounts out front to rest while they went inside to get money. Her legs were a little wobbly from riding so long, but she ignored the sensation and followed the men into the house. David had a safe in his office and was putting in the combination on the dial.

      “I’m not sure I have five thousand dollars in the safe, we might have to go to the bank.”

      She put her hand on his arm. “We have time. Let’s go to the bank and then I’ll go to the saloon. There’s nothing more we can do but we have to hurry. Sundown is in a couple of hours.”

      David hung his head and then punched the wall.

      “I’m so sorry, David. So very sorry. This is all my fault.” Poor Margie. She’s got to be terrified and it’s all my doing.

      “It’s not your fault. It’s his, and I’ll see him in prison or dead for this. I won’t let him get away with kidnapping my daughter.”

      “Neither will I, but we need to get Margie back before we do anything else. I wish we could bring in the sheriff, but he said not to. I don’t want him to hurt Margie because we didn’t follow his orders.”

      “Agreed. Let’s get to the bank and get the money.”

      She followed him outside and mounted, riding out of the yard at a gallop.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cordelia and David pushed their horses as much as they could without hurting them and arrived in town in fifty minutes. That gave them time to go to the bank and still reach the saloon by sundown, without any time to spare.

      She walked into the Aces Saloon. The smell of spilled alcohol and unwashed bodies made her want to gag, but she kept her head held high. She gazed around only long enough to find the bartender and assure herself Richard wasn’t in the room.

      Every man in the place turned and looked at her but didn’t act like seeing a woman in pants was unusual. She was actually glad to be in her pants instead of a skirt in case she needed to run. Each man looked mean and desperate. If they knew what she carried in her coat pocket, she was sure she wouldn’t survive to rescue Margie.

      Cordelia strode back to the bar and opened her mouth to speak—

      “Upstairs. Room three. Leave by the back stairs.” The bartender never stopped wiping the glasses out. She didn’t suppose they got washed, just wiped out before the next customer ordered.

      She looked to her right, saw the stairs and headed up them. When she got to room three, she knocked.

      “Come in,” said a deep voice.

      Cordelia entered and saw Margie trussed up on the bed. Seeing red, she tamped down her anger and turned to go to her.

      “Leave her. Did you bring the money?”

      “Yes.” She pulled the envelope from inside her coat. “Here.” She extended her arm.

      “Bring it over here. Now.” He sat at the table near the room’s only window.

      Cordelia was cautious, not wanting to get too close. She knew what would happen if he got the chance. She tossed the envelope on the table.

      “There’s your money, now let us go.”

      He looked her up and down. “Quite the outfit you have on. Pants suit you. Shows off that pretty figure of yours. Maybe I just have me a taste of that before I let you go.”

      “I don’t think so. Let us go, or David will bring in the law. Then you’ll never make it to Denver to catch your train back to New York.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “What makes you think I want to go back? I want to start over somewhere and it won’t be New York.”

      “I don’t care what you do. I just want my daughter.”

      “Your daughter? She did call you Mama.”

      Cordelia widened her eyes a little at that bit of news, but she didn’t say anything. He had to know how much Margie meant to her, or she wouldn’t be there, but she didn’t want to confirm it.

      She backed away from the table, keeping her gaze on him. As long as he sat there, she was safe.

      He stalked her across the floor, his left arm hanging at his side, seemingly useless. “I owe you for the wound your husband gave me the other day.”

      “You shot at us. He shot back. I can’t help that he’s a better shot than you are.” She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth which was about the same time, he backhanded her, but she blocked it. His second blow caught her off guard and she fell to the floor.

      Richard came at her again.

      She yelled. “Margie. Close your eyes.”

      She pulled the knife out of the scabbard in the boot shaft.

      He grabbed her by the shirt front with his left hand, so she’d been wrong in her assessment of his wound. He pulled back his fist.

      Cordelia lurched upward and buried the knife in his side and then pulled the blade back out.

      He yelled and let her go, putting his hand to his side and then staring at it when he saw it covered in blood.

      She scrambled to her feet and lunged at him again, connecting with his stomach this time, pulling the knife back and keeping it out in front of her. Then she replaced the knife in her boot

      “You won’t be beating me any time soon. I’m taking my daughter, and, if you’re very lucky, I’ll call the doctor to come tend you.” She stopped by the table and picked up the envelope of money. “I don’t pay to be abused. You’re a fool.”

      He fell to his knees, both hands covering the wound in his stomach. Blood poured through his fingers.

      “Goodbye, Richard.”

      Cordelia gathered Margie in her arms, not bothering with the gag or the ropes. She just wanted out of there. Hurrying down the back stairs, she ran up the side of the building as fast as she could with the four-year-old in her arms.

      David waited across the street from the front of the saloon.

      “Margie! Cordelia!” He ran to them looking Cordelia up and down. “Good Lord, you’re covered in blood. Where?”

      Panting, she shook her head, her cheek stung but she ignored it. “Not mine.”

      David narrowed his eyes. “Look at me.”

      She lifted her face and stared at him. “He hit you again, didn’t he?”

      “Take care of Margie.”

      He pulled the rag from the child’s mouth and cut her bonds with the knife from his boot before setting her on the ground.

      Margie threw her arms around her father’s leg. “Daddy! The bad man hurt Cordelia. She told me not to look.” She lowered her voice and whispered. “I think he’s dead.”

      David’s gaze flew to his wife. “Cordelia?”

      She stood with her arms wrapped around her middle. “We need to get Doc Roberts to see if I killed him or not, but it was self-defense. I was not letting him beat me like he did last time.”

      David took her in his arms.

      “Don’t. You’ll get blood all over you.”

      “Shh. Let me hold you.”

      She didn’t realize until then that her hands were shaking. Heck her entire body was shaking. “I guess I’m a little nervous. Let’s get out of here. I need to get this blood off of me and Margie. David, she was so brave. You’d be very proud of her.”

      “I’m proud of both of my girls. Let’s see the sheriff first and Doc second.”

      Cordelia nodded. What if I killed him?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She sat in the chair in front of the sheriff’s desk as she spoke to him. His tan skin and black hair that was stick-straight showing his Indian blood.

      David held a sleeping Margie in his arms.

      Cordelia thought maybe the child had seen too much and sleep was her way of putting it out of her mind.

      Samuel Banks put on his hat. “I’ll let you know what I find. From your description of what happened, I’m not hopeful to find him alive, but I also know it was self-defense. I saw what he did to you last time, everyone in town that you saw or talked to, knew what he did. I’ll talk to Doc on my way to the Aces. Go on home, now. If I need to talk to you further, I’ll come out to the ranch.”

      “Thanks, Samuel.” David extended a hand to the sheriff while holding Margie with one arm.

      Sheriff Banks took his hand and shook it.

      David rode home with Margie in front of him. He’d had to wake her when they dismounted.

      Margie was a chatterbox as usual and Cordelia hoped that meant she wasn’t scarred by today’s incidents.

      Cordelia, on the other hand, she didn’t know if she’d ever forget. You don’t simply forget perhaps killing a man. She hoped Samuel would soon let them know one way or the other.

      When they arrived at home, Cordelia dismounted and tied Rosie up to the hitching rail. Then she walked to David who was still mounted.

      “Here, let me have her. She and I need to go upstairs before anyone sees us.”

      He nodded. “I’ll take care of the horses then I’ll be up.”

      She gave him a single nod, took Margie by the hand, and together, they walked into the house.

      Up in her bedroom, Cordelia poured water into the basin, got out her rose soap, a washcloth and towel.

      “Okay, Miss Margie. Let’s get you cleaned up.” She held Margie while the little girl washed her hands in the basin. When they were clean, she gave her the towel. “Now, go take those clothes off, pick out some clean ones and then come back here.”

      “Okay.” She turned and started to walk away. Then she stopped, her chin on her chest. “Cordelia, are you mad at me?”

      Shocked to her bones, Cordelia knelt in front of Margie. “No, baby, why would you think I’m mad?”

      A tear ran down her cheek. “Because you had to...to...hurt that man real bad in order to get me.”

      Cordelia wrapped Margie in her arms and held her close. “That had nothing to do with you, sweet girl. That man needed to be hurt. He was about to hurt me like he did before and I wasn’t going to let him. No, I’m not angry with you. Never about this. I’m so proud of you. You were brave and such a big girl.”

      Margie broke down and cried. She wrapped her arms around Cordelia’s neck. “I told him you’re my mama.” She sniffled. “Can I call you Mama?”

      Her heart swelled and she smiled, hurting her sore cheek. “I would be so happy if you did. I love you, darlin’ girl. I’m honored you want me to be your mama.” She held the child, the daughter of her heart, as close as she could.

      David appeared in the doorway and stopped, watching them. His mouth turned up at the corners and his eyes glistened.

      Cordelia waved him in.

      “Do you think I can get in on this hugging and hold both of my girls together?”

      Margie nodded. “Mama and me would like that. Wouldn’t we, Mama?”

      She swallowed past a lump in her throat. “Yes, my little love, we would like that very much.

      After a few moments, David pulled back. “Margie, why don’t we let Cordelia get cleaned up? You and I will go get you changed into clean clothes and then go to the kitchen and wait for her.”

      “Okay. Bye, Mama.”

      “See you in a bit.”

      David left and Cordelia used the water in the basin to get the majority of the blood off her hands. She poured the dirty water into the chamber pot. Then she put clean water in the basin and washed her face before scrubbing her hands again until all the blood was gone.

      Stripping, she realized the blood soaked through her shirt, and her stomach needed washing before she could dress.

      The shirt was a total loss, not that she would have worn it again, anyway. The pants would get boiled with the rest of the laundry and would be just fine.

      She donned a chemise, bloomers, petticoat and her dark pink cotton dress. Knowing it was one of her most attractive garments was her reason for picking it. She needed to feel like a woman again.

      I might be dressed like a woman and act like a woman, a wife and a mother, but am I also a killer?
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      The next day Cordelia sat on the porch swing and watched a rider approach. After everything she’d been through, David thought it would do her good to just rest and recuperate for a couple of days.

      Margie sat next to her, and they were reading books.

      “Margie, go inside, please. Go see Ada and tell her I said you could have some milk and cookies. Go on now.”

      The little girl looked at the rider coming in and then ran into the house.

      As he drew closer, Cordelia recognized the sheriff. Her hands clenched in her lap. She sat in the shadows and was not easily seen. Will I lose everything I hold so dear?

      He halted in front of the house and tied his horse to the hitching rail.

      He approached the house and then looked directly at her.

      “Cordelia.” He tipped his hat and mounted the stairs to the porch.

      “Samuel.”

      He stopped across from her and leaned against the railing. Then he removed his hat and perched it on the railing next to him.

      Her stomach soured. “Did you come here to arrest me for murder? Or will he survive?”

      “Is David here?”

      “He’s breaking horses for the army this morning.”

      “No, he’s not.” David came around the side of the house to the front and over to where she was on the swing. He held out a hand to the sheriff. “Samuel.”

      The other man took his hand and shook it. “I’m glad you’re here. I don’t want to explain this twice. First Richard Lynch did not survive surgery. I had the undertaker pick him up this morning. He’ll be buried in the pauper’s section in the cemetery, with a wooden marker.”

      Cordelia could barely swallow, the lump in her throat was so big, but she needed to speak. “So you are here to arrest me for murder? Will you let me say goodbye to Margie first?”

      Sheriff Banks shook his head. “You misunderstand. I’m not here to arrest you. I’m simply informing you that the man will not be bothering you again. I’m sorry you had to kill him. But based on what he did to you last time and the new wanted poster I received in yesterday’s mail, I’d say you were very lucky. I believe, if you hadn’t killed him, he would have killed you, and perhaps Margie, too.”

      Cordelia blinked several times and put her shaking hands in her lap. “Wanted poster? I thought those were only for the West.”

      “They are for all over the United States of America, and his came from New York. He was wanted, dead or alive, for the murder of at least two women found beaten to death. I’d say you were very lucky. He had a two-hundred-fifty dollar reward on his head.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills.

      “I don’t want the money.” Cordelia fisted her hands in her lap. “Do you have any way of contacting the families of the two women he murdered?”

      He frowned and scratched his chin. “I doubt it. Why?”

      “I want the money to go to them. Or if you can’t find them, then start a fund for widows and orphans here in Golden City. David can deposit the money at the bank and use it to help make their lives a little better, at least for the moment.”

      David smiled wide. “That’s a great idea. We can do fund-raisers, bake sales and the like, to raise money for the fund and make sure we always have money in it for the necessary items that might be needed.”

      Samuel pushed off the rail. “Somehow, I knew coming out here would be a good thing.” He handed David the cash. “You take care of this.” He donned his hat after running his fingers around the brim and took his leave.

      It was a motion she’d seen David do many times.

      David sat on the swing next to Cordelia.

      She still shook.

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “When he said Richard had died, I heard your intake of breath. I’m sorry you were so worried.”

      She leaned into him, wrapping an arm over his stomach. “I was afraid, if I was arrested, you and Margie would forget me.”

      David pulled back. “Have I been so remiss that I haven’t told you, I love you? Nothing could keep me away from you. I realized when you went into the Ace Saloon, that I couldn’t live without you. I wanted to tell you then, but it wasn’t the right time.”

      She looked up, knowing her eyes were full of tears and if she blinked they’d run down her face. “You do? You love me? But you said you’d never love me and well I’ve loved you for what seems like forever and I hoped—”

      His lips claimed hers in a kiss meant to convey all his love. It wasn’t punishing, but deep. His tongue swept across her lips, begging entrance.

      She granted it and dueled with his tongue. Loving him as much as she could.

      When he broke the kiss he rested his forehead against hers, breathing fast.

      She smiled. “I guess now would be a good time to tell you.”

      He pulled back and looked her in the eyes. “Tell me what? You can tell me anything. Anytime.”

      “I’m expecting. I think in about seven months. I believe I got pregnant our first time together, since I haven’t had my menses since I arrived two months ago.”

      “That’s wonderful.” He kissed her lips, then her eyes, cheeks and neck, working his way down.

      “David. Stop. We’re out in the open.”

      “I don’t care who knows that I love you.”

      “I don’t either, but I’d just as soon our love-play happen in the bedroom.”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

      “But it’s only nine-thirty in the morning.”

      “Then we’re late. I should have kept you in bed all morning.”

      She laughed. “You’re a crazy man.”

      He cocked his head and grinned. “Crazy for you.”

      Her heart was so full, she thought it would burst and she knew she was grinning like a silly fool. “I love you. You, Margie and this new baby are my life. I don’t know what I’d do without any one of you.”

      He held her by the waist. “We love you, too. Margie calls you Mama.”

      Cordelia grinned. “She does and I’m so pleased.”

      “Good. That is a big step forward for her.”

      “I know. She’s an amazing little girl. Did I tell you she wasn’t even crying when I came to get her? She was just angry, and if looks could kill, Richard would have been dead before I arrived. So very brave.” She rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m very proud of her.” He put a hand over her stomach. “I can’t wait to meet this boy or girl.”

      “Do you care which? Will you be very disappointed if we have another girl?”

      He waved his hand in front of him. “Not in the least. I won’t deny, I’d like a son, but I’d love another girl like Margie just as much.”

      She squeezed his stomach where her arm rested. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “I think I’m the one who was saved. I wasn’t really living until you came. I existed only for Margie. I didn’t miss her mother, but I missed Victoria.”

      She lowered her gaze, her feelings hurt by his comment. “Oh. You probably wanted to marry her.”

      “No. I didn’t. She and I were friends. Nothing more.”

      “Really? When I heard how Victoria had raised Margie, I thought—”

      He put two fingers over her lips. “I know what you thought, but you’re wrong.”

      She kissed his fingers, loving the texture of his calluses against her soft lips. “I’ve never been so happy to be wrong in my life. Say it again.”

      He grinned. “You’re wrong?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Not that. You know.”

      Taking her face between his palms, his voice deep, he said, “I love you Cordelia Thomas. Forever.”

      “And I love you, David Thomas. Forever.”
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      Six and a half months later

      

      The bedroom was quiet now. The friends and family had left.

      Cordelia sat up in bed, holding her son. Their son. She looked up at David where he sat beside her. “Are you pleased?”

      She watched a smile soften his features as he looked down at the baby in his arms. Their daughter.

      “How could I not be pleased? A son and daughter, too. We can use both of the names we decided on.”

      She glanced at the baby girl he held and then up at him. “About that, I like Adam for him, naming him after you and your father, but I don’t want to name her Martha. I want to name her after my friend in New York, Adeline. We can call her Addie.”

      “Addie and Adam Thomas. I like them. Are you sure?”

      She nodded and brought up her son for a kiss on his cheek. “I am.”

      The baby wrinkled his nose.

      Cordelia laughed. She didn’t think she could get any happier. Her heart was so full, she thought it might burst. How did she ever think that she couldn’t fall in love with this man?

      He smiled and nodded. “So be it. Did I thank you for giving me both a son and a daughter? Did you see Margie’s face? She’s already got them having tea with her.”

      “You’ve thanked me many times, but as long as you kiss me each time, you can thank me all you want.”

      He grinned. “Sassy wench.”

      Margie can’t wait to play with her siblings. Poor Mr. Bear and Miss Kitty. But I think their places are safe for a while.

      David held Addie with one arm and turned her mother’s head up for a kiss. He found her lips. Kissed her deeply and then broke away. “I love you, Cordelia. More than I ever thought I could love anyone.”

      “I feel the same way about you. You are my greatest love, for as long as I live.”
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