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      Mary Beth stood straight and tall as she knocked loudly on the door to the biggest house on the ranch. It certainly wasn’t as large as the house she’d once lived in, yet she found it nonetheless imposing.

      The door swung open, and a pretty blond woman stood smiling. “Hello.”

      “I wanted—”

      The blond woman cut her off. “Can you run a household?”

      Confused, Mary Beth answered, “Yes.”

      “How are you at cooking?”

      “I don’t cook.”

      The woman frowned. “Perhaps you should come inside, Miss.…”

      “Winters. My name is Mary Beth Winters. I’ve come to marry Lexington.”

      “Oh? I’m Georgie Eastman.”

      “It’s very nice to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Eastman. I need to find Lexington Willis and quickly. It’s of utmost importance.”

      Georgie stared at her. “I, well perhaps—”

      “I hate to tell my secret, but I must marry Lexington. Oh, how can I say this delicately? We had a night of endless—”

      Three other women stood and stared at her, and her courage faltered. “I’m with child,” she finished barely above a whisper.

      “Let me introduce you to my friends. This is Veronica Maxwell, Glory Sandler, and Iris Willis.”

      The three women each wore an incredulous expression.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Miss. Willis. Are you Lexington’s sister? Do you know where he is?” She pretended not to notice the glare Iris sent her way.

      “Won’t you join us?” Iris asked woodenly. She gestured to an empty chair.

      “I’ll get another cup,” Glory volunteered.

      Mary Beth took in her surroundings. The house lacked many things, such as servants. “Thank you, I’d be delighted.” She sat where Glory indicated. “I really need to talk to Lexington.”

      “I think we’d all like a word with Lex,” Iris commented.

      Glory came back with a china cup and poured tea for Mary Beth.

      “Is there a preacher in town? Maybe we can have someone get the preacher? This is very important.” All the women frowned in concern. Mary Beth relaxed a bit. Lexington wouldn’t have a chance of getting out of marrying her.

      “I knew that Lex proposed to you, but I was under the impression you said no.” Iris smiled at her.

      “I was foolish to allow him to get away. We didn’t agree on certain things, and I know I should have made him see everything from my perspective. Sometimes you have to lead a man gently to your way of thinking.” Mary Beth put sugar in her tea and stirred it.

      “That works well around here,” Veronica replied. Was she being sarcastic? She didn’t seem the friendly type.

      “I’m glad we are like thinkers. Is he here at the ranch?” They were taking too long with their tea. She needed Lexington. “Shall I go find him?” The women still gawked at her. It must be her fine clothes.

      “I’m sure he saw you arrive. You went right by him on your way to this house,” Georgie explained.

      At least this Georgie had manners and answered her.

      The door burst opened, and Mary Beth quickly stood and smiled. “Lexington, I’m here to marry you. I changed my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Lex Willis glanced at his wife, Iris, and then stared at Mary Beth. “You refused me.”

      Mary Beth walked gracefully to him and touched his arm. “It was a poor choice I made. I’m saying yes now and we’re going to send for the preacher any minute.”

      “Excuse me ladies, I need a moment with Mary Beth.” Willis took her hand and led her out to the front porch. He wanted to smile when he saw the window curtains move.

      “Tell me what is going on, Mary Beth?”

      She stared down at her gloved hands. “I’m carrying your child, Lexington.”

      He cringed and took a step back. “That’s not possible. We were never together that way at all.”

      “It’s your child. Are you going to deny it? Are you going to throw us out into the streets to beg? What kind of man are you?” She glanced up at him and cocked her right brow.

      What was wrong with her? She knew… “I can’t marry you. I’m already married.”

      She gasped and put her hand to her mouth. “How could you? You philanderer!”

      “Say it louder, Mary Beth, I don’t think all the women heard you,” he said sarcastically as he shook his head in disgust.

      “You got married fast after you left. Did you get her with child too?” Mary Beth asked sounding haughtier than he’d ever heard her.

      Iris walked out the door and linked her arm with his. “My husband is a good and honorable man. We waited until we were married. You don’t look like you’re expecting.”

      “Clothes, carefully styled, can hide such things for a long while. Lexington, you would really throw your child away?”

      He’d had enough talk about a child. It simply wasn’t possible. “Why are you really here, Mary Beth?”

      “I need a place to stay until the baby comes.” She lifted her chin.

      “What happened with your father?” Something wasn’t right, and he was getting nowhere with Mary Beth.

      “He threw me out. I asked around and found that you lived here. I was sure you’d do the honorable thing. It never occurred to me you’d married. You’ve known her only a few months.”

      He released an impatient sigh. “Her name is Iris Willis, my wife. And we’ve known each other longer than that. She lived here before I left. It’s a long story, but I have always loved Iris.” His instincts told him not to trust Mary Beth.

      She slumped down onto one of the porch chairs. She seemed sincerely distraught. Her tears that fell looked real enough.

      He glanced at Iris, hoping she’d know what to do. He sure was proud of the way she had stood up for him.

      Georgie came outside. “Oh dear,” she cried and handed Mary Beth a handkerchief. Georgie looked at him and then Iris raised one brow.

      He shrugged slightly.

      “Mary Beth, do you have money of your own to rent a room in town?”

      “No!” Mary Beth wailed as she dabbed at her tears with the handkerchief.

      Glory and Veronica joined them and they both stared at him. Willis frowned. Why did he have to find an answer? Mary Beth was not his problem. She’d told him he wasn’t good enough for her.

      One horse in the corral reared and bucked. He glanced back and forth between the horse and the women. “I need to get back to work. I wish I had a way to solve your problem, Mary Beth, but you need to look in your heart and tell the truth. The babe isn’t mine.” He kissed Iris’ cheek and quickly left. Oh boy, what was he supposed to do?

      “What was that about?” Parker, the ranch owner, asked. Many of the men on the ranch had served under Captain Parker Eastman in the War Between the States. Lex Willis, Kent Sandler and Austin Maxwell had been with him ever since, helping to make the ranch prosper. Now Lex, Kent and Max all owned a share of the ranch. A few months ago, more of Parker’s regiment had arrived. Fletcher Taylor, Joe Kelly, Ross Carter, and Noah Ward had shown up hoping to find work as jobs were scarce in the South.

      Willis took his hat off and slapped it on his thigh a few times to knock off the dust before putting it back on. He vaulted the corral fence and took the reins from Fletcher. “Woah, boy, let’s keep our feet on the ground.” The horse stopped and watched him. Soon he got close enough to whisper into the horse’s ear. The horse calmed. He patted the roan’s withers and led him into the barn and put him in a stall.

      Fletcher’s jaw had dropped, and it stayed that was as he followed Willis into the barn.

      “What did you say to the horse?”

      “The usual. It calms them. Plus, if you’re calm so are they most of the time. I knew the roan wasn’t dangerous. I watched him in the pasture yesterday.”

      “What’s the usual?”

      Willis opened his mouth to answer, but a shadow filled the doorway, and Parker came into the barn. “What does that woman want?”

      “She wants me to marry her and be a father to the baby she claims is mine.” Willis wanted to smile, but it was too serious.

      “Is the baby yours?” Fletcher asked.

      “Fletch, you’ve known me a long time. What do you think?”

      The other man chuckled. “Of course it isn’t yours. Heck, I’m still surprised you got hitched. What are you going to do with her?”

      Three men rode up and brought their horses into the barn. Joe, Ross, and Noah had been out riding the fence lines on the east side.

      Willis stared at brown-haired, blue-eyed Fletcher. “I was thinking you could marry her.” He tried so hard to keep his lips from twitching, but it was a losing battle, so he turned away.

      “Fletch is getting married? To who?” Joe asked, joining the conversation.

      Fletcher shook his head. “Not me. I’m not raising Willis’ kid.”

      Willis stared at him and stiffened. “You told me you didn’t think it was mine. I think you might be touched in the head.”

      “Willis got a woman in the family way?” Joe Kelly gave a low whistle. “Where is this little gal?”

      “Kelly, you and the rest are as bad as old biddies gossiping,” Willis admonished.

      Kelly rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re right. It’s none of my business.”

      “What did Iris have to say?” Ross Carter asked.

      “Carter, leave the man be,” Parker growled.

      Noah Ward just nodded and kept his mouth shut. Noah was the smartest of them all as far as Willis was concerned.

      Parker leveled a gaze on Willis. “Georgie needs someone to work at the house. We could give her a job while we figure this all out.”

      “Thanks, Parker, but she was raised with servants. I doubt she’d know one end of the kitchen from the other.” Willis still couldn’t believe the outrageous claim Mary Beth had made.

      “Parker, is it true that when a man gets married they get a house built?” Carter asked eagerly. “If so I can take her off your hands.”

      Max and Sandler walked into the barn as the conversation turned to wives and houses.

      Max flashed the four newer men a look of annoyance and shook his head. “Let’s head over and check on our wives,” he suggested to Sandler. “Looks like they’re still visiting with Georgie.”

      “Good idea,” Sandler agreed. He turned and walked out the barn. Max, Parker, and Willis followed.

      Willis’ gut tightened. If a man he’d trusted with his life thought he might be responsible, what was Iris thinking? What about everyone else? Iris wanted a baby in the worst way, and it hadn’t happened for them.

      When they went into the house, the children who’d been napping were all wide awake now. They were a noisy lot. Willis immediately gazed at Iris. She was holding Parker and Georgie’s youngest boy, Will. She glanced up and smiled.

      Introductions were made, followed by an awkward silence between the adults. Finally Parker cleared his throat. “Miss. Winter, there isn’t a lot of extra room available on the ranch. If you’re willing to work for your keep, you could stay here. I know Georgie is looking for someone to cook and clean.”

      Georgie stood in the background shaking her head at Parker.

      “I don’t work. I’d be happy to stay in the extra room. Just keep a tally of what I owe,” Mary Beth said.

      “It’s not an extra room; it’s a room for an employee.”

      Mary Beth stared at Willis, and he stared at Iris.
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        * * *

      

      Iris couldn’t decide if she was amused or plain mad. Mary Beth was up to something, but a wrench had been thrown into whatever she’d planned. Mary Beth didn’t work? Iris had grown up with servants too, but out here people needed to work if they wanted to eat.

      “We have an extra room,” Iris offered.

      Everyone’s eyes widened except for Mary Beth’s. Her face took on a smug look. As soon as Iris said it she wished she could take her offer back, but it was done.

      “I’d be happy to live in your house, Iris. I know the three of us have much to discuss.” Mary Beth practically beamed while Willis narrowed his eyes at Iris.

      Iris gave little Will a kiss on his forehead before she handed him to Parker. “I’d best start supper and get Mary Beth settled?” Oh, she’d made it sound like a question. Well she’d just walk and see who followed.

      The breeze hit her face, and she smiled. As long as she was free, she could survive anything. She almost laughed. Lex didn’t like Mary Beth. Had he even kissed her while they courted? Mary Beth probably wouldn’t allow her hair to get mussed at all.

      The heated gazes from all the ex-soldiers seemed to sear Iris as she walked. If it wasn’t happening to her and her husband, she’d be curious too. In fact, she’d be tempted to laugh.

      She opened the door and waited for Mary Beth to catch up. “Welcome to our home.” She couldn’t hide the pride in her voice. She loved her house.

      “Do you have indoor plumbing?”

      “We have a water pump in the kitchen and a privy out back, close to the woods.”

      “A chamber pot will have to do.” Mary Beth sighed.

      “As long as you empty and clean it.” Iris took a deep breath. Calmness would be to her advantage. She let the breath out slowly. “Let me give you the tour.” Iris smiled at Lex as he stepped inside.

      “I can see just about everything from here. It’ll be a mighty short tour.”

      Iris flashed Willis an irritated look to convey, this is your doing. “Of course we have the big room, the kitchen and we have three bedrooms. The first one is mine and Lex’s room. You can take either of the other two.”

      Mary Beth marched over and opened one door and then the other. “I can sleep in one and the other can be my dressing room.”

      Iris elbowed her husband, who had come to stand next to her.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” he whispered. He put his hand over his ribs.

      “Tonight?”

      His brow furrowed for a moment and then he smiled. “Yes, tonight.”

      “I’m going to start supper.” Iris walked away from Lex’s warmth and went toward the kitchen. She grabbed the apron she kept hanging on a peg near the cook stove and put it on. Then she took ingredients out of cupboards.

      “This reminds me of the house you built in Button Hills, Lexington.”

      “It’s similar,” Lex answered.

      Iris had to look away. Lex hated being called Lexington, and it was hard to hold her laughter in. She turned and stole a look at Lex and this time she couldn’t help but laugh.

      Her husband narrowed his eyes at her, but she could see his lips twitching.

      “Perhaps you’d be good enough to tell me what is so funny? I could use a laugh myself,” Mary Beth said.

      Iris had to turn away again. By Mary Beth’s tone, she knew they were laughing at her.

      “Lex, would you see if you can find me a few eggs?”

      “Of course, honey. How many?”

      “If you can find any get as many as you can. We can use the extras for breakfast.”

      Lex left.

      “What do you mean by if he can find any? I thought chickens laid eggs. All he has to do is find the chickens.” Mary Beth sat down on the settee.

      “Eggs do come from chicken, and they are usually in the chicken coop, but by this time of day others have probably taken what eggs there were.”

      “You allow others to take your eggs?”

      Iris nodded. “The chickens belong to the four who have houses. We only take what we need. There’s never been a problem. For instance, I told Lex to take them all, but if Veronica needed any for her meal; I’d give them to her. We enlarged the vegetable garden, and that works on the same principle. Usually I pick what I need in the morning's coolness. You plan your meal around what’s available to pick. There is always plenty and more than enough to can.”

      “Can what?”

      Iris frowned. “Why the vegetables to use during the winter.”

      Mary Beth waved her hand as though it didn’t concern her. “I don’t prepare meals, I only eat them. Do you plan on hiring help too?”

      “What would I do all day? I enjoy knowing I’m contributing to the success of the ranch and taking care of my husband.”

      “How does having tea with your friends help?”

      Iris had to bite her tongue. “We get together when we can, maybe every other week. Or if Glory is so busy that supper will be late she knows to come here and I’ll feed them. I’ve lived alone and now I live with my new family. I prefer the family.”

      “Aren’t you the one who claimed to have been attacked by Leon Baker?”

      Bile rose in Iris’ throat. She would not discuss that reprehensible man.

      “Leon was in jail for less than a week,” Mary Beth continued. “Your story wasn’t convincing enough to keep him behind bars. He was free to do whatever he wanted. Didn’t you feel a duty to stay and make sure he was tried? What about the safety of other women?”

      Iris took everything off the stove, and then she took off her apron and left the house slamming the door behind her. The nerve of that woman! Who did she think she was? Iris’ family had been extremely wealthy before they were all executed. Georgie’s family was the richest in Tennessee. What did it matter anyway?

      “Whoa, Iris what happened?” Willis asked as he put his hand on her arm.

      “That woman thinks my experience with Leon wasn’t good enough. She said I had a duty to stay and make sure he was put in prison. I somehow put the other women in town in jeopardy.  You weren’t gone long, but she insulted me many times.”

      “I’m sure we can smooth things over,” Willis gave her a hopeful smile.

      She pulled her arm away. “I will go work for Georgie while your girlfriend is in my house!”

      “Iris, it’s not as if I invited her,” pointed out her husband.

      “She doesn’t plan to do a lick of work, and she thinks it’s wrong the way we share with the others. I’m obviously so beneath her. I’d like to—” She wrapped her arms around her middle.

      “I’ve never seen you so upset. Just come home.” He sounded annoyed.

      Tears swam in her eyes. “I’ll be at Georgie’s. I love you, Lex with everything in me, but I can’t abide Mary Beth, and I’m sorry I offered to take her in. If her aim was to pull us apart, she’s already doing a good job.” Iris walked on to Georgie’s house.

      No sooner had her friend opened the door, than Georgie hugged Iris and provided comfort; something Lex had failed to do.
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      It had been three days, and Willis was ready to drop. He trained horses during the day and did all the housework and waited on Mary Beth in the evening. He hadn’t had a chance to talk to his wife. He saw her doing work at Georgie’s house, but she never acknowledged him.

      His heart hurt like someone had taken an ax to it. What was he supposed to do with Mary Beth? It had been Iris’ idea to have Mary Beth stay with them. He wanted to leave and go live at Georgie and Parker’s too.

      How was it his fault? He didn’t invite her to come live with them. His darling wife did and then left. He walked to the barn; he had plenty of work to do, and he needed to keep his thoughts on that.

      “What’s she like?” Ross Carter asked.

      “Like most women, I expect, Carter why?”

      Carter shuffled his feet and took off his hat. “I’ve been thinking about having a house. I never had a place where the landlord wouldn’t throw our belongings out into the street because my father drank the rent money. It’s always been a dream of mine to put down roots. I want a family.”

      “There are women in town,” Willis said.

      “I met a few who are but girls yet. Gossiping seems to be what they excel at. I’m considering mailing for a bride.” He offered a half-shrug. “But then I thought we have a woman here that needs a husband.”

      Willis studied the other man for a moment. Carter was always clean. He kept his sandy colored hair short and he shaved daily. He didn’t have as much experience with horses, but he was eager to learn. He was the type of man who would die for another. “Ask her to go for a walk. I have to warn you, she doesn’t cook or clean, and she’s claiming to be carrying my baby. I only know one way to make a baby, and Mary Beth and I kissed twice and that was it.”

      “A bit of a puzzle then.” Carter smiled, and his eyes lit up. It was nice to see, since Carter wasn’t a man who smiled much.

      “Why don’t you join us for supper tonight? You’ll have to lend a hand in cooking it, but it’ll be good for you to get to know her.”

      “If the baby isn’t yours, who else could be the father?”

      Willis shot him a sidelong look.

      A grin spread over Carter’s face. “Never mind. I’ll be there. I have a lot of questions, but I’ll be the perfect gentleman and use my charm to get her to tell me the answers.”

      Willis couldn’t stop his hearty laugh. “You charming? You usually put your foot in your mouth.”

      “I’ll have you know that women consider me very charming,” Carter said defensively.

      Willis laughed harder. “I have a horse I’ve been working with. Why don’t you use some of that charm on that white mare? We will breed her, but she’s skittish.” He didn’t wait for an answer; he went out to the pasture to find the paint he’d been working with. This paint had been one of the first born after they started their breeding program. He could run for days, and he’d make someone a great horse.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth observed herself in the mirror as she put in the last hair pin. Honestly, why bother? No one saw her, and Lexington hardly looked at her. It wasn’t her fault that his wife left him. No, it had nothing to do with her at all. Her shoulders slumped and her eyes grew damp. She couldn’t stay here much longer, and then she’d be homeless. What was to become of her?

      Her father had been absolutely unreasonable when Leon Baker walked her to her door after the Founder’s Day picnic. Leon had purchased her food basket, and she was obliged to share it with him. He wanted to find a pretty place and they ended up lost in the woods. Leon wanted to stop and eat, but she’d refused. They might need the food if they were lost for any length of time.

      Leon didn’t know how to tell what direction they were going by watching the sun. He had proven to be utterly useless, and when she finally found the trail back, she’d had enough of him. She shoved the basket she’d been carrying the whole time into his arms and stormed off. He caught up with her and walked her home.

      The damage was already done. She’d spent hours alone with Leon, and everyone knew how he treated women. He was used to getting his own way, they said, and if a woman wasn’t willing, it was said he’d use force. She hadn’t believed that about him.

      When word got to her father, though, there was nothing she could say to make him believe her. He was certain she’d lain with Leon. But she’d never been that type of girl. And her father had a hand in getting Leon out of jail when Iris had accused him of attacking her.

      Her father had readily believed a lie then, but he’d refused to acknowledge the truth of what happened later. No amount of pleading and truth telling had changed his mind. He made her leave. He’d always been her rock and her comfort. Now she had no one. She had so hoped that Lexington would marry her.

      But there was no welcome for her on the ranch. What was she to do?

      She’d even gone to Leon, hoping he’d do the right thing and he’d laughed and made her feel shame. People whispered about her as she walked back to her home—no, not her home, for it wasn’t hers anymore. It was her father’s.

      There were no parties to plan here on the ranch and she was tired of the tedious life of sitting by herself day after day. She looked forward to Lexington coming home each evening, though he wasn’t much for conversation. In fact, he hardly said a word to her. She’d ask him tonight if he knew of a place she could go.

      After making sure her skirt wasn’t wrinkled, she went to the main room to wait for Lexington. Finally, he came in, bringing a friend with him.

      “Mary Beth, this is Ross Carter,” Lexington introduced him.
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        * * *

      

      “The house is nice, Willis,” Carter said with admiration as he turned in a circle and studied the home. He stopped in front of Mary Beth and gave her his most dashing smile. “You must be Mary  Beth; may I call you Mary Beth? I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Carter.” Her perusal started at his shined boots up to his best trousers and shirt and by the time she gazed at his face, he wore a big grin. She blushed redder than a tomato. He turned and gave Willis a knowing grin.

      “Carter, I’ll need your help to make supper.”

      He studied Mary Beth for a moment before he went into the kitchen. “You asked her to marry you?”

      “Yes, and she said no. I didn’t want to live with her rich father. I make my own decisions.” Willis handed Carter a bowl with potatoes in it. “I need these cut for frying.”

      Carter nodded. Willis wasn’t kidding that Mary Beth didn’t cook, and judging from the dirty plates, she didn’t wash dishes either. She’d just need direction, and he could do that. She was pretty enough. Her whiskey colored hair was shiny. How long was it? It was hard to tell the way she kept it up. Her eyes reminded him of the sky on a bright day. And she could use a few pounds on her.

      “I think I know enough,” Carter told Willis.

      “You need not stay,” Willis said as he shrugged his shoulders.

      “I will marry that woman, you just wait and see.”

      Willis’ lips twitched.

      Carter shook his finger at Willis. “Don’t you dare laugh. Besides, you want Iris back here with you, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Good, I’ll probably need the whole regiment helping me. She looks to be a hard nut to crack.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?”

      “We need Iris back to teach Mary Beth how to keep house. Would it be fine with you if I asked Iris myself?”

      Willis gave him a look of disbelief. “You can try.”

      Soon the food was ready and they walked to the table. Carter pulled out a chair for Mary Beth. She murmured her thanks while Willis cocked his left brow. His brow remained that way, throughout the supper.

      Carter used every good manner Willis had ever seen.

      “Mary Beth, have you lived in Texas long?”

      “Yes, Ross I was born in Button Hills.”

      “Ah, yes, the place with no hills. I bet it was hard to leave all your friends and family behind.”

      “Harder than I ever realized. I was very much a part of the community there. Here the women don’t like me. It makes for long days.”

      “I’m sure once they get to know you, they’ll be fast friends with you. I’m thinking about getting a mail-order bride. I’d like to get settled with a wife. The problem is meeting someone from a letter. What if she says she’s eighteen, but she’s sixty? I’m having a hard time writing a letter. There are two possibilities but I don’t know how to judge which one I should write to. Do you think you can look at the two ads and give me your opinion?”

      Mary Beth smiled. “I’d be more than happy to help you, Ross.”

      “I was thinking maybe we could take a brief walk tonight, and we could decide which of my qualities I should include in the letter.”

      “Ross, it would be lovely to take a walk.”

      Ross stood. “Willis, old friend, you wouldn’t mind if we left you with the dishes, would you?”

      “Of course not. It looks to be a nice night.”

      Mary Beth stood and took her shawl off the peg near the door. Carter helped her to put it on, and she gave him another smile.

      He put on his hat and led the way outside. This just might be easier than he thought.

      He offered his arm, and she settled her hand on it. They walked in silence. As they drew near the horse pasture, he stopped.

      “This is perfect. The breeze is refreshing and the moonlight is very flattering on you.”

      She gave him a doubtful expression. “Have you always worked with horses?”

      “No, I was a corporal in the Confederate Army. I served under Parker. We grew to be like brothers. I’m learning a lot about horses from Willis. He has a way of talking to them that calms them.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, he gets them to trust him and he’s able to work with them after that. If I went to train the horse, it wouldn’t listen but if Willis introduces me to the horse, then all is fine. Can you imagine that?”

      “Lexington has a nice manner about him. It makes sense. He spent time in Button Hills, and I had the honor of making his acquaintance.”

      “We came out here for a reason. Do you think it too forward to say I’m handsome?”

      She gazed at his face. “No, I think you’re very handsome and considerate. You have nice wide shoulders and lean hips. You seem to be very fit and you speak like a well-educated man. Why any woman would be lucky to have you.”

      “I’m not all those things. I’m not rich. That might matter to a woman.”

      “Not if she’s looking to get married.”

      “If you received such a letter, what would you do?” He observed her face.

      “I’d write you back. Money is nice but if it’s ever taken away you’re left with nothing and no one.” Her eyes grew misty and she turned her head as though she was watching the horses.

      “Mary Beth, I know we hardly know each other, but perhaps you’d do me the honor of marrying me?” He held his breath. He shouldn’t have asked so soon. He’d blown his chance for a house. Perhaps he could go into town and marry one of those useless Southern Belles, but he cringed as he thought about being married to Fanny, Constance or Henrietta. They eyed each single man as something they were thinking of buying.

      “You don’t have to decide tonight.”

      She turned to him and smiled. “I’d be honored to marry you, Ross.”

      He smiled back. She probably expected a hug and kiss. Taking a deep breath he drew her into his arms and kissed her cheek. “You’ve made me very happy! Let’s go tell Parker and Georgie. We can get started on getting our house built.”

      She laughed as he took her hand and led her across to Parker’s house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Georgie and Parker seemed genuinely happy for them. Georgie surprised her with a big hug. Parker gave her the quickest hug she’d ever experienced.

      “This is a quite the surprise,” Georgie commented as she gestured for everyone to take seats in the main room.

      Mary Beth had a warm feeling inside when Ross sat next to her and held her hand. He really did care for her.

      “Congratulations!” Iris happily told them when she came out of the kitchen.

      Ross thanked her. “I have a small favor to ask of you, Iris. Willis said it would a fine idea, if you agreed that is. Would you be willing to come home and show Mary Beth anything she needs to know?”

      Iris frowned as she gazed at Ross then at Mary Beth. “I miss that man. He can come and fetch me in the morning.”

      “How about now?” No one seemed to have heard Lexington enter the house.

      Iris raced to him and he caught her up in a big hug, lifting her off the ground while he kissed her. It was obvious they were very much in love, and Mary Beth felt a twinge of envy. She glanced at Ross, wondering if they would come to love one another. She quickly put her doubts away. Of course he’d love her. Why, she suspected he was half in love with her already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Beth couldn’t wait for the house to be done. If Iris tried to teach her another useless thing she would scream. She’d already told them she didn’t cook or clean. At least Iris didn’t tell on her. Whenever Ross asked, Iris would always say it was going just fine.

      As soon as they were married, Mary Beth planned to find live-in help. It was amazing how nice everyone was to her now. It was hypocritical if anyone asked her. Soon she’d be in her own house. She had found the perfect spot for the house, away from the rest but not too far. She smiled. She wouldn’t have to go to any more of their little provincial tea parties.

      Best of all, Ross agreed with her. He always agreed with her and she loved that about him. She enjoyed being in charge. She hadn’t seen an awful lot of him. He was so busy getting the house done. Parker announced that tomorrow all hands would help with the house. The women were providing the meal. There was a big jar of pickles in the community shed she planned to bring.

      She needed to ask Ross for money for her wedding dress. It would be something grand that would be talked about for years to come. Somehow whenever she mentioned needing something he patted her hand and said later. But time was growing short to get a new dress made. She’d just go to town in the morning and charge it to Ross’ account. Feeling better, she couldn’t wait for the morning to come.
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        * * *

      

      Georgie stared at Ross. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea. No bride likes a surprise wedding. She hasn’t gotten her dress and what about a cake?”

      “Reverend Shaw will be here in time to marry us today. I’m sure there will be pies we can pretend are a wedding cake.”

      “It’s not my place to say no, but I really—”

      “I knew I could count on you, Georgie.”

      Ross hurried down the porch steps and went into the bunkhouse. The men had promised to work as fast as they could that morning so he could get married before the noon meal. True to their word, they were finished and cleaned up, and he grinned as they all rushed over to the house as a group.

      He supposed he should stop by and see Mary Beth. She wanted an absurd amount of money for a dress, but that was money better spent on building a life together. Whenever she mentioned interviewing servants, it was all he could do to keep a straight face.

      But everything would work out.

      Mary Beth opened the door, and he walked in. “Good morning! Getting ready to set the food out before noon?”

      “I’m going into town to get measured for my dress.”

      “Mary Beth, who is going to take you? Besides you really need to make something for the noon meal. The men are working hard on our house. You need to show your gratitude.”

      She started to open her mouth and he quickly bent and covered her lips with his. He had found this method quieted her demands.

      “Please, Mary Beth. I’d be so proud to have you there.”

      “Well…”

      He could tell she was wavering.

      “If it’ll make you happy, but tomorrow you’re taking the day off.”

      “I will. I have to go work on the house. I wanted to be sure you’d be there.”

      “I will.” She smiled at him and he gave her a quick smile back and left.

      He’d have his house and a wife by noon. They’d get on just fine. He knew he was getting a spirited woman, and he liked that. It seemed like such a gamble to send for a bride. Mary Beth seemed to enjoy his company.

      Besides, there was no such thing as love.

      

      Soon enough it was time. Reverend Shaw was there, though a bit puzzled about a surprise wedding. Ross just waited for Iris and Mary Beth to make a showing.

      He saw them and blinked hard. Mary Beth’s dress was stained. Flour powdered her hair, making it look gray, and instead of being elaborately coiled on her head, her hair looked as though it was ready to fall down. But… she always looked polished. What happened?

      Ross rushed to Mary Beth’s side and took her hand, smiling widely as she blinked up at him. “I have a surprise for you, darlin’. Reverend Shaw is here to marry us.”

      She gasped in surprise and tried to tug her hand from his grasp, but he held on and turned to the gathered group.

      “Hey everyone! We’re getting hitched now, gather ’round!”

      There was much a flurry of excitement as everyone assembled around them. Ross smiled a proud greeting to them all.

      “Here we go, Mary Beth!” He led her to Reverend Shaw and the ceremony began. It couldn’t have been any better. His house was in the background and Mary Beth would live in it with him. They’d be as happy as a married couple could be. His father had told him he didn’t love Ross’ mother and love was for suckers. But his mother had always seemed content enough.

      Then it was time to kiss the bride. They turned to each other, and her eyes were shimmering with happiness. He bent and gave her a quick kiss. “Well done,” he whispered in her ear.

      She bit her lip and tried to shift her hair a bit. She stared at the ground and just stood there. She was probably in shock from his wonderful surprise.

      Suddenly, she drew a sharp breath then put her hand over her mouth as she sobbed and ran toward Iris’ house.

      Ross stared after her. What was wrong? Had she found herself overcome with emotion?
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth put her head in her hands and sobbed as she sat at the eating table. How long had he planned a surprise wedding? He must have laughed inside every time she asked for a wedding dress when he had never intended for her to wear one. It dawned on her that he hadn’t even given her a ring. Maybe she would have been better off as a mail-order bride. Why did he marry her?

      Needing a wet cloth, she stood and pumped a bit of water into a basin and grabbed a cloth. She carried the items into her room. There was no way she would allow people see her humiliation. No, she would dry her tears and go back out there. She wet the cloth and pressed it against her eyes. But what should she wear?

      She put the cloth down and looked in the mirror. Horror settled in her stomach as she realized she looked far worse than she’d thought. There was flour in her hair! Her and Iris only wanted to put the food out before they got dressed for the meal.

      “Oh, no,” she moaned. What had all those people thought? Quickly she took out all the hair pins and brushed her hair until there wasn’t a bit of flour showing. Then she plaited it and it hung down her back.

      Next, she took off her dress and put on her expensive blue dress with frills and lace. She took out her diamond necklace and ear bobs and put them on. Let them all see how naked her finger looked. That ought to teach Ross a lesson.

      With her spine straight and shoulders squared, she lifted her chin and walked out of the house as though she was a queen. She spotted the punch bowl and gracefully made her way straight for it.

      “It’s spiked,” Veronica whispered in warning.

      “Good. I’ll fill it up to the top.” She took a large sip and smiled. “Tell me, Veronica, did you know?” Maybe she shouldn’t have asked. If the answer was yes, then what?

      Veronica hugged her. “I would have told you. Men are no good at surprises like this. You look beautiful, though. What a lovely dress!”

      “I’ve never seen one so fine,” Glory added as she gave Mary Beth a quick hug.

      “If I had known I would have set him straight,” Iris said. “A woman wants her dress, flowers, and a cake. We looked a sight when we came outside.”

      Ross hadn’t glanced her way since she’d come back to join the gathering.

      “If you want him, go get him,” Georgie suggested, nodding toward the new house.

      Mary Beth took another gulp of her punch, put down her glass and with a regal tilt to her head walked the distance to the house where Ross waited. So that was it. This was what he wanted, not her. Why did her heart feel like it was breaking? Did she care for Ross?

      “Do you like it?” Ross asked as he stepped next to her and took her hand.

      “I think it’s more important that you like it. That’s why you married me, isn’t it?” She gave him a sweet smile.

      He looked as though she had taken him off guard. “We both win with our marriage. You have a secure roof over your head, and I get the house I’ve always dreamed of.”

      She stared up at him, finding not a bit of affection in his eyes. “I assume you plan to act as though everything is fine?”

      “Of course.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, and she plastered a smile on her face. Was she really so unlovable? As they made their way back to the guests, she kept her fake smile in place.

      They were greeted by many who congratulated them. She did her best to thank them all. Lying over and over again. No, this wasn’t what she’d imagined for her wedding day. The dress and everything would have been nice, but she would have made do. But to know that she was the means to getting a house was almost too much to bear. She didn’t like the way he stared at her jewelry either.

      “Iris packed your things for you. I’ll just leave them by the front door,” Lexington told her.

      A nod was all she could manage as she did not trust her voice. She snatched her hand back from Ross, smiling the whole time. She’d been the stupid one who believed his wonderful words. He hadn’t meant one word he spoke to her.

      Finally, the pies were cut and everyone was given a piece. Mary Beth waited patiently for them all to finish.

      “Thank you all for making this day so special,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster. “I think this will be one wedding people will be sure to remember. If you’ll excuse me, the day has exhausted me.”

      People clapped, but she didn’t care. She turned and walked to the new house, head held high. She felt the heat of him behind her, but it startled her when Ross picked her up and carried her over the threshold. Of course, it was all for show. It was sad that she knew what an imposter he was. Otherwise she would have enjoyed the moment; she would have thought it to be so romantic.

      “You can put me down now,” she said once they were inside. “There’s no one in here for you to impress.”

      “Listen, Mary Beth, we hardly know each other. We’ll get on well. I know it. I’m not such a bad guy, and I already like you.” He put her down and seemed puzzled as she put distance between them.

      “Which room is mine?”

      “I thought we’d share a room. There’s only the one bed.” He stared at her for a moment then sighed. “I’ll sleep in front of the fireplace out here. I’ll just leave that part of the relationship up to you. I wouldn’t want to hurt the baby.”

      Shame filled her, and she glanced away. “You’re the only person who has mentioned the baby. I think no one believes I’m with child. I thank you for your consideration.”

      “You’ll be showing soon, and it’ll be proof enough. You know about the community garden and chickens. There is a community shed with many items you can’t get down here. Parker trades some of his stock for goods. They told me that everyone had to help and do their share. Did Iris tell you about it?”

      “She mentioned it but she didn’t mention I’d have to toil to take part.” She shrugged. “I’m sure we can just buy what we need.”

      “Why don’t we make some coffee and talk for a while?”

      He probably expected that she’d make the coffee. “I’m just so tired. If you’ll excuse me.” She quickly went into the biggest of the bedrooms and closed the door. All she could do was sag against it. Nothing was as she’d pictured. Ross got a house and what did she get? The baby stirred inside of her alarming her. Oh my. She felt instant love for her unborn child. It had been an abstract thought, but it was true, she was with child.

      She put her hand over her stomach waiting to feel the fluttering again, but it didn’t happen. At the sound of a knock on her door, she opened it and poked her head out.

      “I have your things. Do you want me to bring them into the bedroom?”

      “Yes, please.” After opening the door she stood aside and let Ross set her trunk and bags on the floor at the end of the bed.

      “Good night,” he said without looking at her.

      “Wait! Do you have enough blankets out there? I bet the floor is hard.”

      “I’ll be just fine. I’m used to sleeping outside on the ground. It’s a soldier’s life.”

      “If you’re sure, good night.” She shut the door again after he left and then got ready for bed.

      She lay there for a long while, wondering if she’d ever be happy. It was true he had used her to get this house, but he seemed to accept the fact she was carrying another’s man child. He should have warned her to look nice. The act of marrying him made her acceptable to the other wives, too. She wasn’t fooled, they’d never liked her. She’d have to be on her guard against everyone on the ranch.

      But what had she expected? Lexington wouldn’t have married her even if he was still single. Her small shred of hope was why she’d come to the ranch. She knew nothing about Ross. He didn’t seem to be one who talked about himself. She’d just have to learn more about him.

      She felt the fluttering again and placed her hand over her stomach. All she did was try to be nice and look where it got her. Men were simply too strong, and she hoped she’d be safe with Ross. She sure hadn’t felt safe being unmarried.
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        * * *

      

      When was she going to get up? He rather thought they’d have breakfast together. It looked like he’d be heading to the bunk house to eat, and the ribbing he’d get would be relentless. It was past dawn, just how late did she usually sleep? He stood abruptly. The heck with it, he’d make coffee and fry up some eggs.

      He wasn’t quiet as he puttered around the kitchen. The other wives had seen to it they’d have the basics in the kitchen. They were nice enough, and they accepted him as though they’d known him for years.

      The coffee boiled and the eggs were fried. Should he knock on her door? Wasn’t it expected that the wife would cook? He sighed. Maybe not. She was probably plumb worn out from all the excitement yesterday. He ate and still no Mary Beth. He left everything on the table. She could warm it up.

      He grabbed his holster and hat before he headed out to the barn. Plenty of work to do. How Max, Parker, Sandler, and Willis had done it all perplexed him. There was never a time where they could stand back and say they’d finished.

      Willis was a natural teacher to those who wanted to learn. That man had a way with horses, and he was glad to share his knowledge. And Ross very much intended to learn from him.

      He walked into the barn sudden quiet fell. The men all stared at him.

      “What?”

      “Go home and have a relaxing day with your wife,” Parker said.

      “That’s a nice gesture, but my wife is still sleeping and I’m not made for sitting. Let’s get these horses ready for sale.” They still stared, but he ignored them and went to the corral. He smiled when he saw which horse waited. It was Dizzy, a cantankerous mustang. The horse went around in a circle so quickly he made everyone dizzy.

      Willis came out and stood next to Carter. “I’m not sure we’ll ever get this one trained. I’ll keep trying, though.”

      “Willis, Mary Beth knows how to do ranch work doesn’t she?”

      Willis shrugged. “I know she followed Iris around for three days learning.”

      Carter sighed in relief. “For a minute there I thought she expected to be waited on. I guess the wedding tired her out, and of course the baby.”

      Willis gave him a sidelong glance. “She’s not carrying. It was just a ploy to get me to marry her. I thought you knew.”

      “No…” Frowning, Carter shook his head. “I can’t abide lies.”

      “I remember,” Willis said. “I will give Dizzy another chance to learn. If I end up with my head cracked, drag me out, will you?”

      Carter smiled, but his mind was on his wife. Was Mary Beth awake yet? He needed to tell her that her lies were unacceptable. He watched as Willis held on while Dizzy tried to spin around and throw the rider off his back. “Look at that! Willis just might tame this horse.”

      The rest of the ex-soldiers gathered around the corral and cheered Willis on. It felt so good to be home. He hadn’t been on the ranch long, but the men he fought with were closer to him than anyone could be. They’d all suffered the losses and celebrated their successes; they knew what being hungry and cold were like. They knew that there wasn’t any shame in taking a pair of boots off a dead man if needed. Now they all knew his bride had hoodwinked him. No one had thought to mention it to him.

      He watched Willis smile. Had Willis been with her intimately? A woman wouldn’t lie about that, would she? Resolve settled over him. Carter had no desire to be made a fool of. He’d get his answers soon.
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, Mary Beth didn’t know where she was. Turning her head she glanced around the room at the few pieces of furniture, and then she knew. She sat up quickly. What time was it? Had she missed breakfast? She was starved.

      Rising, she looked around for a pitcher of water to use to clean up. There wasn’t anything. No pitcher and no basin. She couldn’t wait until they got help around here. She padded into the kitchen and got her own water from the warm water reserve at the back of the cook stove. She filled a pitcher and grabbed a basin, towel, and soap. At least someone had provided some things.

      She shook her head at the poor quality of the towel and the soap, though. There was much shopping that needed to get done. Only a woman could properly set up a house. He’d have to take her to town today. She dressed, feeling queasy the whole time, and this time when she went into the kitchen the smell of the eggs had her running outside to the side of the house to be sick.

      After leaning against the side of the house for a while, she went back in. She found a top to put over the greasy eggs in the iron skillet and it helped. Next, she poured herself a cup of coffee. It was a good thing she didn’t take anything in it. There wasn’t anything to add. She went out front and sat on the porch. She had a nice view of the horse pasture. It was much better than having a view of the other houses.

      Where was Ross? Didn’t he know that they should spend the day together? He’d only start gossip by leaving her alone. She made a mental list of everything she’d need to buy. A housekeeper was number one. Soft towels and scented soap were next. A better quality of sheets for the bed and fine furniture, oh and rugs, fine imported ones would be lovely.

      Ross would be so happy to come home to their house at the end of his days when she was done. Oh, where was he? They could have been on their way by now. She sat, getting more and more irritable as it grew hotter. She needed some cool water.

      When she got to the kitchen, she tried the water pump, but no matter what she did, not a drop of water came out. Now what? She’d end up dying of thirst. Going back into the bedroom she tried to unpack but there wasn’t anywhere for her to put her clothes except for a few pegs on the wall. Now she was so cross she wanted to scream.

      The front door opened before she had a chance to yell.

      “You’re up.” Carter’s shirt had big wet rings of perspiration on it.

      “Yes, I am. I’m quite dismayed that I was left alone. Your water pump doesn’t work. Your towels are too rough on my porcelain skin and don’t get me started on the soap.” She crossed her arms in front of herself and glared at him.

      “I woke up to no coffee or breakfast made but I don’t bear grudges. What’s to eat?”

      “Eat? Eat what?” She shook her head.

      “It’s around noon. I figured you’d have something made for me.”

      “I—the smell of the eggs made me sick. I can’t go back into that kitchen.” She gave him her best innocent expression.

      “Because you’re expecting?” He almost sounded doubtful.

      She swallowed hard. An overwhelming urge to cry filled her. Despair overcame her at her weakness, and tears flowed.

      Ross studied her and then took her into his arms. “Listen, it’ll be just fine. I’ll make us something to eat. I know we have bread and cheese if that’s all right with you.”

      Sniffling she pulled away. “I’m not much of a crier. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I couldn’t get the water pump to work either. I’m having a hard day.”

      His brow furrowed. “Did you cry at Iris’ house?”

      “Not once.”

      He sighed and took her hand. “Sit on the settee, and I’ll bring you some water and food.” He waited until she was seated before he left.

      She’d make supper. She watched Iris enough times. How hard could it be?

      They ate in silence, and then Ross kissed her cheek before he left. It was so unexpected she didn’t know what to think. Maybe he was just a nice man? She’d make him something extra good.
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        * * *

      

      Carter was tired, not one horse had wanted to cooperate. It sure was nice to have a meal in his own house to look forward to. What would she make? He smiled when he entered the house but it quickly withered.

      Mary Beth looked worse than she had the day before when they were married. He’d never seen so many skillets and pots out at one time. She gave him a small smile as she pushed her hair out of her face.

      “Just in time. Sit, I have supper ready,” she announced proudly. She filled his plate with some type of food and put it in front of him.

      He could only stare at the plate. Most of the food was not identifiable. And it was far from appealing.

      “Looks really good,” he said as cheerfully as he could muster.

      “Go on try it,” she urged.

      He attempted to cut into a piece of meat without grimacing. Finally he got a piece cut and put it in his mouth. He tried to chew it, and then he tried again. They needed a dog. He swallowed it as one big piece and swore he would choke and die. Finally, he could glance up at her.

      “Well? Do you like it? I spent all afternoon cooking it.”

      The look of vulnerability and hope stopped him from coming right out and telling her how awful it was. “I’ll just try the…” He hesitated as he stared at what he thought was a potato. “Let me give this a try.”

      It cut easily, and it encouraged him. After all, how could a potato be ruined? He took a bite and fought to suppress a gag. It tasted like sawdust. It was so dry it left his whole mouth feeling dusty. He gulped down a whole glass of water.

      “You got the water pump to work.”

      “Yes, I did all by myself.” The pride in her voice was undeniable. “Try the peas.”

      “Sure.” The green things on his plate must be peas. Though he never would have recognized them. They were still in the pod and mushy on the inside. Could he even pretend with the peas? He took a deep breath and quickly put one pod in his mouth, thinking he could just chew it real fast and then swallow it but the pods ended up feeling like hair in his mouth. They took a long while to chew.

      “What do you think?” She smiled sweetly at him, and all he wanted to do was groan.

      “I can honestly say I’ve never eaten the like before.”

      A sigh gusted from her lips. “Oh, good!”

      He frowned. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      “I’m feeling too full from the noon meal. I’ll have some later. I have to say it’s a relief. I thought for sure I’d ruin the dinner. Now I can’t wait for breakfast. No eggs, mind you, but I can come up with something, I bet.”

      “I’m sure you will. I promised Max I’d help him make a cradle for Iris. It was great news to hear today.”

      Her smile dimmed. Was she wondering if there’d be a cradle for her child? If there was a child, he reminded himself.

      “I can only imagine,” she whispered. “Do you think we could go to town tomorrow? I want to order furniture and rugs. I’d also like to see about a housekeeper.”

      He widened his eyes in surprise. “I already bought all I can afford. I can’t pay a housekeeper.”

      “I don’t think you’re telling me the truth.” She smashed her lips into a pout, marring her fine features.

      “What about you?” He stared at her middle. “Are you being truthful?”

      She turned sickly pale. “Please leave.” She turned her back on him.

      He took one step in her direction and then stopped. He had told her the truth of things. A man couldn’t spend all his money. He needed some to fall back on. He walked out the front door and headed back to work. She was spoiled and needed to see things as they were. She was a horseman’s wife, not a banker’s wife. He rubbed his hand over his face before he went into the barn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “You look like—heck, I don’t know what you look like. What happened?” Willis asked.

      “Mary Beth cooked dinner.”

      Willis’s laugh started as a rumble and then became so loud that Carter gritted his teeth.

      “It’s not funny. I’m starving.”

      Willis nodded. “Come on, there’s food at my house and an apple pie. We can work on the cradle another time.”

      “Bless you.”

      He smiled. “Bless Iris. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me. Come on, let’s get you fed.”

      Iris seemed happy to see Carter. She looked him over. “Need to eat?”

      He smiled and nodded. “She needs more lessons. If a man can’t identify a potato, then something is very wrong.”

      Iris put her hand over her mouth. “It couldn’t have been that bad.”

      “It truly was. The peas were mushy and still inside the pod. I would have had to get my Bowie knife to cut the meat.”

      She smiled. “At least she made the effort. I wasn’t so sure she would.” She put the food on the table. “It’s still warm. Help yourself. So how long do you think I’ll be feeding you?” She gave him an impish grin.

      “Maybe each cook stove is different, and she just needs to get used to it. And there’s always the bunk house. But I do thank you.” He shoveled the food in his mouth like the starving man he was. Stewed chicken with potatoes and carrots. Food he could identify and that tasted good.

      “Perhaps,” Iris agreed. “And maybe she won’t take long to… get used to the stove.”

      Was she laughing?

      He finished up the last of his meal. “I should get back. I have spent little time with my new wife.” He stood and rubbed the back of his neck. He wished he could just relax.

      Willis walked him to the door. “I hope you don’t get food sick.” He grinned.

      “We ate some horrible things when we were in the army,” Carter pointed out and then shuddered.

      “I don’t even want to think about it. Have a good evening.”

      He stood outside for a while before he trudged to his house. He’d been too hasty and too greedy in his quest to have a home. But he was married for better or quite possibly for worse. He might as well get to know her.

      He walked into the house and all the pots, pans, and dishes were still unwashed. Didn’t she know how to clean? He’d have to lower his standards a whole lot to be happy.

      “Could you bring the tub in?” she asked in a somewhat regal tone he was coming to recognize. “I want to take a bath. Oh, and I’ll need hot water too. I wanted to go shopping today. These towels are not soft on my skin and this soap, well it’s not acceptable.”

      He didn’t know what to say. He had been brought up to be a gentleman, but he didn’t enjoy being ordered around. Had she even said please? He tried to keep his face as expressionless as he could. He hung his hat on the peg and gazed again at all the plates and pots piled on the counter. He’d made those counters himself.

      “I don’t rightly know what I will use to heat the water for you.” He stared into her eyes.

      “Oh.” She frowned. “I didn’t even think about it.”

      He went to her and took her hand, noticing the slight circles under her eyes. “Mary Beth, you look tired.”

      Her eyes shimmered, and she stared at the floor. “Ross, I’m no good at this wife stuff. I’m so tired. I’ll clean up and have a bath tomorrow. I know you worked hard too.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Was she really being truthful or was she trying to get her own way?” He wished he knew her better. “Tell you what, I’ll wash and you sit at the table and dry the dishes. Then I’ll heat water for you.”

      She glanced up at him, and a tear trailed down her face. “Really? You’d help me?”

      He tugged on her hand and seated her at the table. “Really. Isn’t that what marriage is about; helping each other? Besides, we have church tomorrow.”

      “I don’t go to church,” she said, her voice so low he had a hard time hearing her.

      He started washing the dishes. “Why don’t you go?”

      “We used to go when my mother was alive, but after she died, my father told me everything he had come from hard work not from God. I went a few times with Lexington, but that was only because he’d asked me to marry him.”

      He handed her a plate to dry. “Maybe you’d like to go with me?”

      “You believe in all this church stuff? I always figured it was because of women that the church even existed.”

      “Did you believe as a child?”

      “Of course I did. I suppose I didn’t see a need to pray. I had everything I could have ever wanted. Well, until I was thrown out. You believe, I suppose.”

      Nodding, he smiled. “It was only by the grace of God I didn’t get shot down at the battlefields. When I came back home and found everyone dead, I had my moments of doubt but God forgives those moments we have. I think of him as a friend. I talk to him all the time.”

      “T-talk to him about what?”

      Carter took a minute to gather his thoughts. “Well, saying thank you for seeing to my needs, asking for guidance, asking for blessings on my family and friends.”

      “You need so many things?” Her eyes held a lot of confusion.

      Maybe he wasn’t explaining things right. “You praise God, and yes you can ask for things, but the answer isn’t always yes. I greet each day saying hello and thanking Him for another day. There is so much beauty in the world and it’s of God’s making. I praise him for his creation. I try to be a good person. Fletcher, Joe, Noah, and I drifted aimlessly for well over a year, and I prayed for us to find a place we could call home. And well, here we are.”

      She continued to dry the dishes, then the pots and pans. She seemed to contemplate what he said.

      Carter contemplated as well. They’d come to the Eastman Ranch for a visit never expecting to find a place to call home. He considered it a miracle, but he didn’t want to her to think he was pushing her to go to church. It was a personal decision.

      “How can you talk to God as a friend? Aren’t you supposed to be on your knees when you pray? It sounds too familiar if you ask me.”

      “For me it’s easier to pray throughout the day. Many do say their prayers at night on their knees.” He offered a shrug as he placed the last pan on the table. “I’m usually on my horse. I doubt God minds that I include Him in my thoughts throughout the day.” He dried off the counters and filled the pots with hot water. “I’ll go and get the tub.”

      Stepping outside, he breathed in the cool air. He’d planted the seed, and now he’d have to see if he could nurture it. After picking up the metal tub from the side of the house, he walked back inside. She had the scratchy towels and the harsh soap on a chair. His lips twitched as he set the tub down and went into the bedroom.

      “I have something for you.”

      She smiled. “Really?”

      He handed her a soft towel and a bar of lavender and basil soap. Her happiness had become important to him. It made him feel good.

      “Thank you!” She lifted the soap to her nose and inhaled. “I’ve never seen soap like this! It has an unusual scent but I like it.”

      “Glory makes it. It’s supposed to make your skin feel soft. Glory loves plants and making healing tinctures and plasters. Lately she expanded into soap.”

      “That is so interesting. I’d like to talk to her about it sometime. She must have so much needed knowledge. I want to be useful in some way too.”

      Carter smiled and poured the heated water into the tub. Then he pulled two chairs next the tub, placed warm water from the cook stove reservoir into pots and set them on the chairs in easy reach for her to rinse with.

      “That should do you.” He nodded at the setup. “I’ll go feed the horses and give you your privacy.”

      “Thank you.”

      Who knew? She had a pretty dimple in her cheek when she smiled. What she had said earlier bothered him, though. I had everything I could have ever wanted. Well, until I was thrown out. She obviously wasn’t vested in their marriage. It was because she had nowhere else to go. Did she really think he was so gullible to believe anything she said? Her lies were almost believable. She couldn’t clean the kitchen because the smell of eggs made her sick. That was a lie. She didn’t want to clean. Shaking his head at his stupidity, he kicked at the ground. What was he supposed to do now?
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth stepped into the tub and tears started in earnest. She wasn’t the weeping type of person but she was today. Ross was a sweet man, and he should have a proficient wife not her. She tried the food after he left and she had to run outside and be rid of it.

      What a fool she’d been thinking she didn’t need to pay attention to Iris’ lessons. She had wasted Iris’ time, and Iris knew it. She’d need the women on the ranch when the baby came. Before that even. But what was the use? A sob slipped out. She never was any good at making friends. She always pretended most people were beneath her. How was she supposed to go about it?

      She’d go to church with Ross in the morning. All the other wives probably did. What should she say? Glory needed to be thanked for the soap, Iris for the lessons, Georgie for her hospitality and Veronica, well she’d tell Veronica her dress was pretty or something. She could do that, couldn’t she? Ross would be by her side.

      She rinsed herself and dried off then looked down. Her belly was growing. She’d need new dresses or maybe the ones she had could be altered or something. She was useless with a needle unless it was a sampler. Needlepoint was a joy. Maybe someone could teach her to sew? The baby would need things, and they had no money.

      If the rest could make do, then so could she. Would Iris be willing to re-teach her? Probably not. After pulling her nightgown over her head, she put her wrapper on. She felt so much better.

      Now, what about breakfast in the morning? Ross must be thinking he’d made a huge mistake by marrying her.

      Sitting on the settee, she placed a protective hand on her stomach. No one would harm her child. She’d have to tell Ross how the baby came to be. What if she couldn’t bear to have him touch her intimately? He couldn’t sleep on the floor forever.

      She heard the door open and the tub being emptied. Finally, from the sounds of bumping and clanging, she knew the tub was being taken out of the house.

      “Did the bath help?” asked Ross, his tone reserved.

      “Yes, thank you. Is there someone on the ranch that could teach me to sew?”

      “You seem to have plenty of dresses.”

      “I’ll need them let out to accommodate the growing baby, and I want to be able to make baby clothes. I can do needlepoint, but it’s very different from actual sewing.”

      “Georgie is a good seamstress. From what I hear, many of the brides came without any clothes, and she helped them. Are you on good terms with Georgie?”

      “Another one of my many failings,” she admitted sadly. “I don’t know how to be a friend. I push people away, and I think most just don’t like me. I want to try to turn that around. I don’t know how to make friends. I push people away before they can reject me. I act like I’m better than others because I know they would find me greatly lacking.”

      Carter sat on the settee and pulled her into his arms. She sat there stiff for a few minutes until she began to relax. Then she put her head on his shoulder and leaned against him. He stroked her back.

      “You are not lacking,” he said, his voice soft and gentle. “The best thing about being alive is that we can make changes within ourselves. We can hope others see the change.”

      “I didn’t take you for a philosopher.” She pulled back and smiled at him.

      “I’m just me.” His eyes crinkled a bit as a smile slid over his face. “It’s getting late and you need your rest.”

      She stood but felt too awkward to say goodnight.

      “I’ll see you in the morning, Mary Beth. Sleep well.”

      She nodded and went into the bedroom.

      As she lay in bed, she changed her mind a few times about making friends. Why was it so hard for her and not for others? Lord, I haven’t prayed in many years. I hope you’re still listening. I haven’t gotten to the praising part yet. I am thankful for Ross. I would like to have a friend, Lord. That is all. Oh, and goodnight.

      Maybe this praying thing wasn’t as hard as she had expected.

      

      The next morning she dressed in a pretty but less flashy dress. She could take the lace off the other dresses. Her stomach rebelled at the thought of making breakfast, but she needed to at least try.

      She smelled the coffee when she opened the bedroom door. It smelled good to her. Ross must have made it.

      “There you are. I thought you might be feeling poorly.”

      “So far I’m fine. You oughtn’t to have gone to so much trouble, but I appreciate the sweetness of it.”

      He placed a cup of coffee in front of her and then a plate with plain toast. “I wasn’t sure if I should put anything on the toast. We have preserves or honey.”

      “Both please.”

      He put the two glass jars next to her plate.

      She’d never thought to make herself toast. She put blueberry preserves and honey on one piece and it tasted so good she sighed and closed her eyes. “This is great.” She took a couple more bites and waited to see what her stomach would do, but it felt perfectly fine.

      “When do we leave for church?”

      A slight hesitation in his movements was the only indication he’d heard. “In about a quarter hour,” he said after a moment then busied himself washing up the kitchen.

      “I’ll just eat this one piece. I can have the rest after.”

      “I need to get changed and we can go. Mary Beth, I’m glad you’re coming with me.”

      He disappeared into one of the other rooms and came out after a few minutes wearing a crisp white shirt and a dark tie. He looked very handsome.

      “Ready?”

      She nodded and he went to the front door and held it open for her.

      “It’s not far.” He stopped and studied her. “I can hitch up the wagon if you’re tired.”

      His willingness to make things easier for her endeared him to her, and she shook her head. “I can walk.”

      He offered his arm, and she put her hand in the crook of it. “I like to get there early so I can get a good seat.”

      “How many people attend?”

      “Most of the people on the ranch. The numbers add up.”

      “Don’t you have a reserved spot in the front?”

      He shook his head. “We’re all equal here. People can sit where they please. If you’re late, there might be standing room only.”

      Did they allow people to sit wherever they wanted? Didn’t the rich sit up front? Oh my, that would be interesting.

      Ross guided her up the church steps and there were plenty of people already seated, but he found them a pew near the front. She turned her head this way and that trying to take it all in. White and black, rich and poor were mixed.

      It was a lovely service, and she thought she felt God in her heart like the preacher spoke about. Ross shared the hymnal book with her, and she sang. These were the songs of her childhood. Then it ended all too soon.

      “Hello.” The dark-skinned woman next to her touched her sleeve. “I’m Letty.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you.” She offered a tentative smile. “I’m Mary Beth.”

      “Yes, I know. This may seem to be a strange request, but I heard you need help learnin’ to cook. My two daughters Hannah and Betsy want to learn how to sing. You have such a beautiful voice, I thought we could do a trade.”

      “A trade?”

      Letty beamed. “Yes. I will teach you to cook, and you help my girls sing.”

      “I—”

      Ross leaned around Mary Beth. “How soon would you like to start?”

      “Tomorrow would work. I can come while the children are at school and then after school they could go to your house and sing.”

      “Wonderful! We’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks, Letty,” Ross said with a grin.

      Letty and her family filed out of the pew to the left and Ross led Mary Beth out to the right.

      They said hello to Reverend Shaw and exited. When they got down the steps, she expected to see their neighbors, but they were already walking home together as a group. Her heart hurt. She knew they didn’t like her, but to treat Ross like this wasn’t right.

      In fact, no one stopped to say hello or to comment on their new marriage. It was as though they were invisible. She snuck a peek at Ross, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      The baby moved, but she didn’t have anyone who wanted to know. She’d been right all these years in pushing people away before they could reject her. It was as though a part of her withered inside. She’d never have a chance to say the things she had rehearsed in her head again and again last night.
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        * * *

      

      Carter couldn’t help but notice Mary Beth’s sadness. He’d been as kind to her as he could. Maybe she didn’t want to learn to cook after all. He took her hand and gave it a slight squeeze as he walked with her to their house. She never uttered a word the whole walk. Was it teaching Letty’s girls to sing that was the problem? Her daughters knew how to sing, Letty was just giving Mary Beth a way to barter to make her feel better.

      Silently, he sighed. Wives were more difficult to figure out than he’d thought. She might be upset she didn’t get to talk to the other married women. Perhaps she wanted a hen party.

      “Mary Beth, are you upset I accepted Letty’s offer and didn’t allow you to make up your own mind? You do have a very pretty singing voice. I’m sorry, I should have trusted you to make the decision you thought best.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He opened the door for her and she practically ran into the bedroom. He shrugged and got out of his good clothes. Things needed to change. He needed to make his peace with her and forgive her lies. He waited for her to come out, but she didn’t. He didn’t want a marriage that consisted of her closing the door on him.

      He opened the door and found her on the bed in her chemise and pantalets weeping. A touch of sadness washed over him at the sight, and he lay next to her and pulled her to him. It was as if she didn’t have the will to resist him. She turned until he spooned her from behind, and when he wrapped his arms around her middle, her pregnancy was clear. His heart skipped a beat. She was with child, and he had thought her to be a liar. He’d been as standoffish as he could, and he’d passed judgement on her. He didn’t know what to do. He rubbed her protruding stomach. He’d heard somewhere that women cry a lot when expecting, and he’d added to it.

      “Everything will be fine. I’m here with you. Tell me how to comfort you.”

      She turned again until they lay on their sides facing each other, but she ducked her head so he couldn’t see her eyes. “They hate me, Ross. I deserve it, but I had thought they’d at least wait for us so we could all walk back together. Your friends are staying away from you because of me. I’m a horrible person.”

      He stroked her hair, enjoying the feel of it, like silk hanging down her back. “A horrible person? I’ve never heard anyone say such a thing. I’d think those words would be saved for criminals, not because someone made a mistake. They usually hurry home because the kids are cranky or something. I heard a baby crying in the church.”

      “Truly? You think that’s why they all hurried off without us?” Her gaze met his, and the hope in her eyes tugged at his heart.

      “I truly believe it. This isn’t like a town. We need each other to stay alive. Georgie is good with a gun, they have told me. By employing, housing, and schooling the freedmen, there are enemies out there who would rather we were all dead. We watch each other’s backs,” he spoke as gently as he could.

      He was amazed by how having her in his arms brought him a sense of peace he hadn’t had since before the war. He hadn’t given that aspect of marriage too much thought. He’d thought eventually… or if it happened sooner that would be good too. He never imagined holding her could make his heart beat faster.

      “I’ll teach you how to shoot. It’s a necessity to be able to protect yourself and your little one when he comes along.”

      “You haven’t asked about the baby before.”

      “I wasn’t really sure you were expecting. I thought maybe you loved Willis and wanted him to marry you.” He grimaced at the admission. “I thought wrongly of you, and I’m sorry. I’ll wait for you to tell me when you’re ready.”

      She nodded and cleared her throat. “There is a lecherous man who lives in Button Hills. He was supposed to be tried and sent to prison, but he’s the judge’s nephew. I only knew that he was found not guilty. I really thought him innocent, plus I figured I could protect myself. I even went on a picnic with him. Rumors started about the two of us, but they weren’t true. One afternoon—” She choked, crimson seeping into her cheeks. “One day he followed me home, and when I was almost there, he dragged me into the woods.” She stared at the floor. “It was the worst thing that ever happened to me. And my father didn’t believe me. He could see what had happened but refused to listen. My father is a friend of the judge’s so my word didn’t count for much.” She glanced up briefly but looked away.

      “I came home with a torn dress, and a lot of bruises. I was bleeding from a cut over my eye, and my hair was a tangled mess. But my father insisted it wasn’t Leon and I must have instigated whatever happened. Of course no one talked about it and I didn’t realize I was with child until I was almost three months gone. I told my father and well here I am. My father thought I was still seeing Lexington. I told him Lexington was long gone, but he still believed him to be the father of my child.” She gulped in a deep breath. “Iris was attacked by the same man but Lexington saved her.”

      Carter put his hand under her chin and turned her head so he could see her eyes. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. It must have been terrifying. I can’t imagine how you felt when your father told you to leave.” He drew a breath. “You did nothing wrong. We’ll have this baby and raise him. I will be his father.” He pledged. “My love, I wish I could take all your worries away.”

      A shaky smile tilted her lips upward. “You’ve taken many of them away today.”

      Someone knocked at the door.

      “Perfect timing,” he grumbled. “I’ll get that.” He got off the bed and hurried to the front door.

      Noah Ward stood there. “Ward? What did you need?”

      “Did you forget?”

      Carter tilted his head. “Forget what?”

      “The wedding cake and coffee. I told you it was to be an hour after church in the courtyard.”

      “Ward, if you told me, I would have remembered.”

      “Aw, shucks.” Ward wiped his hand down his face. “Fletcher was right. He said I didn’t tell you but I could have sworn I did.”

      “We’ll get ready and be there in a few minutes.”

      Ward looked anxious. “You won’t tell anyone I forgot, will you?”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word.”

      Ward smiled. “See ya soon.”

      Carter pumped cooled water into a bowl and grabbed a clean cloth. Mary Beth cocked her brow at him when he walked into the bedroom with the items.

      “Who was it?”

      He grinned. “You’ll want to put the cold cloth against your eyes. You probably don’t want everyone to see you were crying.”

      “Everyone?”

      He wet the cloth, wrung it out and handed it to Mary Beth. “They’re having a party for us with a wedding cake, but Ward forgot to invite us.”

      Her eyes widened as she took the cloth and pressed it against her eyes. “How can anyone forget to invite the guests of honor to a party?” Without lowering the cloth, she ran a hand over her chemise. “I just need to put a dress on and fix my hair. Thank goodness you didn’t take off your clothes and throw them everywhere.”

      He looked down at his clothes. He’d changed from his church duds. Should he change back? It seemed like a lot of effort, and at least what he’d put on was clean. Besides, everyone would probably be watching Mary Beth. He glanced at her, and the ends of his mouth turned up. She couldn’t see him with the cloth on her eyes. What a relief. He wasn’t sure how he would have broached the subject of the wives with the others. He wanted Mary Beth to have friends. He was in new territory and hadn’t caught his bearings yet.

      He watched her dress. She was too preoccupied to ask him to leave. She was beautiful. The skin on her arms was so white, and he knew how soft it felt. He could make out the shape of her legs, and he turned his gaze to the wall. It felt wrong to look at her in such a way without her knowing.

      Finally, she was ready and she was very becoming in her dusky pink dress. Her hair was swept up into what looked to be an intricate style. Best of all she wore a smile.

      “You are beautiful, Mary Beth. See I told you, there is no way you’re a horrible person. At times I find you adorable.” He stood and took both her hands in his. “I’ll be proud to have you at my side.”

      Her blush filled his heart. “We’d best go,” he murmured.

      She stared into his eyes and nodded. “Yes, let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Beth was enjoying herself. She actually had friends and their smiles weren’t pretend. She felt as though she was glowing. She did a lot of listening, asked questions and didn’t give her opinion. She certainly didn’t want them to think her a snob again or a horrible person.

      “How far along are you, Mary Beth?” Veronica asked.

      “Just about four months.” Her face heated. Her glow of happiness was replaced with embarrassment.

      “Babies are a blessing,” Iris said in a joyful voice.

      “I’ll need someone to teach me how to sew. I need to make baby things.”

      Georgie smiled. “I can do that.”

      “She’s a wonderful sewing teacher,” Glory vouched.

      “Letty is going to teach me how to cook, and I will work with her girls on singing.”

      Iris smiled and shook her head. “I knew you weren’t paying attention when I showed you.”

      “I wasted your time, and I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ve been spoiled all my life and didn’t think I needed to cook. I laugh at my assumption now. I want to be part of your community and part of building the ranch, and most of all I want Ross to be proud of me.”

      “We all had our problems when we each first came here,” Georgie assured her.

      A few of the babies cried, and Glory laughed. “I guess that’s our cue to rescue the men from the children and get going.”

      They each hugged her, and she was invited to their next tea on Thursday afternoon. She glanced to where the men stood and spotted Ross making his way to her. Her heart felt so light. It had been a piece of lead for a long while, so very heavy.

      “That’s quite the smile, Mrs. Carter.”

      She put her hand on his wrist, and he bent his arm at the elbow to escort her home. “It’s been a wonderful afternoon. They have invited me to the next tea.”

      “I’m happy for you.” They walked in silence for a bit.

      “Georgie is going to teach me to sew too. They never made me feel ashamed to be expecting. They know it happened before I came here, but they seem very accepting.”

      “I figured they would. It’s great news. Do you feel better now?”

      “I can’t promise not to cry. This baby is making me feel strange, and my feelings come and go so suddenly it’s going to make my head spin.” She laughed.

      “I’m here for your moodiness.”

      “Moody? Who said anything about being moody?”

      Ross sighed, and she laughed again.

      “I’m teasing you. Now you can start with the spinning of your head.”

      This time Ross laughed. “I never pictured you as the teasing type, but I like it. You look radiant.”

      “I felt as though I was glowing until they asked how far along I was. I grew embarrassed, because no one knows… you know… about…” Her joy faltered but only for an instant and then it was back. “But they went along like it was nothing. It certainly has been a day for learning about other people.”

      “It has.” He opened the door for her.

      Once inside, she turned to him. “Do we have enough money for fabric and thread and a needle? I want to make baby clothes and hem the diapers. If we don’t, I’ll think of something.”

      Ross hugged her to him and held her close. Her first instinct was to push him away and scream, but she drew several deep breaths.

      He took a step back. “You don’t like to be touched.”

      She bowed her head. “It’s not so bad if I don’t feel trapped. I know you would never hurt me, but some part of me feels terror when a man touches me. When you held me earlier on the bed I felt as though I could kick you and get away if I had to. The hug you gave me should have made me feel safe, but I could only think about how strong you are and if I tried to push you away, it wouldn’t work.”

      “You were hurt more than you told me, weren’t you, love?” he asked gently.

      “I could hardly move. My body was a deep purple from my chest down, even on my back, and my legs had bruises on top and painful cuts from the gravel. Ida, the women who tended to me daily since I was a child was aghast, and she wanted to send for the doctor. But I knew it would infuriate my father. It made me realize how vulnerable I was and that men could take what they wanted without consequence. It was almost more than I could take when I found I was with child. According to my father, I’m a no good tramp.” She took a few deep breaths. “Maybe we can work up to it. I like it when you hold my hand or give me a quick hug. I like it when you kiss me on the cheek. You kissed me on my lips before we were married. I’d like to try that again sometime.” Had she said too much? Ross stared at her for a long while.

      “Yes, we can go slow, very slow, and if anything makes you uncomfortable all you have to do is tell me. As for your father, I’d like to punch his jaw. I’m sorry it all happened to you.” He stared a moment longer, his jaw clenched. Then he broke into a gentle smile. “Are you hungry?”

      She followed him into the kitchen. Enough cooked food to last for several days had been brought in and placed on the counter and table. “Oh, how sweet. When did they have time to bring it all?”

      “When you were having your hen party.”

      She laughed. “It was not a hen party. We didn’t gossip at all.”

      “I thought that’s what women did when they got together.”

      Mary Beth shook her head. “We were too busy talking about our own lives to have time talking about anyone else’s.”

      “Shall we eat?” he asked.

      “I am eating for two these days. And I’m famished, actually. But the cake was so good, wasn’t it?”

      “It sure was, and we got the leftovers of that too. Maybe the fact you can’t cook paid off.”

      “Stop smiling at my faults!”

      “Why? You’re smiling.” He bent and kissed her cheek. “I’ll get the plates.”

      

      Later that evening, Mary Beth lay in bed feeling guilty that Ross was sleeping on the floor. She got up and put on her wrap. With a moment’s hesitation before she opened the door, she considered her actions. She could trust Ross, she reminded herself as she padded out of the room. Ross was sitting on the settee watching the fire. She sniffed, and he stiffened then turned.

      “I would rather you sleep in the bed. It would be more comfortable than the floor. I don’t—I’m not asking for…”

      “I know. We’ll take it slow, but yes I would like to sleep in the bed.” The way he looked at her made her feel beautiful.

      “Fine. Good. I’m going back to bed, then.” She returned to the bedroom and hoped she hadn’t made a fool of herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Carter, what are you smiling about?” Joe asked him.

      “I think I’m beginning to like the being married stuff. Mary Beth isn’t who I thought her to be. I like her.” He couldn’t keep the grin off his face if he tried. It was a bit awkward, but waking up with her head on his chest, well, it was amazing. She’d given him a drowsy smile that had him wanting to put his arms around her and hold her, but they weren’t there yet.

      “We got an order for fifty horses from the army,” Parker announced.

      “What army?” Fletcher asked. There was a hard edge to his voice

      “When do they need them?” Willis asked.

      “Three weeks. We must build two more corrals so we can all be training at the same time.”

      “Isn’t that selling out? We fought long and hard to beat those Yankees. Doing business with

      them is plain wrong,” Fletcher insisted, his face turning red.

      “We need to set the boundaries right off.” Parker looked at each man before he went on. “First of all this is my ranch. Willis, Kent, and Max each have a share in it since they helped with getting it going and making it successful. I make the rules and I expect them to be carried out. As I always say, if you don’t like it you’re welcome to leave, no hard feelings. It takes a lot of money to pay everyone on the ranch, and I don’t turn down lucrative contracts.”

      The men nodded.

      “Fletcher, why don’t you and Ward map out the corrals? We’ll all take turns training and building.”

      “Carter, can I have a word with you outside?” Parker asked. He walked out of the barn.

      “What can I do for you, Parker?”

      He shook his head. “Let’s wait until we’re farther away from the barn.”

      They walked a couple yards away.

      “Parker, what’s going on?”

      His face turned slightly red. “I’m supposed to ask how Mary Beth is doing. Does she like the ranch? Has she really changed? Is she happy with you? Do you think Letty will be able to teach her to cook? There was one more I was told to ask.”

      Carter laughed. “Let’s see, she wants to build a future with me on this ranch. She’s really not as caustic as she portrays. She’s been pushed away so many times she pushes first. She was delighted to have been asked to tea. She wants to part of the community, if you’ll have her. She cried after church yesterday. You all left and didn’t acknowledge her and she was convinced everyone hated her. And oh, yes she wants to learn to cook.”

      Parker grinned. “I got it. I’ll be back. I know Georgie is watching us from the window and wants to her information.”

      Carter joined him while they both laughed.

      Parker went to the house, and Carter returned to the barn.

      “What did the captain have to say about me? Am I not allowed voice my opinion around here?” Fletcher asked sarcastically.

      Carter shrugged. “It was about me. You didn’t even come up, Fletch. Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “Come on, Ward, we have corrals to map out.”

      The two men started out the door. Ward looked back and shrugged his shoulders. He probably didn’t want to be painted by the same brush as Fletcher. Fletcher was one that had always questioned orders. He’d been a thorn in Parker’s side throughout the War Between the States. Fletcher had a thing for taunting the freedmen and the poor whites. So far he’d kept his mouth shut.

      “Let’s get to the horses. Fifty is a good number,” Kent said, but he didn’t sound too confident.

      “Why don’t we have Kent and Willis calm the animals and the rest of us can train them. It’ll work well with more corrals. We could use the pasture if we needed to,” Max suggested.

      “We can use the barn too,” Joe said.

      “Max and Joe, can you get the spotted mustang and the red roan? We’ll work those two next. Then while we break them, you can take out a few horses we trained on Saturday and see how they do.”

      “Sure. Carter Mary Beth seemed happy yesterday. It looked good on her,” Max commented.

      Carter smiled. She had exuded happiness. Her eyes had been a little bit puffy, but it hadn’t distracted from her loveliness. She’d made big strides yesterday. Georgie probably was confused by how nice Mary Beth acted.
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        * * *

      

      “And that’s how you make bread,” Letty announced after she took two loaves out of the oven.

      “Thank you, Letty. Won’t Ross be surprised when he comes in for the noon meal? You’re a natural teacher.” Mary Beth admired the two loaves. “Don’t you help out at the school?”

      “That I do. Not this week, though. Your need to cook is greater than Glory’s need for a helper.” She chuckled. “Glory agreed.”

      “I’m finding that it’s fine to tell people the skills you don’t have. Everyone is so kind in the way they help each other.”

      “This is the best place to live and bring up children. I know I’m blessed and I’m happy. But in a way we still ain’t free. We ain’t free to go to town or even off the ranch, it’s not safe. Someday I’m hoping that my people will be free to go where they want.”

      “I hope so too. I know it’s been hard for people to get by. I’ve always had enough to eat. My father never talked about the war, so in that respect I didn’t feel the effects like most. It was a lonely life but nowhere close to as bad as your life was.”

      “If you haven’t lived as a slave there is no way to describe it. Just imagine being treated like an animal. You work, you breed, and they take your young from you. Plus the master liked to… well, he wouldn’t leave the women alone. If you caused trouble they just sold you away from your husband and children if they were still there. It wasn’t the long hours of working that was the worst. The worst part was you never knew if you would still have your loved ones the next day. My heart was dead until I met Darrius. My first three children were sold to different masters. I didn’t get to choose the men who fathered them. In fact, I never married until Darrius. It was as though they were trying to find the perfect mare and stud to make the strongest of babies. The first two men held themselves to be special. The third, Matthias, he was as sweet as could be. He asked how I was feeling while I was carrying his babe. I done told him not to get attached, but by the way he often held me and talked about what our baby would be like, my heart got attached.

      The baby was a healthy girl, as pretty as could be. I was to see that she was fed. Master could sell for a higher price when the girl was a little older. I was so happy, but then he changed his mind. I had my child with me about two weeks, and then she was ripped out of my arms with no notice. Then another plantation owner came to visit, and he left with Matthias.” Letty poured herself a cup of water and sat down.

      “I wanted to curl up and die,” she went on. “My heart was being torn out of my chest for a long while, but that child and Matthias being sold almost did me in. I hardly ate, but I kept working. Each day was like the one before, and my heart wouldn’t stop hurting. Darrius was bought and brought to the plantation. He thought I was about fifteen years old, I was so scrawny. I don’t know why he bothered, but he tried to make me smile every day. Darrius filled my heart, and I jumped the broom with him. When I was expecting, I was constantly afraid. But the master died and his son took over the plantation, and he never sold another of my children.”

      “I’m so sorry, Letty.”

      “Hush now. God listened to my prayers and here I am.”

      “You are a blessing. I’m glad to know you.”

      “There’s your husband. I need to get home and make my own family some food. I’ll be back tomorrow.” She let herself out the door, and Ross stepped over the threshold with a tip of his hat to Letty.

      He crossed the room and pressed a gentle kiss to Mary Beth’s lips. He didn’t put his arms around her, so she put her arms around his neck and kept his lips against hers. His kiss was imprinted on her heart. He slanted his lips a bit and she felt his tongue against her lip. She opened her mouth and was shocked when he put his tongue inside. Her curiosity won out, and she stayed still, kissing him back. She darted her tongue into his mouth, and to her surprise she found it very nice.

      He broke off the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers. She still had her arms wrapped around his neck. Slowly she let go and put her fingers over her lips.

      “Your eyes are shining, Mary Beth,” he whispered.

      “I know. I feel so very alive. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way. It’s almost scary to feel so much.”

      “The house smells great. You and Letty must have been busy!”

      “We were, and then she told me about her life on the plantation. She must be the strongest woman I’ve ever met. I don’t think I could have survived.”

      “You’ve survived plenty, love.” He stepped back. “Have you picked out names for your baby?”

      She shook her head and stared at her cup. It was something she’d hoped they would do together. Your baby. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be the father to a child created in violence.

      He sliced some ham and the fresh bread. “I’d better get back to work. I’ll be double timing it for a while.” He kissed the side of her temple and was off.

      She needed to guard her heart better. He was right, it was her baby and she needed to learn all she could about caring for it. He probably wouldn’t be available to take her into town with all the extra work. But she still had time.
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      A few days later, Georgie asked her if she’d like to ride to town with her. It thrilled Mary Beth until she remembered she didn’t have any money. She could sell her jewelry, though. She dressed in a dark blue dress with a matching bonnet.

      She’d have to go and tell Ross she was going, or was he the type that wanted her to ask permission? Everything was jumbled, and she didn’t even know her husband. She grabbed her satchel and left the house. She held her hem up out of the dirt as she walked to the barn. She was just going to tell him she was going and see what he had to say.

      When she entered the barn, a few of the men took off their hats and greeted her. Ross was leading a horse to one of the stalls. A smile lit his features when he saw her. That was a good sign. She stood where she did, not want to get in the way. Max took the lead rope from Ross.

      Her heart beat faster as he approached. He really was such a handsome man.

      As if to agree, the babe moved within.

      “Oh!” she said as she touched her stomach. “Oh, my.”

      “Is it the baby?” Ross asked.

      She smiled. “I felt it move. Before it was a flutter, and now it feels more like a baby.”

      He shared her smile. “Do you think I could feel it later?” He sounded excited.

      “Of course. I’m going into town with Georgie. I want to get what I need for sewing. I figured I could sell my jewelry, and—”

      “No.” He gave a firm shake of his head. “I have an account there. I haven’t had a chance to add you to it but it should be fine if you’re with Georgie. I don’t want you to sell your jewels. If you need money, all you have to do is ask. We’re not rich, but we can afford a few extras.” He stared into her eyes.

      Her breath seemed to back up in her chest. She was losing the battle of guarding her heart. She stared right back. “I won’t be long.”

      He cupped her cheek, leaned down and kissed her lips. She almost sighed, but she remembered where they were and broke off the kiss.

      “People can see us,” she whispered.

      “So they can.” He straightened up and grinned. “Be safe.”

      His grin caused her to shiver. “Bye.” Happiness filled her as she saw Georgie being helped into the wagon by Parker. He quickly rounded to the other side and assisted her. They were on their way.

      “The town isn’t very big, but the people are nice. There are still Yankees headquartered in the sheriff’s office, though.” Georgie chattered on while Mary Beth thought about Ross putting his hand on the baby. Maybe he had meant nothing by it when he’d said “your baby” earlier.

      “Is something the matter?” asked Georgie in a genteel voice. “I have the feeling you’ve only half listened.”

      “Oh Georgie, I apologize. I was thinking about Ross.”

      “In that case you’re forgiven. He really is a nice man. I take it you two are getting along?”

      Mary Beth’s face heated. “We haven’t—he’s kissed me. I like his kisses, but I’m worried how he will feel raising a child that isn’t his. Georgie, I never thought I’d be in this situation. I’ve always thought it disgraceful for a girl to be with child when she wasn’t married.”

      “What about the father? Won’t he be looking for you?”

      Mary Beth shook her head. “It wasn’t—I… there was violence and I can’t talk about it. I really thought Lexington was still unmarried. I thought he could protect both me and the baby. I don’t think that man knows where I am.”

      They were stopped at the edge of town by Union Soldiers. Sergeant Hollanda just waved them right through. Georgie seemed surprised.

      “Do they protect the town?”

      “No, they just like to harass us. Why they are still here is a mystery.” Georgie reined in the horses in front of a big store. She tied the lines around the break and climbed down.

      Mary Beth climbed down too. The bell above the door rang as they entered the store. A man who looked to be in his thirties smiled.

      “Good day, Mrs. Eastman.”

      “It is a nice day. Anson Stack, this is Mary Beth Carter. She married Ross Carter a few weeks ago.”

      “It’s nice to meet you Mrs. Carter. If you need anything, give a holler.”

      Georgie showed Mary Beth what fabric she’d need, and they picked out the thread and other sewing supplies. She then told Anson all the food items she needed and asked him to put two of everything in the order. When he finished and tallied it all up Georgie asked him to put it all on her bill.

      “No, I’ll pay for my own things.” Mary Beth insisted.

      “The men will get it figured out. Don’t worry.”

      Doubt filled Mary Beth. What if Ross got mad? “Are you sure?”

      The bells above the door rang, but she didn’t even look to see who it was, she knew no one, and staring would be rude.

      “Well, well if it isn’t the very accommodating Mary Beth,” said a smooth male voice that sent ice scooting down her spine. “Why don’t we walk out back and have some fun?”

      Both women gasped. Mary Beth shook. She kept her eyes averted, fearful that if she looked into his eyes, saw the cruelty that would be reflected there, she would break down.

      “You’re looking mighty fine,” Leon continued. “Having my child inside you makes you glow right pretty.”

      “I’m married now. Please leave me alone.” The words didn’t come out as forceful as she intended them to. She started to walk to the door when he grabbed her arm in a punishing grip.

      “Now, now Mary Beth, we need to settle things between us,” crooned Leon. “I don’t like the way we parted. I thought it was understood you’d be my bride.”

      She yanked her arm back. “There never was nor will there ever be an ‘us,’ Mr. Baker.”

      Georgie immediately came to stand at Mary Beth’s side. “We were just on our way out. Come along, Mary Beth.” She tried to keep herself between Marry Beth and Leon.

      “She talks to you as if you’re a dog,” accused Leon. “And here I have your father’s blessing.”

      The two women kept walking. Anson Stack’s young employee had finished loading the wagon with their purchases. The women were in their seats when Leon came out of the store.

      “I’ll see you soon. I must have a chat with the man you tricked into marrying you.”

      Georgie urged the horses on, while Mary Beth’s body shook. She felt very lightheaded, but she constantly turned to look to see if he was following them.

      “I’m so sorry you had to see that, Georgie. I can’t wait to get back on the ranch.”

      Georgie looked as though she wanted to ask questions, and Mary Beth was relieved when she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Carter stood next to Parker waiting for Georgie to stop the wagon. Mary Beth looked scared and Georgie was clearly upset.

      Carter went to Mary Beth and lifted her down. She gained a grip around his neck, and she wouldn’t let go.

      “Carter, why don’t you take her home?” suggested Georgie. “She met some thug in town who knew her and threatened her.”

      His heart beat faster, and he nodded his understanding. Scooping up his wife, he hurried to their house. She was shaking and silent. Once inside, he set her on the bed. She avoided his gaze. He took her shoes off and drew the cover up over her, tucking her into bed.

      “Wait! Don’t go,” she cried as he walked toward the door. “He was in town.”

      Carter paused and turned back to her. “Who?”

      “The man who attacked me and got me with child. He said we had some understanding between us and he’d talk to you about how I tricked you into marrying me.” Tears then poured down her face.

      “Tricked me? That didn’t happen. He must think I don’t know about him. You’re safe here with me.” He ran his fingers through his hair and sat down next to her. “You’re the reason he’s in town?”

      She nodded as she sniffled. “He knows the baby is his. I’m afraid he might try to take the baby away.”

      Her fear made his heart hurt. He took her small hand into his and caressed the back with his thumb. “Oh my love, the child you’re carrying is yours and mine. We’re married and I plan to be a good father to the baby. He can threaten you all he wants, but his claim won’t hold water. The safety of the child is most important. What does he expect you to do? Leave me?”

      “I think he wants revenge and there is always my father’s money.”

      Carter furrowed his brows. “But you and your father are estranged. There must be some payoff he’s looking for besides revenge. Don’t you worry, I’ll take care of it.”

      “He doesn’t play fair. I’m afraid he’ll try to kill you. Once he has the baby, he’ll do away with me too.”

      As he considered the situation, Carter cocked his head to one side. “Do you think he expects the baby to be your father’s heir? I don’t know the man, but it would make sense. He’s had your father’s protection. He probably feels as though the law can’t touch him. I need to teach you to shoot and soon.”

      “How about tomorrow? Oh, there is something else that happened. Georgie put everything on her tab. I didn’t want her to, but she said you and Parker would settle up later.” Her bottom lip trembled.

      “Sweetheart, it’s perfectly fine,” he soothed, brushing a strand of her hair away from her face. “Don’t worry. I like to think of myself as an easy person to get along with. I hate you were afraid you’d get in some sort of trouble. I’m sure we’ll have disagreements along the way, but we’ll work them out. We have a permanent roof over our heads. That’s the most important thing.”

      She stared at him.

      “What? Is there something wrong with my face?” he asked.

      “No, I was just wondering why the house is so important to you. Some would say it’s just a house but to you it seems like it’s more.”

      “While you grew up in luxury, I grew up poor, never knowing when we’d be thrown out of the place we rented. My father had a love for drinking, and he spent most of his pay at the local saloon. Every time it happened my mother made me promise I would never spend the rent money. It’s a promise I’ve kept, and now I have a house of my own.” He grinned. “I also have a wife and a baby on the way. I bet she’s looking down on us with a smile on her face.”

      “You’ve kept your promise,” Mary Beth agreed softly. “I bet she is very proud of you. I see now why the house is so important to you.”

      “I thought it was the most important thing,” he said, shaking his head. “But people are more important that a house.” Why didn’t he just come out and tell her that she was more important? He hadn’t wanted his heart involved, but it was a bit late. He cared too much about her. He almost wished she was the old Mary Beth that was as prickly as a cactus. It had been easy then to keep her at arm’s length. Now all he wanted to do was wrap her up in his arms and comfort her. She looked like a small waif all tucked in.

      “I’ll bring in the supplies you bought. The ranch is safe. I’ll be right back.” Her eyes looked too big for her face. It must be awful to suffer as much as Mary Beth had and now everyone pretended it hadn’t happened. It sounded as though her injuries were extensive. It must have been so painful. Leon had a lot of nerve coming to Spring Water.

      He walked to the barn and spotted Willis. “Hey, Willis could we speak outside for a moment?”

      Willis frowned but went with him. “What’s up?”

      “What do you know about a man named Leon from Button Hills?”

      “Leon Baker? He’s bad news, why? I thought they had locked him up.”

      “No, he had enough pull with the right people that he didn’t serve but a few days in the local jail. He’s in town, and he threatened Mary Beth.”

      Willis closed his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. “He attacked Iris. Luckily I was there to stop it. I heard he’d done worse to many women.” He sighed. “Mary Beth was one of them?”

      “Unfortunately she was. He beat her severely while he attacked her. Her father didn’t want to hear anything about it even though she was black and blue. Seems Leon is the local judge’s nephew, and that kept him out of jail. They probably put pressure on her father to keep quiet. Then when she found herself with child, her father threw her out. She had no idea you were married when she showed up here. Today Leon threatened her in town. He told her he’d tell her husband about her. She’s scared out of her mind he’s here to take the child.”

      “To get her father’s money. Makes sense.” Willis’ eyes narrowed. “You’d best watch your back. He has no honor and would back shoot you in a second. How’d he find out she was expecting?”

      “I don’t know. I guess we should expect a visit from him.” Carter stared at the horizon.

      “Don’t worry, I got your back. We’ll alert the others too. Mary Beth will be safe.” His mouth lifted in a half-smile. “Hey, how did you tame her?”

      Carter laughed. “She’ll never be tame. She was so used to people pushing her away, she put them off before they had a chance.”

      “Now I think about it, she was very pleasant to talk to when we went on buggy rides. It was when we were around others that she’d get all high and mighty. I was worried for you when you married her, but it appears you care about her.”

      “That I do. She’s learning to be a ranch wife and the other wives have given her a second chance. If we can get rid of Leon, all should be well.”

      “I have to get back to Sticky,” Willis said with a smile.

      “Why d'you name a horse that?”

      “I’ve done everything I can think of and there is no sticking on him. If he could he’d throw me into the next county.”

      Carter laughed. “I have supplies to bring in. Can you tell Parker what’s going on? I’d like to spend the rest of the day with Mary Beth and try to ease her mind. It can’t be good for the child. My child.”

      Willis slapped him on the back. “Good for you.”

      Carter made three trips before he had all the supplies in the house. He didn’t hear a sound from Mary Beth. After he put everything away, he peeked at her. She looked so young and serene when she slept. He hated that she was so upset and afraid.

      He wasn’t sure what he should do about it either with the Yankee soldiers still in town. He couldn’t go to town and warn Leon in a way to make sure he’d never come back. Mary Beth was safe on the ranch. They’d have to wait him out.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth sat up in bed when she heard the door open. Iris came into the bedroom and hugged Mary Beth. “You poor thing. Leon should be in jail and I’m appalled he’s able to go wherever he wants. Lex told me.”

      

      Mary Beth hung her head. “I’m sorry I accused you of not making sure Leon was tried. It wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “What are you going to do if he tries to claim the baby?”

      Her heart hurt and her stomach dropped. “Does everyone know he’s the father?”

      Iris put her hand on Mary Beth’s arm. “No, of course not. Lex told me Leon threatened you, and I assumed. Wouldn’t the child be proof he did attack you?”

      “No, it’s proof I’m easy. Leon is the nephew of the local judge who my father is also friends with, and my father believed the judge’s version of the attack and not mine. I even stood up for Leon at one point. He will claim I’m trying to take the baby away from him, I just know it. I’m scared.”

      “I don’t blame you. The look in that evil man’s eyes makes him look like the very devil himself. He takes what he wants, and I think he enjoys hurting women. You’re safe on the ranch, and Lex and I will keep a look out for him. If you need anything, please come and ask.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      Iris patted Mary Beth’s hand. “You look pale. I’ll let you rest. And Ross is the father of your baby.” She closed the door behind her.

      Mary Beth lay back down on the bed and clutched her sheet until her knuckles turned white. Everyone would know. There was not a doubt she harbored, they would all know someone had attacked her. How many would really believe her? Her own father didn’t want to hear it. Even if he wanted to keep it quiet, he could have shown her some concern. The physical pain was as bad as the pain her father had inflicted.

      “Are you doing well?”

      She glanced at the door way and nodded. Ross cared. In fact, he cared more than she ever expected. He glanced at her hands and she loosened her hold on the sheets.

      “I wish there was something I could say or do to make you feel better.”

      She hesitated for a moment. “Could you hold me? I used to be braver than this.”

      Nodding, he gave her a sweet smile. The side of the bed dipped as he sat and pulled his boots off. With cautious movements, he climbed under the sheets and pulled her back against him. Then he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her neck before he settled his head on the pillow.

      “How’s that?”

      “I feel so much calmer, thank you. The baby is kicking again. Would you like to feel it?”

      He instantly had his hands on her belly and kept them there. He started with each kick. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? I feel blessed you’re sharing it all with me. I never thought I’d marry or have a family. After so much loss during the war I swore to never care for anyone. My father had told me that the worst thing you could do was love your wife. And I think my mother could feel his lack of love. I’d see a wistful expression on her face, and I often wondered about it.”

      He kissed the side of her neck, and she shivered.

      “I wonder how many people really know how long unto death do you part is.” He shrugged. “I bet it could seem like an eternity with the wrong spouse. Mary Beth, I never want you to be unhappy like my parents. I used to think love was for the addled brain, but there just might be something to at least caring for the person you’re married to.”

      Mary Beth couldn’t help herself. She laughed. Behind her, he stiffened.

      “Such pretty words until the caring part,” she explained between soft guffaws. “It struck me as funny. I’m glad you set your father’s thoughts on love aside. I also think it sweet you realized what your mother yearned for. I’m glad I’m married to you. There was never anything between Lexington and me. Most men asked to court me because of my father’s wealth. Lexington didn’t seem to care, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. I ran to him because I knew he’d protect me. He thought more of me than money. I like you too, Ross, and you make me feel safe and cared for. I can be myself around you, and I don’t think I’ve been myself for many years. You’ll be a good father.”

      “Well since we are both in agreement about liking each other, would you be interested in trying to love me? Do you think you could?”

      She already loved him, but she wanted him to say it first.

      She’d be so content if Leon and his threats weren’t hanging over her head. It was hard enough to know she was not married when she was with child but Leon seemed determined to shame her in front of the whole town. She knew he was probably in the saloon each night spreading his nasty words.

      He wasn’t the fatherly type, and she feared for her child. They would not use her baby as a pawn to get to her father’s money. She shouldn’t have ever gone on that picnic with Leon. It only started the gossip and lent doubt to her allegations. A short, harsh laugh burst from her. What allegations? She hadn’t been allowed to tell anyone. It had been hard to go from being her daddy’s joy to being a daughter he hated. It cut deep but she’d just have to get over it. There didn’t seem to be a time when she didn’t think of him and how ashamed he was of her.

      But with Ross, there was no shame. She truly felt cared for by him.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, I think I’m almost there,” she answered him after a few moments.

      He kissed her neck again. “I’m quite close myself.” He smiled. To think all he’d wanted was a house, but now he had so much more.

      Lord, You may not recognize me off my horse. That was just a bit of humor. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything about God and humor. So I’ll keep my humor to myself. I know You’re busy. I just wanted to thank You for the treasures You have given me. One being my wife and the other my child. I’m blessed to have this house and a job too. Please protect us, especially Mary Beth. I love her, and I want to be joyous about it instead of worrying about it. I also thank You for making it possible for me to not be like my father. I was given a different path to follow, and I’m grateful.

      “Do you think God approves of humor?” he asked abruptly.

      She turned her head and squinted as though having a hard time seeing him. Then she turned her body. “I think happiness is part of God’s plan. If the humor isn’t mean, I don’t see why not? For example, I just read, Psalms 32:11–‘Be glad in the LORD, and rejoice, ye righteous: and shout for joy, all [ye that are] upright in heart.’ Does that mean He approves of humor? Reverends and preachers use humor to teach the way of God.”

      He smiled.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering. I was praying, and I added a bit of humor.”

      She laughed, the sound, like a hundred silver bells all ringing in his heart. “I do believe as long as you are praying it’s fine.”

      He shifted and stood up. “I’ll teach you how to shoot tomorrow. You rest I’ll make supper.”

      “No, it’s my job.”

      He gave her a grin. “You’ve been through enough, and you need something you can eat.”

      “Are you saying I might make something inedible?” she teased.

      “I will not answer that. I’m just going to do my part in taking care of you and cooking you supper.”

      She giggled. “You are a suave one.”

      He kissed her on the cheek and walked to the door. “Rest,” he told her before he walked out and closed the door behind him.
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      Mary Beth looked at the glass targets lined up on a rock across the clearing and frowned. They’d been at this for hours now, and she hadn’t hit a thing yet. This time she promised to keep her eyes open. She lifted the pistol, aimed, and pulled the trigger. The sound of shattering glass startled her. She turned toward Ross with wide eyes.

      “Whoa! Point the gun toward the ground.”

      She instantly did as he instructed and then smiled proudly. “Did you see that one?”

      “No, I had my eyes closed.”

      “You, my dear husband, are not nice.”

      “I should have asked an hour ago if you were keeping your eyes open. It never occurred to me that you’d close your eyes.” He tempered his irritation with a grin. “Try again.”

      She shot the rest in record time, and a feeling of pride washed over her. Who knew she would be so good?

      Ross took the gun out of her hand. She watched as he lined up more bottles. Exhaustion had been creeping up on her, and it was now hitting in full force.

      He grabbed the shotgun and showed her how to load it and how to shoot with it. Then he handed it to her and stepped back.

      It was heavier than she would have thought as she raised it and butted the back end against her shoulder. She took a deep breath, aimed, and pulled the trigger. Pain spread throughout her shoulder as she felt herself falling backwards. Unable to get her feet back under her, she tumbled and landed hard on a pile of rocks. Her scream echoed in her ears.

      Dazed, she lay there and watched Ross fuss over her. What was he saying? Confused, she closed her eyes. Her shoulder burned horribly. The back of her head hurt, and she touched it. When she looked at her hand, it was bloody. Rocks dug hard and deep into her back. All air had left her body. Was she dying?

      She heard Ross calling her name, but she had no air with which to make a reply. She opened her eyes, but the light of the sun was too bright so she squeezed them shut again.

      The next thing she knew she was in his arms. Despite the pain, she felt calm with him holding her. She was aware of him walking, carrying her somewhere. Then they were inside their house and the bedroom. He set her down on their bed and said something to her before he left. Where did he go? Would he be back? What had she done wrong? The baby was kicking something awful. That meant he was fine, didn’t it? She wrapped her hands over her abdomen.

      Slowly she felt as though she could breathe again. Where had Ross gone? Was he getting help? If she died, her baby would die too. Her heart beat too fast, and she developed trouble breathing again. She tried over and over to calm herself, but nothing worked.

      She heard people in the house. Glory and Letty came through the door first. Glory looked her head over, while Letty felt for the baby.

      “Ross, get into bed,” Letty told him.

      “What?”

      “She’ll wear her heart out with it going so fast. Calm her somehow.”

      Glory nodded. “Stroke her arms and say sweet nothings in her ear.”

      Mary Beth’s hearing was coming back. What was a sweet nothing? Sweet words that meant nothing? That must be what it was.

      “Let’s get her undressed first,” Letty suggested. “We can wait outside if you’d, rather.”

      Her face heated. “We haven’t, I mean…”

      “Glory and I can do it,” Letty said matter-of-factly. “Your husband must have some mighty patience.”

      Ross stepped aside, but he didn’t leave. What had Letty meant by patience? “He does. It took a long time to teach me to shoot.” Letty and Glory exchanged amused glances. It was too hard to think.

      Georgie arrived with a basket of herbs, tinctures, teas, and salves. She came into the room and took one look then went into the kitchen without saying a word.

      Mary Beth felt chilled after her clothes were removed. Tears poured down her face. “I think it’s time for sweet nothings.”

      Glory smiled and urged Ross to lie on the bed with his wife. Mary Beth closed her eyes. What did he think about her fat body? She hadn’t been a prize to begin with. He kept moving around and soon he held her with her back exposed. The other two women washed her cuts.

      “You must have fallen hard. I’ve never seen so many cuts from rocks,” Letty observed.

      Ross had his hand in her hair and it felt strange. She had her eyes open now, and she had her cheek on his chest. He then rubbed her neck. It took the sting out of whatever Georgie had concocted to put on her cuts.

      “What about the sweet nothings?”

      “I need you to sit up so you can drink some tea. It’ll help with the pain,” Georgie told her.

      “Will it harm the baby?”

      “Mary Beth it’ll relax you and help with the pain.”

      “She’s right,” Glory said. “I’ve studied botany and Georgie knows her stuff.”

      Ross helped her up and she knew there was no help for it. He saw her without her clothes. She grabbed the sheet to cover herself. “What did you put on my back?”

      “That was comfrey. Georgie made it into a paste,” Letty explained. “I’ve never known white women to know about healing, but these two have even taught me a thing or two.”

      Mary Beth sipped the tea and to her surprise it relaxed her.

      “We’ll be back to check on her in a bit. Don’t bother to put her clothes back on. We’ll treat her cuts again,” Glory said.

      The three women left as Mary Beth put her head on Ross’ shoulder.

      “I’m waiting.”

      “I know but I’m not well versed in sweet nothings. I should have stood right behind you when you shot the rifle. I didn’t give the gun’s kick a thought, and I’m sorry. I’ve taught men before but never a fine lady like you. If I could take your pain away I would. I wanted to be sure you would be safe, and here I’m the one who hurt you.”

      “It would have been nice to have you behind me, but it’s not your fault. Did you see how quickly they came to help? Veronica wasn’t here though.”

      “She was watching the children. They care about you.” He took the tea cup out of her hand and put it on the bedside table. Then he carefully slid them both into a prone position, keeping her on her side. She laid her head on his chest and he reached down. She stiffened but relaxed when he cradled the baby in his big hands. She didn’t need sweet words after all. His actions touched her heart, and her love for him grew.

      “You make me feel special. I felt having a husband was something I needed but not wanted. I’m so lucky to have found you, Ross.”

      He startled when the baby moved. “I’m glad too, honey. The way the baby moves we’d best be prepared to be on our toes. She’s so active.”

      “She?”

      “Or he. It makes no difference to me as long you are well. Willis will return the favor and help me build a cradle.”

      Tears trailed down her face, making his shirt wet.

      “Hey, is the pain still bad?”

      She shook her head. “You mentioned helping Willis before, but you never said a word about our baby. I thought maybe deep down you didn’t want it.”

      “I wish I could wrap you up in my arms and hold you. Iris is farther along than you, is all.”

      “We never had a wedding night, and here I am with your hands protecting the baby. I do want to give you a wedding night, but whenever I think about it…”

      “Shh. Close your eyes and rest. I’ll be right here.”

      “That was definitely a sweet nothing,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not funny,” Carter growled, anger bubbling up inside him.

      “What happened to you, Carter? You used to be able to take a joke,” Fletcher taunted as he smiled.

      “It’s not a joke when your wife is hurt.” Carter took a step toward Fletcher.

      Joe Kelly stepped in front of Carter. “He’s not worth it.” He turned, facing Fletcher. “You need to keep your mouth shut. Mary Beth fell and it was bad enough the wives got out those salves and teas of theirs.”

      Sandler laughed. “Glory swears by those concoctions she makes. I find it interesting that Glory is from the north, Georgie from Tennessee and Letty, who was a slave, all know the same concoctions. They work.”

      Sandler squeezed Carter’s shoulder. “I heard what happened. How is Mary Beth doing this morning?”

      “She is the most stubborn woman I know. She insisted having cooking lessons from Letty and then she plans to learn to sew from Georgie. Why won’t she just rest?” Carter let out a heavy breath. It relieved him when Fletcher left the barn. How he’d spent so many years with that man he couldn’t fathom. He used to laugh along with Fletcher. He was a good man to have in a fight.

      Glory stepped into the barn, her hair all mussed. “Kent Sandler, you said you’d watch the boys for a few hours this morning. I can’t teach with them both there. Kenny was crying and the next thing I knew I was laid out on the floor having tripped over a toy. Then Teddy jumped on top of me and pinned me down.”

      Sandler’s lips twitched. “A three-year-old pinned you?”

      “He learned it from you. You are always pinning me down for a kiss.” Her face turned fiery red.

      Carter turned away for a moment to keep from laughing.

      “Do you think you can come home for a few minutes? Kenny needs to be fed, and I need to change my dress.”

      “And fix your hair.”

      Glory glared at Sandler. “Sometimes I wonder if you realize what you say or if you want me to kill you.”

      Sandler laughed, lunged forward, and swept Glory into his arms. “I’ll see you gentlemen later.” Glory had a smile on her lips as they left.

      “I’d best go check on my wife.” Carter hurried out of the barn before anyone had a chance to say a thing.

      He met Letty in the courtyard. “How’s Mary Beth feeling?”

      “You’d best get her to rest. Maybe learning to sew is a good idea. At least she’d be sitting. I already told her all that. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

      “Thanks, Letty, you sure have been a blessing.” He hurried off to his house.

      The door was open, and Mary Beth stood inside smiling. “I made a pie!”

      Before Letty started teaching her to cook, those words would have struck him with terror. “Sounds good.” He walked into the house and kissed her without touching her with anything but his lips. “Now you need to rest.”

      She had a dazed look in her eyes. “Don’t you want to see it?”

      “Sure honey, why don’t you show me and then rest?”

      There were dark circles under her eyes yet she seemed full of energy. He followed her the short distance to the kitchen. Whatever was cooking on the stove smelled good.

      “See? I actually made a pie! Guess what kind.”

      “Apple?”

      “Did Letty tell you? Yes it’s apple. Do you think it wrong to have pie for the noon meal? It’s all I want to eat. I don’t know why but I have a hunger for apple pie.”

      Carter laughed. “I’ll bring you a piece if you get into bed.”

      “Eat in bed? I’ve never eaten in bed before. My father used to say if you’re healthy enough to eat then you’re healthy enough to come to the table.”

      “He has a point, I guess. Get in bed, and I’ll bring enough pie for the two of us.”

      She walked to the bedroom, and he cut the pie. He thought all rich people had breakfast in bed at least once in a while. The way she walked didn’t show an ounce of pain. He shook his head as he carried the plates into the bedroom.

      He stared at her and smiled. She looked like an angel when she slept. She had both hands together and one cheek on top. He really was blessed. It didn’t sit well with him how he had gone about getting married. All he’d thought about was his need to own a house. He really didn’t care much what Mary Beth thought. He was lucky she didn’t hate him.

      He took the two plates; put one on the table and the other on the counter. He tasted the pie after he sat down and closed his eyes. It was the best pie he’d ever had. He made quick work of it and then checked on Mary Beth before he went back outside.

      Veronica was talking to the flowers in front of her house. She didn’t look pleased with them, and he couldn’t blame her. They were all withered.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

      “If you know how to make these flowers bloom, I’d be forever grateful. Is Mary Beth good with plants?”

      “I don’t rightly know. Could you keep an eye out? She’s sleeping at the moment, but she might decide she needs to do something other than rest when she wakes.”

      Veronica smiled. “I remember feeling that way all the time when I was carrying Charlie. There were other times I was just exhausted. I heard she fell.”

      “I was teaching her to shoot a rifle and forgot how much kick my rifle has. She went flying flat on her back. She’s pretty cut up.”

      Veronica frowned. “Oh and with her carrying. I see the need for rest. I’ll keep watch. Tell her that I asked about her. I get the feeling she doesn’t like me.”

      “There must have been a misunderstanding at some point. She has it in her mind you don’t like her. I’m sure you’ll get it figured out. You’re both females.”

      Veronica laughed. “That can cause many problems. Go on with you. She’ll be just fine.”

      He tipped his hat to her and then left. Max was a lucky man. In fact they all were.
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      Mary Beth tried to sew small stitches, but hers were big and not at all straight. This was her third sewing lesson with Georgie. “I’m hopeless.”

      Georgie took the cloth from her and examined the stitches. “No, this is how Glory sewed when she first got here. It didn’t take long before she got the hang of it.”

      “How long did it take?”

      Georgie smiled and handed the cloth back to Mary Beth. “We shouldn’t compare. Glory had used a needle before and not for needlepoint. It’ll be fine.”

      “Not if my baby has to wear crooked clothes.” Mary Beth was on the verge of tears.

      The door opened and a man and woman rushed in. Georgie’s eyes opened in surprise. “Sondra? Walter?” She jumped up and hurried to hug them. “It’s been too long.”

      “I’m so sorry—” Sondra started.

      “It’s all forgotten, Sondra. I didn’t realize how much Walter’s absence distressed you. I’m glad to see you both. Come sit with us. Mary Beth Carter this is Walter and Sondra. Sondra worked for me and Walter served with your husband.”

      “Ross Carter is here?” A big grin spread across Walter’s face.

      “Walter go on out to the barn. You have more friends out there.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mary Beth, and Georgie, seeing you is like coming home.” He dashed out the door.

      Sondra crossed her arms in front of her. “That man is impossible. He could have said good bye.” She sighed and sat down.

      “Was Walter able to sell the farm in Alabama?” Georgie asked.

      “He didn’t have to. His sister got remarried to a man who actually knows how to grow things. Walter thought I’d be just fine staying here waiting, not knowing what he was doing. I will never understand how men think.” She furrowed her brow. “Mary Beth, are you the one who is keeping that nice man named Leon at arm’s length? He swears he’s the father of your baby. But you’re married to someone else? It was all very confusing, and I felt bad for him. He also mentioned something about Iris being a traitor? Her family was Union spies or something? I know that couldn’t be true. You’d have run her out of town if it were.”

      “I’ve never met the man, but from what Lex, Iris, and Mary Beth say, he’s not the most trustworthy of men,” Georgie stated in a chilly voice.

      Sondra seemed to dismiss what Georgie had to say. “Did Lex and Iris get married?”

      “Yes, they are so happy and they are expecting. I’ll make us all some tea, if you’ll excuse me.”

      “How far along are you?”

      Mary Beth had to bite her tongue. “About five months.” She tried to sound as calm as she could.

      “You and Ross were married when?”

      “On a Saturday right before the noon meal. Everyone was working on our house and Ross surprised me with a wedding he put together. It’ll be a wedding that will be remembered by all. I’m sorry I’m not up for more questions. I fell yesterday and cut up my back. I’m supposed to rest for the sake of the baby. I’m sure you understand.”

      “The tea is ready, and I have cake to go with it. Just like we used to do, Sondra.” Georgie set the tray down. “Mary Beth, you looked flushed. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I guess it’s the questions about Leon and the baby. I find it a bit upsetting.”

      Georgie smiled as she poured the tea. “We’ll stay away from that subject. We have plenty of other things to do rather than gossip.”

      Sondra clasped and unclasped her hands on her lap. “Georgie, I was wondering if I could have my old job back? I know I was impossible before I left. I was jealous that Iris was getting a house and it looked like I never would have a home of my own. I tried so hard to put my feelings aside. I prayed and prayed, but at the time it didn’t seem to help. It put me on the path to Walter, but I know I was impossible to live with, and I’m so sorry. Walter thought we had an understanding, but how could I understand anything when he’d left and never wrote to me? It ate at me. You all were happy with your children, and I was positive I’d never be a wife or a mother. I took my unhappiness out on you.”

      “Sondra, I love you and we sent you away out of love. I didn’t know how it would end up, but I knew you couldn’t sit and wait to hear from Walter,” Georgie said kindly. She offered a tender smile. “But an apology to Iris would also go a long way. Of course you can have your job back. I’ve missed you.”

      Sondra gave her a watery smile. “Thank you.”

      Mary Beth studied Sondra. If she was so sincere, then why all the questions about Leon and who the baby’s father was? She’d probably tell Iris she was sorry, but Mary Beth had a feeling she was the next target. Then again she called Iris a traitor.

      Ross walked into the house. “You must be Sondra, I’m Ross Carter.”

      He took the tea cup out of Mary Beth’s hand and set it down on the table. “Ready to go?” Before she could answer, he turned toward Georgie. “Is there some sewing she can do at home while she’s supposed to be resting?

      “Certainly.” Georgie stood and gathered pieces of a pattern along with everything she’d need. “I cut the thicker material for diapers but they need to be hemmed. Mary Beth, you might want to practice stitching on the diapers.”

      Mary Beth stood and kissed Georgie’s cheek. “You are such a good friend. I guess I will go rest.” She took Ross’ hand and squeezed it hard. He stared at her with his mouth open. “Let’s go, dear.”

      They walked out of the house and she let go of his hand.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “I was resting in case you missed it.”

      He put his arm around her waist. “I can’t help but worry a bit. After all you’re my best girl.”

      She stepped away quickly and he almost stumbled. “I’d better be your only girl, Ross Carter!”

      “When would I have time for another?”

      “That’s not a proper answer.” She continued to their house.

      “What I meant to say was you are the light of my life, Mary Beth and I wouldn’t want to even look at another woman.”

      They walked inside their house. “That’s much better.” She gave him an impish smile. But then she stilled. “Someone’s been in here.”

      Ross put his finger to his lips and then slowly drew his gun. He walked silently to their bedroom and quickly jerked the door open. He walked in and came right out. He did the same to the other two rooms. Blowing out a breath, he holstered his gun.

      “Someone was here, and they have torn apart our bedroom.” He held her in place. “I’ll have someone clean it for you. You rest. Veronica was just outside her house. I’ll see if she can come.”

      “You can’t leave me here alone.”

      He sighed. “Come with me, then.”

      They came across Iris first, who was more than glad to make an offer of help. She followed them back into their house.

      He wasn’t telling her everything. Mary Beth glanced at both Iris and Ross. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Iris, will you sit with her? I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as he left, Mary Beth hurried into the bedroom. All of her things were strewn about. Puzzled, she picked up one of her dresses. The bodice had been ripped. Feeling dizzy she sat on the bed. Leon had been here, she knew it. She got up and hurried out the back door and was promptly sick.

      Iris followed, took one look, and said, “Mary Beth, I’ll get you a wet cloth.” She hurried inside and was quickly back. She handed Mary Beth a cloth and a cup of water.

      “Th-thank you.” She washed her mouth out with the water and wiped her face with the wet cloth. “I thought the ranch was guarded.”

      “It is,” Ross said from the doorway. “Iris, I got this.”

      Iris nodded and went back inside.

      Ross stood in front of Mary Beth. He reached out and gently cradled her face in his large hands. There would have been a time when she would have balked at hands with callouses touching her, but now she welcomed them.

      “Are you all right?” The concern in his voice touched her deep.

      “I will be. I went into the bedroom. Leon was here. I just know it.”

      Ross nodded. “I came to the same conclusion. We’ll keep the doors locked from now on. I’ll look into how he could have gotten onto the ranch.” He gave her a soft smile. “At least you know how to shoot.”

      She reached up and wrapped her arms around him. “Hold me, Ross.”

      He hesitated.

      “I won’t be scared. I need your arms around me.” As soon as he wrapped her in his embrace, she began to calm, and his strong brawny arms infused her with a sense of safety. If only they could just stay that way.

      “We’d best get inside. Iris should go home. I don’t want her getting upset.”

      Mary Beth nodded and stepped away from her husband when he removed his arms from around her. It felt cold standing alone, but then again, according to the preacher’s sermons and Ross, she was never alone. She had God with her.
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        * * *

      

      Carter’s heart hurt for his wife. Every gown she owned was ripped. She sat on the settee pretending to be fine but he knew it upset her. Parker and Sandler were in the bedroom with him stacking up dresses and sweeping up the pieces of a clock and two hurricane lamps.

      “Georgie and the gals will be able to fix the gowns.” Parker rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll question the men. Someone must have seen something. If Leon could get onto the ranch, then others could too. No more harm will come to the people living here. It isn’t acceptable.”

      “It sounds to me that this Leon character is used to slinking through the shadows. I had wondered what had happened to Mary Beth before she got here. It wasn’t any of my business so I didn’t ask. Now I don’t have to ask, it’s obvious. I could sense her fear at times and knew she’d been mistreated,” Sandler said. “Max and I can go into town tonight. I bet he’ll be at the saloon, and he doesn’t know us.”

      Carter smiled. “Seems I heard something about Glory not being happy the last time you went to the saloon.”

      “I went out of need. Oh, that didn’t come out right. I went there on a mission. Glory now knows I’m a good Christian. I could never cheat, but she didn’t know me very well at the time. Max wasn’t married at the time but I’ve never known two people so close. They almost lost each other in the most permanent of ways. I suspect that’s why they seem to have their hearts entwined,” Parker said. His face turned red.

      “Quite poetic,” Sandler murmured with a smile.

      “Georgie seems to think so. Let’s sneak the gowns over to my house and I’ll see about getting… ah, actually I won’t be allowed to get the things Mary Beth may need. Georgie wouldn’t think I’d know what was needed.”

      “We’ll be back if we’re allowed,” Sandler teased.

      Carter wanted to laugh but he couldn’t have Mary Beth hear him laughing. “I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime,” Parker said. “We’ll go out the back door so Mary Beth doesn’t have to see the gowns. I’m sure Georgie will be right over.”

      Parker and Sandler each picked up a pile of clothes and went out the back door. Carter took a deep breath before joining his wife on the settee. Her skin was so white, and she looked exhausted.

      “Lean on me, my love. I’m so sorry this happened. Parker will find out how he got on the ranch. It’s disturbing. I’m just glad you were at Georgie’s.”

      She snuggled against him. “If it was the baby he wanted, he wouldn’t have destroyed the bedroom. Why risk getting me upset?”

      “I doubt he even gave it a thought. He wants what he wants and usually takes what he wants.”

      “I suppose you’re right. I’ll go and make the bed.”

      Carter put his arm around her and shook his head. “Georgie will be here soon to help out. You’ve made fast friends with the women, and I’m glad.”

      “Not Sondra. She said she knows Iris is a traitor and asked me so many questions insinuating that the baby wasn’t yours. How can someone like that be friends with Georgie?”

      “I don’t know anything about Iris being a traitor and as far as the baby goes, it’s ours. Only ours. I want you to keep the doors locked at all times. I know that isn’t the usual way, but I’d feel better knowing he couldn’t get in.”

      “I will. Ross, I—”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “It’s probably Georgie.” He kissed Mary Beth’s cheek before he stood and opened the door.

      Georgie practically pushed him out of the way in her quest to get to Mary Beth. “Ross, go on and help with the plan to squash this bug. I’ll keep sweet Mary Beth company. Go on, I have Sondra looking after the children.”

      “Since you’re in such good hands, Mary Beth, I’ll go. Please rest.”

      She smiled at him and there was a light in her eyes that intrigued him. It shot a thunderbolt to his heart, and it made him feel as though he was a part of her. He stopped in his tracks for a moment before he went out the door.

      Whatever had just happened, he wanted more.
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      Mary Beth was still shaken a week later. The only time she felt at ease was with Ross. He had to be the sweetest man on earth. He’d even picked her some wildflowers. It was so different from their rushed wedding. She hoped it meant he cared for her. If she told him she loved him would he think she said it because she was afraid? She’d wait until Leon was gone.

      Leon had done nothing illegal in town or at least hadn’t gotten caught. There wasn’t a thing they could do to make him leave. He’d made friends with everyone, even the Union soldiers. Everyone on the ranch was being vigilant, but for her it grew tiresome. Looking over her shoulder exhausted her and drained her of her happiness.

      Was her father behind any of this? Did he send Leon to take his heir? Enough was enough. She sat and wrote out what she wanted telegraphed to her father. It was brief but there was so much more she wanted to say.

      Lord, I know You say to forgive, and in the Book of Luke it is said, “And forgive us our sins; for we also forgive every one that is indebted to us. And lead us not into temptation; but deliver us from evil.” How do I make my heart forgive such a wrong as my father has done to me? How do I forget? My heart hardens when I think of him. Please bless me, Lord. Please help me learn forgiveness. Do I forgive him because if he hadn’t thrown me out I wouldn’t have Ross now? I want to feel at peace. Please help me.

      She sat on the front porch smiling at the sunny day. Others had had to forgive her many times. It must have been hard for Iris and Lexington to forgive her when she claimed Lexington was the father of her baby. Lexington had been furious, and Iris’ heart had probably hurt. She’d have to work at it. Forgiveness didn’t come naturally to her. Reverend Shaw would know.

      “Fletcher!” she shouted. “Are you going into town?”

      He nodded and turned his horse to go in her direction. “What can I do for you?”

      “I have a telegram I’d like to have sent.”

      Fletcher got down off the horse and took the piece of paper she handed him. He tipped his hat to her, mounted the horse and rode away.

      She sat back down realizing she hadn’t given him the money to send the telegram. She’d have to ask Ross to do it. She also needed to do something for the other women. They’d been so good to her.

      A party for Iris! She needed to ask Georgie how one did a baby party. Maybe by that time Mary Beth would know how to cook. Maybe in a small way she could make up for her behavior. Maybe she could make baby clothes for Iris’ baby. Her sewing was coming along just fine. Georgie had insisted on repairing the dresses for her.

      Ross smiled at her as he walked up the two steps to the porch. “You look happy.”

      “I am. I prayed to God and asked him to teach me how to forgive my father. Then I realized how many here forgave me for my accusation of Lexington. I’ve probably had many forgive me throughout my life. They all did it in a way I never knew. I then thought maybe I could plan a small party for Iris in honor of the baby coming. What do you think?”

      “If it makes you happy I’m all for it. It’s hard to forgive, but I’ve found that the person giving the forgiveness feels their hearts grow lighter. God will lead you to your path.” He offered his hand; she took it and followed him inside.

      God had shown her the path to Ross. “Ross, I have something I need to tell you.” She pulled her hand from his and then wrung hers together.

      His brow furrowed. “What is it? Do you want to sit down?”

      “It’s not a bad thing.” She took a deep breath. What if he didn’t say it back? Drawing a deep breath to steady herself, she relied on all of her courage. “Ross, I love you.” She stared at him. He looked confused. Oh, no… She shouldn’t have said anything. She had ruined everything with her boldness.

      He took her into his arms, and she waited for the words, but none came. Her eyes filled with tears, and her heart filled with hurt. She’d thought…

      “Are those tears?” he asked in a tender tone. “Love, don’t cry. I’m glad you told me.”

      She kept her glance away from him. “I just thought you’d say it back is all. I’m just a silly—”

      “I’ve called you my love before, and you never said it back. I kept hoping.”

      Turning her head she stared into his eyes. It had probably been there for some time, the look of love on his face. How had she missed it? She put her hands on the back of his neck and pulled his head down for a kiss. It was the most intimate heart-searing kiss. She could feel his love all the way to her toes. She never wanted the kiss to end. He pulled her close to him and she felt her protruding stomach reach him first.

      Shame filled her, and she stepped back. “I can’t stop feeling like I’ve wronged you. Everyone knows the baby is another’s man, and I never meant to bring shame to your door.”

      Ross put his hands on her shoulders. “Love, there is no shame to be saddled with. You were attacked. Honey, this baby is our own blessing. You have in no way wronged me. In fact, after that kiss we shared I feel as though I must be the luckiest of men. I am awed by how much I love you, and all my feelings were returned in that one kiss. Come, let’s get you off your feet and lay down. I want to hold you.”

      He led her by the hand to the bed and sat her down. He took off her shoes and dress, leaving the rest on. Then he took off his boots, got in the bed and pulled her close.

      She closed her eyes as he rubbed her back. Thank you, Lord. Thank you for my abundant blessings.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re happy today,” Max remarked.

      “Marriage suits me.” Carter couldn’t stop grinning. “I never thought I’d feel as close to another as I am with Mary Beth. She surprises me at every turn.”

      “I’m glad for you. I wasn’t sure how it would turn out, but it turned out for the best. Listen, we can’t figure out how Leon got onto the ranch so keep your eyes open. Parker wants you to work close to home so no fence riding for you.” Max grew serious. “That Leon sounds like a mean one. Willis is afraid for Iris too.”

      “I wish he’d just show his hand already. Mary Beth is on edge about him. He’s capable of nasty violence, especially toward women. By all rights Mary Beth should have at least seen a doctor, but her father refused to believe her. How you tell your bruised and bleeding daughter you don’t believe her is beyond me.”

      Willis came in leading one of the feistier horses. “This one will be ready to train tomorrow. Sounds like we need to be close to home, Carter. It’s worse since they’re both expecting, and even if I wanted to send Iris away, she wouldn’t go. Between all of us, I know we can keep them safe. Though Iris is angry, she can’t go to town to look at baby things.”

      “That’ll be solved soon. Mary Beth has decided she needs to do something in gratitude to all the wives. She admits she was a snob with a plan when she got here. She’s going to organize a party for Iris and the baby soon. Iris might not need as much as she thinks. Mum’s the word to the women.”

      Willis smiled. “It’ll be good for all of them. I guess we should know as soon as you know which day so we can arrange to watch the children. It took a bit to warm up to Mary Beth but we have a special group of women here. Everyone has been through so much in the War Between the States and many have learned the little things don’t matter as much. With Leon he wouldn’t have had to come here to do damage to Iris. If he whispers in the right ear, people would want her strung up. Sometimes I watch her sleep and can only hope for the best.”

      “One step at a time. I’ve been married for a while now and I know,” Max said.

      Willis laughed. “The extra months you have on me must have given you insight on how to be a good husband.”

      Max grinned. “Some men are more sensitive toward women.”

      Willis threw a lead rope at Max. “Whatever you say.”

      They were all laughing until Sandler walked into the barn with a grim face. “No one seems to know where Leon went. I don’t like this disappearing act. We’ll all need to get into soldier mode.” He shook his head. “I have a bad feeling.”

      Lead seemed to fill Carter’s stomach, and his jaw dropped. “We know where your feelings lead.”

      His companions appeared just as worried.

      Willis nodded. “We’re in for a bad time of it.”

      “Just keep your eyes open, and keep yourselves armed,” Sandler advised.

      “We might as well get to work. We can see both houses from here,” Carter said.

      Parker poked his head in. “Carter, can I see you for a minute?”

      “Sure thing.” He went out the front of the barn. “What’s up?”

      “Georgie wants to host a party for both Iris and Mary Beth. One of those baby parties. Georgie asked me to ask you if Mary Beth would like one or not.”

      Carter laughed. “I’ll go talk to Georgie. Mary Beth has her heart on planning a party for Iris.”

      “Better you than me. I’m kidding. She’ll probably rush over to help Mary Beth organize it.”

      A shrill scream interrupted their laughter.

      “That’s Mary Beth!” Carter shouted, already racing toward his house.

      Parker was on his heels as he ran up the steps and through the front door.

      “What is it?” Carter asked.

      “Look behind the door.” Mary Beth shook violently, and he took her into his arms.

      Parker closed the door. A piece of paper fluttered, hung up with a knife going into the wood. Parker ripped the note down.

      Come with me or your friend Iris pays the price. Ask her how much she wants to live.

      “He was here!” Mary Beth wailed. “He was in the house. He was here inside with me! How?”

      Carter met Parker’s stare. It seemed they didn’t have any ideas.

      “I’ll take you over to my house,” Parker said.

      “No, I’m not up to seeing anyone. I can stay here. I guess I didn’t lock the door.” Her body sagged against Carter’s.

      “I’ll have the rest of the men look around. Carter, stay and be with your wife and I’ll have Willis do the same. I’ll talk with you in a few hours.” Parker turned on his heel and left, pulling the door behind him.

      Carter reached out and bolted the door. “Do you think you could take a nap?”

      She shook her head. “I want to sit so I can see out the front window.”

      He moved a few pieces of furniture, maneuvering the settee in front of the window. He sat down and when she sat next to him, he coaxed her head down to his lap. “Relax.” He stroked her soft hair.

      “I wish I could. He means to harm Iris. He is such an evil man. Does he intend to take her baby if he can’t have mine?”

      “Iris has a different problem. Her family lived in Virginia and spied for the Union. She was too young to know what they were doing. They were found out and soldiers came for them. Her mother hid her in a secret cellar where Iris spent a year before she escaped. But she was the lucky one. They killed her family. Leon means to tell the Confederates about her and possibly the Pale Faces.”

      “The KKK?” She tried to sit, but he encouraged her to lay back. “They’ll kill her for sure and probably will torture her. I can’t let that happen to her. Leon knows a way to get onto the ranch. I need to hide somewhere, Ross. And so does Iris. Is there anywhere we can go?”

      “If we left, it would just be us against him. Here we have practically a whole regiment willing to protect you both.”

      “How many people know about Iris?”

      “Quite a few,” he admitted softly. “Most on the ranch, and then there was the almost hanging. I heard she was ready to walk up the stairs to the gallows before a telegram came. They accused her of spying for the Confederates. She doesn’t go to town often. Both sides don’t seem to trust her. It’s a shame.”

      “She came that close to dying? How did she survive a year in a cellar?”

      “She’s a woman full of courage.”

      Mary Beth nodded. “I need courage.”

      Carter stroked her arm. “You are perfect just the way you are.”

      She was quiet for a while, and by her even breathing he knew she had fallen asleep. He still needed to go talk to Georgie, but it could wait. Iris still had months to go before the baby was expected. The party plans could be made as soon as they thwarted Leon’s plans. Slowly he eased out from under Mary Beth’s head and eased it onto a pillow. Then he went outside.

      The ranch was supposed to be the safest place around. And yet, Leon was a threat. He smiled when he saw Letty approaching.

      “How’s the little mama today?”

      “Napping.” He indicated the rocking chairs he’d built sitting on the wooden porch. “Have a seat, I’d like to get to know you.”

      Letty sat down. “Did you want to know about me or my life as a slave?”

      “I’d like to know you as a person.”

      Letty smiled brightly. “I have three beautiful children with my husband Darrius. Hanna, my oldest, is nine, Daryl is eight, and Betsy is six. We haven’t decided on a last name yet. My Darrius is looked up to, and people ask for his opinion all the time. That led to many women looking to me for answers. I’m blessed that my children go to school and I can read, write, and do some figuring too. Glory taught any adult that was interested. The first time she taught me a letter I almost sobbed. She helped to find James and Manor Harkins.” A warm smile crept over her face. “Glory is one of the good ones.”

      “Were the boys lost?”

      Letty shook her head. “You never owned slaves, did you?”

      “No, we barely got by.”

      “I had me three other children. The master, he was a cruel man. He ripped the babies from me and sold them. They each had a different father. Master liked to try different men with different women to see who could produce strong health boys. My first three were beautiful girls. They probably have no idea who their real mother is.” Her smile faded into a look of complete sadness. “I wanted to find them, but I didn’t know the names of the men who bought them. All I knew was it was three different men.”

      Carter reached out and took Letty’s hand. “It must have been extremely hard.”

      “It was, but one day Darrius appeared and he got me to smile. Master died and the young master took his place. He didn’t care what we did as long as we did the work. I married my Darrius, and the good Lord blessed me with three more children who I got to keep.”

      “You don’t mind teaching Mary Beth how to cook?”

      She laughed. “I have to tell you she makes me smile. I never seen a woman try so hard, but I swear you could still use her biscuits for rocks. She’ll get there, she’s determined to learn and that’s what matters. She wants to be a good wife to you, and I can see in her eyes she doesn’t think she is. I see the way you look at her. A little reassurance could go a long way.”

      “You’re right. I did eat the very first meal she ever made. I was proud of myself for not spitting it out.” He smiled and looked out on the horizon. “What happened to the singing lessons?”

      “Oh, I just said that so Mary Beth would take me up on my offer to teach her.” Letty confirmed his suspicion with a soft laugh. “My Hannah and Betsy sing like angels.”

      “You’ve got a good heart Letty.”

      “Did you want me to fix supper for you?”

      He shook his head. “I can do that. Spend time with your children.”

      Letty stood. “One thing. If you could encourage your wife to work the community garden, she wouldn’t feel so bad when she goes to pick things to make your supper. Go with her the first time.”

      “I will, thank you.”

      He watched her leave, and soon after Fletcher stopped by. “I meant to get this to Mary Beth.”

      Carter took the paper. “An answer to the telegram she sent. Thank you. I’d invite you to stay, but I’m starved. See ya later, Fletch.”

      What telegram had she sent? Should he open it? It could be something private. He stared at it a while. If it was private, she wouldn’t have trusted Fletch with it.

      He opened it. Sent baby’s father to bring you back by any means.

      His jaw dropped. Her father had sent Leon? So she’d guessed right. The telegram didn’t say much to encourage her to go home. He hadn’t even signed it. It was straight to the point, and it scared him. Any means… What would Leon assume?

      He didn’t like it one bit. He wanted to crumple it up and throw it, but it wasn’t his. She was better off without her father, though. He’d done her a great favor by throwing her out of the house. Those words haunted him. By any means—did her father realize how dangerous Leon was? He must know.
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      A week later, Mary Beth smiled with pride at her biscuits. Finally, they were soft and flakey. She hugged Letty and ran out the door and straight to the barn.

      Ross’ eyes grew big. “What happened? Are you all right?” He took four large strides, putting himself beside her immediately.

      “Nothing bad. I was just so excited, and I wanted you to know. I’ll tell you later.” She started to turn.

      Ross touched her arm. “I’m curious now.”

      “Ready to hear my news?”

      He nodded, looking a mite impatient.

      “I made biscuits!”

      His mouth started to droop into a frown but he turned it into a smile instead. “That’s nice, honey. I’ll look forward to eating them. I’m sure I’ll enjoy them.”

      She heard snickers and eyed Fletcher and Noah. The snickering stopped.

      “Yes, you will. They are light and flakey. See you later.” She walked off. If they were going to laugh they could have at least waited until she’d left. What had Ross been telling them? Her face burned, and her excitement dwindled. It obviously wasn’t a big deal to him.

      “What did he say?” Letty’s eyes twinkled.

      “Not much. Fletcher and Noah laughed at me. Frankly, it was humiliating. I guess I must learn that what excites me doesn’t necessarily excite my husband.” She tried to smile, but she cried instead. “All I seem to do lately is cry. I can’t seem to help it.”

      Letty enfolded her in a hug. “It’s the baby. All carryin’ women cry at things they wouldn’t normally cry about. It’s fine.”

      “I feel as though I’ve tried so hard and he doesn’t care. I thought I made a lot of progress this week. Oh, what does it matter? Women are supposed to know how to cook.” She grabbed a basket. “I’m going to see what’s growing and pick a few weeds.” She went out the door. Ever since Ross had shown her how to work in the garden and told her by doing so she would be contributing to their community, she tried to do so every day.

      She sighed as she set the basket down and studied the rows of vegetables. Letty was right. It had to be the baby that was making her so sensitive and setting her to crying. She wished she’d thought to bring her hat with her. The Texas sun could be brutal. The garden was large, and she found it peaceful to tend to it. Sometimes the other women would be there, but not today. The peas looked ready to pick. She smiled at the thought of how she cooked them the first time. The men all probably had a good laugh at that too.

      The garden suddenly lost its appeal. She put a good amount of the pea pods in her basket and headed home. She walked in with somewhat of a smile on her face, but the terror she saw in Letty’s eyes frightened her.

      “Letty what is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Close the door.” She knew that voice. It belonged to Leon Baker. Her heart skipped a beat as she did as he ordered and then turned toward him.

      He quickly locked the door while making sure they both could see the big knife he sported.

      Oh Lord please protect us, Mary Beth prayed. “I know my father sent you to take me back, but let’s think about this for a moment. If he promised you money, you can’t spend it in jail.”

      His grin sickened her. “I don’t go to jail. You of all people should know that. I do what I want, when I want.”

      “You don’t have to involve Letty in this. Let her go back to her family.”

      “Not on your life. I need to gather one more woman though. I promised a few guys who showed me how to get onto the ranch undetected. Mary Beth, I want you to go get Iris and bring her here.”

      “No, I refuse. I will not allow you to hurt her.”

      Leon pushed Mary Beth onto a chair and then grabbed Letty around the neck. “I will kill this one if you don’t get Iris.”

      It stunned Mary Beth.

      “If you value this one’s life you’d best get going.”

      Horror filled Letty’s eyes as she shook her head. “Don’t do it.”

      Leon let go of Letty long enough to backhand her, sending her crashing to the floor with a cry of alarm.

      “Stop!” Mary Beth shouted. “I’ll go get Iris.”

      “I’ll be watching from the window, so don’t try to get help.”

      Mary Beth nodded. “I’ll do it the way you want.” She stood and gave Letty a long look. “I’ll be back.”

      She hurried out the door and was so tempted to run to the barn, but she couldn’t take the chance that Letty would be hurt. She walked on to Iris’ and knocked on the door.

      Iris opened the door. “Is something wrong? Is it the baby?”

      She reached for Mary Beth. “Come in. Let’s get you off your feet.”

      Mary Beth went into the house. “Iris, Leon is at my house holding Letty hostage. He wants to take both you and me. I’m to bring you to my house or Letty dies. I don’t want to go with him, but I don’t know what to do.”

      Iris looked out the front window. “Where are the men? I don’t see them training the horses. I’ll leave Lex a note. Hopefully he’ll be here for the noon meal and come get us.” She shook her head. “Leon of all people. Does he have horses for us to ride?”

      “I didn’t see much beyond his knife and Letty’s fear. I didn’t see any horses.”

      “Think, Mary Beth, did he say anything else?”

      “He promised men who could get him onto the ranch they could have you.”

      Iris paled. She dashed down words on a piece of paper.  “I’ll get my gun and knife and we can go.” Quickly she slipped a knife in her garter and a gun in her pocket. Then she gave Mary Beth a weak smile. “We will have to pray the whole time. Leon is truly an evil man.”

      “I know.”

      “Let’s go,” said Iris. “I’m leaving my door open, hoping someone will see it and check if something’s wrong.”

      They walked holding hands back to Mary Beth’s house. Despite the cool wind, Mary Beth was sweating.

      “Listen,” Iris said with urgency in her voice. “We’ll need him to think we’re going along with whatever he says. If he isn’t suspicious of us, he might not watch us as closely and we might be able to escape. Don’t do anything that will put you and the baby in danger.” She took a deep breath. “Here we go.”

      Iris opened the door to Mary Beth’s house and walked right in with Mary Beth following.

      “Leon, always a pleasure,” she said sarcastically.

      Leon smiled. “It’s a pleasure for sure.” He threw a rope at Iris. “Tie that one up.” He nodded toward Letty.

      Iris picked up the rope and tied Letty’s hands. Leon came to check on her, tugging on the rope and giving a satisfied nod. “Nice and tight.”

      He trained his gaze on Mary Beth. “Gather food, water, and whatever you’ll need along the trail. A blanket too.

      Mary Beth nodded, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Iris slip the knife to Letty.

      “Be quick about it, girl! I don’t care one way or the other if you’re fed and warm. Hurry up.”

      Mary Beth trembled, but she was able to put everything into a carpet bag. She grabbed a bed roll Ross kept prepared. “I’m ready.”

      Leon stalked over and roughly stuffed a rag into Letty’s mouth. “Can’t have you hollering.”

      He tied Mary Beth’s right hand to Iris’ left one. Then he opened the back door and looked around. “Go to the woods.” He pulled Mary Beth toward the door. “Go now!”

      Mary Beth and Iris did as they were told. Mary Beth wanted to cry out a few times as she stumbled, but Iris was always there to keep her on her feet. They stood at the edge of the forest waiting for Leon. He joined them a minute later.

      He was carrying Iris’ knife, and he grabbed her hand and pulled it to him. Wearing an evil leer, he covered Iris’ mouth with his free hand then slit her arm with the knife. “Don’t try anything like that again! Get moving.” He pushed them into the woods and took the lead.

      The smell of blood made Mary Beth woozy. The sight of it all scared her senseless. The bright red substance bubbled and poured from Iris’ arm to the ground. Iris had her bottom lip between her teeth. It must hurt something awful. Maybe she’d have a chance to pack it with moss.

      They walked for a while, and Mary Beth spotted a wolf trailing them. It probably smelled the blood. She gestured to Iris, and Iris nodded and walked in front of Mary Beth, keeping as close to Leon as she could. The wolf no longer trailed them but walked parallel to Leon. Leon didn’t seem to notice. How long were they going to be on foot?

      Iris grew noticeably slower as they went on.

      “Leon, we need to stop the bleeding,” Mary Beth yelled.

      Leon halted, and Iris walked into him. He turned and ripped the sleeve off Iris’ arm and wrapped the top of the wound very tight. Then he slapped Mary Beth on the face with great force. “Keep quiet.”

      They started walking again.

      “Lord, it’s me Mary Beth. I’m in trouble and so is Iris. Lord I don’t want her to lose her child. She’s been praying for one for a while now. No matter how my baby was conceived I’d like it if no harm came to it. If one baby has to be taken to heaven, have it be mine not Iris’. Is it right to pray for something painful to befall Leon? Please allow both Ross and Lex to find us. Could you make it soon Lord? And Lord, I keep thinking about this forgiveness thing, and I can’t find any in my heart for my father. I’ve read all about turning the other cheek and forgiving seven times something. I’m not the best at remembering Bible verses, and I ask you to overlook my ignorance. How am I supposed to forgive a man who paid to have me and my friend kidnapped? You must show me how. Maybe I don’t have the forgiveness within me like others seem to have. I know you walk with me through this.”

      The wolf stopped and stared into her eyes for a moment before it kept pace with Leon. Iris’ lips moved ever so much, and it looked as though she was praying too.

      Leon stopped for a minute and turned his head this way and that as though he was listening. He nodded and started up again. Mary Beth listened but heard nothing. She kept walking. How big was the forest? It had grown warm, and she wanted water. She whispered her need in a prayer.

      Leon must have heard. He stopped put her bag down and found a canteen of water in it. He drank deeply from it first then handed it to Mary Beth, ignoring Iris completely. He untied them.

      The water washed down her dry throat making her feel cooler and clear minded. She handed it to Iris.

      They could hear the rush of water going by in the distance. They must be near a river; the water sounded fast. She couldn’t remember anyone mentioning a river around here. Maybe now would be a good time to mention she couldn’t swim. He probably didn’t care. But she had to try to thwart his plans.

      “Leon, I can’t swim.”

      His eyes narrowed as he studied her. “I guess your rich daddy didn’t want you to be in the lake water. Probably not good enough for you. I’ll just have to help you. We should be meeting with the men who have our horses soon.” He then turned a malevolent gaze on Iris. “You won’t need to cross the river. There’s plenty of trees here that’ll hold a rope.” He grinned.

      Iris visibly shivered. Tears filled her eyes. “I can’t say I haven’t expected this to happen. Not many believe I was too young to know what my family was doing. As far as I knew we were proud Confederates. I almost hung over this issue once before. I just wish I could have given birth to Lex’s baby.” She doubled over as if she was in pain.

      “Is it the baby?” Mary Beth asked.

      “It’s my heart,” Iris said still doubled over. “The pain of leaving Lex and knowing the pain he will feel is too much to bear. He didn’t think this would ever happen, but I knew, I knew. I shouldn’t have married him. I could have spared him all of it. I know people say their hearts are broken but they aren’t. You know by the actual pain it is broken. I’ll be released of the pain.” She sobbed in a breath of air. “If you ever see him again, Mary Beth, please tell him he was my world and there was no greater love than the one we shared. I thanked God every day for what we had.” Tears flowed from her eyes and she didn’t even try to wash them away. “God be with you, Mary Beth, and your child.”

      Iris pushed awkwardly to her feet. “Mary Beth, could I have one last hug to get me through?”

      Leon glowered at her but finally gave a nod.

      Mary Beth went to her with tears in her eyes. Iris faced Leon and put her one hand around Mary Beth, pulling her tightly to her. A grim expression stole over her face as she shot Leon with the gun in her other hand. Silence fell as Iris released Mary Beth.

      Mary Beth backed away and turned around. Leon was dead with a bullet hole in his head. It froze her feet to the forest floor.

      “Come, Mary Beth,” Iris urged. “We don’t know who heard the gunshot. We have to get as far away as fast as we can.”

      Mary Beth grabbed her bag and the water. Iris wrapped her arm so no more blood dripped leaving a trail. “This way!”

      “Isn’t the ranch that way?” Mary Beth pointed along the way they’d come.

      “Yes but if men are waiting to hang me they’d expect me to go to the houses. It’ll be much farther but we’ll go this way and come out of the woods not far from Joy. Someone there will help us or maybe Letty escaped. Come on!”

      Mary Beth nodded and began the slow run south. She watched where the moss grew on the trees to be sure they were going to right way. After a time, Iris stopped for a rest. She was panting. Sweat glistened on her forehead, and it glued her hair to her temples. Her face was deathly pale.

      Mary Beth made sure Iris was comfortable. She gathered moss from a tree, and she packed the wide slice down Iris’ arm with the moss before she wrapped it. “That should hold for a while.”

      Iris just nodded.

      “Iris are you all right? You’re so pale and quiet.”

      “That’s the second time I cheated the hangman’s rope. I know I cried, but now I need to be strong. I need to get me and the baby back to Lex. You too, of course. I think we need to cut toward the west now. We’ll either run into the ranch or we’ll be south of it. We can’t make a fire and I’d just as soon not sleep out here. That wolf is still trailing us.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen it too. If you’re rested, we’d best get going.” Mary Beth grabbed the bag and they started west. Every tree looked the same to her, but Iris was confident she knew where they were going. It was an arduous journey. Mary Beth’s feet stung with blisters, and she began to limp. The sun started to go down, and cold air spread over them.

      Iris gripped the blanket and drew a different knife from her garter. Mary Beth laughed quietly. “You sure are a surprise.”

      Iris smiled as she slit the blanket in half. They each had a generous portion to wrap around themselves. They continued walking. They had to be extra careful as it grew darker. A fall could be bad for their babies. The wolf still walked beside them.

      “I would have thought the wolf would have been content to chew on Leon,” Mary Beth said.

      Iris frowned. “Me too.”

      At last they could see the ranch through the trees. When Mary Beth would have run forward, Iris halted her with a hand on her arm. She pointed at a group of men in white hoods riding toward Joy. Some held torches and others rifles. Gasping, Mary Beth squatted behind a thicket, pulling Iris with her. “Iris, we need to warn them or get them help.”

      Iris stared at her and was silent for a bit. “And if they catch us?”

      “We’ll backtrack and we should come to Veronica’s place,” Mary Beth said.

      At the clip-clop of horses coming close, they both dropped onto the ground. Mary Beth reached out and clasped Iris’ hand.

      Mary Beth’s heart pounded. Fear filled her as the horses drew nearer. A rustle of underbrush drew her attention just as the wolf joined them in their hiding place. As her heart beat frantically, the wolf lay down next to her. Her heart slowed to a more normal rhythm, and her breathing evened out. For some reason she did not fear the creature.

      Iris’ eyes widened as she stared at the wolf.

      The sound of horses crashing through vegetation reached them. The group was almost upon them.

      “Please Lord, let it be quick and let it be clean.” Mary Beth closed her eyes, but she knew the horses stood right in front of them. She heard Iris gasp, let go of her hand and cry. Mary Beth opened her eyes and squatting in front of her was Ross.

      His hair shone in the moonlight and she’d never seen a more beautiful sight. She was silent as she rose and wrapped her arms around him. The KKK was still there, an ever-present danger.

      “We can’t spare a man to guard you. We’ll be right back, just stay low and hidden. We almost went by you but a large dog led us here.”

      Mary Beth looked beside her, but the wolf was gone. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Then the men left to fight the vicious haters. Mary Beth wanted to look away, but she was compelled to watch.

      The freedmen surrounded their town of Joy, each holding a rifle. The hooded men stopped. They must have been surprised by the encounter with men who were armed. Mary Beth wasn’t sure, but she thought it was against the law for the freedmen to own guns. When the hooded men turned, Parker and his men were there, guns drawn.

      With graceful efficiency, Parker and his men set to work, and eventually each hooded man was lassoed and hog-tied.

      Iris and Mary Beth stood up as Parker ripped the hoods off the men. Mary Beth put her hand over her mouth so as not to gasp too loudly. Two of the men worked on the ranch, but she hadn’t been living in the area long enough to recognize the rest of the men. But two of them wore badges. Perhaps they were the sheriff and deputy.

      Parker and the men kept them there for a long time. The freedmen put their guns back into houses. When the Union officers came, one gave Parker a dirty look and another patted him on the back. The army rode off with the now hood free men, and Mary Beth released a sigh of relief.

      She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until she let it go. She sat back down along with Iris. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Me too, physically and emotionally. I could have done without watching the last part. At least one man is a Union soldier. Others worked in town and there were a few from the ranch next door. They would have burned all those houses and then killed and tortured the people. How is it that some people are just so ugly in their actions?”

      Lex and Ross rode back toward them. Just before they got there, a wolf howled in the distance.

      “That made me shiver,” Iris said.

      “Me too.” Mary Beth agreed. Had God sent the powerful wolf to protect them? It was a tale hard to believe, but believe she did. Thank you, God.
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      “What do you mean my father is coming to Sweet Water?” Mary Beth was all sorts of flustered.

      “I told you. I sent him a telegram pretending to be Leon, saying you wouldn’t come home and give birth until you talked to him in person.”

      “Why would he be so stupid to come here?” Mary Beth stood and paced. “Wasn’t Leon to bring me to him?”

      “Your father said yes. He’ll be on today’s coach. Do you want to come or not?” Ross put his arms around her from behind, stopping her pacing, and then pulled her back against him. “You don’t have to be there. It might upset him you weren’t brought to him.”

      “Upset is an understatement. I don’t want to take the chance he’ll try to grab me.”

      He kissed the side of her neck. “I’d just as soon you’d stay here. I want to know you and the baby are safe.”

      Leaning back against Ross’ hard chest was all-consuming. The muscles in his chest and arms were strong. He smelled of leather and coffee. She turned in his arms and stood on her tip-toes, giving him a kiss. He groaned as he held her close and kissed her back. She felt his need and to her surprise, she wanted him. She never thought to feel that way, not after all Leon had done to her.

      “When are we going to have that wedding night?” she whispered.

      “I’ve been holding back. I didn’t want to scare you,” he breathed out shakily. “But I’d love to have a wedding night.”

      She pulled out of his arms and blushed. “I’m afraid.”

      “It doesn’t have to be tonight. We’ll wait until you’re ready.”

      She nodded. She didn’t deserve such consideration. “Be careful in town. I’ve never known my father to carry a gun but you never can tell. Who is going with you?”

      “Noah. He’s a good man, and I always know he has my back.” He kissed her again before he grabbed his hat and holster. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Afraid she would cry, she forced a small smile. “See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Carter and Noah Ward made good time and were there before the train arrived.

      “What’s the plan?” Ward asked.

      “I plan to tell him Leon is dead and Mary Beth wants nothing to do with him.”

      Ward stared at him for a moment. “Isn’t her father wealthy? Maybe it wouldn’t be the best idea. I mean you might get your hands on some of that money.”

      “I’d rather be destitute than take one penny from that man. He doesn’t care about Mary Beth. He wants the baby to be his heir. He’ll have to go through me to get to my child.”

      Ward cocked his left brow.

      Impatience rose within Carter. “I don’t care how the baby was conceived. It’s going to be mine and Mary Beth’s. That’s all anyone needs to know.”

      “You’re right. You’re a real step-up guy.” He nodded at a cloud of dust at the end of the street. “Here comes the stage.”

      Carter secretly hoped it had been a very bumpy ride. The two men stood to the side as they watched the passengers disembark. An older gentleman climbed down, brushing at his coat with a look of disgust where a poor, unbathed man had rubbed against it.

      The stage left amid more dust and thunder of hooves, and Mr. Winters stood on the boardwalk alone looking peeved. He took out his pocket watch and looked at the time.

      “Mr. Winters? I’m Ross Carter, your daughter’s husband.”

      The older man glanced around, probably trying to locate Leon or Mary Beth.

      “Leon is dead,” Carter announced. “It was the craziest thing; he was shot while kidnapping Mary Beth and Iris Willis. Bad business, that Leon was. He should have been in jail.”

      “Leon is dead?” Mr. Winter’s face turned beet red. “Where is my daughter?” he demanded.

      “She’s at home taking it easy. I wouldn’t want anything to disturb her or my child.” Carter stared the old coot down.

      “My grandson.”

      “It’ll be up to Mary Beth if you get to see the child. She’s not feeling all that charitable toward the man who threw her out even though he knew the truth of how she became with child. Let me ask you, how does a father throw his child away?”

      Winters curled his lip in distaste. “She’s nothing but an empty-headed female.”

      “I’m sorry for you. Because you don’t know your own daughter.” Carter narrowed his eyes. “In fact, she’s intelligent, entertaining, and loving. She’ll make the perfect mother. I can’t wait to see her with our babe in her arms.”

      “You imbecile! She cares nothing about that. She likes parties and balls. She also likes expensive gowns. You haven’t put that homespun stuff on her, have you?” He smiled a victory smile.

      “She cooks and cleans and is a great wife. She’s everything I could have hoped for and more.”

      “It’s not even your child she’s carrying,” Winters spat.

      Stepping forward, Carter made sure to grab Winters’ full attention, staring him in the eyes. “Make no mistake. Mary Beth is my wife, and the child is my child. Our babe is already well loved by us both.”

      Winters stepped back, an intelligible strangled sound on his lips.

      “Well then, just thought you should know we’re still deciding whether to press charges against you. You can be on your way.” Carter turned and started to walk away.

      “Wait,” sputtered Winters. “What do you mean about pressing charges?”

      “The telegram you sent that said to get her by any means necessary. It’s pretty condemning,” Carter said without turning toward the man. He resumed walking. When he and Ward got to their horses, he glanced over his shoulder and almost felt sorry for the man. He looked empty and alone.

      “Don’t even think about being nice to that man,” Ward said in a flinty voice. “He had your wife kidnapped. You can feel sorry for him, but no good would come from talking with him.”

      Carter nodded. “You’re right. I find it hard to stay mad.”

      “Yes, your greatest flaw.”

      “A curse and a blessing.” He kicked the sides of his horse and off they went back to the Eastman ranch. He found he couldn’t wait to get home.

      Mary Beth ran toward the barn as soon as he got there. In short order, he jumped down, grabbed her up into his arms, and kissed her soundly.

      “What did he say?” she asked, drawing back, her gaze searching his. She still hoped her father would want her back in his life. Carter could see it in her eyes, and he felt bad for her.

      “Nothing nice or worth hearing. Though he thinks I’m doing you an injustice by being your husband. He doesn’t seem to think I can make you happy.”

      “Why would he say such a thing?” Her brow furrowed.

      “You like new gowns and parties, not cooking and cleaning. I told him we’d have to decide whether we’d press charges against him. He looked put out, but I doubt it’s the last we’ll hear from him. He wants his grandson.”

      Her smile was sweet and bright. “I’ll have a girl just to spite him. He is right, you know. The gowns and parties are nice… but you can’t build a family on them. I have everything I want right here with you.”

      He took off his hat and kissed her deeply until he heard a few snickers. He’d forgotten they weren’t alone.

      Mary Beth’s face was a deep shade of scarlet, but she smiled.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’m going to knock off early.” Before anyone said a word, he swept his wife up into his arms and walked to their house. He tossed his hat on the table and carried her into the bedroom. Carefully, he laid her on the bed and stared down at her. He looked for fear in her eyes but so far he saw none.

      “It’s not dark yet.” She glanced away and ran her hand over the top of the quilt.

      “There is no set time, Mary Beth, but if you’d rather we can wait a few hours.”

      Her gaze met his. What was she thinking?

      “What do we do first?” She bit her bottom lip for a moment and then lifted her chin as though she was trying to be brave.

      “Take off your shoes.”

      She took them off without a word and waited. Meanwhile, he took off his boots.

      “Get under the covers.”

      “I still have my clothes on. Is this how it’s done?”

      “I thought it might be easier for you. I’d rather see you without the covers.”

      She stayed on top of the quilt and held her arms out to him. He practically growled as he went to her. There was no other place he’d rather be than in her arms. He kissed her and took her hair down.

      “You are so beautiful. There are many times I still can’t believe you married me. I love you with everything within me and so much more.”

      Her eyes shimmered. “I love you the same way with all of my being.”
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth’s heart was near to bursting. She propped herself on one elbow and stroked Ross’ silky hair. She’d been so afraid, and she’d had no reason to be. Ross was a gentle and kind man. Best of all, he was hers.

      Lord, it’s me again. I still don’t have a handle on all this forgiveness, but Leon is dead, so it’s easy to forgive him, and I hope repented before he died. Feeling nothing about him took a weight off my chest. My father, I still struggle with. I almost feel more pity for him than anger. He’s the one who’ll spend his vacations alone. My friends and family will surround me. I’m not sure if that is forgiveness or not. I suppose we’ll have many chats about it in the future, and I know You’ll show me the way. I think not forgiving can make a person bitter, and I want to be kind of heart, generous of heart, and a good person. I feel You’ve helped me to be a better person, and I thank You, Lord. Please help me while I struggle with forgiveness. I’ll see the light. I know You’ll make that happen. I don’t want my father to be lonesome the rest of his life. I’ll have to wait and see what he does next. Oh, I almost forgot. Thank You for making last night happen; it’s a gift to love this much.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ross asked as he reached up and stroked her cheek.

      “How blessed I am to have you.”

      “It’s me who is blessed.” He smiled, and her toes curled.

      A thumping on the door interrupted their peace. Ross hurried out of bed and pulled his pants on.

      After a minute, when Ross didn’t return, Mary Beth got up too and put her wrapper on. She started for the door but Ross opened it before she got there. He took her into his strong arms. “Let’s have a seat on the bed.”

      Concerned, she did as he suggested and waited for him to speak, trembling all over.

      “Your father is dead. I’m so sorry, Mary Beth.” His arms wrapped around her as the words went through her head.

      “What happened?”

      “He was trying to hire someone else to take you, and there was an argument about money.” He drew a deep breath. “He was shot last night.”

      Numbly she laid her head on Ross’ shoulder. She should have forgiven her father while he was still alive. He’d been good and kind until the last year. What had happened to make him evil? Why had he been so desperate to have her brought back?

      “We must bury him at Button Hills. He’d want to rest next to my mother.” She swallowed hard. “I don’t know why he’d turned into the man I grew to hate. It makes no sense. He’d always loved me no matter what my failings were.” Tears ran down her face. “I should have made peace with him. But it’s too late now.”

      “Hush, there wasn’t time to forgive him. As of yesterday, he still wanted you kidnapped. You can forgive him now. You can remember him as the man who loved you and raised you.” He kissed her cheek. “We need to get dressed. There was much blood shed last night. It seems that some men who were caught the other night and then set free thought they could take control of the town. Many are dead. Texans killing Texans. It never should have come to that. Why was the Union Army here if not to prevent such a thing?”

      “Why, Ross? Why did it happen? Didn’t they get enough grief out of the War Between the States to keep them from fighting ever again? Did the South not gain one thing from going to war? That breaks my heart as much as my father’s death does.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I know, darling, I know.”

      

      Ross drove them into town to claim her father’s body. The sight of so many wearing black again made her distraught.

      “How do they know who to trust anymore?” she asked.

      “I’m sure they know now.” He was quiet until they pulled up to the barber shop.

      There were so many people walking about and as many more standing in front of the shop.

      She glanced at Ross.

      “Waiting for coffins to be built. They told me your father got one right away.”

      She stared straight ahead and nodded.

      A harried man with long legs came out and shook Ross’ hand. “They’re bringing him now.”

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “We took the amount out of the money he had in his pocket.” He handed Ross a gunny sack. “His things are all in there.” He tipped his hat to her. “My condolences, ma’am.”

      “Thank you.” She took the sack from Ross. She’d look through it later.

      The wagon shook as the men put the coffin in the back and they were soon off to Button Hills. She chaffed in her heavy black dress. It had been fortunate she even had a dress fit for mourning. The heat had become oppressive, and her handkerchief was soaked from the constant dabbing at her forehead, neck, and face. They went on. Finally in the dusky shade of night they arrived at her childhood home.

      The look and feel of it was different. There had always been many lamps lit but not tonight. It was as though sadness had settled a veil over the estate. The whole ride, she’d taken herself to task for not knowing how to forgive. Had she prevented her father’s soul from entering heaven?

      It surprised her to see Ross at the side of the wagon to help her out of the seat. She hadn’t noticed that he’d gotten down. She put her hands on his shoulders and he lifted. He set her on the ground close to him and hugged her tight.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you the whole way.”

      His voice held so much concern, she could do no more than nod for fear she’d burst into tears. He let her go, and she took his offered hand.

      The door opened, revealing lamps that had been lit inside the house. Kim and Harvey, her father’s servants, stood in the doorway. Mary Beth gave them a slight smile. They hugged her and introduced themselves to Ross as Mr. and Mrs. Case. Always proper, no matter the situation.

      “Come inside, Mary Beth, dear, you’ll catch a chill,” Kim told her.

      If she started to laugh, Mary Beth knew she’d never stop. Catch a chill? She wanted to be quit of her clothes.

      Kim put her hand on Mary Beth’s back. “Why you’ve sweat right through your dress! It must be the baby. I insist we get you inside.”

      Without hesitation, Ross swept her up and carried her in. He set her down on a plush leather sofa and promptly took off her shoes. “Your feet are swollen.”

      Kim hurried over with a glass of water and handed it to Mary Beth. “It happens when a woman is carrying.” She stood and stared at Ross. “He doesn’t look like an outlaw to me. Does he to you, Harvey?”

      “Not a bit, but sometimes you can’t tell by looking.”

      “Yes, you’re quite right. I should get the fireplace poker to defend us with.”

      Ross’ lips twitched.

      Mary Beth frowned. “Have you all gone batty?”

      “I’m sorry,” Kim said. “We know your Ross is a gentleman and not the blackguard your father made him to be. Please make yourselves comfortable. This is your house now, Mary Beth.”

      Mary Beth looked around at all the expensive furniture, the imported rugs, the Irish crystal whiskey glasses with matching decanter, and shivered. Why hadn’t it occurred to her that this would all be hers? She studied Ross out of the corner of her eye. Did he like all this opulence? Would he prefer to live in this house instead of the one on the ranch? Would he find it to be a lonely existence?

      He smiled at her. “How are you feeling? Better?” He wasn’t looking at all expensive dust collectors her father had displayed in the room. How had she ever been happy here?

      “I’ll bring your bags in,” Harvey said. “Which room should I put them in?”

      “I think your mother’s room would be a fitting place,” Kim told her. “I aired it out today.”

      “Yes, that sounds perfect. Thank you both so much. Have you spoken to the minister?”

      “Mary Beth, I had to get Minister Coffee to come. He said he’d be happy to perform the service and while it disappointed him that Minister Strong wouldn’t do it, he was here to serve. The funeral is tomorrow.”

      Mary Beth locked gazes with Ross. She wanted to know why Minister Strong wouldn’t do the service but couldn’t bring herself to ask. Ross seemed to have read her thoughts.

      “Why was Minister Coffee brought in?” Ross asked.

      “Due to all the uproar of the corruption Mr. Winters was involved in. He and the judge were conspiring to make sure that only white men would serve in any government from local to the presidency. Apparently they had many men with aspirations killed. Leon was part of it too. There are many more details but I can’t fathom them all. People have taken sides. Many supported your father’s beliefs and many are shocked by them.”

      Fear filled Mary Beth. “Will it be safe to have the funeral?”

      “A regiment of the Union Army is guarding the town. They know of tomorrow’s events.” Kim said. “It’ll be just fine.”

      Harvey walked through the door. “Your bags are in your room. I’ll bring water up for the tub when you’re ready.”

      “That sounds wonderful, Harvey. How about now?” Mary Beth smiled at him.

      “I’ll help with the water,” Ross said. He stood and gathered her into his arms and carried her up the stairs. He set her on the big bed in her mother’s room. “I’ll be back with some water.” He kissed her temple before he left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Steam rose from the tub, and Carter smiled at the picture his sweet wife made with her head back and her eyes closed. Once in a while she’d sigh.

      The room was grand. He’d never been in one so ostentatious. Everything had needlepoint decorating it, and he’d never seen so many pillows on one bed before. She must have been desperate to live with him in the tiny house he had. There wasn’t a reason for her to go back to the ranch. Here she wouldn’t have to lift a finger ever again. It was as if someone had squeezed his heart. Their love had been something out of a storybook; too perfect to be real.

      He turned away and went to the window then pulled the heavy drapes aside and looked down at the front of the house. It sounded as though the old man had been a loving father at one time. He ached, thinking about how hurt she’d been. If they lived here what would he do? He wasn’t made for sitting. Besides, he didn’t know how to act in fine society. He’d lose her for sure and she’d have her baby and her house. She probably wouldn’t even notice if he left.

      “Will you help me rinse my hair?”

      How was he supposed to be near her and not desire her? “Sure.” He grabbed the pitcher of water and poured the water over her hair. “You’re beautiful.”

      She turned her head and smiled at him. “You’ve been such a rock for me, Ross. Thank you.”

      “You make me want to be the type of man you can lean on.” He took her hand as she stood and helped her step out of the tub. Quickly he wrapped the towel around her. “Get dressed so I can ask Mrs. Case for a tray to be sent up.”

      He left the room gulping in fresh air. It would be crushing when he let her go.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Beth sank into the bed and it felt wonderful. Ross insisted he didn’t need any help with his bath. It was almost as though he wished she was somewhere else. Where had his loving glances and kisses gone? Maybe because of the funeral he thought it too inappropriate? No matter the reason, it hurt.

      It felt lonely in the big bed without his arms around her. When she put her head on his chest, he gave her a quick hug and turned over. Had it only been last night they’d been so happy? What happened to the love they had? Maybe she’d done something wrong the night before. Did she behave unseemly? She had no one to ask.

      She was probably supposed to be thinking about her father but she’d done too much of it already. She decided to remember the father she loved, though the hurt of his dismissal of her was still fresh. Now she had Ross to figure out. Maybe he was relieved that she had a house of her own. Maybe he wanted to live in it? She didn’t know.

      “You don’t look as though you’ve slept, honey.”

      She turned her head so she could see him. “You got a good night’s sleep. I watched you for most of it.”

      He frowned. “Is something wrong?”

      “I suppose not. The bed is so big. I missed your heat.”

      His face reddened. “It is the biggest I’ve ever slept in.”

      “Maybe we should bring it back home with us?” She held her breath waiting for him to agree.

      “We’d best get ready. It will be a long day.” He got out of bed and dressed. “I’ll get us some warm water to wash.”

      “Just open the door it should be right outside.”

      He tugged the door open and exclaimed in surprise. “So it is! I bet you’ve missed all this.” He splashed some water into the basin and got ready to shave.

      “Not really.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Sighing, she got up and poured water into the other basin and washed. She gathered up her clothes and went behind the screen. While she dressed in private, she tried to stop feeling sorry for herself. She had much to be thankful for, after all. As if to agree, her child stretched and kicked. The baby was sure active. She relaxed as she finished up. The baby was the main concern. No matter what she’d be fine.

      “You look very handsome,” she said as she came out from behind the dressing screen to find Ross had finished shaving and dressed in his Sunday clothes.

      “We should get downstairs and find out what time we need to be at the church.”

      Leading them out the room, she went down the stairs and into the dining room. It gleamed from the care Kim gave it. The table was highly polished mahogany, and the silver shone. Her appetite had left, but she helped herself to toast and juice from the sideboard before she sat down.

      They ate in silence and when Kim indicated it was time, Mary Beth was more than happy to go.

      They rode to the church in a fine carriage of her father’s pulled by matching grays. People lined the side of the road, and most nodded to her. Others gave her angry looks and a few shook their fists at her. She sat straight and rigid through the whole ride, trying not to think of how much she’d rather have Ross’ arms around her.

      The doors to the church were closed, and she watched as a few people tried to open them but they must have been locked. So much for Minister Coffee. While glancing down at her gloved hands wondering what to do, she heard her name. There was Reverend Shaw standing with Lexington and Iris. Trembling with relief, Mary Beth gave them a grateful smile.

      Ross rounded the carriage and lifted her down. Her protruding stomach touched him, and the baby kicked and kicked. He put his hand to her abdomen and gave her a sad smile. She took a step back. He probably didn’t want the baby now that he’d met Leon.

      Iris ran to her and hugged her. Mary Beth wanted to shed her bitter tears but now wasn’t the time. She hugged Lexington and then Reverend Shaw.

      “We heard you were short a preacher,” he said as he squeezed her hand.

      “Thank you.”

      “We can’t use the church, but the Lord will be with us no matter where we are. Come we’ll go to the burial site.”

      Oh Lord, I need You to hold me up today. I wish I could put my heart onto the palm of Your hand for safekeeping but I know that’s not how it works.

      It was probably a very nice service, but she couldn’t stay focused. People shouted ugly things, and Iris was the one who put her arm around her waist. Mary Beth couldn’t bring herself to even look at Ross. She held her head high and didn’t shed one tear. Afterwards, she invited a few people back to the house. She wasn’t even sure who she invited.

      The next thing she knew she was drinking coffee in her father’s parlor.

      “When do you think you’ll be back?” Lexington asked Ross.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I see Mary Beth settled,” Ross answered. His words chilled her.

      “Ross, I think we should get Mary Beth to bed. I don’t like her color,” Iris said her voice urgent.

      Ross took the coffee cup out of her hand and stroked the side of her face with his thumb. He picked her up and took her upstairs and set her on the bed. Bending over her, he slipped off her shoes. “You do look pale. Is it the baby?”

      “Just settle me in so you can leave. You have no use for me, the baby, or my money. I’m sure I’ll get on just fine. I’ll try to think of you fondly.” I forgive you, she wanted to add, but the words wouldn’t come. She turned from him. Her relief when she felt him get off the bed was great. Finally her tears fell.

      Then she heard his boots drop to the floor. He climbed into bed encircling her in his arms. He pulled her to him and held her tight as she cried. Her bitter tears took a long time to finish. Ross must think her pathetic. So much for holding herself regally as he left her. She was a fool.

      “I’m sorry. I rarely cry so. Please go back to the ranch. It’s where you want to be. I heard you tell Lexington. I’ve never been a prize any man has wanted. My father couldn’t be rid of me even with all his money. I think I need to stay here and try to figure out why no one ever wanted to be my friend or my willing husband. I’m sure there must be some man who will want my money even if I’m attached.”

      He rolled until she was lying on top of him. Then he cupped her wet cheeks. “I don’t want the money, but I do want you. Are you willing to live in the tiny house we have?” His eyes bore into hers.

      “It’s not tiny. It’s full of love.”

      He grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He lifted his head and kissed her. “You’re getting me wet, my love.” He wiped the last of her tears away with the pad of his thumb. “Your skin is so soft. Sometimes I gaze at you and wonder how I got so lucky to have such a beautiful, loving wife.” He released a deep sigh. “I didn’t say it right before, when I said I wanted to get you settled. I meant after we got everything worked out. I can see what type of live you lived, and it’s hard for me to imagine anyone wanting to give it all up. We also need to see a lawyer. Harvey said there’s a will. Wherever you want to be is where I want to be. I don’t need a house, Mary Beth; you are my home. If living here makes you happy we’ll stay.” He brushed her fallen, loose hair behind her shoulder.

      His eyes showed his words to be true. His gentleness proved his love. He was willing to leave his friends, his job to make her happy. She’d never met a man like him before. “I dream of us as a big happy family with so much love. I want that family to live on the ranch, and if we need to, we can always expand the house as the children come. I would follow you anywhere Ross. You are the part of me that makes me a better woman. I’ve learned how to love being with you.” Her eyes felt heavy; it was hard to keep them open. “I’m so tired.”
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        * * *

      

      They were on their way back to the ranch in less than a week. The will was straightforward; Harvey and Kim Case could live in the house for life. It was the amount of the money in the bank that made Carter balk. He wasn’t sure he wanted a rich wife. It would be money for their children to inherit, though he knew there’d be a few new things bought for the house.

      He glanced at Mary Beth on the wagon seat next to him. Her paleness had left, and she seemed happy and healthy. He’d called her robust and she’d hit his arm. It wasn’t a word she found flattering. He still didn’t understand why.

      But a baby was coming. He had a cradle to finish, and she had gowns to make. His lips twitched. His wife was many things, but a seamstress she wasn’t, though not for want of trying.

      She was very insistent upon talking with the reverend when they returned to the ranch. She still struggled with forgiveness, she had admitted.

      If Carter had any answers, he’d have given them to her. It felt a mite like he’d been sliding. He needed to get his Bible back out and read it again. Their children were bound to have many questions, the answers to which could be found in the Holy Book.

      “When is the baby supposed to arrive?”

      She smiled and touched his thigh. “I never really sat down and counted but maybe in a month or two? I must ask a doctor. I feel so big, and I’m not in any way graceful. I haven’t been for a while now. Surely you noticed.”

      “Iris looks further along is all.”

      “I asked her about that. Every woman is different. The first child especially can be deceiving if you haven’t kept track of your monthlies.” Her face reddened.

      “Makes sense. But you know when it happened.”

      “Nothing gets past you, Ross. Yes, I do, although it seems like yesterday sometimes. You’ve helped with that.” Her eyes lit up as the ranch came into sight.

      He’d have to pin her down on the due time. He smiled when he took in a sweeping view of the land surrounding them. He might not have been one of the original soldiers who built the ranch, but he’d been doing his share toward making it grow. They could easily buy land of their own, but it wouldn’t be the same. The men he served with were his brothers and their wives and children, his family.

      He’d only wanted a house, and by the grace of God he had so much more than he ever knew existed. “I think we need to get ready for the little one.”

      “We’ll be ready, Ross. Don’t worry. Oh! Look! Our house is beautiful. There are flowers blooming in front.”

      Ross chuckled. “It certainly wasn’t Veronica who planted them.”

      Mary Beth laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Three months later, Mary Beth stayed seated after church services. She’d struggled on her own, but to no avail. No answers presented themselves. Would Reverend Shaw have answers she could understand? Her heart still wasn’t quite peaceful as far as her father’s actions. Her hands trembled and she clasped them in her lap.

      Ross had encouraged her from the moment they got back from Button Hills to talk to the reverend about her questions and concerns, but she’d put it off. Other people seemed to know how to be good Christians. Was praying to God daily the answer? It helped, but maybe there was something wrong inside her. Turning, she saw Reverend Shaw walking toward her. She also saw Ross waiting outside. He said he’d wait as long as it took.

      “Good morning, Mary Beth. May I sit next to you?”

      “Yes, please do.”

      Reverend Shaw sat down and put his hand over her quivering ones. “You’re troubled. Is it the baby?”

      “No, the baby is a blessing no matter how it was—how it came to be. I have questions about forgiveness, Reverend. I must not know how to forgive. I try and I pray. I do feel better after, but I still don’t understand how it all works.”

      “Ah, your father or Leon perhaps?”

      “It’s about my father, though I suppose I haven’t given forgiving Leon much thought.”

      “It’s written in the Bible, Luke 11:9-10, ‘And I say unto you, Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you. For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.’”

      Mary Beth nodded. “That’s why I’m here. I need to learn how to forgive my father for sending me away and then arranging to have me kidnapped. I began to fell less bitter, and then he died. I never told him I forgave him.”

      Reverend Shaw let go of her hands. “You needn’t be upset. Your heart is in the right place. Yes, we are to forgive and love one another. Forgiveness is so powerful that it changes a person's heart. It is important to forgive others for their wrongs so they can be at peace. At the same time you must forgive for your own sake and because it is commanded. Didn’t God show his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners?”

      She nodded, but her heart still felt heavy.

      “Let me see if I can explain it better. Not forgiving is taking something that belongs to God and taking matters into our own hands. God's Word tells us that we should allow God to bring His wrath upon that person, and let Him repay those who wrong us: Romans 12:19 says, ‘Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’ Mary Beth, Do you believe Christ died for our sins?”

      “Yes, I do,” she blurted.

      He smiled and touched her hand. “Allowing yourself to hang onto bad feelings and becoming bitter is doing nothing but harm. The Lord has given us the gift of forgiveness to rid ourselves of that harm. The Lord is the one who seeks justice. Our job is to show others the love of God. Fill your heart with God’s love, push out the work of the devil. It takes prayer, and it can take time to come to the point where your heart is no longer bitter. Bitterness is walking in darkness while God’s love is walking in light.”

      “So I let it go and give it all to God?” She sat quietly for a bit and she felt herself shrouded in love. She then smiled at the reverend.

      “Mary Beth from your smile I’d say you understand forgiveness now.”

      “Truthfully, I don’t think I can understand it all, but I will keep praying and having faith. My hearts feels so different now from when I came into church this morning. Thank you for teaching me.”

      The reverend patted her hands before he stood and walked out, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

      Had she ever felt so serene before? Faith was something she would hold on to with both hands.

      Ross grinned at her as she walked down the steps. “I can see you’re not as troubled as before.”

      “No, I’m not. I feel full of love.”

      “In that case—”

      She giggled. “Not that kind of love, you rogue. God’s love.”

      “So no nap for us today?” He winked at her.

      She laughed as she swatted his shoulder. “Just take me to where the others are gathered so we can enjoy our day.”

      “We could enjoy our day without our friends.”

      “You wipe that grin off your face, Ross. You’re making me blush.”

      He took her hand. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Two months later

      

      Veronica wiped Mary Beth’s face with a damp cloth. “Hopefully, it’ll be soon.”

      Mary Beth tried not to scream, but there was no help for it. As the agony eased some, she gasped and grabbed the bedsheet. “How did you do this?”

      Glory smiled. “Most women go through it. It won’t be long now, I can see the baby’s head.”

      Mary Beth tried to take that as an encouraging sign. Ross would only have one child. She was never doing this again. Not one woman she’d talked to had ever mentioned the pain. They all went on and on about the miracle of childbirth. Was it a secret society where you weren’t allowed to know the truth until you’ve been through it?

      “How is Iris?” Mary Beth asked.

      “She’s just starting with her contractions. She has hours yet. Georgie is with her. Ready? One big push,” Glory encouraged.

      Hadn’t she been doing big pushes the whole time? How big was big? A contraction rolled through her, and she pushed with everything in her.

      “Oh, my!” Veronica exclaimed.

      “Welcome to the world,” Glory said, beaming.

      “What is it? A boy or a girl? Is the baby all right?”

      Glory started cleaning the baby when it gave a lusty cry. “She’s just fine.” She placed the baby in Mary Beth’s arms. “We just have a few things to attend to, and then we’ll get Ross.”

      Mary Beth hardly paid attention to what Glory was saying. She was too busy looking at her daughter. “Oh look, she has no hair. I thought babies had hair.”

      “Some not all. She’ll have some soon,” Glory advised. “All done. Let’s change your gown and then we’ll let Ross in.”

      Mary Beth willingly went along with Glory’s instructions and as soon as she leaned back against the pillow, Ross rushed through the door. He looked at her first as though to assure himself she was doing well. Then he glanced at the baby. Then he stepped close to her.

      “You’re fine?” He stared into her eyes.

      She nodded as he sat on the side of the bed. Love burgeoned inside her. For him. For the babe.

      “She’s beautiful. She looks like you,” Ross said as he ran his finger along the side of the baby’s head. “What shall we name our daughter?”

      Tears filled Mary Beth’s eyes. She hadn’t realized how anxious she’d been about Ross claiming the baby as his. He’d said he would but there had always been a doubt in the back of her mind.

      “I’d like to name her after my mother. Her name was Allison, and we can call her Allie. What do you think?”

      “A beautiful name for the most beautiful baby.”

      Mary Beth smiled. Her conviction of never having another baby fled. She had love in her heart for as many children as God gave her.

      “Have to run!” Glory said. “Iris is about to deliver. That baby doesn’t want to wait. Congratulations to you both. I’ll check back on you later.” Glory washed her hands, grabbed her bag of herbs, and ran out the door with Veronica right behind her.

      Ross laughed. “Two babies in one day.” His expression grew serious. “Have I told you how much I love you and Allie?”

      “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “I heard your scream, and it scared me. I wanted to run in, but Parker blocked the door. Was the pain so terrible?”

      “It was nothing to speak of. Women have been having babies since forever. I love you too, Ross. We’ve been so blessed.”

      “Yes indeed we have.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that day Georgie stopped by to see Allie and to announce that Iris and Lex also had a girl, whom they’d named Maisy. And a new house was being built. Sondra and Walter had finally set a date to be married.

      

      Author Note

      This was a hard book to write. I read about forgiveness, talked to a Priest about it and I understand that we are to forgive. But it’s not that easy. We are human with emotions and I kept thinking about scenarios where I doubt I could forgive. I haven’t had to walk in such shoes. It must be a very hard thing to wrestle with. I don’t pretend to have any answers as far as forgiveness goes. I thought with enough research I’d find the answer as to how to forgive. Understanding and doing are very different things. Thank you for taking the time to read my books. I do use the King James Version of the Bible.

      Kathleen Ball
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      Georgie O’Rourke sprinted across the uneven ground, snatched up three-year-old Davey Polk into her arms, and pulled him out of the way of the next wagon in line, saving him from being trampled by the powerful horses’ hooves. They fell with a hard thump on the ground, and luckily, Davey landed on top. She looked up, seeking his parents, and discovered the Polk’s hadn’t even noticed that little Davey was missing.

      “Ho! Halt!” yelled one of the guides on horseback. He reined in then jumped down from his black quarter horse and raced toward the pair.

      Struggling to comfort a wailing Davey, Georgie was relieved to see Victor headed their way. He was the nicest of the guides, and he never treated her as anything other than a lady.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked as he knelt down on one knee next to her. His tan hat shaded his lapis blue eyes, but she figured they would reflect the concern in his voice.

      “Can you hold Davey so I can get up?” she asked. She handed the crying toddler to Victor in relief. Her whole body trembled thinking of what might have happened. It had been a near thing.

      The gray-haired, black-eyed wagon master Mr. Wilde galloped to them and scowled when he saw the reason for his train stopping. “Fell out again did he?” He shook his head in disgust. He reached out and took the boy from Victor. “I’ll be the one to return this youngster to his parents this time.” He rode off with Davey screaming at the top of his lungs.

      Victor took off his brown hat and ran his fingers through his wavy dark hair. He replaced his hat and held his hand out to her. She grabbed it and winced as she stood.

      “You’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine I think I scraped my knee is all. We need to press on.” Georgie clasped her hands together to try to stop them from shaking. It had been a close one and she thought for sure they’d both be trampled by the horses.

      “I’ll walk you to your wagon.” He escorted her back three wagons and explained to the Wilsons what had happened. They immediately took her inside to check her out.

      All the attention embarrassed Georgie. She didn’t want to be a bother to the Wilsons. They were kind enough to allow her to travel to Texas with them in exchange for her help with the chores. It was a great deal as far as she was concerned.

      Her home state of Tennessee had been ravaged by the Civil War. Her family was gone, and her house had been destroyed. With almost no resources, she had answered an ad in the local paper to become a mail order bride. After the first letter, the gentleman had proposed. She sent off her acceptance and asked him to send any letters to Little Rock. It was the biggest town they’d be going through, and she hoped that letters would reach it.

      Happily, she’d received two more letters and was able to write him back. Parker Eastman was his name. He’d been a Confederate officer and now he ran the family ranch. He was a romantic man with the manners of a Southern gentleman. She hadn’t recognized his last name but he knew of the O’Rourkes of Tennessee. It was a well-known name that had carried a lot of weight in the now war-torn state.

      It was her name that she brought to the marriage. No dowry, few clothes, and no money. She’d been up front about it from the first letter. It didn’t matter, he’d written. She was half in love with him already, and she hadn’t even met him.

      “It doesn’t look bad. It’s a scrape just like you thought,” Mrs. Wilson said. “I’ll clean it. I can’t imagine being so brave as to jump in front of a wagon like that. The Polks need to come and thank you for what you did for their Davey. My word, they don’t look after that child.”

      Georgie shrugged. “I’m just glad I was there to help. It’s hard to believe we’re almost at the end of the Southwest Trail. I heard we’ve actually been in Texas most of the day.”

      “Have we really?” Mrs. Wilson smiled. “That’s great news. I can’t wait to meet your intended. I know you’re nervous, but from his letters he sounds like a good man. I’m so glad for you. Mr. Wilson and I didn’t lose as much as you in the war, and starting over is going to be hard but you’ll have a husband to help you.”

      Georgie’s stomach churned. “Yes, I’m fortunate indeed.” She hoped beyond hope everything worked out. There was no going back not that there was anything to go back to. “I’m going to walk some more. I get too antsy if I ride too long.”

      “Be careful.”

      Georgie nodded as she jumped skillfully from the back of the wagon. Walking was also good for thinking. She usually walked alone. There were other females her age but, they were filled with silly dreams of Texas and how wonderful their lives would be. But they still had parents to shield them from the harshest of realities and they still had a certain innocence about them that she couldn’t stand to be around.

      Texas was a harsh land, she’d heard. Only the strongest survived, and though she was stronger than most, she knew she wouldn’t have things easy. But she’d seen and endured more than she should have already. Now she was both afraid and grateful for the next chapter of her life to start.

      They stopped a bit early that day. Mr. Wilde wanted to have a meeting about safety and responsibility. Georgie ended up embarrassed by all the attention paid to her while the Polks actually seemed contrite. Still, they never thanked her. But she hadn’t done it for them, so it didn’t matter.

      As soon as the meeting broke up, she gathered wood for a fire and started making biscuits. It was windy, and she ended up with flour all over her clothing, as well as in her hair and on her face. She’d wait until she was done cooking, though, before she bothered to clean up.
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        * * *

      

      Parker Eastman had been watching for the wagon train for more than a week. His patience had run its course by the time he spotted it. Hopefully, this one had his mother’s friend Georgia on it. His mother had been so insistent that he be the one to collect her. He had more than enough to do on the ranch but that didn’t matter. His mother could be a tyrant at times. Perhaps her friend Georgia O’Rourke of the Tennessee O’Rourkes would soften her disposition.

      It had been a tough two years since he’d come home from the war. Swallowing defeat was hard enough, but losing both his brother and father made it almost too much to bear. He had to tamp down his pride almost daily as the Union Soldiers insulted the people of Texas. They were the victors, and they never let anyone forget it.

      He was just grateful he still had a home to come home to. Many of the homes and ranches had been taken over by soldiers. His was too far from town for them to bother with but they sure knew how to get to his place come tax time.

      The train stopped, and Parker drove his team toward the group of wagons. He was heartily greeted by the wagon master, a Mr. Wilde.

      “Sure is good to be back on Texas soil again,” Mr. Wilde said as he shook Parker’s hand and then slapped him on the back.

      “It’s not all roses here either. It’s about the same all over the south. I’m looking for a Georgia O’Rourke.”

      The wagon master smiled and nodded. “Quite a girl you have there. Georgie is always willing to pitch in. She saved a little boy today. Brave she was, running and grabbing him up right before the horses trampled him. They were both lucky. I admire her spirit considering what she’s been through. Those Union Soldiers were brutal, and then the Confederates came right behind them and ravaged what was left.” He glanced back at the group of wagons. “Well, I didn’t mean to talk your ear off. She’s right over there at the Wilson wagon.”

      Parker stared at the woman Mr. Wilde pointed to. Georgie? Certainly she wouldn’t have such a nickname.

      Why she was nothing but a ragamuffin. Her hair stuck out everywhere, her dress looked to be ready for the ragbag, and she was covered in flour. She glanced up and he was captured by the blueness of her eyes. They were a steel blue and for some reason it made him think she was full of determination. This had to be the wrong woman.

      He walked to her as she was bent over the fire and stayed to one side until she stood back up.

      “Could you be kind enough to direct me to Miss. O’Rourke?”

      A frown drew lines across her forehead. She appeared flustered as she peered at him. She tried to pat down her hair as though seeking to make herself presentable, but she only made it worse. “Who would be asking?”

      “I’m Captain Eastman. I’ve come to collect one Georgia O’Rourke from Tennessee.”

      He observed as she swallowed hard. “That would be me. It’s nice to finally make your acquaintance, Captain.”

      Trying his best not to look as dismayed as he felt, he tipped his gray hat to her. “My mother speaks very highly of you, Miss.”

      “Miss? Surely it’s proper for us to be on a first name basis?” Her smile was enchanting but it was hard to get past her appearance.

      “Are you ready to go? I need to get back to the ranch as soon as I can. I have more work than I can handle.”

      Her brow furrowed. “We’re leaving without getting married first? You insisted on it in your letters. I thought it would be tomorrow.” She dusted at her clothing. “I don’t usually have flour all over me.”

      He narrowed his eyes on the little fortune hunter. “I’m sorry, but there is some mistake. I was sent here to collect you on my mother’s behalf. There is certainly no marriage involved.”

      She paled and her hands shook. “But your letters—”

      “Madam, I have never written you or any woman a letter. I don’t know what game you’re playing but I don’t intend to participate. Good day.” He turned on his heel and strode away. The nerve of some people. Marriage indeed, that’ll be the day. She’d have to pull off some miracle to be considered marriageable.

      “Where are you going?” Mr. Wilde asked. “You promised your hand in marriage and by golly you’re going to keep your word!”

      Parker took a step back. “I honestly have no idea what you or Miss O’Rourke are talking about. I wasn’t born yesterday. I know most of the scams people are trying to pull. The marriage scam is well known. I work too hard to allow a woman to try to marry me so she can steal my money. You’ll have to find someone else. I’m heading back toward Fort Worth. Good day.”

      “Wait, Mr. Eastman,” Wilde called out. “I just recalled I have a letter for you from your mother. I wasn’t sure why she sent it to me to keep for you, but maybe I know now.” The wagon master hurried to his wagon and came back with a sealed letter addressed to Parker.

      The envelope was cool against his palm as he stared at it, and frowned. It was his mother’s handwriting, all right. He didn’t want to open it; he didn’t want to know what she’d cooked up this time. Clenching his jaw, he tore it open anyway, read it, and swore. Lowering the sheet of paper, he stared at Mr. Wilde and then at Miss O’Rourke. This had to be some type of joke. His mother knew he had a strong sense of honor and it seemed that she pledged his hand to Georgia O’Rourke. Ruined his life was what she’d done.

      He nodded to Mr. Wilde. “I suppose you’re allowed to marry people?”

      A grin slid over the wagon master’s face and he called out, “Folks, we’re having a wedding now!”

      Flummoxed, that was the perfect word. Parker was flummoxed, and he was going to kill his meddling mother. He tried to smile, but the best he could do was not frown. Why? Why had she done it? There were plenty of single and widowed women in Texas. It must be the O’Rourke name. Sometimes his mother could be such a snob.

      His intended exited her wagon and although she was clean, she still wore rags. He smothered a sigh. Clean rags.

      “Got yourself a pretty mail order bride, you did,” Mr. Wilde commented.

      Parker raised his brow. “Mail order? Are you sure?”

      The other man’s eyes grew wide. “You didn’t know anything about this did you, son? The deed isn’t done. You could explain to her… I don’t know where’d she go or what she’d do, but it’s not your fault.”

      He momentarily considered leaving, but duty and honor had been drilled into him since he was a boy. He’d marry the urchin. His mother could not have known his intended wore tattered dresses. She’d be good company for his mother, he supposed. He wasn’t at the house much anyway.

      “Let’s get this done so we can leave.”

      “Georgie! You stand right here. We’ll have the Wilsons stand up with you.”

      Through the whole ceremony, all Parker could think of was all the refined women he’d known. He could hardly look at Georgia. He’d have to grow used to her.

      “What? I’m sorry I forgot the ring.”

      “It’s fine,” Georgia said.

      He expected her to be disappointed, but she wasn’t. Most females he knew would have pouted.

      At the end of the ceremony, he was supposed to kiss her, but she still had flour on her forehead. He took her hand and kissed the back of it. He was glad of the shy smile she gave him.

      “We might as well put your things in my wagon.”

      “That will be fine. I don’t have much.” She led him to the Wilsons’ wagon and reached in. She pulled out a simple carpetbag and handed it to him.

      “Is this all?” He hadn’t meant to embarrass her, but by the shade of red her face turned, he had done just that. Another sigh slipped out. “Say your goodbyes. I’ll be at the wagon. We need to make tracks while it’s still daylight.”

      Georgie nodded. “I’ll be right there.”

      He felt the heat of her gaze the whole walk to his wagon.
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        * * *

      

      Tears formed in her eyes as she tightly hugged the Wilsons. They’d been more than kind to her. Mr. Wilde gave her a fatherly hug, and she started to walk away.

      “Wait!” cried a shrill voice.

      She turned to find Davey running toward her.

      She crouched and gave him a big hug. “You take care now, you hear? I’ll miss you something awful.” She let go, turned him in the direction of his parents. “Goodbye.”

      Tears trailed down her face as she walked to her new husband’s wagon. He hadn’t wanted her. He hadn’t proposed to her. He hadn’t even known about her. The situation couldn’t be worse. She took a deep breath as her confidence plummeted. Circumstances could and had been worse. Whoever Parker was, he’d come through in her time of need. He didn’t seem to think much of her, though. That message was clear in his stormy, whiskey brown eyes.

      He held out his hand and helped her onto the wagon. She settled on the hard bench as he climbed up on his side. Soon they were off. She wanted to say something, but she didn’t know what to say. Everything she thought she knew was a lie. How could his mother have done such a thing?

      

      They headed down a heavily rutted trail, then Parker turned onto a trail that looked little used.

      “How far is your ranch? You do have a ranch, don’t you?” She held her breath hoping he said yes.

      He turned his head and looked at her. “Yes I do own a ranch. It’s a cattle ranch, and it takes most of my time. It’s over a week away.” He turned back and watched the trail.

      “You’ve been away from it two weeks already?”

      He gave a silent nod.

      “I’m sorry it never occurred to me that I’d take up so many weeks of your time. Maybe I could have found a wagon going your way. I should have tried.”

      Some of the tension seemed to leave his body as his shoulders relaxed. “You didn’t know. You were as duped as I was. My mother is meddlesome, I’m afraid. I’m all she has left. We lost my father and brother to the war effort, and she didn’t understand why her maids left her. She thought of them as family, she said.” He shrugged. “You don’t own family, of course, but she grew up on a plantation with slaves. She insisted they all accompany us to Texas. My father was the same way except he never lived to see them emancipated.”

      Georgie mulled over his words, unsure how to respond.

      “My brother and I both swore we’d never own another human,” Parker continued. “I’m capable of doing any of the work required, and now I have plenty of men who work for me. I wanted to hire some black women to help take care of the house, but I didn’t dare. My mother would have expected them to bow to her.” He glanced at Georgie. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know how you feel about slavery, or if you grew up with them. Everyone seems to have their own distinct opinion on the subject. It’s led to a lot of discord in my area of Texas.”

      She squirmed a bit, trying to figure out what to say. “I grew up on a fine plantation, and yes we owned slaves. I owned Betsy. I never gave a thought to it being wrong. It was just how things were. I hated the treatment the overseer meted out. But I was just a female. I was expected to smile and know how to arrange flowers.” She shook her head. “Things are so different now.”

      “Yes, things are different.” He pulled off the trail and stopped. “We might as well make camp.”

      She jumped down without his help. She was frightened of what came after the sun went down. Betsy had told her horror stories about what happened between men and women. “I’ll gather some wood,” she called as she went into the woods. A moment alone was what she needed.

      She stopped and leaned back against a big tree trunk. What if he didn’t like her? She’d never had a beau. The war started just before her sixteenth birthday. There were older men willing but her father put a firm stop to their attempts at courting. Maybe she wasn’t likable. No one had ever told her she’d be the belle of the ball someday. Not like they’d told… She shivered. It hurt too much to think about. She needed to keep busy. Pushing away from the tree, she found and carried a big pile of wood.

      Was there something wrong with Parker? Why not find a wife closer to home? She expected Union soldiers to lie. She expected carpetbaggers to lie. She did not expect a Southern mother of a captain of the Confederate Army to lie. She cleared the heaviest part of the woods and pasted a smile on her face.

      Well, she was married, and she had no choices left. She dropped the armful of wood and then stacked it by the fire pit that Parker had made. Where was he? A twig snapped behind her, and she quickly turned around, but she didn’t see anyone or anything, and a shudder rippled through her. Who knew what animals were in the woods?

      Glancing at the horses, she relaxed. They were calmly grazing on the grass. They would have alerted her to trouble. She went to the back of the wagon and put the back down before she climbed in. She could start getting the evening meal prepared. There wasn’t much in this wagon compared to the wagons in the wagon train. Those wagons had been filled with everything the owners had.

      She quickly found the flour and almost laughed. He’d seen her at her worst, yet he’d still married her. Why? He could have ridden away. She might have if the shoe was on the other foot.

      “Georgia?” He had a nice deep voice.

      “I’m in the wagon.” She grabbed what she needed to make biscuits and climbed back out. Parker was getting the fire going. When she approached him, she made sure her face was graced by a smile. His mouth curved upward as well. Her lips twitched.

      “I just set a couple snares. There are rabbit trails everywhere, it seems.” He put more wood on the fire as soon as he had a flame.

      “That must be what I heard.”

      He quickly glanced up at her. “What kind of noise was it?”

      “I heard a twig snap. I looked, but I didn’t see anything. The horses didn’t react so I didn’t worry.”

      He studied her for a moment. “That is a good indicator. I have to say I’m surprised you’d know that.”

      This time her smile was real. “A girl learns a lot when she only has herself to depend on.”

      He frowned but didn’t ask her to elaborate. He probably didn’t want to know. Everyone had a hard luck story about the war. Both sides had suffered.

      “I’ll just get the biscuits ready to put in the Dutch oven.”

      He smiled. “That will go good with the leftover stew from last night. Rabbits have been plentiful ln this part of the trip. I’m sure I’ll be able to get a deer in a few days. I’m glad you can cook. I expected a woman from the south to be pampered.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Once upon a time I was pampered. But you learn what you have to, and you survive the best you can. I saw women wither and take any proposal even from sharecroppers. Not that marrying a sharecropper is bad, but those women were humiliated and wouldn’t meet my eye when our paths crossed.”

      “Where did you live?”

      “I converted the cookhouse to my living area. It was the only building that didn’t burn. The slave quarters were still intact but I didn’t want to disturb them. I was no longer their responsibility even though many checked on me and tried to help. They didn’t know where to go and many stayed. They had a large garden of their own that hadn’t been pillaged. I helped many find their family members that they’d been separated from and brought them back to my property. In the end, we worked together to keep everyone fed.” Sorrow overtook her and she shook her head. “I cautioned them to make a plan since I could not pay the taxes. It was very likely we’d be run off the land.”

      She finished with the biscuits. “It was pure luck I saw the ad you – I mean your mother placed in the paper. I didn’t know what to do. I was thinking about going north but I didn’t know if I’d be welcome up there. I divided my mother’s jewelry between me and Betsy. I knew we’d get cheated if we tried to sell it in Tennessee, but I figured it would be useful for something. It got me to St. Louis where I was able to join a wagon train heading this way.”

      “Why didn’t you use it to pay the taxes?” he asked.

      “The price was the jewelry plus my virtue. What would happen next year? It didn’t make good business sense.”

      “It’s been rough for you.” His voice was gentle and sincere. She’d heard it all before but no one ever really meant it.

      “It was hard for most. But here I am, married to a man who didn’t know he was supposed to be my groom. That must gall you. I bet having been a captain you’re used to making your own decisions.”

      An ironic smile twisted Parker’s lips. “You’ll soon learn that my mother is the general in the family.” He chuckled.

      “Was there someone back home you had your eye on? Did you have an understanding with any woman?” She held her breath.

      He shook his head. “I’m always too busy to socialize. So the answer is no. I have no interest in any woman.”

      Including her. Georgie put the stew on to heat. She knew what it felt like to have choices taken away. “I’m sorry you got stuck with me. The letters were so beautiful, and I thought I knew you through them, but I really don’t know you at all, do I?”

      “I’m afraid you’ll find that I don’t have a romantic bone in my body. I am the oldest son, the responsible one, the one who was to take over the ranch someday, so I didn’t get much free time to think about much other than cattle. Then the war broke out.” He shrugged his left shoulder. “It’ll be all right. The house is big, not a plantation, mind you, but it’s nice. It’s heavily guarded against the soldiers, carpetbaggers, outlaws, and Indians.”

      “Oh my, are we safe traveling alone?” She peered around into the woods.

      “We’ll be fine.”

      If those few words were meant to comfort her, they didn’t. “How many guns do you have?”

      “You shoot?” His voice was full of doubt.

      “Of course I do. That’s how I’m still alive. I’m a good shot too.” She stirred the stew and checked the biscuits. “It’s almost ready.”

      “Have you ever shot a man?”

      Her eyes grew wide as her heart took up a frantic pounding against her ribs. She didn’t like to think about it. “I only shot people who deserved it.”

      He cocked his right brow but he didn’t ask anything more. “I’ll grab a couple plates.”

      She sighed in relief as her heartbeat went back to normal. So much had happened and she tried to put it all out of her mind.
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