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      Oregon 1850s

      “Help!” Lynn Downey screamed as she dangled from the second story window. “Smitty!” Her hand was covered in whitewash, and her grip started to slip. She gulped as she looked down and groaned. She’d survive the fall, but she’d be bound to break a bone or two.

      Smitty raced around the corner of the house and stopped. He shook his head and grabbed the ladder. He set it next to Lynn and started to climb. “Hold on darlin’, I almost have you.” He reached over until his arm was firmly wrapped around her waist and somehow got her onto the ladder. He climbed down first keeping a hold on her the whole time.

      Lynn ran her paint-covered hand through her hair and frowned. “I’m a mess.”

      “You’ll always be the prettiest gal this side of the Cascades. Now tell me why you were swinging from the window.”

      Heat at his attention washed through her. Any other man would have been angry, but not her Smitty. He was a big bear of a man with dark curly hair and beautiful blue eyes. His heart was the biggest she’d ever come across, and she was crazy about him.

      “I wanted to get the side of the house whitewashed. I was almost done.” She smiled. “You have to admit the rest of it looks lovely. We’ve spent all winter building from the inside, and it’s a beautiful spring day to spend outside.”

      “Where is everyone?”

      “Let’s see, Will, Freddie, Greg, and Aaron are with Jed learning how to rope cattle. Carlos, and Juan are with Eli roping cattle. Scarlett and Cindy are baking pies with Susan.”

      “That accounts for all of them. If we get anymore I’ll have to keep building.” A smile spread across Smitty’s face bringing a twinkle to his blue eyes.

      Tilting her head she looked into his eyes. “Would it upset you if we ended up with a few more?”

      “Not if it pleases you.” He shuffled his feet in the dust. “I…ah came to say good-bye. I’m not sure when I’ll be back. But I wanted you to know that I love you.” He reached out and caressed her face. A flicker of regret was in his eyes

      She took his hand and held it to her cheek. “I know you do, and I love you. I understand your obligations, and I knew from the start that you were married. It’s such a sad situation and I’m sorry you’ll be alone.”

      “Except for her meddling mother.” His expression hardened.

      “Yes, except for her.” She couldn’t stop gazing at him, trying to memorize his face. “I’ll  miss you, and I’ll be waiting for you to come back to us.”

      He gave her a great big smile. “You know this is the first time we’ve ever been completely alone.”

      She laughed. “I didn’t want to tarnish your reputation. A man has to be so careful these days.”

      He leaned in and kissed her. It started out slow and soft, but then it turned into much more. There was a promise of a future together in his kiss. She pushed away a niggling voice inside that urged caution. He’d be back, he wouldn’t break her heart would he?

      “Let me get you a cloth. You have paint on your hands.” She grabbed a wet cloth and handed it to him. As he cleaned off his hands, she watched his every move. She wanted to be able to remember him while he was gone. It seemed as though he’d just gotten back from helping to lead a wagon train to Oregon, and now he was off again.

      “Don’t let the kids run you ragged. Let them help out around the house. Tell them good bye for me. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell them. I’ll be back as soon as possible and I’ll write to you and let you know what’s going on. Take care of yourself and remember that Mike, Eli and Jed are more than willing to help you.” He stared down at her, seeming reluctant to leave. “If I don’t see this through, I wouldn’t be able to call myself a good man.”

      Her heart tugged as she touched his arm. “I know. Go get it done and then Smitty you’d best come back to me.”

      He pulled her into an embrace and kissed her again. “See you soon, my love.” Then he turned and untied his horse from the porch railing. He mounted up and nodded to her before he rode off.

      She stood there in case he turned back but he didn’t. Loneliness shrouded her and she had to sit on the porch steps before she fell down. At least she’d put up a good front and he’d left without having to worry. She had a feeling he’d be gone longer than he thought. He’d never lied to her about having a wife. It was the first thing he told her as they became close friends on the wagon train.

      She’d been grieving for her husband John, and Smitty just did what he always did. He took her under his wing and looked out for her and her kids. She had lost John and her adopted son Danny on that trip. Smitty had helped her through it all.

      Too bad there wasn’t a way for her to help him now.
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        * * *

      

      Smitty stopped his horse, River as soon as his wife’s parent’s house came into view, struck by the memories tumbling through his head. It was a fine house, made for rich people. Almost as though they’d tried to recreate a Southern plantation here in Oregon. They had to pay their servants, but they had plenty of them.

      Smitty’s own parents had lived above their means, and people believed them to be wealthy. He grew up in a house as grand as the one Brenda lived in. He snorted. So wealthy that Smitty had to do all the work. He’d learned how to do everything from birthing cattle to making pies. Meanwhile, his father gambled away what little they did have.

      Brenda’s parents Oliver and May Cross must have been living under a rock since they hadn’t heard of the troubles. Instead, they wanted Smitty and Brenda to marry. Insisted, in fact, and when Smitty had packed up his horse to leave, Brenda announced she was in the family way and it was his.

      He’d never felt so gut kicked in his life. He couldn’t prove her a liar. He’d never been with her. The honorable thing to do was marry her for the baby’s sake. Two weeks later, his parent’s debts caught up with them and they expected the Crosses to bail them out. What a mess that was. Accusations were hurled about with Smitty caught in the middle.

      To make matters worse, although Brenda had insisted on wedding him, she refused to sleep with him. She finally told him she’d lost the baby baby. Somehow, he’d found hell on earth. He wasn’t surprised when his parents actually damned him to hell before they left the territory leaving their debts unpaid.

      Smitty smiled. He’d been so stupid to think that with his parents gone, he’d have a better time of it. Apparently, the Crosses were running low on funds too, and they blamed him.

      He couldn’t stand being around them, so he spent his days working the ranch. The stock and other poor creatures were half starved. They were never driven to where the better grass grew before. It took him three years of hard work and constant disdain from the Crosses but he’d made it a profitable ranch.

      Smitty spurred River and they rode closer to the ranch. He’d been here last year but now the cattle looked half-dead. Brenda’s father had died five years ago, and Smitty had used a good portion of the money he’d made to employ cowboys to run the ranch.

      He was going to find out what was going on. As he rode up to the house he wrinkled his brow. It looked as though the last time anything had gotten done was when he was here a year ago. The house appeared abandoned.

      He got off River, tied him to a post and walked right into the house. The stench was overwhelming, like sickness and death. At the sound of tortured coughing from the floor above, he hurried up the stairs. A low moan came from Brenda’s room just as he neared the doorway.

      Brenda sat on her bed coughing and gasping for air. Her shoulders shook hard with each coughing spasm. Her brown hair had thinned and faded, and the circles under her eyes made him ache inside.

      “Your mother?” he asked softly.

      “In her room,” she managed to gasp out. “I’ve tried…”

      Smitty didn’t wait for her answer. He strode down to the other end of the hall and opened the door. His mother-in-law clung to life, but was near death. She was filthy and lying in more filth.

      How long have they been sick and alone? Guilt washed through him.

      May coughed again, spraying droplets of blood across the blanket.

      Fear clutched his gut, and he knew. They had tuberculosis. The old lady coughed again, spurring him into action; their sickness was contagious. He immediately tied his bandana over his nose and mouth.

      “I’m going to warm some water for a bath, May. I’ll be back.”

      He went back downstairs to the kitchen and scrounged enough wood to build a fire to heat water. The whole house was cold. He went from fireplace to fireplace and lit small fires in them all. That would have to do until he could bring more wood in.

      The pantry was also quite bare, but he rummaged around and finally found ingredients to make vegetable soup. They didn’t have any meat, so they would have to make do. He filled another pot to heat water for willow bark tea. He always carried it with him for emergencies.

      The kitchen was the warmest, so he brought the tub in there and set it up near the stove. Next, he climbed the stairs and lifted May into his arms. She weighed no more than a tiny bird. She didn’t like him, and even sick she frowned and narrowed her eyes at him.

      “You aren’t giving me no bath.”

      “Hush, May. What happened to Jenny?”

      May coughed into her handkerchief. “That good for nothing half-wit left at the first sign of sickness.”

      He nodded. He couldn’t blame Jenny. Not with a disease like this.

      He put May on her feet and he stood behind her and lifted her gown off. Then he quickly lifted her into the tub.

      She sighed and actually smiled. “Best I’ve felt in a long time. You’ve been gone long enough,” she snapped.

      “No longer than usual. I supposed the men I hired left too.”

      “That they did. They didn’t even say good bye. I was tending to Brenda when I got it, and it hit me harder.” She leaned back against the tub as though her energy was spent. “Do you think you could wash my hair? Don’t worry about what you see or don’t see. I’m all shriveled up anyway.”

      He poured warm water over her head and then took the soap and lathered it in her hair. He washed it for a while, she seemed to enjoy his hands on her head. She took the soap and washed as well as she could. After that, he rinsed her hair and stood her up. He wrapped her in a thick blanket and set her in a rocking chair near the stove.

      “I’m obliged to you,” she whispered.

      He just nodded and dragged the tub outside to empty it. When he came in, he heated more water and set the bath up all over again.

      A coughing spasm shook May’s tiny frame. When it was over, she drooped in her chair.

      “Would you like some willow bark tea?” Smitty asked.

      “You’re a Godsend, Smitty. I’d enjoy a cup.”

      He poured the tea into a china cup and handed it to her. She closed her eyes as she sipped it.

      How long have they been on their own?

      “I have vegetable soup cooking. Tomorrow I’ll go hunting.”

      He poured hot water into the tub again and went up the stairs. He dreaded seeing Brenda. No matter what, she was never happy, and she took it out on the people around her. “Come on, I’m going to give you a bath.”

      “You most certainly will not, Smitty! You’ve been trying to get me naked since we spoke our vows. This trick isn’t going to work.” She crossed her arms in front of her before a coughing fit struck.

      She stopped coughing. Shoulders sagging, she gave him a defeated look. “A bath would be nice.”

      “Your mother enjoyed hers.”

      Brenda’s mouth dropped open. “Mama let you bathe her? She must be sick in the head.”

      Smitty laughed as he picked her up and carried her down the stairs. She, too, was nothing but skin and bones. He did the same for her as he had for her mother and got her into the tub.

      “Mama, you allowed this man to bathe you?”

      May smiled. “It was the best bath I’ve ever had. Just relax and enjoy the warmth seeping into your bones.”

      The healthy Brenda would have kicked and screamed until she got her way, but now she just nodded.

      Smitty washed her hair too. Funny how he resented the fact he’d never seen her without clothes on and now he didn’t want to look. Not just because she was sick but because of Lynn. He’d tried and tried to be a husband to Brenda, but in the end, she’d told him to leave.

      He had done just that and helped his friends, the Todds, build up their place. He had been able to get three hundred twenty acres of free land in the Oregon Territory, and they’d turned their land and his into one big ranch. The next thing he knew, he was burying his best friend along with his wife. Suddenly he was left with their three young boys. There was no one else to turn to, nothing else to do, so he’d raised them as his own.

      Now, Smitty bent over and lifted Brenda out of the tub and then wrapped a blanket around her too. After placing her in a chair near her mother, he poured her some tea. She never thanked him but he was used to that behavior.

      “How long have you two been on your own?” he asked.

      “Why do you care?” Brenda asked and then pursed her lips into a pout.

      “I think it’s going on four weeks, Smitty. We’ve been alone for that long.” May coughed again, holding a handkerchief to her mouth. When she pulled it away, fresh globs of blood lay on the delicate cloth. “Like I said, I was fine and tending to Brenda, but I came down with it and could hardly get out of bed.”

      He nodded. “Sorry to hear you’ve had such a hard time.”

      Brenda turned her head in his direction. “Don’t even. You’ve wanted nothing to do with me since the wedding.”

      “That was a long time ago.” He tried to smooth her ruffled feathers.

      “You were my husband, yet you left me.”

      He ladled the soup into tin cups and handed them each one. “I stayed until I realized there wasn’t a baby, and if you remember correctly you threw me out.”

      Brenda shook her head. “You lied. We thought your family had money. I tried everything to get your attention. My daddy made me. But you weren’t interested.” Her eyes flashed with accusation. “My only recourse was to say I was having your child. And it worked but then we found out you were dirt poor. Of course I wanted you gone.”

      Smitty bit back a response. The conversation would lead nowhere. In desperate need of some air, he put his coat on and went out the back door.

      Immediately, he noticed that there was hardly any wood chopped. He wanted to curse fate and yell as loud as he could, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Brenda had finally admitted she tricked him into marriage, but she didn’t have a sorry bone in her body. Somehow, it was his fault. What was wrong with that woman? He’d felt guilty all these years for leaving, and he hadn’t needed to feel that way.

      He took a deep breath. Well, he couldn’t ask for a divorce now that she was so sick. His heart sank. Would Lynn wait for him? A part of him wanted to break down and cry but that wasn’t his style. He’d approach it head on.

      Tomorrow he’d go to town and send Lynn a telegram. And he’d buy some food while he was there. He didn’t think he’d be able to persuade a doctor to come out. Heck, he’d be lucky if they let him in town after knowing he’d been in a house of the sick.

      He grabbed the axe and began to split the wood. Nightfall would be on them soon. He’d move both women into the same room to conserve on heat. He’d make his bed near the stove.

      He had no idea of how long he chopped, but his muscles were beginning to feel the strain when he finally had enough wood to last a few days. He picked up an armload and carried it inside.

      “Thank you, Smitty,” May said, flashing a weak smile.

      “’Bout time you did something for us,” Brenda grumbled.

      Dropping the load of wood near the kitchen hearth, he wished he could cut out her sharp tongue.

      Ignoring her, he pulled off his bandana so he could eat some soup. He’d treated enough people with illness when he helped to lead wagon trains across the country and never caught tuberculosis. May murmured thanks when he handed her another cup of soup. Brenda stared him down. Both women ate like they were starving, though he noticed that May had to keep stopping to cough.

      Smitty finished eating and then went upstairs. He went to the room he had shared with Brenda. It was small with a big bed and a huge fireplace. They’d be comfortable there. He went into both their rooms grabbed night clothes and then opened the windows before he pulled their doors closed behind him. The rooms needed airing. He’d clean them tomorrow.

      He carried Brenda up first and set her on the bed. “Your clean nightclothes are on the pillow.” She didn’t answer, but then, he didn’t expect her to.

      Weary, he went down the stairs ready to carry May up.

      “Smitty, please sit and talk to me a bit,” she begged.

      He nodded and sat down. “What’s on your mind?”

      “An apology. I didn’t know she wasn’t pregnant. I was so upset with you all these years thinking you used my girl and didn’t care about her. You’ve been good to us, coming each winter and helping out and sending money. I appreciate it.” She reached out and patted his hand. “I half expected you to come and tell her you were ending the marriage.”

      “I take my vows seriously. I haven’t been with another woman.” Dang, he needed to tread carefully. “There is one who I love but being honorable means too much to me. I was going to ask Brenda for a divorce. I figured by now there must be some man she was interested in. May, I’m thirty-two and I want children. But I’ll have to put my life on hold until Brenda’s well enough to go to a sanatorium.”

      “She’d never be able to make the trip. I’m sorry my husband’s actions ruined both your lives. Someday when you have those children of yours, maybe one will grow up and live in this big house.”

      He smiled. “Maybe.”

      “I hate to bother you, but you’ll have to help me upstairs.”

      “Not a problem at all.” He stood, scooped her up and carried her to the room she’d be sleeping in. Brenda was dressed and under the covers. She gave him a look of disgust.

      May sat and reached for her gown. “Brenda do you think you could help me?”

      She flounced and turned her back on them.

      Smitty reached out and touched the older woman’s hand. She had tears in her eyes. “May, I’ll help you.”

      She sniffled and nodded. She allowed him to take off her blanket and put her gown on. Then he put her under the covers. Before he left he built up the fire.

      “May, I’ll check on you during the night and make sure you’re warm.” He closed the door behind him.

      A scheme, that’s what it had been, and it’d changed the course of his life. All in the name of greed. He made a pallet in front of the stove, but he couldn’t sleep. He’d been blessed to have raised Mike, Eli, and Jed. And now Lynn had a host of little ones. His life was full of riches. It was Brenda’s that was ruined.

      

      Smitty loved the feel of the sun on his back on a cold day. He’d been to town, and he was glad he’d brought the wagon and purchased as much as they could afford. Because of the sickness, he’d not be welcomed back again. First, he sent off the telegram to Lynn, shopped at the mercantile and then he finally stopped by the doctor’s office.

      Doctor Parsley knew about the situation but refused to go out there or allow anyone else to go out there. When Smitty asked why no one had even left food for them on the doorstep, he shook his head and said no one was so inclined. Smitty had been tempted to plant his fist into the doctor’s face.

      The news he was staying there would spread quickly, and Smitty was sure to be banned from town. What was wrong with people? Whatever happened to neighbor helping neighbor? Then he laughed at his notion. You reap what you sow.

      The Crosses had never lifted a finger to help another in their lives.

      When the house came into sight, he sighed. He dreaded having to go in there. May was a nice lady, now. She hadn’t always been that way. But he couldn’t stand Brenda, and a sick Brenda was even worse. Especially since she’d finally admitted she hadn’t been expecting a child when they married. Not that it mattered to anyone except him; but to him it was a huge confession. A life altering confession that had almost ruined his life.

      As the wagon drew up to the house, he reined in the horses and hopped down. Another horse stood tied up on the side of the house. With his hand on his side arm, Smitty walked through the door into the kitchen.

      A tall, thin, aging man gave a start as Smitty entered but then smiled in greeting and stuck out his hand. “You must be, Smitty. I’m May’s brother Arnold Stitch.” After shaking hands, he continued on. “I was having a look see at the house. It’s bigger than I thought, and I’m very excited about it all.”

      Smitty narrowed his eyes. “Oh, you must be here to help take care of your sister and niece. Thank goodness. It’s a big job. Have you seen them yet? They’re upstairs.”

      “Why, yes, I did look in on them.” A frown drew his brows together. “But you misunderstand me. This house will belong to me very soon.”

      Smitty leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “So you’re here to watch them die.”

      Arnold smiled and shook his head. “Not watch. I’m waiting. I’ll get a room in town, and you’re to let me know how things stand on a daily basis.”

      Smitty didn’t have time for this opportunist. “I have a wagon to unload. Come on give me a hand.” He wasn’t surprised when Arnold didn’t follow him.

      It wasn’t that he wanted the house, but May had told him he’d inherit it. How did Arnold fit in? Arnold could go to town, but he wouldn’t be getting any updates. Smitty shrugged. They’d probably ban Arnold from town if he said he’d been here.

      Smitty carried in all the purchases, wondering where Arnold Stitch had disappeared to. After stowing the supplies, he climbed the stairs. Someone had been in the rooms and failed to close the doors to the rooms with the open windows. Cold air had left the hallway chilled. Shaking his head, he already guessed who the half-wit was. Smitty closed both windows and doors before going into the room the two women shared.

      “Is everything all right?” He automatically added more wood to the fire.

      “My lazy good for nothing brother is here,” May said. “He thinks the house will be his. Well, over my dead body.”

      Brenda frowned. “Mother, it will be over your dead body and mine too.”

      May’s lips formed into a hard straight line. “Legally, the house will belong to Smitty. Arnold took one look at us and ran from the room covering his mouth. There’s always been something wrong with him. He acts like a British dandy. Smitty, get me paper and pen before I’m too far gone to write.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a smile. The house was sorely lacking in smiles. He brought up the writing desk and then went back downstairs.

      He’d bought a chicken in town and sat down on the outside steps to pluck it. It was a shame that the ranch had wasted away. Arnold would probably try to sell the land and house, but truthfully, there was still plenty of free land in Oregon. Perhaps some other rich family would buy it.

      Smitty had his family and his own ranch. He had no use for the house. He wouldn’t have given it a second thought if Arnold wasn’t being so underhanded, acting as though he was the rightful heir. A smile tugged at Smitty’s lips. Arnold wasn’t going to get the house.

      Movement in the distance caught Smitty’s eye, and he watched as Arnold galloped away on his gray mare. Smitty shook his head. He wondered how long it would take for Arnold to come back with no other place to go?
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      Smitty laughed inside at Arnold’s discomfort. He didn’t want a room upstairs with the sick women. So his option was the cook’s room off the kitchen. Arnold hadn’t been in town for even an hour before they forced him out. He was very indignant when he walked into the door.

      Now, two weeks later, Smitty was bringing both Brenda and May downstairs so they could sit in comfort—at least as comfortable as they could be. He’d tried different teas and plasters for their chests. They put the plaster on each other to protect their modesty.

      They seemed to cough less, but they still coughed up blood. There was no cure for tuberculosis, but they could live like this for years.

      The cold wind felt amazing on his face as he stood on the front porch. It was most likely he’d miss the holidays with Lynn and the kids. His shoulders slumped. His life was on hold. Actually, his life had been on hold since he’d married Brenda, but when he’d been told to leave, he’d been glad to do so. He’d been such a young man at the time. If it had happened now he would have just walked away without marrying Brenda.

      He felt the ends of his mouth draw up when he thought of Lynn. She was a heck of a woman with a big heart. She’d do anything for a person in need. He’d met her on a wagon train trip and she hadn’t always been thanked when she helped. She had healing skills, but people had still died, and in their grief, the survivors had taken it out on her.

      She settled in on the ranch as though she’d lived there all her life. She loved the children and they were lucky to have her for a ma. Hopefully someday, his smile didn’t dim as he went to chop more wood.

      The jingle of a harness and plodding of horses’ feet reached his ears. Sounded like a wagon coming their way. It wasn’t anyone from town, he knew that much. He put down his axe and walked in long strides to get to the front of the house. People had the right to know there was sickness in the house.

      He stopped in his tracks and took off his hat. He closed his eyes and opened them again in case he was seeing things. It was Lynn and a ranch hand named Harvey. The smile she gave him filled his heart. Harvey gave him a quick nod and then hopped down from the wagon.

      Smitty didn’t want to take his gaze from Lynn, but he stepped forward and shook Harvey’s hand. “They have tuberculosis. I’m not sure you should go inside.”

      Harvey nodded. He was taller than Smitty with blond hair and blue eyes. “I’m just the driver, boss. Miss Lynn insisted on coming. I’ll put her things on the front porch.”

      “Thanks,” Smitty replied as he met Lynn’s gaze again. He went over and helped here down from the wagon. It felt like heaven to have her in his arms and he held her close to him a bit longer than what was proper but it took everything he had not to kiss her.

      “Now, what are you doing here? I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I’ve worked with tuberculosis patients before and have never caught it. I thought you could use a hand, but I also thought maybe it wasn’t right for me to be here with your wife.” She tilted her head as she looked up at him. “I wouldn’t blame you if you sent me away but I do think I could be of some help.”

      He grasped her hand and held it tight. “I’m glad you’re here. Both Brenda—er, my wife—and her mother, May are pretty bad off. Much better since I got here but still… They had no one attending to them. All the help had left them, and May was taking care of Brenda when she got sick, but now she’s the weaker one.”

      “I’m here now.” She touched his chest right over his heart. “You have circles under your eyes.”

      “We also have a man named Arnold Stitch staying here. He’s May’s brother, who insists that when they die the house is his. He sleeps in the cook’s room so he can be far away from May and Brenda. He can’t or won’t chop wood or do anything useful.”

      She rested her hand on her hip. “Why not send him to town?”

      Smitty let go of her hand and ran his fingers through his hair. “The people of the town are banning us from going there. They don’t want the sickness to spread.”

      Lynn nodded. “It’s understandable, wise even. Any other people I need to know about?”

      “No, I think that covers it. Brenda is being miserable and unpleasant, but that’s just how she is, so don’t take it personally.”

      Lynn seemed to hesitate.

      “She doesn’t even like me” he added quickly. “There’s no need to worry about her.”

      Lynn nodded and turned. “Harvey, thank you so much. Don’t tell anyone in town you were here. They aren’t allowing anyone from here to enter. I’ll send a telegram when I need to come home.”

      Harvey climbed up and sat on the wagon bench. “You two take care.” He flicked the reins, and off he went.

      “Well, let’s get your things inside, shall we?”

      Lynn smiled and nodded. “Might as well roll up my sleeves and jump right in.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Lynn wished she could go home. She’d never met two women who complained so much. If they hadn’t had coughing fits they’d have complained even more.

      They both eyed her with suspicion, and Brenda couldn’t seem to understand why anyone would willingly be Smitty’s friend. Lynn knew there was no love between Smitty and his wife, but Brenda was out and out rude.

      Then there was Arnold, who treated her like the help, and she’d had to set him straight. She wasn’t there to cook or do his laundry, and she certainly wasn’t there to entertain him. He pinched her bottom and she swung around and slapped his face. Lynn hurried out of the kitchen. He’d better have gotten the message or she’d have to tell Smitty.

      Well, today was a new day and she was busy washing all the linens. It was going to be too cold to wash anything extra soon enough. She wanted to be sure the extra sheets were clean for the two women. Hard work didn’t bother her. Staying away from Smitty, though, was harder than she’d have thought. He was so kind and gentle with Brenda and May even though they were nasty to him. He pretended he didn’t hear them. Lynn wasn’t sure how he did it. He was a brave soul coming here every year to check on them even though they had kicked him out years before.

      Lynn had hardly had a moment alone with him. It really wasn’t so different from being at home except he slept in the original cabin that had been built years before by Mike, Eli, and Jed’s parents.

      She hung the sheets on the line to dry and took the empty basket with her to the porch, where she sat down and breathed in the fresh air. Her eyes widened and a jolt of pleasure shot through her when Smitty sat next to her on the bench.

      He took her hand and entwined their fingers. “You’re a wonder. Thank you for being here.”

      “I wanted to help you.”

      He grinned. “Now you know the whole story and why I wasn’t free to do more than hold you. It’s been a hard go. I’ve wanted you since I first laid eyes on you.”

      “Two years,” she said wistfully.

      Nodding, he gave her hand a squeeze. “It’s been a trial, but I wouldn’t have changed it. I’ve been selfish though. You’re free to go on and marry, and I’ve held on to you.”

      She gazed into his eyes. They were so full of emotion. “I’ve held on just as tight, Smitty. I’d give anything I own just to be in your life. I’ve heard people talk about timing and how it wasn’t right for them. I’ll wait as long as it takes.”

      “Brenda could live a long time. I wish I had the right to make promises to you. I love you with all my heart. I’ve never loved a woman the way I love you.” There was a hitch in his voice. “You brighten my days, and you torture my nights. I never thought to find someone to love. I figured I had a wife and that was that. I won’t cheat on her, but Lynn there are times I want to make love to you. I want to be free to hold you and kiss you and make you mine.”

      She placed her other hand on his arm. “Smitty, we’ll just keep on taking it one day at a time. I never knew that love could be so all consuming. It’s frustrating; I’m a widow, so I know what I’m missing. I long for you too, but I agree with you. Waiting is the best course to avoid feelings of guilt and regret. I know we have a houseful at the ranch, but I want babies of our own.”

      His smile was sad. “If she hangs on, it might be too late.”

      “If that happens, I’ll tie you down and have my way with you.” She laughed.

      The door opened and she knew by the cough it was Brenda. She took a step outside and glared. “I know you’re trying to steal my husband. I knew you for a hussy the first time I laid eyes on you. Smitty is a wonderful lover, and I hope you never get a chance to find out. You, my dear, have given me a reason to live a very long life.” She turned and went back inside.

      Tears filled Lynn’s eyes. “I’m sorry she’s upset.”

      Smitty let go of her hand then put his arms around her and pulled her close. “You’ll have your babies. Somehow, we’ll get it all figured out.” He kissed her cheek, and then he stood up. A reassuring smile lifted his lips before he went down the porch steps and walked to the barn.

      She hadn’t meant to cry in front of him. He was already dealing with too much. Taking a deep breath, she got up and went into the house. Tea would be good right about now. Besides, Brenda might have gotten a chill from being outside. Sighing, Lynn put the kettle on the stove.

      When the water was hot, she brought the teapot and cups into the parlor. Both May and Brenda put their noses in the air. Too bad they’ll have to get over it. Lynn poured them each a cup, not the least surprised that despite their disdain, they took it from her when she handed it to them.

      Since Brenda was occupied drinking her tea, Lynn was determined to address the things she had said outside to Smitty. “Brenda, I know you were forced to marry, and I’m sorry you didn’t get to make your own choice. Your life would probably been vastly different with a man you could love. You may not love Smitty but he’s the best man I know. If there is ever trouble Smitty is always right there to help. He’s fought Indians and outlaws. He kept people safe on wagon trains and on his ranch. I met him on a wagon train headed here to Oregon. My husband died early in the journey and I was left with four boys my husband and I had adopted. We tried for a long time but we were never blessed with children of our own.”

      Brenda gasped and glared at Lynn.

      “My mother was a healer, and she taught me everything she knew. Smitty too has a gift for doctoring. We seemed to be needed many times on our trip. He’s a man to be admired. My eight –year-old, Danny, died on the trail. It broke my heart to bury him in an unmarked grave. I was paralyzed. I refused to keep going. The rest of the party rode off, but Smitty stayed with me. He listened to me and he held me while I cried. I hadn’t had time to grieve my husband until that day. There was never time. Finally he convinced me that my other boys needed me and we caught up with the party.” Lynn took a deep breath.

      Brenda glanced away almost as though she wasn’t listening.

      “We became friends, and he looked out for me and my family. He is an honorable man and would never cheat on you. In fact, the first time my hand brushed his, he told me he was married. My family lives at the ranch he and the Todds have built. I have orphans that I claim as mine. Most were left without parents along the way west. Smitty helps me with them. I live in his new house while he lives in the original cabin that was built more than ten years ago.”

      Lynn filled their cups with more of the hot liquid and sat back. There really wasn’t much more to say.

      “You have no claim on him, you know,” Brenda said bitterly.

      Lynn nodded biting back her anger. “I know you’re his wife. I try to live my life with dignity and integrity. We care about each other but we’re just friends.”

      “Men get urges,” May insisted.

      Lynn shrugged one shoulder. “Perhaps, but he’s never mentioned them to me. He’s a gentleman.”

      Brenda laughed and patted her hair in place. “He’s got you fooled.”

      The longing to slap Brenda came over Lynn. “Hasn’t he come here every year to make sure you and the ranch were all right? He poured a lot his money into this place, and not one person ever thanked him. He could have dropped you two off at a sanatorium, but he hasn’t. Why can’t you give him a chance?”

      May nodded her head. “He’s not bad. I didn’t know the marriage was forced, so I’ve been angry at him for deserting my Brenda, but now I know he was asked to leave.” She turned to Brenda. “Most men would have washed their hands of you.”

      A sour look stole over Brenda’s face. “If he’d have stayed away, I could have filed desertion papers and been free of him. I could have remarried.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Brenda,” Lynn said. “I didn’t realize you had a beau.”

      “I didn’t,” Brenda said in a defensive voice. “But I might have.”

      “I see.” Lynn was at a loss for words. There would be no pleasing Brenda. Smitty had ruined her life as far as she was concerned, but she didn’t mention she’d tricked him and forced the marriage on him.

      Lynn went into her room, grabbed her gloves, then went outside and began to chop wood. She hoped to shame Arnold, but he only peeked out the window at her. But it didn’t matter. Smitty had gotten such a raw deal, and chopping away at the logs took away some of Lynn’s anger. Sure Brenda didn’t get such a good deal herself but she blamed Smitty, when it was entirely her own fault.

      “Don’t over exert yourself,” Smitty called out to her.

      She set the axe down needing time to catch her breath. “I need to get home to the kids.”

      “I know you do.” He jammed his hands in his pockets. “I expected you to leave sooner.”

      She wiped her brow with her handkerchief. “I’ll need to telegraph for a ride.”

      Smitty reached out and took one hand, removed her glove and did the same to the other hand. He caressed her new callouses. “You really had a grip on the axe handle.” He glanced away. “I sent a telegram yesterday. Harvey should be here tonight or tomorrow.”

      “Can we go for a walk?” She glanced around but saw no one near. Still… “Somewhere we won’t be spied on?”

      “There’s a small waterfall not too far from here. Brenda’s father built a bench there.”

      Lynn silently followed him, trying to let go of her anger at Brenda and her scheming father. She’d known none of it was Smitty’s fault, but to hear Brenda talk so openly about plotting to ruin his life and then blaming him, had been unbearable.

      She heard the rush of water before she saw two little waterfalls across from her. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I used to come here alone to think before I left.”

      Lynn sat down. “I probably shouldn’t have come. I’ve made things worse between you and your wife.”

      He grimaced at the word wife and then he sat next to Lynn. “I’m glad you came. I needed a bit of sunshine in my life, and that’s what you are, a ray of sunshine. You seem upset. What happened?”

      “Brenda acts as though her unhappy life is your entire fault. I tried to tell her what a wonderful man you are—”

      “Let me guess, she didn’t want to hear what you had to say.”

      “Something like that. Even though she’s sick, I wanted to hit her.” She gazed into his troubled eyes and put her hands on his cheeks pulling him down for a kiss. This kiss was going to have to last a long while.

      Smitty moaned and drew her closer. He rubbed up and down her back as he deepened the kiss.

      It was heavenly and intense. It was as though he was kissing her for the last time. He leaned his forehead on hers.

      “You’re not saying goodbye, are you? I’ve never been kissed with so much emotion,” she said as her heart pounded hard against her chest.

      “No, this is just a sample of what you’ll get when I come home to you. I don’t know how long I’ll be here. I’m going to see if I can find someone to take care of them. I have a ranch to run, kids to raise, and my woman waiting for me.” He gave her one of his best grins. “Just don’t give up on me. I love you, and it would tear me in two if you decided I wasn’t worth waiting for.”

      She lay her head on his shoulder. “Just try getting rid of me. I love you too, heart and soul. I suppose counting on you for Christmas is a bit farfetched?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I can’t make any promises, my love. I planned to be here a week at the most, but…”

      “I understand.” She forced a smile. “I just wish we could be together intimately. Just once. But I’ll just have to live on the anticipation. You better come back in one piece. I’m hoping it will be sooner than later.”

      “You’ll tell the kids I love and miss them?”

      She nodded. “Of course I will. I promise to wait for you, Smitty. Heck, when you guided wagon trains you were gone longer. I can survive. I’ll just miss you so much.”

      Smitty kissed her cheek. “That’s my girl.”

      She turned her head, ready for another heavenly kiss, but he only gave her a quick peck. She wrinkled her nose at him.

      “If we kiss like that again, I won’t be able to let you go.” He caressed the side of her face.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I understand. I feel the same way. I guess we should head back to the house.”

      Smitty stood first and offered her his hand. She took it and held onto it the whole way back to the house.
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        * * *

      

      Harvey arrived that night, and they were all set to leave come morning. Lynn didn’t bother to say goodbye to Brenda, May, or Arnold.

      Smitty held her in his arms for a long time. “Just remember I love you, and it’ll be all right.”

      “I love you too. Come back to me.” There were tears in her eyes as she took a step back.

      Smitty helped her up onto the wagon and stood watching until the wagon was out of sight. His heart left with Lynn, and resentment settled in. He was going to find someone else to care for Brenda and May. He had a life to live. They couldn’t hate him in good times and decide they needed him in bad times. That wasn’t how relationships worked.

      

      He didn’t have much to say the next few days, and May seemed to notice. She asked him a few times if he was all right, and he just nodded.

      He’d gone to the outskirts of town to see if he could find a caretaker. No amount of money enticed anyone to take him up on his offer. He felt as ensnared as an animal caught in a metal trap.

      Arnold was sitting outside when Smitty came back. After taking care of his horse, he sat next to Arnold. “You expect to get the house when they die, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.” He gave Smitty a haughty look.

      “I inherit it when they die. That’s the law.”

      “Now, see here. You deserted your wife—”

      “I was here every year. So that won’t work. What else do you have up your sleeve?”

      “May will leave the house to me.”

      Smitty shook his head. “The will has already been made and filed. Sorry, but you’re not in it.”

      Arnold’s jaw dropped. “I have nowhere else to go.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Hope filled Smitty. “I have an offer for you. You take care of things here, and the house is yours.”

      “I could get sick!”

      “Arnold, if you haven’t caught it by now you won’t. I’ll sign papers if you like. I already have a house and a ranch I need to get back to. Think about it, Arnold. This is prime land, and the house is worth a fortune.” Smitty tried not to smile. No one would buy the house after they heard about the deaths.

      “I accept, but only if we talk to May about it. I want it nice and legal.”

      Smitty stood. “There’s no time like the present.” He walked into the house with Arnold nipping at his heels.

      May’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Arnold and then at Smitty. “Arnold will kill us in our sleep as soon as you leave, Smitty!”

      Smitty sat in one of the green upholstered chairs across from Brenda and May. “He doesn’t have the courage or temperament to do such a thing. Like it or not, Arnold isn’t that type of person. In fact, I’ve grown to respect him.” A little lie wasn’t bad, was it?

      “Well, Arnold, what do you have to say for yourself?” May asked as though she was the Queen of England.

      “I thought I might catch your sickness, but now that I’ve come to the conclusion I won’t, I’ll be able to take care of you.” He looked like he tried to smile, but Smitty had the feeling Arnold didn’t really know how.

      Brenda glared at Smitty. “This is about that woman, isn’t it?”

      He stared back. “Yes, it is. I already told you I will remain faithful to you for a long as we’re married. Most men wouldn’t have. Most men, upon learning the truth of the forced marriage, would have had a lawyer take care of it and untied themselves from you. I didn’t. I came every year to help. You never showed me one ounce of kindness or affection. Frankly, I have no idea what I did to make you hate me so much. I’ve given the whole situation more thought than it’s worth. I kept trying to figure out how to fix things between us, but it’s you. You don’t want to be married to me.” He took a deep breath.

      “So, yes, this is about Lynn. I finally found someone who actually loves me with no strings attached. She knows I’m not a rich man. But because of you, she knows I’m an honorable man. Those children at the house think of me as their pa, and I’d like to get back to them. I’m doing good work, taking homeless children in.”

      Brenda made a face when he mentioned homeless children.

      She disgusted him. She was Lynn’s complete opposite. “You’d never help someone you thought beneath you. Is that the problem? You think me beneath you? It don’t matter to me. I’m leaving either way. If you want some help then change your will and give Arnold everything.”

      He turned toward Arnold. “I was going to wait until all the papers were signed, but it no longer concerns me. Please notify me when my wife has passed. I’m leaving. Good luck to you all.” He walked to his room and jammed his things into his saddle bags and then left the house without looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The snow had begun to fall in earnest, and she was grateful she and Harvey made it home before it began. She washed the last item of clothing and then stretched backwards. She smiled at the latest edition to her brood, Brian. With curly blond hair and brown eyes, he was almost two, and he liked to toddle along getting into everything.

      He had soothed her heart the first time she’d held him a week ago. She took a moment from her work and scooped him up. He instantly laid his head on her shoulder and babbled to her as she stroked his back and babbled back to him.

      Behind her, the door opened, bringing in a gust of cold air. Without looking up, she told whichever of the children had entered, “Dinner will be ready shortly. Call your brothers and have them wash up. Oh, and someone needs to bring in some wood. It’s getting cold

      “Did you find another one?” Smitty’s voice was full of love and laughter.

      The breath left her lungs in a whoosh, and she whirled. “Smitty,” she whispered as warmth rushed through her. Then she remembered he’d asked a question. “This is Brian. They think he’s near two years old.”

      “You look beautiful holding a little one.” His voice was soft. “You sure are a sight for sore eyes, honey.”

      Brian turned and held out his arms for Smitty to take him.

      “Let me get my coat off, you little rascal.” Smitty stepped inside and closed the door then took off his coat and warmed his hands over the fire. After that, he took Brian in his arms while giving Lynn a kiss on her cheek at the same time.

      “Da Da!” Brian exclaimed before he buried his face into Smitty’s neck.

      Lynn’s lips twitched as she tried not to laugh at Smitty’s red-faced expression.

      “I bet he calls all men Da Da,” he said sheepishly.

      “No, it’s the first I’ve heard of it.” She had so many questions, but she knew she’d have to wait until later that night when the kids were asleep.

      Smitty jostled Brian a bit so he could look at his face. Brian babbled to him too but much faster. Then Brian nodded his head and stared at Smitty.

      Smitty smiled. “I don’t have much practice with little ones like this. I suppose I’ll learn as we go.”

      “Yes, same here. He’s so cuddly and full of love. He’s kept me from crying at night.”

      Smitty’s brow wrinkled. “Crying?”

      Her face heated as she nodded. “From missing you and wondering how long it would be before I saw you again.”

      “I’m back for good.”

      Lynn’s jaw dropped. “Did they die?”

      “I traded Arnold the house for caretaker duties. I have everything I need right here. I don’t want that house.”

      Lynn got close enough to Smitty to kiss him. She stood on tiptoe and placed her lips over his, melting into their smooth softness. She felt the kiss to the bottom of her feet. She finally drew back, and they smiled at each other. “Anticipation is going to kill me.”

      Smitty chuckled, and Brian imitated him. They were all laughing as the other kids piled in.

      Lynn took Brian from Smitty then watched as he hugged each child in turn, Greg, Freddie, Will, Aaron, Carlos, Juan, Scarlett, and Cindy. Her heart was near bursting watching them all. This had been her and her late husband John’s dream, but now it was hers and Smitty’s.

      Cindy grabbed Smitty’s hand and led him to a chair in front of the fireplace. “It’s cold outside, Pa.”

      “Thank you, Cindy.” He looked over Cindy’s head at Lynn.

      Unshed tears pricked her eyes. Cindy didn’t like to be touched, and she didn’t touch others except for the obligatory hug now and then. It was a huge step for Cindy to grab his hand and call him Pa. Were those tears in his eyes as well?

      “It sure is cold outside,” Smitty agreed. “It was getting hard to see with so much snow coming down.”

      The next thing Lynn knew all the kids were sitting on the floor around him listening to his tall tale of riding in the snow. Her heart smiled and she kissed Brian on the cheek. “We’d best finish making supper,” she whispered to the two-year-old. She’d let Smitty settle in before she told him about Greg and his damsel in distress named Sonia. Lynn thought she might be making too much of it, but it concerned her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Smitty enjoyed sitting around the table during meals. They were all together, and he loved the way they interacted. It was as though they were all related. They teased each other, praised each other, and helped one another. They also pulled hair, punched each other, and found new names to call each other. He couldn’t help the big smile he sported. There was nowhere he’d rather be.

      And Lynn was so beautiful holding Brian. She did deserve babies of her own. He never had asked why she and John hadn’t had any. It probably wasn’t any of his business anyway. He just knew it felt so wonderful to be back where he belonged.

      Later in the evening, he helped to tuck each child in. When they were done, he took Lynn’s hand and sat on the couch before the fire with her. “I feel complete when I’m with you.”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “Me too.”

      “We’ll be married someday, Lynn.”

      She reached up and caressed his check. “I know we will, Smitty. But right now, we have another problem we need to talk about.”

      He cocked his left brow and shifted on the couch so he could see her. “What is it?”

      “Greg wants to get married to a girl in town. Her name is Sonia.”

      Smitty shrugged one shoulder. “We discourage it.”

      She shook her head. “I wish it was that easy. Sonia is in the family way—”

      “Greg?”

      “He’s only fifteen.”

      “Almost sixteen, old enough,” Smitty muttered.

      “The baby isn’t his. Her family feels shamed by her and aren’t treating her very well. They aren’t beating her that I know of, but they make her kneel on rice and pray for hours at a time. They make her fast for days and lock her in her room.”

      “They should have locked her in before all this happened. Who’s the father?” He couldn’t abide children being mistreated.

      “She told Greg it was a peddler that met their wagon train. He told her he’d take her away, and she was foolish enough to believe him. The next morning he was gone and left her with his child growing inside her. I told Greg she was welcome to live here if her parents gave her permission.”

      “They said no,” Smitty finished for her. “Greg’s mature for his age, and he probably would be able to make a go of it, but still I don’t like it.”

      Lynn looked as though she was ready to cry. “He said he’d up and leave and never come back if I stood in his way. Smitty, it felt as though a piece of my heart chipped away. It never occurred to me that he’d ever do something like that. He was the first one I adopted. I don’t know what to do.”

      He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “I’ll talk to him in the morning and see if I can make any sense of it. Where did he plan to live?”

      She took his hand and held it with both hands. “He wants to go mining and make a lot of money.”

      “I thought he was learning to break horses with Jed.”

      Lynn nodded. “He was, but then he told Jed he hurt his ankle. He didn’t say a word to me so I thought he was with Jed. But he was in town with this girl, when she could sneak out.”

      Smitty let go of her and stood up. He ran his fingers through his hair. “He’s been lying and sneaking around? That doesn’t sound like him.”

      “I know it doesn’t. Smitty, I’m worried.” Her voice wavered.

      Smitty reached down for her and pulled her into his arms. “It’ll all work out. I need to get to my place before rumors start flying about us. Don’t worry, you’re not alone in this at all. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He gave her a quick kiss and when she gave him an odd look he grinned. “If I kiss you right now I’ll never leave. I’ll see you in the morning.” He grabbed his coat and hat and left.

      Dang it! Why would Greg get involved in such a situation? The worst was the lying and sneaking around. He sure wasn’t being a good example to the rest of the children. As he walked to his dark cabin Jed came into view and walked with him.

      “It’s good to have you back, Smitty,” Jed said.

      Smitty nodded and smiled. “It’s always good to be home. Used to be that I only had you three rascals to look after, now I have a houseful.” He opened the door to his cabin and lit a lamp.

      Jed immediately lit the fire and poured them both some whiskey. They both took off their coats and boots and sat in front of the hearth. “Is it getting to be more than you bargained for?”

      Smitty rubbed the back of his neck and took a sip of his whiskey. It sure hit the spot. “No, just a lot going on. Brenda and her mother both have tuberculosis. I don’t think they have much time left. I feel guilty that we never made a go of things. But she told me to leave, and her father escorted me off the property. Now Greg wants to get involved with a pregnant girl in town.”

      “Yes, Sonia.”

      “What do you know about her? Greg is still a boy.”

      Jed smiled and shook his head. “Smitty, we were guiding wagon trains and building this ranch at his age. Fifteen isn’t young. Out here, you’re a man at fifteen. I’m not advocating that they get married, but if you go at him telling him he’s a kid…” He shook his head. “…he’ll marry her in a flash.”

      Smitty stared at Jed then started to laugh. “Dang, the youngest Todd brother giving me good advice. You can’t beat that. I’ve done a good job raising you hellions.” His smile faded. “I want to marry Lynn. I love that woman with everything in me. I knew Brenda would be a complication, and now that she’s sick I feel guilty. I also feel bad for this Sonia girl. Oh boy, I need to toughen up for when boys start to come around to court Scarlett and Cindy.”

      Jed grinned. “You’ll be keeling over by then. You need to take one problem at a time. Right now, Greg is top problem. What are you going to do?”

      “Adopt her?” Smitty shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “I suppose I need to talk to Greg and see where his head is at. Have you seen little Brian?”

      Jed took a swig from his glass. “He’s a cute little guy. Lynn is taken with him.”

      Smitty sighed. “She deserves babies of her own. She should have found herself a free young man instead of an older married cowboy.”

      “Don’t you go feeling sorry for yourself or for her. You make each other happy, and that’s what counts. You both light up when you see each other. The babies will come.” Jed drank down the rest of his whiskey. “I need to get back before Lily starts to worry.”

      “Thanks for listening.”

      Jed opened the door. “You raised us to be upstanding, caring men, Smitty. Don’t doubt yourself.” He left, closing the door behind him with a firm thump.

      

      The next day was Sunday, and it was always a scramble to get all kids dressed and ready for church. There was snow but not enough for Lynn to allow them to skip the service. One by one, Smitty lifted a bundled-up child into the back of the wagon.

      He hadn’t had a chance to talk to Greg yet, but Smitty could tell by the way Greg avoided his gaze that he knew he was doing something not quite right. They’d have plenty of time to talk when they got back.

      The cold wind whipped around them as he drove the team to town. Everyone’s faces were bright red by the time they got there. Smitty set the brake, tied the lines, and lifted each of the younger children down. He left Lynn and Brian for last and he gave her such a grin, he knew she was blushing under her cold red face.

      He had his arm around her when they entered the church and silence fell. The whole congregation stared at him and Lynn. He dismissed the looks and escorted Lynn and Brian to the bench where the rest of his family sat. A few folks turned back around, but a great many whispered. He’d escorted Lynn to church before without anyone lifting an eyebrow. Before he had a chance to mention that to Lynn, the reverend started the ceremony.

      People snuck peeks at them, and by the time the service was over, he wasn’t feeling kindly toward his fellow man. He was downright mad. His expression must have shown his anger.

      Lynn put her hand on his arm. “Smile,” she said under her breath.

      By the time they got out of the church, a crowd waited for them. A young girl was thrown onto the ground at Smitty’s feet.

      “Your son needs to own up to what he did!” a big man with bulging biceps and bushy dark hair and beard yelled as he stepped forward and widened his stance.

      Smitty leaned down and picked Sonia up and set her on her feet. He stared down her father. He’d met Brett Wist before and never had a problem with him.

      “I just got back, and I’ll look into the matter.” He forced himself not to clench his fists. “I’m not passing any type of judgement because that wouldn’t be the right thing to do, but I do intend to get to the bottom of this.”

      Brett gave him a sarcastic smile. “How is that wife of yours? Does she know you have a piece on the side?”

      Smitty took a step toward Brett, but Mike Todd stepped up and held him back.

      Mike shot Brett a look of outrage. “Until you’ve walked in another man’s shoes you shouldn’t make assumptions. For instance, I could say a few things about your lack of parenting but I’m not going to.”

      Sonia’s mother Eunice started to cry.

      Mike’s wife Susan put her arm around Sonia’s waist. “She’s coming home with me for a while. I know how things go, a woman has no say. So while you all decide, she can rest and enjoy a few days of peace and quiet with me and mine.” She turned Sonia and took her to their wagon. Mike picked up his six-year-old daughter Cassandra and followed his wife.

      Eli and Jed gathered their families and waited for Smitty to gather his gang, and they all left. The wagon creaked and moaned as they drove a bit too fast over the rutted road.

      “Smitty, please drive a little slower. You’re scaring the little ones,” Lynn admonished gently. “I should have warned you about the old biddies and their gossip about you and Brenda. I don’t know who started it, but the good ladies of the town cross the street away from me when I’m walking. I was so hoping it would just go away. I should have told you instead of allowing you to be blindsided. I’m sorry.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You have nothing to be sorry for, my love. We’ll get through this too.” He chuckled. “We have a big pile to get through it seems. I’m sorry they’ve been giving you such a hard time.”

      “This too shall pass.” She smiled at him, warming his heart.

      “Yes, this too shall pass.” Did she believe the unfelt confidence in his voice? He still wanted to clock Brett Wist in the face for shaming his daughter that way.

      Brian decided he liked to pull Smitty’s hair, and it was the best laugh Smitty’d had all day. They pulled up to the house, and Juan and Freddie took over taking care of the horses. The rest of the children followed Lynn into the house except for Greg, who looked apprehensive.

      “Come, we need to talk,” said Smitty, pointing toward the open field.

      Greg nodded and they walked in silence for a while. Smitty could feel Greg’s gaze on him from time to time. Finally Smitty stopped where there was an amazing view of his property. “Juan is good with horses, don’t you think?”

      “He sure is,” Greg agreed.

      “I have a hard time picturing him taking on a wife. I mean where would they live? He’s only fifteen and most probably wouldn’t hire him.”

      “Wouldn’t you and Ma let him and his wife live in the house?”

      Smitty laughed. “No, son. When a man gets married it’s time for him to move out and make a home for his wife and family.”

      Greg scowled. “So since I’m fifteen too, you think I’m too young? I’d figure something out. I was planning on mining. There’s money to be made up in the northern territories. All you need is a mule and supplies.”

      Smitty nodded. “That might work for a single man but what about a man with a wife and a baby? A baby couldn’t live in a tent in the mud.”

      Greg’s shoulder’s sagged. “She needs me Pa. What is she supposed to do?”

      “Are you the father of that child?”

      Greg shook his head. “No, she said it was a peddler who promised to take her away with him. She told me the story, and the next thing I knew, her father thought the baby was mine. I didn’t know what to say. Then when I finally denied it, Mr. Wist called me a liar.”

      “Do you love her?”

      Greg hesitated before her shook his head. “I thought I was rescuing her, but no, I don’t love her. Sometimes I don’t even like her. She’s spoiled.”

      Smitty brushed the snow off a felled log and invited Greg to sit with him. “Marriage is for life. Don’t make the same mistake I did.” He told Greg the whole story about Brenda.

      When the story ended, Greg frowned. “You got a raw deal, Pa”

      “I sure did, and now that I’ve found the woman I love, I can’t marry her. It’s not fair to Lynn, and it’s not fair to me, but I went along with it so I have to honor my vow to Brenda. I know you think marrying Sonia is the right thing to do, but I just don’t want you to wake up a year from now feeling like a fool.”

      “But her father—”

      Smitty smiled. “You leave him to me. That’s what a pa is for. I’m right proud of how much you’ve learned here on the ranch. One day you will find the woman you’ll love for the rest of your life. I’m hoping you wait a few years though.”

      “Jed was leading a wagon train when he was barely eighteen.”

      “Actually I think he was seventeen, but he had the experience. We’d guided people west for about ten years by that time. It’s how we made our money to build the ranch. I appreciate you looking after Lynn and the others while I’ve been away.”

      Greg’s face turned crimson. “It wasn’t all me. Juan did his share. He has more patience than me and can break up a squabble without anyone being left with hurt feelings. It’s a gift, Ma said.”

      “I’d say so.” He stood. “We’d best get back before your ma starts to worry.”
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      Three days later Lynn stared at the telegram on the kitchen table. It was addressed to Smitty and he’d been gone all morning. Curiosity was killing her. It was probably news about May or Brenda. Life was about to take a turn she could feel it. She looked through the window again, even though she didn’t expect to see him out there. Where was he?

      She paced back and forth, staring at the piece of paper the whole time. Finally she heard one of the boys yell, “He’s here!”

      The door opened and Smitty stood there with a puzzled look on his face. “I was told it was an emergency. Is it Brian?”

      “No, you got a telegram.”

      “What does it say?” He took off his gloves, hat and coat.

      “It’s addressed to you. I didn’t open it.”

      He took it and opened it. “I wouldn’t have minded…” His eyes darted back and forth across the page. Then, with a gasp, he slumped down onto a kitchen chair. “Both May and Brenda are dead.”

      “Both?” She sat next to him and took his hand in hers. “I’m so sorry.”

      Smitty was silent for so long, Lynn was beginning to wonder if she should get help.

      “Well, that’s that.” He pulled his hand away and put his coat back on. “I’ll be back for supper.”

      That was it? No conversation? It seemed a bit off to Lynn, but everyone grieved differently. She went to the window and looked out. A pang of jealousy hit when she saw him hugging Lily for the longest time. She knew he was close to Lily, Jed’s wife, and she wasn’t jealous in a romantic way. It was more of a why not me, stomach dropping feeling. He didn’t seem to want Lynn’s comfort, and that hurt.

      It would take time. She picked up a towel and fidgeted with the hem. He loved her, and he’d want her comfort. Hadn’t he said she was his whole life? She threw the towel across the room.

      A cry came from deeper in the house. Brian was up from his nap.

      

      Supper that night was quieter than usual. Smitty’s mind was somewhere else. He’d had to be asked twice to pass food, and he didn’t even answer some questions. The children glanced at her as if to ask if he was fine. She just smiled and nodded as though everything was just perfect.

      He did have a lot on his mind, but he was shutting them all out. He was a different person when he wasn’t engaging and joking with them. Supper seemed extremely long that night. She couldn’t wait for all the kids to be in bed so she could talk to him alone.

      She’d only just begun to clear the table when she heard the door close with a thunk. Smitty had left. He hadn’t even told her he was leaving or said goodbye. She felt gut kicked, but she tried to keep a small smile on her face. Finally, she got everyone to bed. She told Juan she was going to make sure Smitty was all right.

      Putting her cape on, she drew up the hood and then headed for Smitty’s small cabin. Only a single flickering candle along with the fire burning in the fireplace lit the cabin. She knocked. This was the first time she had to wonder if he’d answer.

      He opened the door and pulled her into the cabin and into his embrace. While she struggled to recover her breath from the suddenness of his move, he held on to her as though she could save him. She put her arms around him and held on just as hard. After quite a while, he slipped her hood off and took her cape from her.

      “It’s warmer by the fire.” He sat on the worn sofa and held out his hand to her, which she gladly took.

      He put his arm around her as she snuggled up against him. “I never wished for her to die, you know. She played a big part in persuading me to marry her and all the lies, but I see it now for what it really was. Her father put the future of the family on her shoulders. I wonder if she balked or cried when he told her I was to be the man she needed to marry.”

      “It doesn’t sound like she had a pleasant life at all.” She rubbed her hand up and down his arm.

      “Sometimes in life you have to accept the hand you’re dealt and make the best of it. She never looked for happiness. It was as though the moment her father found out my family didn’t have money, her life stopped. She never grew as a person from that moment on.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I keep wondering if there was anything else I could have done but I know I tried and she refused any suggestion I had and she refused to have a real marriage.”

      “I’m so sorry, Smitty. You talked to Greg didn’t you? He seemed different at supper the other night after church. More grown up somehow.”

      He kissed her temple. “I told him my story. I used my mistakes as a warning of what not to do.”

      Staring up at him she stroked his face. “A few mistakes maybe, but look at how much good you’ve done in your life. You raised the Todd brothers as sons, and all the children think you hung the moon. You’ve made many loving relationships.”

      He cupped her cheek in his hand. “And you? Did I make a loving relationship with you?”

      “Do you even have to ask?” Moving closer, she pressed her lips against his masculine ones. Seconds later, they were showing their love through their kisses. Her heart beat so hard she was certain he could hear it.

      He kissed the side of her neck, and she shivered in delight. He unbuttoned the first three buttons of her dress and continued to kiss her as he exposed more skin.

      It felt so right, like a wish come true. She wanted more. She pressed herself against him and he put his hand under her skirt and onto her thigh. The longing she felt was almost too much. It was now or never. She kissed him deeper. The fog of desire began to fade, and she drew back slowly, realizing he wasn’t returning her kisses anymore.

      Smitty removed his hand from her thigh and buttoned up her dress. His breathing seemed labored. It was a great disappointment, and Lynn didn’t know how to act. Did he think her easy? Did he think she had no morals? Had he lost respect for her?

      Her eyes filled as she fixed her dress and hair. “I need to check on the children.” She waited for him to say something—anything—but he remained silent. She grabbed her cape and glanced back at him as she opened the door, but he was staring intently at the flames of the fire. She closed the door behind her before the first sob came out.

      There was no sleep to be had for her. She’d pushed him and now he thought less of her. What had she been thinking? His wife had just died. Unable to lie in bed any longer, she got up, dressed, and built up the fire in the wood burning stove. All she’d meant to do was hold him if he needed it. It hadn’t been proper for her to be alone in his cabin at night. She hadn’t set a good example for the children by going there.

      She kept herself busy making a big breakfast. One by one the children came down. She smiled at each of them and acted as though everything was right with the world.

      “Ma? Ma?” Greg asked.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t hear you. What were you saying?”

      “Uncle Eli wants Juan and me to go with him to check on the cattle this morning. We need to make sure the watering holes haven’t frozen over.”

      “Carlos and me are going too,” said Freddie.

      “Not if Uncle Eli didn’t ask you,” Juan said. He narrowed his eyes as he gazed at his brother Carlos.

      “We could ask Pa what he needs us to do today,” Carlos suggested.

      Freddie scowled, his blue eyes full of anger.

      “Pa, Pa,” Brian said with a smile.

      With Brian in her arms, Lynn went to the window but she didn’t see any sign of Smitty. He probably just wanted to be left alone. Brenda’s death was hitting him harder than he’d expected.

      “We’ll leave Pa alone for today. A friend of his just died, and he’s a bit sad.”

      “I bet it’s his girlfriend he keeps in that big fancy house of his,” Will said before shoveling more food into his mouth.

      Lynn could tell by the looks exchanged between the children they all thought Smitty had a girlfriend. She suppressed a sigh and exchanged a glance with Greg. She shook her head at him. It wasn’t her story to tell.

      “Let’s finish up here, and Freddie and Carlos can chop more wood before they go help Uncle Jed with the horses.”

      “Ma, after Scarlett and I finish our chores can we go and see if Amy is sewing?”

      Lynn smiled and nodded. Amy was teaching them how to make clothes.

      Everyone seemed to get up at once and chores got done. Lynn was left alone in the house with Brian. She couldn’t help but keep an eye on Smitty’s cabin. Her heart was so full of him, as was her life. Finally, she couldn’t take the wondering anymore, and she bundled both herself and Brian up against the cold and walked to Smitty’s cabin.

      She knocked but there was no response. She found the door unlocked so she went in. Right away her body chilled from the inside out. He was gone. She walked around and realized his clothing and rifle were gone. On his bed was a note.

      Dearest Lynn,

      I might be the biggest coward you’ve ever met. I made you so many promises, but I don’t know if I can keep them right now. I really don’t know where I’m going or what I’m even seeking. I don’t know how I’m supposed to grieve when all I want is to grab the happiness in front of me. I’ll understand if you don’t want to wait for me. I swear I don’t know what is wrong, but I just can’t stay. It wouldn’t be right. The house and land are yours. Be happy, Lynn.

      Smitty.

      Stunned she sat on the bed and reread the letter. There was no mention of love or a future together. He wanted her but it really was a goodbye letter. Her heart fractured as tears rolled down her face. She held on to Brian and rocked as she cried. Smitty thought her too forward. If not for the children she’d be thinking about where she’d move to. It would have to wait until spring. Despite what he wrote, this was Smitty’s home, not hers. She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat.

      Their love had been real, she refused to think otherwise. He’d just changed his mind. People did it all the time. But she never thought Smitty would. The shirt he wore the day before lay on the bed—it was the only thing he’d left behind—and she grabbed it and smelled it. It smelled like her Smitty and it made her cry all the harder.

      Perhaps he didn’t love her. Doubt swirled around her and settled in her heart. She’d been a fool. A stupid fool. She’d practically thrown herself at him last night, and he didn’t even want her. All his declarations of love were nothing but lies. He must have felt sorry for her. Her pride, her soul and her heart were all battered.

      What was she supposed to tell the children? They thought he had a girlfriend. And yes, he did: her. She never thought of herself as the other woman, but she was…or she had been at any rate. She’d talk to Mike, Eli, and Jed about it and arrange to move in the spring. Smitty had a right to his house and his family.

      Dang, with each thought she cried anew. Brian began to fuss. Lynn poured water into the basin and used a clean cloth to press the cold water against her sore, puffy eyes. Then she took Smitty’s shirt and tucked it under her cape. Making sure Brian was well dressed she headed out into the cold and made the walk to the house. Smitty’s house. It wasn’t her house, and it never would be.

      She needed to get ahold of herself for the sake of the children. It wouldn’t do for them to think Smitty had left them too. She’d just say he had to go and help out a friend for a while.

      She put Brian down for a nap and decided to scrub the kitchen floor. On her hands and knees, she used the brush and scrubbed until her fingers and knuckles were bleeding. She went into her room to put some salve on her hands and she saw the blue flannel shirt she had lain on the bed. It had been one of his favorites. She quickly hid it under her pillow, tended to her cuts, and then returned to the kitchen to start making supper.

      She felt the heat of the children’s stares as she worked, but she didn’t look up.

      “Where’s Pa?” Cindy asked.

      “I’m not sure, sweetheart. How was sewing with Aunt Amy?”

      Cindy chattered on and on, and Lynn was relieved that she didn’t need to say much.

      Supper wasn’t even done, but she needed to see if Mike knew anything. “Juan will you stay with the children? I need to talk to your uncles for a bit.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Without another word, she flew out of the house, her cape in her hands. She met Eli on her way, and he stopped her.

      “My tears will certainly freeze out here, Eli. Can you get Jed and meet me at Mike’s. I have something I need to discuss with you.”

      Eli looked concerned, and he opened his mouth but shut it again. “Will do.” He went in the direction of Jed’s house.

      Lynn hesitated as she stood outside of Mike’s door. What was she to say to them? It didn’t matter they needed to know Smitty was gone. She knocked, and Mike answered almost immediately. He took one look at her and invited her inside.

      “Is one of the children sick?” he asked.

      “The children are fine. Eli and Jed are on their way. I’d rather say what I have to say once.”

      “Come, sit by the fire. Susan, could you bring Lynn some coffee or whatever you women drink?”

      Susan came into the front room with a cup of coffee, and when she saw Lynn, she set the cup down and sat next to her, taking her into her arms. Lynn tried her hardest not to cry, but Susan’s sympathy was too much. Tears poured down Lynn’s face.

      She drew back and took a handkerchief out of her pocket. “I’ve gotten your blouse wet.”

      Susan offered a sympathetic smile. “It’ll dry.”

      Eli and Jed walked in. They both took one look at Lynn and then cocked an eyebrow at Mike.

      Lynn took a deep shaky breath. “Smitty left. He got word that Brenda and May have died.”

      “Once he makes arrangements he’ll be back,” Mike said confidently.

      Lynn shook her head. “It’s not that simple. He left me a note and it doesn’t sounds as though he plans to come back. Somehow, I drove him away.” She sighed. “I do plan to move on in the spring. This is Smitty’s home, and I don’t want to be the reason he doesn’t come back.”

      “Did you have a fight?” Frowning in confusion, Eli leaned against the wall.

      “No, I don’t think so.” She pulled out the letter and handed it to Jed.

      Jed read it and handed it to Mike who read it and handed it to Eli.

      “I guess I don’t understand,” Eli said.

      “Last night I went to his cabin and kissed him. I could tell we both wanted the same thing, but I also knew he wanted to wait until we were married. He unbuttoned a few buttons and then somehow I felt dirty when he buttoned them without looking at me.” She put her hands on her flaming cheeks. “I’m so embarrassed. You must think badly of me.”

      Susan took Lynn’s hand. “Of course we don’t think badly of you. Smitty loves you. From what I hear, it’s been a long path for him with Brenda. Maybe he just needs to deal with it in his own way. I don’t agree with the way he went about it by leaving, but that’s Smitty.” She gave Lynn’s hand a quick squeeze. “He’ll be back.”

      Eli rubbed his jaw line. “Smitty knows you’re a widow. I see no reason for feeling embarrassed. He probably thought it too soon after Brenda died. Sometimes it doesn’t matter the situation. He has a big sense of duty and doing what’s right.

      Jed nodded. “He always told us to take care where women were concerned. Oh and wait until we were married.” He cocked his head. “We’re in for a storm tonight. We’d best batten down for it. One of us will be up to make sure you’re all right.”

      Lynn shook her head. “I’ve got Greg and Juan. You stay with your families. I hope Smitty has a place to take cover. I’d best go. Thank you for being understanding and explaining things to me.” She stood and kissed Susan on the cheek. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

      “I’ll walk you home,” Mike offered.

      “You’ll be able to see me from your upstairs window. No need for everyone to get cold. Good night.” She pulled her cape on, adjusted the hood, and was off to battle the strong frigid winds.

      Was Smitty outside and cold somewhere? Would he find shelter for the night? Did he feel as lonely as she did? She’d believed their love was a once in a lifetime type of love, but she’d been mistaken. He wouldn’t have left if it had been. What should she tell the children? Maybe she could just tell them he had some work he needed to get done for a week or so.

      She bit her lip and tried to hold her sob in. She didn’t know if he ever expected to come home. Her original plan to leave in the spring was the most sensible. She had some money saved and a few pieces of jewelry her husband, John had given her. They’d all be fine. Her heart would never mend, but she’d have to hide it from everyone. They deserved to be happy and not to live in her misery.

      She finally got to the door and opened it. The heat inside was so welcoming and she was on the receiving end of so many smiles. She swallowed hard and smiled back. Brian came to her on his little legs and she realized that her life was about these children, not about her love life.

      Scooping up Brian she kissed his neck and listened to him giggle. It was a balm to her wounded heart.
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      Smitty whittled intently. He was busy making a nativity scene out of wood. He’d already carved most of the animals and now he was working on the shepherds.

      “Hey, Smitty,” a bulky redheaded man with a long, bushy beard began without looking up from the bridle he was repairing. “You’ve been here almost a month now. It’s not that I don’t enjoy your company, but you aren’t very cheerful. What about all those little ones who call you ‘pa’? I keep thinkin’ they’d already gotten a bad start in life losing their parents and all and there they are losing another pa. What about your boy, Greg? Maybe he decided to up and marry that girl. If so he’ll need your advice more than ever.”

      Smitty shrugged. He didn’t want to hear it.

      “I don’t know what that woman of yours did that was so terrible that you left her with all those kids, but maybe you could stay out of her way.” He glanced up. “I mean if she’s a harpy—”

      “She’s not a harpy, Oakly,” Smitty said in a calm voice.

      “Is she a nagger? Or maybe she just likes to start fights for the heck of it. I bet she’s not much to look at. But you did take them on, including this old maid.” Oakly returned his attention to the worn bridle.

      “She’s none of those things, Oakly. She’s as beautiful and as sweet as an angel.”

      “Ohhh. I get it. I’m so sorry, Smitty. She’s a dang fool for not wantin’ you. Hurt your pride, did she? In that case I guess you’ll have to stay a while more.” Oakly muttered under his breath about ungrateful women.

      “You know what, Oakly? You’re right. I did make a promise to those kids. As soon as this storm is over I’ll be going home.”

      “If you insist.” Oakly smiled widely
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      “Not too much farther, River. We’re on our land now,” Smitty said, trying to encourage his tired horse. Smitty was exhausted too. They hadn’t stopped for long last night due to the cold temperature. They just kept going slow and steady.

      Every house had lamps lit, and it looked inviting. He glanced up at his big house and hoped he was welcome. First things first, though. River needed tending. He rode him into the barn, intending to dry him off and feed him some grain. As soon as he had his feet on the ground, he was hugged by Juan and Carlos.

      “I thought you’d left forever,” Carlos said with tears in his eyes.

      It was like an arrow to Smitty’s heart. He hadn’t done right by the children. He hugged both boys back. “I’m back to stay. I had a lot to think about, but my family is here.”

      “Yes, Uncle Mike, Uncle Eli, and Uncle Jed are all here,” Juan said.

      Smitty put his hands on one shoulder of each boy. “By family I meant you and the children.”

      Carlos lit up. “Maybe Ma will stop crying at night. Oops. I’m supposed to pretend I didn’t hear her. Some girl thing.”

      Smitty nodded. “I’m heading up there now to talk to her.” Facing her was going to be hard. He should have never left her. Would she want him back?

      “We’ll take care of River,” Juan told him. An enthusiastic grin lit his face.

      “Thanks.” Smitty grabbed his saddlebags and started the walk up to his house. He noticed curtains rustling in everyone else’s windows. There were no secrets here. Everyone knew he was home. He’d thought about it the whole way back, and he still didn’t know what to say to Lynn. He’d hurt her and badly.

      He hesitated outside the door and then walked in. 0 Lynn sat in front of the fire rocking Brian. He was fussing something awful.

      He took off his coat, gloves, and hat and stood watching Lynn.

      A gasp in the kitchen doorway drew his attention. Scarlett stood there, her face beaming with a welcoming smile. “Pa!” she cried, and ran to him.

      Before long, all the children had scampered into the kitchen and were clinging on him, giving long, hard hugs. He embraced each in turn, and it surprised him how much love swelled in his heart. Finally, he glanced up and spotted Lynn. She didn’t look at him; she was busy with a fretting Brian.

      Smitty walked over, gently took Brian from her and held him. Brian stopped fretting and stared at Smitty. He reached out and grabbed a fistful of hair and then pulled as hard as he could. Smitty’s jaw dropped as the rest of the children laughed.

      He snuck a peek at Lynn and caught her lips twitching. Gently he got his hair out of Brian’s grasp. “I swear you’ve grown. Hasn’t he, Lynn?”

      She stiffened and stared into the fire. “All little ones grow. You’ve been gone a long while,” she said softly in a monotone voice. Her eyes filled and she quickly turned her head.

      “It’s good to be home,” he said.

      The children all smiled and asked him many questions at once. He really wanted to speak with Lynn, but she still refused to look at him. He handed Brian back to her, poured himself some coffee, and sat at the kitchen table. Then he set about telling them all about Oakly and the animals he’d trapped. To his surprise, it took almost all afternoon.

      When Lynn moved to hand Brian to Scarlett, Smitty grabbed him instead and held him close to his chest. He couldn’t believe he’d left this. It hadn’t been worth the risk of losing his family and he still wasn’t sure if he was entirely welcome. All through supper she’d made it a point not to look at him but he could see the hurt in her eyes. He was at fault, he was the one who’d done that to her.

      It wouldn’t do to let on how troubled he was over Lynn’s distant attitude, so he acted happy. Surely, after everyone was tucked in, he’d be able to talk to Lynn. Before he had the chance to approach her, though, she went to her bedroom and closed the door. He stood outside of it like some green boy. He couldn’t allow this to go on. He knocked softly and opened the door.

      Lynn’s nightgown was just falling into place but not before he saw her silky thighs and calves. She turned, stared at him, and then just turned away. From   the way her shoulders heaved, he knew she was crying.

      He walked up behind her, turned her and pulled her against him. This was his fault. She’d never done one single thing, yet here she was so full of hurt. He could hardly breathe until she slowly slid her arms around his waist. He never knew a person could have so many tears inside. Tears slid down his face as he held her. Was it his return causing her so much distress? Perhaps he should have stayed gone. He needed her, he loved her.

      “I’m so sorry, Lynn,” he whispered into her ears. “I should have told you myself I was going away instead of leaving you a note.”

      She pulled away and crossed her arms in front of her. “Yes, you should have. I had the impression you weren’t coming back, and I searched the corners of my mind for a reason you left. I kept wondering what I’d done so wrong that you’d up and leave. My heart shattered when I read your note, and I’m not the same woman I was. I can’t explain it. I just feel different. It’s almost as though my eyes had been opened to the world. I’m wary and not as trusting or loving. I can’t help it and I know the children feel it.” She paused and drew a breath. She locked gazes with Smitty. “I failed you as a woman, and I’m failing them as a mother.”

      “Lynn, that’s—”

      She held up a hand and shook her head. “I wake up every morning determined that they have a good day. But I can see it in their eyes. Some of their happiness has faded. I’m not going to take in any more children. I can care for and support the ones I have now, but that’s it. You don’t have to worry. I’m in the process of finding us a place to live. There is a very nice man who has a farm and loves children. We’ve written to each other. He seems like he’d be good for them. He’s a church-going man.”

      The wind left Smitty’s lungs in a whoosh, and his knees weakened. “Do you care for him?” he managed to get out.

      “I have found that it doesn’t matter. There comes a time in life when a person has others to think of. I have to do what is best for the little ones. It would be nice for them to have a father.”

      “I’m their father!” His voice came out louder than he intended.

      She walked to the window and stared into the darkness. “I’ve had many, many nights to think about it, Smitty. I understand that you only felt sorry for me. You were finally free of Brenda, and you didn’t want to tie yourself to me. I never meant to ensnare you. You broke my heart, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t repair it. I’m not willing to chance it again, Smitty. I’m sorry.”

      He stared at her back, not knowing what to say. He’d never expected her to turn him away. He expected anger. That was how Brenda had always acted. “So that’s it then?” He held his breath.

      “That’s it. The children are vulnerable right now, and they are glad you’re back. I think it good that you spend time together and then possibly after Christmas you could spend less and less time with them so it would be easier for us to leave.” She turned, and the redness of her eyes physically hurt him.

      “Good night, Lynn.” He left without agreeing to her plan. He wasn’t going to allow her to leave. Somehow he needed to make her want to stay.
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        * * *

      

      Lynn watched from the window while Smitty made snowmen and had snowball fights with the youngsters. They all worshipped the ground he walked on. It actually hurt her face, she scowled so often. She couldn’t take much more. For the entire week, all of the Todds had been going out of their way to tell her what a wonderful man Smitty was.

      She put her cape on and bundled up Brian then slipped out the door. “Let’s get going.”

      They all climbed into the wagon. It would be the first church service they’d attend since Smitty was back. She’d come to dread going, but she knew she had to go. Even with Smitty gone, people still disapproved of her. It had just made a sensitive situation worse. Her nerves were strung so tight she knew she wouldn’t be able to take much, but she put on her false smile.

      People gaped as they drove into town. Lynn fixed her gaze on Brian, sitting in her lap. Sonia had finally told the truth about the peddler being the father of her baby, but for some reason people still gave Greg knowing looks. Mike, Eli, and Jed tried to shield her from the taunts, but she was still very much aware of them.

      The wagon stopped, and she didn’t wait for Smitty to help her down. She scrambled to the ground, helped Brian off the seat, and hurried inside with him. She sat in the last pew. It seemed to be reserved just for her brood. She smiled at the children and pretended she didn’t see the congregation all turn and scowl at them. She tried to be strong. She tried to pretend it didn’t matter. She tried and succeeded in being a good Christian but it was all for naught. The way they stared shamed her. Holding her head up high she closed her eyes as though in prayer. First, one small tear escaped, then another.

      Smitty eased Brian from her lap and handed him to Lily. Then he took Lynn’s hand and led her out of the church. It would cause more talk, but she couldn’t be in there another second, and somehow Smitty had seemed to know.

      “They’ve been treating you like that while I was gone?”

      Lynn stared at him. “They treated me like that when you were here. You just don’t seem to remember it.”

      “I hadn’t thought what I was putting you through by leaving. I was selfish. I wanted to get my head on right about Brenda and you and the youngsters. I knew if I didn’t leave I’d have you in my bed, and I didn’t want anyone to think badly of you. I should have controlled myself for a few weeks and then married you.” He looked away for a moment and then he looked into her eyes. “I wasn’t thinking straight. That girl trying to rope Greg into marrying her had me thinking I was finally free so why change it?”

      “You don’t need to worry. You won’t have to change it. I’m sending a letter to Edgar this week and asking if it would be fine with him if we came earlier than planned. A new place where no one knows my wicked ways would be good for me.” Anguish filled her but she’d made up her mind. “Smitty, I want kids of my own too, and Edgar said he’d be happy to have some.”

      “How much do you know about this man?” His eyes clouded with concern. “Have you met him?”

      Lynn shook her head. “He’s looking for a wife who knows about farming and is a good worker. He wants a Christian woman. I fit all that.”

      He smiled and bent down to meet her eyes. “Yes you do. But what about him? Is he kind? How big is the house? What does he farm? Is he broke? Does he want the children as laborers?”

      Her mouth dropped open. She’d never considered such things. “He said he was thought to be handsome by some. H-he said he was kind and gentle.”

      “That’s all you know about him?”

      “Smitty, you’re just thinking the worst. He knows how many little ones I have, and he’s happy to take us in. What else do I need to know?” She clenched her hands into fists. He thought he knew it all.

      “What’s his last name? Where does he live?” He fired off the questions. “I want to know everything about him before you steal my children away to go live with him.”

      She lifted her hand to slap his face and then let it drop. Her body began to shake. “Marry him, not live with him. His name is Edgar Page and I’m going to marry him. You have no respect for me, and I can’t for the life of me think of what I’ve done to earn your and the town’s disdain.” She rushed by him and began to walk in the ruts in the snow made by the wagon wheels. Her shoes would be ruined but she couldn’t stay, she just couldn’t.

      All she wanted to do was scream and scream then hide under her bed. But she was an adult so that plan was out. She’d move to Edgar’s without writing the letter. What was the difference if she went now or later? She was deserving of love and respect and she was going to get it. She couldn’t emotionally handle being here any longer. There was too much heartache and it wasn’t healthy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lynn busied herself by getting the noon meal ready while all the children except for Brian were  outside doing chores.

      Edgar sat at the table, drinking coffee ogling her. It must have been a blind person who told him he was handsome. She hated his dark beady eyes the most. They’d been there over a week, and already it seemed like a lifetime in prison.

      There wasn’t a preacher or judge to marry them. Edgar considered himself gracious in giving her five weeks to get used to him and then she was to produce those children she promised. Boys, he wanted more boys to do farm work. He was already in a bad mood. Juan had left in the night and Lynn didn’t blame him. She was concerned for Carlos but she’d been  warned by Edgar not to coddle them.

      The amount of food she was allowed to cook wasn’t adequate for them all. She went without so the rest could eat. Edgar filled his plate high at each meal. He was nothing like he wrote about himself in his letters. Hadn’t she learned her lesson about men when Smitty left her? She was the biggest fool, and it was taking a toll on all of them.

      He’d mentioned marrying off Scarlett and Cindy last night. He was going to look around for rich husbands for them. Lynn spent her days feeling sick. She wasn’t to be caught sitting. There was too much work to do. There were sheep to herd, which put him on the outs with the cattlemen. And the pigs needed feeding as did the chickens. Of course, they all had to be cleaned up after.

      The chickens weren’t for them to eat but for them to have a few eggs while he sold the rest in town. He also had a cow that had to be milked, and he expected butter to be made to sell too. He took her horses and wagon and sold them right off. They hadn’t even belonged to her; they were Smitty’s.

      Regret washed over her when she thought what her actions had caused. The noon meal was to be biscuits only. They were each given one. She tried to give each child a reassuring smile as she doled them out, but it was hard. She worked so hard making butter but they weren’t allowed even the smallest pat for their biscuits.

      She’d made her bed, and now she winced just thinking about it.

      “Ma, are you all right?” Aaron asked. “I can help you with your chores if it’s too much for you.”

      “Boys work outside. The females inside. If your ma is tired it’s because your sisters are lazy.” Edgar stood and hiked up his trousers. “Maybe it’s time to cut a switch off a tree. That’ll make them work harder. Hurts, it does.”

      Aaron stared at Edgar and turned pasty white.

      Quickly, Lynn put her hands on Aaron’s shoulders. “Thank you for thinking of me, but it’s not necessary. The work is getting done. Both Scarlett and Cindy are doing a fine job.”

      Lynn struggled to breathe. It felt like her heart would beat its way out of her chest, and she clutched the table, fighting a wave of lightheadedness. Edgar was going to use a switch on the children? Was he a wife hitter too? Why did she leave the Todd ranch?

      With the suddenness of a striking snake, Edgar got up from the table and grabbed her arm. He gave a twist until she cried out. He seemed to like it when he knew he hurt her. As he dragged her across the floor, sharp pain raced from her elbow to her shoulder. She was certain to bruise. He hauled her outside and slammed the door closed. It was so cold, and she didn’t have her cape. Involuntary shivers made her entire body shake.

      He turned her toward him then grabbed her other arm and shook her until her teeth rattled. “Don’t ever interrupt me again! I discipline as I see fit. I’m starting to think I need to punish you first. You won’t be jumping to anyone’s defense after that.” He pushed her against a tree and grabbed a thin branch. Then he handed her a knife. “Cut it.”

      Her hands shook as she tried to saw through the branch. He was going to whip her. Oh, dear God. Horror washed over her.

      Grabbing the knife back, he put it in his pocket and took the switch from her. “What’ll it be? In front of the children or just us behind the woodpile?”

      She shook her head to both. She couldn’t figure out what the difference was. “Not in front of the children,” she said at last.

      He dragged her behind the woodpile and made her bend over the logs. She felt the cold wind upon her backside as he lifted her skirts up over her back. She held her breath but he didn’t totally bare her. He fell silent, and for a long time, nothing happened. Would he… please let him change his mind.

      The first strike was sudden and cutting, and she screamed. After that, she jammed her fist into her mouth so the little ones wouldn’t hear her.

      It was endless and countless. He broke the skin with almost every stroke of the switch. Finally, he stopped.

      “Thank me for showing you the errors of your ways.”

      Shocked she just stood there.

      “Do you need more?” he lifted his arm with the switch in it.

      “No! Th-thank y-you for showing me the errors of my w-ways.” Her body quaked and her teeth began to chatter.

      “Now get inside before I change my mind. I’ll want to see my handiwork tonight.”

      Bile filled her mouth but she swallowed it back down as she hurried best she could back into the house. Every little face was pale, and it was so quiet. She took Brian from Scarlett’s arms and stood rocking him.

      She forced a bright tone. “I’m fine as you can see. Let’s finish up so we can get back to work.”

      Edgar came in and hung the switch up above the fireplace. It was probably meant as a warning for all to behave. It made Lynn’s stomach heave.

      Now she was truly frightened for them all. It was apparent Edgar wasn’t going to wait the promised five weeks. Hopefully, she could get him to wait until she was healed. The thought of bearing his children shriveled her heart and her pride.

      Maybe she could get the children back to safety if she stayed. She wasn’t sure how to do it, but she needed to think of something. If Edgar hit one of the children she might have to kill him.

      “Back to work, everyone. I’ll see you at supper time. Please, everyone behave,” she said in a stilted voice.

      Every one of the youngsters nodded as they went out the door. Scarlett and Cindy made quick work of cleaning up after the noon meal.

      “You two, on your knees and scrub the floor.” Edgar took Brian from Lynn and handed him to Cindy. “Mind him while you’re at it. I need to talk to your ma.”

      Lynn could hardly make her feet shuffle in the direction of her room. She swallowed hard and held her head high. She was no young miss who should be afraid but afraid she was. Terrified even. She stood in the middle of the room and her stomach dropped when the door closed.

      “How bad is it?” Edgar asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “How bad is your skin?”

      “I’ll most likely scar if that’s what you want to know. The blood is drying, and the cloth of my chemise is beginning to stick to it.” She looked at the wooden floor the whole time. Tears pricked at the back of her eyes, but she was trying her best not to cry.

      “Well just lie down for the rest of the day. I really walloped you, and I should have had a bit more control of myself. You make sure those girls are kept busy and have one of them tend to your back. I need you to pull your weight around here. Oh, and we need to tighten our belt. Those children don’t need more than one biscuit at the noon meal. Don’t think I don’t see you slipping them more than one.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes and when he left tears poured down her face. She heard the door to the house open then close, and she tried to relax her tense body.

      Cindy and Scarlett were in her room as soon as Edgar was gone.

      “He told us to tend to you,” Cindy said in a scared voice.

      “We’re going to have to sit you up to get your dress off. That man is a monster!” Scarlett gently helped Lynn up.

      It hurt so bad she wished she could faint and be done with it. But she felt every bit of pain as they ripped the cloth away from her back and then they washed her and put on some salve that Lynn always had on hand. Lastly, they covered her with just a sheet. She wished she hadn’t groaned and cried out as much as she did, but she couldn’t do otherwise.

      “Sleep, Ma,” Cindy whispered as she kissed her cheek. Scarlett did the same just before she drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      Smitty hugged a raggedy, cold Juan tight. “I’m glad to see you.” He let go and took a step back. “Where are the others?”

      “Smitty, you need to go and get them.”

      “Did you get stuck in the snow? Is everyone all right?” Smitty stepped aside so Juan could walk inside. He went to the stove and poured them both a cup of coffee. “Here, you’re shaking.”

      “It took me a few days to get here. I had to walk the whole way. Mr. Page sold the horses and the wagon so Ma couldn’t leave. He’s a pig and sheep farmer. Nothing was like Ma thought it would be. He’s horrible. We work from sun up to sun down and we don’t get much food. Ma hardly eats, she gives us most of her food.”

      “Did Lynn send you?”

      Juan shook his head. “We’re not allowed to leave. He even works little Cindy to the bone. We can only sit during meals. Any other time we’re to be useful. Ma looks so tired.”

      Smitty took a deep breath as his heart sank. “Your ma married him. There’s nothing I can do.”

      Juan smiled. “But there is something you can do. They aren’t married. There isn’t a minister or judge for miles in the winter, and I overheard him tell Ma he’d give her five weeks to get used to him then they would live as man and wife. She’s afraid of him. We all are. I’m just hoping he didn’t take my leaving out on Carlos.”

      Smitty ran his hand through his hair. “So everything he wrote was a lie.”

      “Everything except for his name. He has chickens, but not for eatin’. He sells the eggs. And he has Ma making butter, but we’re not allowed to have any. The house is cramped and drafty. He’s stingy with the wood for the fire. He told Ma we’re the labor and she’s to have more boys for him. I just had to leave before he, well before he made her his wife.” Juan looked like he’d lost weight in the few weeks he’d been gone.

      “Are you sure she wants to be rescued?”

      Juan nodded his head. “She’s been doing that thing where she smiles too much but her eyes look like she wants to cry.”

      Smitty stood and paced for a bit. “I could have him arrested for horse stealing. Lynn borrowed them, but he sold them.”

      A tear escaped from Juan’s eye. “I don’t care how we do it, but we need to get our family out of there.”

      Our family. The words hit Smitty hard. They were his family, and he’d been too busy thinking about himself. When Lynn said she already had a marriage set up his heart had encased itself in a block of ice. She’d told him she knew what she wanted. He’d been miserable since they’d all left, and he realized he had allowed her to leave taking his hopes and dreams with her.

      “Let’s get everything we’re going to need. Put extra rifles in the wagon. We’ll need extra food and water and warm clothes. I’m taking my family back. I never should have let you all leave. We’ll take two extra horses so when we head home we won’t have to stop for long. Can you think of anything else?”

      Juan shrugged then smiled. “A big ol’ apology to Lynn for letting her go. She loves you, Pa. It’s there for all to see.”

      “You’re right. I’d best come up with one on the way. How long did it take for you to get here? You traveled by foot. How are your feet?”

      Juan drank down the rest of his coffee. “I’m fine. I grew up in nothing more than a hut. Carlos and I know how to take care of ourselves. I know Greg was mad being left behind, but he would have slowed me down. There were a few spots where the snow was deep, but I wasn’t keeping to the road in case Mr. Page tried to track me down. The roads aren’t bad, and I don’t think a wagon will have much trouble getting there.”

      “Warm your feet. I have plenty of dry wool socks. Put on a couple pair. We’re leaving as soon as I can get everything together. You can sleep in the back of the wagon then relieve me for a bit of shuteye, and by then we should be there.  I’m such a fool. I was so angry Lynn already had a plan to leave me.” He sighed then grabbed his coat and jammed his hat on his head and left.

      The wind whipped hard but at least it wasn’t snowing. His first stop was to see Mike and let him know what was going on. The surprise on Mike’s face made Smitty feel even worse.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Smitty. Go get your woman and kids. We’ll take care of everything here. Godspeed.” Mike gave Smitty a quick hug.

      Smitty was too choked up for words. He just nodded and went to get the horses and wagon. He piled the supplies they would need and Eli came out with extra oilcloths to help keep everyone dry.

      The night sky was clear when they left, and Smitty hoped it was a good omen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lynn’s whole body tensed when she heard Edgar enter the bedroom. He’d left her alone all night. She lay on her stomach and she turned her head away from him.

      He lifted the sheet off her. She was in so much pain she didn’t care what he saw of her. It was all a bloody mess.

      “This still ailing you?” His voice was gruff.

      “Yes, it’s incredibly painful. And the bleeding hasn’t stopped yet. Did you need me to make you coffee?” She didn’t want him to think he incapacitated her. He’d do it again if he thought it brought her low. She needed to get out of bed to be sure he wasn’t abusing her children.

      “No, I’ll have Scarlett deal with the morning meal. I’ll send Cindy in to tend to you. I do expect you up and around for the noon meal.”

      Rage swamped her, and she had to concentrate on keeping her hands from forming fists. It wouldn’t do for Edgar to catch her angry . “Fine.”

      He left and Cindy came in.

      “Cindy, tell Scarlett to make enough biscuits for the noon meal too. Edgar expects me to do it but I don’t think I’ll be able to knead the dough. I can hardly move with my back this way. Also, make sure she only gives everyone one biscuit. We don’t want him mad. Then I’m going to need hot water, a cloth, and some willow bark tea. The willow bark is—”

      “I know Ma, it’s in your blue chest.” She stroked Lynn’s face. “It’ll be fine.”

      Lynn watched her leave, knowing in her heart that it wasn’t going to be fine. How could she have been so stupid? Edgar sure knew how to write a good letter.

      She dozed in and out while the girls made breakfast and everyone ate. She heard the boys leave to do their chores. Shortly afterward, Scarlett and Cindy came in with the blue chest and a cup of tea.

      Scarlett pushed Lynn’s hair back away from her face. “We need to sit you up so you can drink the tea, then we’ll clean and bandage you. Moving around is bound to make the bleeding start all over again. As soon as the meal is over, we’ll take the bandages off so they don’t get stuck to you. Clean you again and put other bandages on. I’ll wash the dirty ones and hang then by the fire so we can rotate them.”

      Lynn gave her a slight smile. “Where did you learn all this?”

      “From you, Ma. You’ve bandaged up more than your share since I’ve been with you.”

      Lynn took a deep breath and steeled herself against the pain. She swung her legs over the side of the bed while Scarlett gently lifted her into a sitting position. Cindy arranged the sheet for modesty and then handed Lynn the tea.

      Lynn was nauseated and dizzy, but she sipped the tea, and then Cindy scurried to get her more. When that cup was emptied, the girls started cleaning the wounds. Then they put some salve on them and finally they circled her upper body in bandages. Then they wrapped each thigh. They left the rest without bandages in case she needed to use the necessary.

      They drew warm wool stockings over her feet and legs and gently put her dress on. Lynn was actually grateful she’d lost weight; the dress hung loosely on her. They combed her hair and then they slowly allowed her to take her first step. It was pure agony.

      Lynn had pain powders in her bag but they sometimes made a person not right in the head and she needed her wits about her at all times. They barely made it to the kitchen in time. Cindy put the biscuits in the oven to warm them.

      Edgar stomped in, and his beady eyes homed in on Lynn. “Good to see you’ve learned to obey me.” He took his coat off and sat at the table.

      Lynn bit her lip as she bent to take the biscuits out of the oven. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand back up. It took everything she had but she did it without crying out. She then put one on each plate and watched as the all sat down at the table.

      Edgar took his three biscuits and eyed Lynn. Then he laughed. “I guess you can’t sit down on your whipped bottom. Let this be a lesson to the rest of you.” He smiled wide as he ate his food.

      The rest of the children looked as though they were ready to cry. Lynn’s heart went out to them. They’d all had hard things happen in their lives And she’d gone and made it worse. “Eat up. It looks like a bright day today. The sun sparkling on the snow looks like diamonds.”

      She got half smiles from them.

      “Don’t be filling these youngsters with fairy tales. There is nothing but hard work out there.” Edgar shook his head in disgust.

      Lynn nodded. “There sure is a lot of work. Edgar, how have you managed to get it all done? It seems like too much even for a strong man like you.”

      Edgar smiled at the compliment. “I can get most things done, but my sons and my wife made things easier.” His eyes widened as though he’d just let a secret slip.

      Lynn poured herself more willow bark tea. It was hard to keep her hands from shaking. She was already distraught from her beating and feeling fragile and now he mentioned a family? Should she pretend she didn’t hear him? No, he’d be suspicious.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you had such a loss. You never mentioned it before. How did they die?”

      Edgar looked startled and his brows rose. “They, um, there was a sickness.”

      The sickness was probably Edgar. Had his family run off or… She couldn’t think about it now. “I’m sorry. I lost my husband and a son and it’s a hard thing to get through.”

      He shrugged. “Hard enough.” He drank his coffee while he stared at her every move. “Lynn, I want you to clear the snow from the front. I need a clear path from the barn to the house.”

      Scarlett gasped and her eyes opened wide. “It’ll kill her.”

      “Be silent, girl, if you know what’s good for you. The fresh air will do her good, and I don’t want you and your sister helping either.”

      “Yes, Mr. Page,” Scarlett said sadly, staring down at her plate.

      The boys stared at Edgar as though they planned to take him down. Lynn caught Greg’s eye and shook her head.

      “Well, if we’re all done, we’d best get to out chores,” she said trying to sound cheerful. She shooed the boys out of the door.

      She kissed Brian, who was in Cindy’s arms, and grabbed her cape and gloves. After she stepped out into the sun, she pulled on her hood and picked up the shovel by the front door. She’d never noticed before how far away the barn was. There was no use feeling sorry for herself. It had to be done.

      The shovel was heavy, and with the frozen snow on it, Lynn could hardly lift it. Her back screamed at her to stop, but she couldn’t. She made sure the path was wide enough. Edgar was the type that would make her do it all over again. Bending, scooping up the snow, and then straightening up to throw the snow off the path, again and again.

      Whiskey wasn’t something she had ever craved before, but it was something she deeply desired. It would dull the agony. What happened to Edgar’s first family? There wasn’t a sign of anyone other than him living there. Had they run off or had he killed them. It was a horrible thing to think someone capable of killing his family, but she could imagine it.

      She prayed for the children and for Juan. If anything happened to him, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. She already felt like an unfit mother. What woman in her right mind would move her children in with a man she didn’t know?

      “Wider!” Edgar yelled from inside the house. “Widen it on your way back.”

      She just nodded. She didn’t trust her voice to sound steady enough. Afraid her tears would freeze on her face, she kept them at bay. At long last, the barn was within reach. Somehow, she got her second wind and finished shoveling the path to the barn. Now to enlarge it on her return trip to the cabin.

      Thinking back, she couldn’t think of anyone as cruel as Edgar. She’d been lucky in life. When she turned around and looked at the path she’d shoveled, crimson drops of blood colored the snow. They began as small drops midway and grew to small pools where she stood. Wetness coated her back as blood poured off her.  Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and found her inner strength. A few times, she thought she’d faint. In fact, the thought of lying on the snow seemed like a good idea, but she had to continue on. If anything happened to her, the children would be helpless.

      “Ma! You’re bleeding something awful!” Aaron shouted as he ran toward her. He tried to take the shovel from her, but she held on to it.

      “It’ll just bring more trouble raining down on us. Let me do this. I’ll be done before supper.”

      He looked doubtful.

      “Please, Aaron. Go back to work.”

      He stared into her eyes and winced. “If you fall I’ll be near to catch you.” He turned and walked past the barn.

      Any momentum she’d had faded, and she could hardly lift the shovel anymore. She saw a pail near the front door and slowly walked to get it. It meant more bending, but she was able to push snow into the bucket, lift it, and dump it. She kept her mind focused on filling the bucket and nothing else.

      It was beginning to grow dark, and Edgar made all the boys walk past her and into the house. She almost crumpled, but they needed her. She filled another bucketful and dumped it, continuing on for at least another hour or more. Only the lamp from the house lit her way. At one point, she turned to check the path and it seemed all she could see was blood. Shock stole her breath. How was it that she was still standing?

      A few more bucketfuls to go and she could rest. Finally, she finished, but then she realized she had left the shovel back toward the barn. She put one foot in front of the other and painstakingly made it back to where it stood upright in the snow. Dragging the shovel behind her to the front door, she plodded, one agonizing step at a time. She opened the door and fainted into the room.
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        * * *

      

      “There it is!” Juan said excitedly as he pointed to a farm.

      Dusk was already turning to full-on darkness, but Smitty made his way onto the farm and stopped near the house. The door stood open and a body was slumped just outside on the ground in the snow. He recognized Lynn’s cape instantly. With a gasp of horror, Smitty jumped off the wagon and sprinted toward her.

      “Let that be a lesson to all o’ ya!” a harsh male voice said. “No, leave her.” That must be Edgar, Smitty guessed.

      Anger filled him to overflowing as Smitty scooped Lynn into his arms. Juan joined him, a blanket in his hands that he had carried from the wagon. Together, the two of them wrapped Lynn’s limp body.

      Fueled by his fury, Smitty stormed over the threshold and into the house.

      A tall, gaunt man in simple homespun clothing jumped to his feet, glaring through dark, beady eyes. His right hand clutched a Holy Bible to his chest. This had to be Edgar Page.

      “What was Lynn doing lying in the snow?” growled Smitty.

      “Pa,” murmured Juan, nodding to the place where they’d found Lynn. Light from the cabin spilled across blood-soaked snow.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Smitty roared. Edgar Page was lucky Smitty  still had Lynn in his arms. “I’m asking again why was Lynn left out in the snow bleeding?” Smitty wanted nothing more than to beat Edgar to the ground. Edgar was a mean one. Smitty felt sick to his stomach. He should have come after Lynn as soon as she left.

      Brian yelled, “Pa!”

      Edgar set the Bible on the table and quickly stepped between Smitty and the children. “I suggest you leave my wife and family alone.”

      Smitty glared and then skirted by him and went into the bedroom, where he gently laid Lynn down on her stomach. He shut the door and locked it, ignoring Edgar’s threats.

      The children would be safe. Juan was carrying a gun, and he knew how to use it.

      Slowly and carefully, he undressed her. His anger built as he uncovered more and more whip marks. He’s seen plenty in his days, and these marks were exceeding cruel. There would be scarring. The amount of blood scared him. He’d never seen lashes so deep. What had she been doing outside?

      She stirred. “Lynn, honey, it’s me, Smitty.” He continued to undress her, and his rage knew no bounds, but he had to push it back down inside of him for her sake. There was a pitcher full of water next to the basin with plenty of cloths on the table. He poured the water and wet a cloth and as gently as he could he washed each opening in her back down to her legs. She needed stitching in many places.

      He weighed his options. Should he put her in the wagon and stitch her later or did he need to do it right now? His instinct told him to get her out of there as fast as possible.

      He walked silently across the room and pulled out his gun. With a yank, he quickly opened the door. And then it was all he could do not to laugh.

      Edgar was tied to a chair, and Freddie was about to shove a towel in his mouth. Smitty put his gun away. “I’m going to have to stitch up your ma in many places. It’s going to hurt, so she’ll be crying out. I think you all saw the blood. I need to get it to stop.” He glared at Edgar. “I’ve never seen anyone whipped so harshly, not even an animal.” He turned to the kids. “If there are any spirits for her to drink, I’ll need them. Scarlett, I’m going to need you. Carlos and Freddie I’ll need you to hold her down. Cindy you have Brian right?” She nodded. “The rest of you, I need Edgar guarded and I need the wagon packed. Put all of your belongings in it. Add some food. We’ll leave as soon as we can. Greg, can you put a bunch of blankets near the fire so we can start out warm?”

      Everyone nodded and then they all got busy.

      “Smitty!” It was a weak cry, but at least she knew he was there. He sat at the edge of the bed.

      “I’m here, darling. I’ll take care of your back, and then I’m taking you all home. You’re going to need a lot of stitching.”

      She nodded.

      Will bounded in with a full bottle of Kentucky whisky. Smitty ruffled his hair, and Will smiled.

      Smitty poured some in a cup and had Lynn drink it. The faces she made with each sip were almost comical. He poured some on the needle and thread. “I’m going to start.”

      It was some of the worst doctoring Smitty’d ever had to do. He loved Lynn, and her cries went straight to his heart. Edgar didn’t deserve to live.

      “Juan! Set all his horses free and scatter them. I don’t want that piece of filth to be able to catch up. Greg! Get those blankets in and throw me one to wrap Lynn in.”

      Juan headed out the door, and Greg threw him a blanket before he, too, headed outside.

      Smitty sat Lynn up and kissed her forehead. “Love, this is going to hurt, but I have to get you and the children out of here now.”

      Her eyes were wide and full of worry as she nodded. She whimpered as he wrapped her.

      “Sit tight. I’m going to get the rest of the young’uns into the wagon. I’ll be right back for you.” He grinned. “Edgar is still tied up.”

      He hustled the rest of the crew outside where Juan and Greg were loading them in, leaving a big space for Lynn.

      When everyone was in place, he lifted her into his arms. His heart hurt for her. He was as gentle as he could be as he carried her out to the wagon. They’d made a nest of blankets for her. He threw two pairs of socks at Cindy. Get these on her, can you? Now listen, I need you all to share your body heat with Lynn without touching her. It’ll keep you warmer too. I’m not going to lie, this is going to be one heck of a cold ride. Greg heated rocks and put them toward the front of the wagon, but carefully move them among the blankets. I don’t care if the blankets get holes in them from the rocks, just stay safe. Keep your faces covered too.”

      “You’ll get us home safe, Pa,” Will said confidently.

      Smitty smiled and got up on the front bench with Juan. “I wish I’d thought to bring a canvas cover.”

      “I don’t think it would make much of a difference. I’ve never seen so many blankets.”

      “I suppose you’re right. I’m hoping to drive straight through with your help. Greg can pull a shift too. We’ll have to keep checking feet and fingers for any sign of frostbite. We’ll see how it goes. We might need to stop and make a fire. And these little ones need food.”

      “They have warm beans in their stomachs now,” Juan told him.

      Smitty smiled his approval. “Good work.”

      “It was Aaron. He’s a quiet one but he’s the smartest of us all. It was his idea about the rocks too.”

      “We just might make it after all.” Smitty looked up at the cloud-laden sky and said a quick prayer for their safety and thanked God he’d found them.

      It was hard going with the wagon weighed down, but they finally had their house in view. They’d stopped once just to heat rocks and make tea for Lynn. He’d made a weakened version of willow bark for the children, hoping it would warm their insides. Juan and Greg each took a turn driving, giving Smitty time to check on each child in the back for signs of frostbite and to make sure they were wrapped warmly. Then he carefully settled himself next to Lynn and eased her on top of him so he’d cushion the bumps in the road.

      She cried out but only loud enough for him to hear, and after a bit, she slept a good while. Greg pulled up in front of the house. He helped Freddie down first and told him to make a fire. Next, he did the same with Carlos, telling him to get the cook stove going.

      Juan and Greg helped to carry the rest in. Then they both got in the wagon to help lift Lynn off Smitty. It was hard, and they worked slowly, trying not to hurt her. But it was near impossible and her cries were horrific to hear.

      Smitty was standing on the ground and the boys handed her down to him. She looked so fragile and his stomach dropped. He hoped he hadn’t done the wrong thing by moving her and bringing her home.

      He carried her inside and set her down on the mattress one of the children had put in front of the fireplace. There was a chill in the house, but it would heat fast enough. As soon as it was warm, he fashioned a curtain so he could bare her back in private.

      He washed each lash with warm water and was happy that nothing looked to be infected yet. The bleeding had stopped. He took her flannel gown and carefully put it on her. She’d be more comfortable, he was sure.

      After everyone was fed, he made sure they were warm in their beds before he went back to Lynn. He lifted the blankets and edged in beside her. His life would have been worthless if he hadn’t found her. Thank God she hadn’t married that man yet. They had left him tied up but if he tried hard enough he’d be able to free himself. Edgar Page had better have enough sense to never show his face around these parts.
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      Lynn felt so comfortably warm with Smitty lying with her. Her eyes opened wide. Goodness! What had he been thinking sleeping with her? She lay still and out of the corner of her eye, she saw the privacy curtain. She also heard Eli and Jed talking with the children. Everyone would know what a terrible failure of a mother she was.

      The door opened, bringing in the cold, and she heard Mike’s voice. Mortified, she decided to get up and face the men, but Smitty whispered in her ear to go back to sleep. The brothers could take care of the children.

      “Brian?”

      “I’m sure they’ll bring him by in a bit. Let me hold you, Lynn. I almost lost you. Go back to sleep, my love.”

      Her heart warmed at his words my love. She moved slowly until her head was on his chest, and with a yawn she fell back to sleep.

      The next thing she knew, Brian too was on Smitty’s chest staring at her. She closed her eyes, and Brian tried to pry them open. She couldn’t help but smile. A rumble started in Smitty’s chest and then his hearty laugh erupted, making Brian giggle.

      In a mere second, she saw they were surrounded by all the family. Every single one of them. She couldn’t turn her head all the way to see their expressions, but she was sure they disapproved. Children lived in this house. Pushing up on Smitty’s clothed chest she heard him grunt as she cried out.

      Mike easily lifted her to her feet and held on to her as she swayed.

      Her face burned. “I can only imagine what you all must be thinking of me, and I’m as embarrassed and sorry as can be. Someone like me is not what you want on your ranch. I don’t know how it all happened. I thank you, Smitty, for rescuing me, but I know you don’t want to be tied down.” Pulling away from Mike, she spotted her cape draped over a chair, picked it up, and fought through the pain as she wrapped herself in it and went outside. She stepped away to the side of the house, and while holding on, she bent and was sick.

      Her body shook as if telling her to go back and lie down, but she had to ignore it. She could relax now. The kids were safe and she didn’t have to fear that Edgar would whip them. She had memorized Smitty’s letter to her, and her heart sank as she silently recited it. He wanted to be free. She’d just caused him a whole lot of trouble having to come get her. But he did come and he acted loving toward her. Her heart and head had no idea what was going on anymore.

      She bent over again and emptied her stomach. She really didn’t need a man. She had a small amount of money. She could build a house. She should be able to get a land grant. Maybe one close but not too close to Smitty.

      A wave of dizziness overtook her, and she fainted where she stood and woke in Smitty’s strong arms. He was muttering something about her not using the brains God gave her.

      “I’m sorry to put you to so much trouble.” The pain in her back was excruciating, and she had to clench her teeth to keep from screaming.

      “I have some laudanum inside. I’ll get it for you and you’ll be able to fight through the pain.”

      “I was just sick—”

      “I know. Don’t you worry. I’ll take care of everything.” He kicked the door twice, and Jed opened it.

      “What happened?” Jed asked.

      “She was sick. Eli, could you put the mattress back on her bed? Amy, could you make up the bed?” Smitty held her a bit closer to him. “Juan and Carlos, can you go to my cabin and get my clothes and stuff? I’ll be moving in here.”

      “I-I don’t get a say?” It took a lot of effort for her to talk.

      “No you don’t. I’m in charge here until you’re back on your feet,” Smitty said with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes.

      “What’s that frown for?” he asked.

      “I was just thinking the women at church knew me better than I knew myself.”

      Smitty raised his right brow as he stared at her.

      Talking was beyond her at the moment, and all she could do was sigh loudly. He’d taken what she said all wrong. She could see it in his eyes. He thought she’d lain with Edgar.

      “Bed’s all made,” Amy announced. She always had happiness beaming from her. What was it like to be always happy?

      Smitty carried Lynn in and gently sat her on the bed.

      Lily stepped forward. “I’ll take it from here.”

      The exchanged looks infuriated Lynn. They all thought Lily would be the perfect one to talk to her since Lily had been captured by Indians. She watched as one by one the adults left, each giving her a sympathetic smile.

      “Did you want to lean against the pillow or just sit as you are?” Lily asked.

      “I’ll sit this way for a bit. I wasn’t raped or taken advantage of. I know that’s what they want you to talk with me about.”

      Lily took her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze, and dropped it. “That’s not the only thing that can happen. I’ve seen it all and was always frightened it would happen to me next. It’s hard to talk about especially to people who don’t know what it’s like to be tortured.”

      “I wasn’t tortured.”

      Lily tilted her head and remained quiet for a bit. “Being whipped is torture. Making threats about the children is torture. Making you shovel snow with your back pouring blood is torture. You did nothing to deserve such treatment. You are the kindest woman I know. Don’t put any of this on yourself.”

      A tear spilled down onto Lynn’s face. “But you must see it is my fault. I foolishly believed Edgar’s marriage proposal. I thought everything he told me in his letters was the truth, and I led the children into hell. The man is Satan. So yes, it is my fault. Smitty didn’t want me anymore, and I guess I panicked. It was selfish of me, but for the life of me, I don’t think I could have managed to see Smitty with another woman without breaking.”

      “You were torturing yourself with your thoughts before Edgar abused you. It hasn’t been an easy few months for you. I know you planned to marry Smitty and raise these delightful children together. I know he still plans to help raise them. You have to allow yourself to know that none of it is your fault.” Lily took a deep breath. “The good part is you are home. I know you and Smitty will work things out. That man loves you.”

      Tears flowed down Lynn’s face. She didn’t even have to say anything. She pointed to her dresser, and Lily found a handkerchief. “I’ll stay until I’m healed up, and then I’ll see. Spring will come with new possibilities.” She hiccupped. “Can you ask Smitty for the laudanum? I appreciate all you’ve said, Lily. Thank you.”

      Lily smiled. “I’d hug you but I know it would hurt you. Don’t worry, I’ll be back.” She left the room.

      Lynn broke down and wept. The tears wouldn’t stop, and she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t control her emotions and Smitty would be in soon. Why couldn’t the floor just swallow her up?

      Smitty walked in and closed the door.

      She wanted to tell him they couldn’t be in there with the door shut, but the words wouldn’t come. Her throat hurt, and still her tears fell.

      Smitty opened the laudanum and gave her a spoonful. He put the cap back on the bottle and placed it and the spoon on her dresser. Without a word, he took off his boots and got into the bed from the other side. Slowly he positioned her exhausted body so she was on her stomach with head and upper body on his chest. He stroked her hair.

      Lynn concentrated on his heartbeat and the feeling of his hand on her hair. Slowly she calmed and her tears stopped. She hoped for the oblivion of sleep, but it seemed that Smitty didn’t give her enough laudanum to make her sleep, just enough to calm her. She stretched out her arm, grasped his powerful shoulder, and held on to it.

      “I can hear your heart beating,” she murmured.

      “I hope it’s beating a bit slower than it was when I first walked in here. I’ve seen you weep a few times in your life, Lynn, but this was the worst. You look so lost and hopeless. You’re not, you know. You’re neither lost nor hopeless. Let’s enjoy being in each other’s arms while we can.” He kissed the top of her head and she felt cherished.

      Her husband John hadn’t made her feel the same way. It was a rare indeed. She sniffled. No more crying. She needed to do what was best for the children. Right now, for this winter, she’d stay put, but she’d spend her time looking at other options. She wanted to turn her head and kiss his clothed chest but she didn’t have the energy. She closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t care what we have to do. Ma deserves to be happy. She needs the same as us. She needs to know she has a forever home,” Juan said.

      Smitty closed the bedroom door behind him. “She’s sleeping. Don’t worry, Juan, Ma has a forever home. She’s feeling bad she dragged you all to Edgar’s house. She really believed every word he wrote to her. I’ll tell you all a secret.”

      Everyone leaned in his direction.

      “I’m going to take it nice and slow, but I plan on marrying your ma. Just don’t tell her that. She might get her back up, and then she’ll never say yes. Let’s just act like a family. I’ll sleep my cabin and we’ll go from there.” He picked up Brian who laughed.                                                                                                 “Now mum’s the word. Can I count on you?”

      The little ones all shook their heads solemnly. The older ones nodded and smiled, and Jed, Eli and Lily nodded in agreement.

      “No obvious ways of leaving us alone. I’ll find enough moments for us. Also no sly exchanges of smirks or smiles. Lynn catches on fast. I know we’re meant for each other. Now she just needs to know it.” He looked each in the eye. “Can I count on you?”

      “You got it,” said Mike. “Seems like you have things under control. We’ll head out and check the herd.”

      “You take care of her,” Lily said as she put her cloak on.

      They left, letting a cold blast of air in. Brian toddled over to Smitty and raised his arms above his head. “Pa Pa, love Brian?”

      Smitty thought his heart would melt as he picked the small boy up and held him close. “Yes, Pa loves you and all the children.” He smiled. “Let’s bake a cake for Ma.”

      Scarlett and Cindy began to discuss what kind.

      “We’ll need eggs and milk,” Scarlett announced.

      “You men go out and get the eggs and milk and have them brought back quickly. Then you can visit with the horses for a while. After the chill of the last few days, I’d feel better if we spent most of the day inside.”

      Smitty watched with pride as all the boys developed serious expressions on their faces and left.

      Cindy placed a cup of coffee on the table. “Pa, relax and drink your coffee. It’s been long days for you, too.”

      “Thank you, Cindy. You’re very thoughtful.”

      Her pleased blush spread across her face, and she quickly helped Scarlett measure the ingredients for the cake.

      “I’m going to make stew too, Pa,” Scarlett told him.

      “You’re a wonder, gal. We’d be lost without you.”

      He smiled as she too looked pleased.

      

      Later that day, Smitty went in to check on Lynn. She must have felt his gaze. Her eyes opened and she smiled until she moved, then she winced.

      “Let me help you sit up for a bit. Scarlett made stew and then she and Cindy made you a cake. The boys gathered the eggs and milk they needed, and Brian had to be washed off I don’t know how many times. He likes batter and icing.”

      “A boy after my own heart. Thanks for the heads up. I’ll be sure to thank them. Thanks for staying with them today, Smitty. I’m sure I can handle it starting tomorrow.”

      He swallowed hard to keep from saying no outright. Instead, he smiled. “We have wonderful kids, don’t you think?”

      “I know we do. I expected at least one trouble maker.”

      Smitty laughed. “Brian is only two. There’s still time.”

      Lynn smiled widely, and her smile lit up the whole room. Moments later, she tried to move and her smile disappeared, but just knowing it was still inside her heartened him.

      “Tell you what. I’ll bring in the stew and then we’ll have cake. After that I’ll clean your wounds.”

      “How about a bath?”

      He stopped in his tracks, his mind whirling. He’d been able to hold back while tending her back and all, but a bath? “I…I’m—”

      There was merriment in her eyes. “The girls can help me then you can tend my back. I’m not trying to seduce you, Smitty. Even though I’m a widow, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “I’ll get the stew,” he said as their gazes  met and held. Just by Lynn glancing at him, he felt her pull. He took a deep breath and went to the kitchen. He then ladled the stew into a bowl and set it on a tray.

      “I’ll bring it in, Smitty,” Scarlett offered. “You sit, eat and relax for a bit.” She took the tray and went into Lynn’s room.

      Freddie tilted his head and frowned. “How long is Ma going to be hurting like that? If I’d been bigger I would have killed that no good son of a–”

      “Language!” Scarlett yelled from the bedroom.

      The twitching of Smitty’s lips was hard to control. “We don’t need to go around killin’ people. Live by the gun, die by the gun.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aaron asked.

      Smitty opened his mouth but was cut off.

      “You kill someone, their family will come to kill you. Peaceful living is the way to go,” Greg explained.

      Juan shook his head. “Sometimes it doesn’t work out that way,” He said in a low voice and then continued to eat.

      Smitty glanced from Juan to Carlos watching them exchange a private look. These poor kids have been through enough. Most of it he didn’t even know about.

      After they ate the stew, they each had a piece of cake in Lynn’s room with her. Her face radiated as she looked from one child to another. She even laughed when Brian put his nose in Smitty’s icing.

      “Hey, Greg, give me a hand warming the bath water,” Smitty said after the cake was eaten.

      They both left Lynn’s room and grabbed two buckets each. They headed outside to the water pump and then they filled the buckets. Greg was starting to walk to the house when Smitty asked him to wait a minute.

      “There’s something you should know. That little gal you were sweet on, Sonia Wist. She up and married a cowhand. I just thought you should know. I’ll bring these two in. Take your time bringing in the other two pails. I’m sure it’s a blow.”

      Greg shook his head. “Thanks for telling me in private. I need to live life a bit more before I settle down. The way Mr. Page acted toward Ma made me think that you really need to know a person before you marry them.”

      “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, son.”

      They headed inside and heated the water. Smitty had Juan and Aaron carry the tub into Lynn’s room and as soon as steam rose off the water, Smitty knew he couldn’t put it off anymore. He poured three of the buckets into the tub, leaving one to rinse the soap off with. Then he grabbed a towel and some of the nice smelling soap Lynn always liked to use.

      He stood next to the bed and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ll have to take off your gown and bandages. I wish I could leave it to Scarlett but she’s not able enough to do it without you being in a world of hurt.”

      A look of dawning came over her, and her face turned a dark shade of crimson. “Well you’ve seen my backside plenty lately. I’ll just hold the towel against the front of me.”

      “Works for me,” he said praying his words were true. Reaching down he carefully lifted up her gown until he had it off her. “Can you keep standing so I can take off the bandages or would you rather I lay you on the bed?”

      “Getting in and out of that bed is almost unbearable. I’ll hold on to the back of the chair.”

      “Here we go.” As gently as he could, he took off the bandages. A few were stuck to her skin with blood. He’d have to look at those closer after her bath. “Now to get you into the tub. I’ll put my hands under your arms and lift you up. You’ll need to stand in the tub and then I’ll lower you.”

      “I can do that.” She walked to the tub and waited.

      The sway of her hips had him swallowing hard. He got behind her and lifted, setting her into the tub. Then he gently lowered her. He saw more of her than he’d intended and gulped. “Um what did you do with the towel?”

      “I dropped it to the floor so it wouldn’t get wet.” She acted unaware that he had seen   her naked.

      “I’ll send the girls in. You can soak your back but no scrubbing it. I want the scabs left on.”

      “Smitty?” Lynn’s voice was soft.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded knowing she’d never see the huge grin he had on his face as he opened the door and then quickly closed it behind him. He needed to go outside and cool off before he got her back out of the tub. She had no feminine wiles and no idea how appealing she was.

      Within minutes, he had his coat on and was leaning against the side of the house. How could he want a woman who was hurt? He knew it to be a bad idea but he couldn’t unsee what he’d seen. This was his fault if he hadn’t run from his feelings they’d be married now and she’d be whole.

      He still wasn’t exactly sure why he left. He’d been practically free for his entire marriage. Free to travel and raise the boys. Just not free to marry. He hadn’t found anyone he’d wanted to marry until Lynn. It was selfish for him to have left Lynn alone with the children once again. It was one thing while he was working the wagon train but being in Oregon made it selfish.

      Lynn might not even want him anymore. She might think of him as untrustworthy. It was going to take time but he planned to stay and raise these young’uns with Lynn. He hoped beyond hope that it included being married to her.
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      A Month Later

      The harder Smitty laughed, the madder Lynn got. She finally got the broom and shooed him out of the house with it.

      “Don’t come back until you’ve learned to be civilized!” she yelled waving the broom at him.

      He closed the door behind him and his laughter sounded louder.

      Lynn blew a piece of hair out of her face and frowned. That man was going to be the death of her. Calmly, she put the broom in the corner of the room, leaning it up against the wall, and shrugged. Perhaps not death, but she was sure to lose her mind if he kept up with his shenanigans.

      Smitty thought it would be fun to try to dance with her while she was sweeping. The gall of some men! She glanced out the window and saw he was getting pelted with snowballs from the children. She tried, she tried extra hard not to laugh but she couldn’t help it. What was she going to do with him?

      For some odd reason, he thought they were courting. She went about making herself a cup of tea and then sat down by the fireplace to relax before the snow-crusted rascals came into the house. It was December, and she felt so blessed to be healthy and happy with the children. Hmm, perhaps Smitty should be in the children’s group. He was constantly underfoot. How did he get any work done? He was always here.

      Leaning back, she closed her eyes for one minute before the stampede of her loved ones came through the door, bringing in the cold and half the snow in all of Oregon. Getting up, she reached for Brian and took his hat, mittens, and coat off.

      She chuckled. “You’re soaked through. Come on let’s get dry clothes on you all.” She hugged Brian to her, getting her dress wet, but she didn’t mind. It went with the title of Mother. Glancing at the others before she took Brian upstairs into his room, she caught Smitty grinning at her. She’d told him not to grin at her that way. It made her stomach flip one way then the other. She turned her back on him and took Brian to get dressed.

      The girls joined her in the bedroom. Brian slept in there so they could watch him. They had insisted and she’d allow it as long as it worked out. Scarlett was mature, but Cindy was more responsible. They were good for each other. Cindy was shy while Scarlett could converse with anyone.

      Carrying Brian, Lynn walked back down to finish her tea, but found Smitty in her seat. Clearing her throat did no good. “Excuse me.” She received no reaction. “Smitty, get out of my chair!”

      He smiled at her, took Brian from her while touching her arms and hands, causing her to shiver. “There you go. I could heat up your tea for you.”

      She refused to look at him. “I’m fine.” She sat and simmered. Just what was the man trying to do? Make her crazy?

      He sat across from her with Brian standing on his lap, pulling at his beard. Smitty said his beard kept him warm in the winter. Secretly she liked it, but she’d never tell him that. He was already full of himself.

      “I know you haven’t issued and invitation to me for Christmas yet, but I’ve received another invitation, and I wanted to check with you first.”

      Her heat skipped a beat. “Another invitation? From who?”

      Smitty shifted Brian to his other leg. “Mona Sparks invited me to spend the holiday with her and her brother Logan.”

      “Isn’t she the young pretty blonde with the beautiful clothes?” She tried to school her expression.

      “That’s the one.”

      Not quite sure what came over her, Lynn stood and went into her room, shutting the door behind her. She knew it all along. Smitty wanted another. She’d been waiting for this since she’d gotten back from Edgar Page’s farm. Smitty was never courting her. A man didn’t entertain other invitations if he was courting.

      Breathing deeply, she let the air out slowly trying to quiet her thumping heart. He had every right to see Mona. Mona wasn’t a fan of Lynn’s. Since going back to church, more and more of the congregation had held out helping hands to her. It had been heartwarming. She crossed the room and watched the snow falling. Snowflakes fascinated her. They came down individually yet in the end, they became one with the rest.

      The door opened and then closed. She didn’t need to turn around to know it was Smitty. He shouldn’t be in her room.

      “I was hoping you’d invite me here for Christmas,” Smitty said, his voice soft and gentle.

      “This is your house. Of course, you can come here. You were here for Thanksgiving.” She continued to stare out the window.

      Smitty chuckled. “So was the whole Todd family. This is the biggest house.”

      God help her but she didn’t know what was the right thing to do. She loved Smitty with all her heart, but he had a right to pick the woman he wanted.

      She turned and stared at his feet, covered in red socks with a hole in the big toe. “You need those socks mended and probably some new ones.”

      He wiggled his toes. “You’re right, I do.” He walked until he was standing right in front of her. “Lynn, look at me. Please?”

      She tilted her head and looked at his handsome face.

      “I shouldn’t have mentioned the other invitation. I was trying to make you jealous. Well, not exactly jealous. I just wanted you to want me to be here for Christmas. I’ve tried to be here every waking moment so you didn’t have time to think of anyone but me, but that isn’t working. The children call me Pa but you never once mentioned presents for them. You did last year but not now. I feel adrift.”

      His expression was the most serious she’d seen it in a long time. Reaching up she stroked his bearded cheek. “You are formally invited to all festivities involving Christmas. Will you say yes?”

      He smiled. “I don’t know. Will there be pies and cookies?”

      She pulled on his beard. “Go, think about presents.”

      Smitty leaned down and kissed her. She hadn’t seen it coming, and before she knew it she had her arms around his neck trying to get as close to him as possible. His kisses were like hope, dreams and their future all rolled into one. They intoxicated her and she wanted more, much more.

      She stepped back and covered her hot cheeks with her hands. “If the children weren’t on the other side of the door, I’m afraid of what would have happened. I never felt a pull or attraction to another like I do with you. In a way, it scares me. I’ve already lost a husband and son.”

      “If something happened to me, would it hurt less if we weren’t married?”

      Wrinkling her brow, she stared at him.

      “I’ll let you ponder that one, my sweet.” Smitty winked at her and left her room without closing the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dang if she wasn’t a hard nut to crack. Smitty stood in the barn with a piece of straw he twirled between his fingers listening to love advice from Mike, Eli, and Jed Todd. He raised these whelps and now they were telling him how to get Lynn to marry him.

      “Carry her off to the preacher. Kidnap her if you have to,” Jed suggested.

      Eli roared with laughter. “That won’t work. Lynn is strong. She’d probably lay Smitty flat.”

      “You could do it in front of the little ones. She wouldn’t be able to say no,” Mike said.

      Jed shook his head. “You can’t use children that way.”

      “I don’t see what the problem is. She loves you, Smitty,” Eli said. “You might have to wait her out.”

      “What is the problem exactly?” Jed asked.

      Smitty shrugged. “She has these ideas in her head that it would hurt too much if she lost me like she lost John and Danny. Also since I took off for a bit, she thinks I really don’t want to be tied down.”

      Mike stared at Smitty. “Well, do you?”

      “Tied to her, yes. Heck she didn’t even invite me for Christmas until I told her Mona asked me to her house.”

      Jed laughed. “Really? Mona asked you? She’s real pretty.”

      Smitty took a deep breath. “I don’t want pretty, I want Lynn.”

      Sudden quiet fell over the room, and the Todd men were looking over Smitty’s shoulder. He closed his eyes. He just knew Lynn was standing there. Slowly he turned around and smiled. “Hi, Lynn.”

      She glared at him while her eyes filled with tears. “I-I’m sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to discuss Christmas presents with Smitty.” Her shoulders sagged as she turned and ran.

      “Jumping Jehoshaphat!” Smitty took off running. He tackled Lynn into a snow bank and held her there while she squirmed under him. His heart sank as he looked into her hard cold eyes. “I’m sorry, Lynn. It came out wrong.”

      “I know I’m no great beauty, and it’s not that. It’s the fact that you talk about our private relationship to everyone. I heard a lot, and it didn’t all sound respectful.”

      “Then you heard that I want to be tied to you.”

      “Fine, let me up please.” Her eyes still held an icy glare.

      “No, not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      “I don’t know, Smitty. One minute I love you so much my heart wants to burst and then the next my head is telling me to beware. I’m driving myself crazy and I can only imagine how I make you feel. If I were you I’d forget about me.” Tears trailed down her face.

      He kissed away her tears and then stood up. He reached down and helped her out of the snow drift.

      “If it’s your heart warring against your head, I can wait it out. What we have in our hearts is much stronger than anything I’ve come across before.” He took her gloved hand and walked to the house with her. “Did you still want to discuss gifts for the children?”

      “I do, but I want to do so in private. Perhaps after the noon meal tomorrow we can meet in the barn. You’ll have to make sure the boys are elsewhere.”

      He kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you at the barn tomorrow.”

      “Won’t you come in and have supper with us?”

      “Not tonight, my love. See you tomorrow.”

      The surprise on her face was the effect he was going for. He didn’t think she took him for granted but maybe if he wasn’t as predictable and always around she’d miss him. He had Christmas presents to make any way.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Lynn tapped her finger on her chin as she watched Smitty walk back to his house. What was going on with him? He was kind and loving to everyone. He stole a kiss or two from her but he never stayed long. He wasn’t seeing anyone. She’d been watching his cabin so much she’d know. As strange as it seemed, she missed him. She even missed shooing him away with her broom.

      She could tell by his kisses, he wanted more than just friendship but he never said a word about it. He escorted her and the children to church last Sunday and he made sure to greet everyone in the congregation. They warmed up to her more than before. All except for Mona Parks. Lynn had wondered if God viewed her delight in Mona’s irritation as a big sin.

      Smitty had been very attentive all week, but his visits to the house were short and he didn’t always join them for meals. She never knew what to expect. If anything it kept him in the forefront of her thoughts.

      The young’uns, including Brian were often at his cabin. They must be making Christmas presents. She smiled. What were they making? Last year she got some paper dolls and she loved them. Playing with the girls had been such fun. She’d had them packed away in a chest where she kept special things. There was a picture of John and a toy top of Danny’s in there along with his favorite shirt.

      Sadness shrouded her, and her smile faltered. John would be proud she had carried on with their dream of taking in orphans. Two pieces of her heart had died with them. Wrapping her arms around her waist, she bowed her head. Losing Danny so soon after John had been impossibly hard. She’d refused to leave Danny’s grave. It was along the Oregon Trail, and he was buried all alone.

      Smitty had reminded her that Danny and John were now together taking care of each other. He’d held her, rocked her, dried her tears, and convinced her to go on. It still crushed her heart to think of that awful day. Taking a few deep breaths, she allowed herself a few minutes to mourn, and then she went to make the beds.

      Looking at the beds, she had reason to smile. They were all supposed to make their own but she loved how they each did it differently. Scarlett did the best job with the sheet and blanket all tucked in nice and neat. Will only tucked in one side, the side he didn’t get in or out of, while Carlos put his pillow at the bottom of his bed.

      She’d been tempted to just leave them, but she wanted them to all know the right way of things. She went around remaking the beds and gathered up the dirty diapers. It was about time for Brian to learn to use a chamber pot.

      She rinsed out the diapers then boiled them. Lastly, she wrung them out and hung them to dry on a line of rope strung across the length of one of the house walls. Laundry was a battle in the winter. There were always clothes hanging to dry. She found by doing it every few days it was easier to manage. Especially with her big family.

      It was so quiet in the house. She made a cup of tea and grabbed her knitting. She might even have a moment to put her feet up.  She sat by the fire but instead of knitting she thought of Smitty. He was always in her thought these days. Was he giving her breathing room or did he need it himself? He seemed fine being with the children all day. It must be her he had need of a break from.

      She frowned then took a sip of tea. She’d been very welcoming to him. She hadn’t acted like a shrew once the whole week. She’d been just as hungry for kisses as he was. Maybe deep down he just didn’t want to be married again. The quiet she’d so longed for was making her crazy.

      She put on her boots, gloves, and cape and ventured outside into the cold. She needed the company of her friends. She briskly walked to Mike and Susan’s house. It was one of the bigger houses since it had been the family home before the Todd brothers got married and built houses of their own.

      Susan greeted her and ushered Lynn in out of the frigid air. “It’s so good to see you! I was just thinking about you. Of course, we want you and your brood here for Christmas.”

      Lynn took off her outer clothing. “Thank you for the invitation.” She hugged Susan. “When are you due?”

      “In May, I think,” Susan’s smile was so beautiful it filled the house.

      “I’m so happy for you!”

      “Amy and Eli are expecting and so are Lily and Jed. It’ll be a busy spring!”

      Lynn’s heart dropped but she smiled and took Susan’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “What a special blessing for you all. If having Christmas here will be too much for you, I can do it at my house.”

      Susan touched her stomach. “We’ll be just fine. I’m looking forward to it.”

      Lynn hugged her. “Well, I have so much to do. I just wanted to stop by and say hello. I’m looking forward to Christmas too.”

      “Surely you can stay?”

      Lynn shook her head. “I’ll come by again when I can visit longer.” She hurriedly put on her hat, gloves, and cape. “You take care.”

      Susan stood at the door waving as Lynn left. Lynn waited until she was almost home before the tears began to flow. She was so blessed to have the children but she so wanted a baby of her own. Tears fell faster. She was nothing but selfish. The wind whipped at her wet face and she almost made it home but not quite.

      She’d been looking down at the ground mired in her pain when she suddenly saw the big boots that belonged to Smitty. She stopped but kept her gaze on the ground. “Where are the children?” She couldn’t help the sniffle that followed.

      “At your house. I just dropped them off.” Smitty held out his hand and she took it and held it tight as he led her to his cabin.

      He didn’t say a word. He opened the door and drew her inside. Then he took off her outer clothes and led her to his sofa. He took off his coat, hat, and gloves and then he sat next to her, opened his arms, and held her while she cried.

      A foolish ninny was what she was. She needed to grow up and come to terms with what she had instead of missing what she didn’t have. Trying to stop crying wasn’t an easy thing. Her heart hurt and the pain was refusing to stop. If anything Smitty’s kindness caused her heart to squeeze painfully.

      She pulled out of his comforting embrace and made her way to a window. The tears she tried to stem refused to relent.

      Smitty was behind her, and he put his arms around her. “Can you tell me what is wrong?”

      At first she shook her head but then she finally nodded. “Did you know Susan, Amy, and Lily are all having babies this spring?”

      “Yes, I did know. Is that what has you so upset?” His voice was soft and gentle.

      “I know it’s irrational but my heart is hurting. All my life I thought I’d have babies. John and I tried and tried, but it wasn’t to be. I suppose there’s something wrong with me. I’m barren. I’m not quite sure why it has me falling to pieces this time. Babies have been born on this ranch many times before. I’ve always been so happy for the parents but this time…”

      “I’m sorry, Lynn. I wish there was something I could do for you. Perhaps someday you’ll find a man you want to marry and have a bushel of babies. The woman isn’t always at fault when there are no children from a marriage.”

      “Oh, Smitty, of course they’re at fault. I appreciate you trying to make me feel better. I also appreciate you giving me a place to cry. I was thinking about John and Danny before I walked to Susan’s. That’s probably what set me off.” She turned in his arms with the intention of walking around him but he cradled her against his chest.

      With the tip of his finger under her jaw, he lifted her face toward him. She waited for his kiss but he caressed her cheek and stepped away.

      “You’ll be fine.” The tone of his voice made her feel as though he was saying it was time for her to go.

      Swallowing hard she nodded. “Of course you’re right. I need to see to the children.” She put on her winter clothes and walked into the now driving snow without saying good-bye.
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        * * *

      

      Smitty watched her until she was safe in her house. He felt like a heel, but he wanted more than to be her comfort. More than anything, he wished he’d carried her into his bedroom. He wanted to tell her that it didn’t matter if she could have babies or not. To him the children they had were already his as though he’d brought them into the world.

      He was glad she didn’t see the new cradle he was making for Susan. It was just about done. He was carving hearts and doves on the headboard. He hadn’t been around when Susan and Mike’s daughter had been born or he’d have made them one before. It would hurt Lynn, but he still planned to give it to Susan for Christmas.

      He was working on a set of wall pegs for Lynn’s room. The children were each helping. He knew she’d love it. He’d carved two intertwining hearts on the wood above the pegs. He frowned. He’d thought they’d be together by now. He never should have left. He was paying a steep price.

      He sighed, he thought he’d proven himself to her since he’d rescued her from Edgar, but she still had some wall up between them. Until that wall was down, he couldn’t propose. He wanted—he needed—to know she loved and trusted him wholly. He groaned and ran his fingers through his hair. She was going to be the death of him, but she was worth waiting for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      One week later.

      “Can you walk slower?” Will called out.

      “Smitty, our legs aren’t as long! We can’t take big steps,” Cindy yelled.

      Smitty turned and saw how far back they were and smiled. “Sorry about that.” He and the rest of the children waited for Cindy and Will to catch up. “Come, sit on the sled with Brian.” He helped them onto the sled and gazed at everyone. “Are we ready?”

      “Yes!” they shouted.

      Lynn’s red cheeks and smile always made everything worth it. Today was tree-cutting day. When he’s come across Greg and Juan swinging axes haphazardly at trees near the house, Smitty decided a family outing was better than Greg and Juan getting a lecture from Lynn. Of course, he’d told them the errors of their ways.

      He walked slowly and didn’t go very far into the woods. It was another blizzardly day, which only promised to get worse. Plus Jed and his God-given weather predictor told them they were in for a big storm later in the evening. Jed was never known to be wrong. His gift had been very useful when they were guides on the Oregon Trail.

      The cheerful chatter from the young’uns made it all worthwhile. He stopped in front of a tree. It wasn’t too big, and it would fit nicely on the sled. He’d carry Brian back, and Will and Cindy could walk as long as he walked slowly.

      He turned to Lynn and almost got lost in her sparkling eyes. “What do you think?”

      “Oh, it’s perfect!” She was like a child herself, and her enthusiasm was contagious.

      “Stand back while I cut it down. Greg and Juan, could you stand so you can see how it’s done, in case you ever need to do this.” Smitty watched them exchange surprised grins.

      He swung the axe a few times, and the tree fell. All the children wanted to help wrestle the tree onto the sled and tying it down.

      “Who wants to help pull the sled?” Smitty asked. He laughed as everyone answered at once. “You can take turns.” He took Brian out of Lynn’s arms and held him close. Then he took her hand and held it as they walked behind the sled and the children.

      “We’ve done a great job with them all, don’t you think Smitty?” Lynn asked.

      “I’d have to say that most of the credit goes to you. Some of them remember their real mothers and others don’t, but they all think of you as their ma now.” He gave her hand a squeeze.

      She smiled so becomingly he wanted everyone else to go away for a bit so he could have her to himself. He almost laughed. Privacy was hard to come by with such a big family. He watched them all skipping through the snow, pulling the sled, and knew he’d never trade what he had for anything.
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        * * *

      

      “Stop eating all the popcorn, Aaron. It’s for the tree not for your stomach!” Scarlett folded her arms in front of her as she frowned at him.

      The sadness on Aaron’s face hurt Lynn. Christmas was a hard time for the older ones. They missed their parents. She put a bowl of cranberries in front of Aaron and moved the popcorn. “Here, string these. I don’t think they’ll be much of a temptation. You certainly do liven up the place Aaron,” she said and was rewarded with a smile.

      Cindy came and leaned against Lynn’s legs. “It sure is beautiful don’t you think so, Ma?”

      Lynn put her arms around Cindy’s waist and nodded. “The best one yet.”

      “You said that last year,” Carlos chimed in.

      “I guess I did. I’ll probably say it again next year.” Brian giggled though Lynn was sure he didn’t know what she was talking about. He played with a wooden spoon, hitting a wooden bowl. It entertained him without being too noisy.

      Lynn scanned the room and noticed both Aaron and Freddie were awfully quiet. She let go of Cindy and went to where the two boys sat. She touched one forehead then another. They were both fiery to the touch.

      “Do your throats hurt?” They both nodded.

      Her heart dropped. At least none of the other children seemed sick.

      “Juan could you run and get Smitty for me? Tell him to bring his herbs. Then I need you to go to Jed’s house. Don’t go inside. Aunt Lily is going to have a baby, and she mustn’t get sick. Ask Jed to come with Lily’s medicine too.”

      “What’s wrong, Ma?”

      “Aaron and Freddie both have fevers. I’ll need their help is all. Please be quick, but be safe.”

      Juan nodded as he wrapped a scarf around his neck. “You can count on me.”

      “I know.” She was already trying to figure who to put where. The boys would need to be kept warm but they also needed to be away from the other children so they didn’t get sick as well. Carefully, she washed her hands and then had Scarlett do the same.

      “Take Brian into my room, get into bed and I’ll bring more blankets. I’ll send the well ones in after I look them over. Don’t worry you won’t be staying there for long. I just need to figure out what the two boys are sick with.”

      Scarlett’s eyes grew wide as her face paled. She scooped up Brian and hurried into the bedroom.

      One by one, Lynn had each child stand in front of her so she could check them out. One by one, they all went into her bedroom. Lynn took a deep breath. There had been fear on each child’s face.

      She was making willow bark tea and finding ingredients for a poultice when the door burst open and Smitty rushed in. He took one look at the boys and his eyes mirrored her fear.

      “They have sore throats—”

      “Ma. My stomach is paining me somethin’ awful,” Aaron said, his voice was low and scratchy.

      Lynn rushed over and touched a few places on Aaron’s abdomen. “I’m making tea to help you feel better.”

      Swallowing hard, she went back to the cook stove. “It’s probably scarlet fever. This is how it usually starts.”

      “Do they have rashes?” Smitty’s dismay was clear in his voice.

      “Not yet.”

      “Then maybe—”

      Lynn shook her head. “I don’t know how they got it, but there had been a few cases in town.”

      Smitty closed his eyes. “The boys went with Mike to get some supplies. I told them they could go. I hadn’t heard about the illness. This is my fault.” Smitty looked as though he was going to be sick.

      “You didn’t know, besides they were picking up something for me. Mike didn’t intentionally expose them. I learned long ago that there is no pattern or reason as far as sickness goes. The only thing to do is to treat it the best we know how.” Lynn touched his arm.

      “None of the others seem to have it yet. I sent for Lily’s medicine bag. Jed will bring it soon. I don’t want her here. It might endanger the baby.”

      Juan walked into the house and Jed stood outside. Smitty went to the door to talk to Jed while Lynn checked Juan over and then sent him to the bedroom. There were too many in the one room but it couldn’t be helped for now.

      Smitty finally closed the door but his expression was bleak. She sighed. She already knew how bad scarlet fever was. It would be a miracle if the boys lived and no one else came down with it.

      She poured the tea into two cups. She went to Freddie and knelt next to him. She helped him lift his head so he could take a few sips. She took her time and finally Freddie drank it all. Smitty was doing the same with Aaron.

      She tucked Freddie back in and went to the kitchen table to look over what both Smitty and Lily had for healing. Together, the three of them had ingredients to make a few different types of poultices to help draw out the illness. She prayed there wouldn’t be a rash. Once the rash hits it was unlikely they’d survive.

      There was a knock on the door, and she opened it. Rex and Owen, friends who worked on the ranch stood there.

      “We’re here to take the well ones to Smitty’s. We’ll be taking care of them,” Owen’s eyes help pity and she wanted to cry.

      “You two are the answer to my prayers. Stay outside and I’ll get the children. Are you sure the two of you can handle all of them?”

      Rex laughed. “If we can get hundreds of people from Independence Missouri to here, we can handle a few little ones. Mike is fine, he didn’t catch it.”

      Lynn gave him a weak smile and went to get the children. She didn’t touch them or get close to them as she had them hurry out the door. “I’ll check on you tomorrow. I love you!”

      They knew, she could tell by the tears in their eyes, that what Aaron and Freddie had was serious. She couldn’t even allow them to say good bye. Why was life so fragile? Just as she closed the door, she heard the retching. Running to grab two bowls, she quickly joined Smitty and helped the boys to turn their heads. How could they have gotten to this stage so fast? Freddie’s eyes began to look sunken.

      They bathed the boys in cool water, hoping to drive the fever down. Smitty made a few poultices that had worked for him in the past. During all this, she’d put on some coffee and while the boys slept she poured a cup for Smitty and herself.

      They sat by the stove and sipped their coffee in silence.

      “Smitty?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you think I weakened them by taking them to Edgar Page’s place? It was cold and he worked them hard, and there wasn’t much food. Then—”

      Smitty put his hand over hers. “You can’t start blaming yourself. You just can’t. And no, I don’t think any of those things mattered. They just happened to be the ones who went to town, that’s all. You caught it in time. I don’t think the other children have it.”

      “We won’t know for at least a day whether they have it or not. It doesn’t matter much.”

      Smitty’s brow furrowed. “What doesn’t matter?”

      Lynn shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if you love with all your heart or if you try to guard your heart. In the end, it still hurts. We can’t make the ultimate plan for ourselves. Only God can. Smitty, I’m so scared.”

      He tugged her hand until she was sitting on his lap. “Sweetheart, I’m scared too. I love them like my own. I guess they are ours. We have to keep hoping and praying and trying. It’s all we can do. The hardest part is seeing them suffer.”

      Lynn wrapped her arms around his neck and laid her head on his shoulder. She tried to give as much comfort as she received. It was hard to see Smitty suffering too. He always tried to be so strong.
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        * * *

      

      Smitty’s heart squeezed. The rash was beginning on both boys. Lynn had to go outside to sob when she saw it. There was no cure for scarlet fever, but some did survive. He had them gargle with salt water to help with the sore throats. It helped for a little while. Lynn made beef broth and hoped each time they’d keep it down but so far whatever they ate or drank came right back up.

      Lashing out and punching the wall sounded good, but it would scare the boys. Aaron was worse than Freddie, but these things could never be predicted. He gathered his herbs and dried plants. He could make a mixture to relieve the itching. He didn’t know of one that healed the rash.

      Lily had stopped by this morning. She stood outside but she agreed there wasn’t much that could be done. Tears fell as she concurred with their diagnosis. Lily was such a strong woman and not much laid her low. Everyone loved the two boys. They’d all gotten close, as families do. This would be the children’s second Christmas at the ranch.

      Last year it had been so simple. He was still married, and he and Lynn didn’t even touch except for an occasional light kiss. Dang it, it’d been such a hard year for her and now this. If only he could, he’d whisk her off to bed and love her properly.

      Grabbing a pot cloth, he took the pot off the stove. Now to let the poultice cool a bit. The smell was vile but it would help them breathe and stop the itching. Smitty opened the windows a bit. Fresh air might help.

      Should he check on Lynn? No, he shook his head, she probably wanted a bit of privacy. He’d lost his share of patients along the trail but never like this.

      The foul-smelling mixture was cool and he sat on the floor. He unbuttoned Aaron’s shirt first and gasped. He’d never seen the rash spread so quickly. His neck and chest were covered. He rubbed the medicine on him and left his shirt open for a few minutes. Meanwhile, he opened Freddie’s shirt and it was the same, maybe a bit less severe. Smitty covered his red rash with the other poultice.

      He buttoned Aaron back up and then he wrapped his hands so he couldn’t scratch. He’d seen it before, and the itching was enough to make a person go mad. He was just turning to button up Freddie when Lynn walked in.

      She took one look and dropped to her knees next to Freddie. For a moment, she just stared at the rash and her shoulders sagged. Then she buttoned his shirt and wrapped his hands.

      “All we can do now is make them comfortable and pray,” she murmured.

      “We can still try to get liquids into them. Easier said than done though. We could try bleeding them. I don’t like it, but I know some do it.”

      Lynn shook her head. “No, bloodletting only makes a person weaker. Why do your poultices always smell so bad?”

      “I don’t have time to put lavender and other aromatic leaves and flowers. Plus the cowboys believe the worse it smells, the better it works.”

      Freddie began to writhe on pain. Smitty grabbed the laudanum and cocked his brow at her.

      “We might as well.” She handed him the spoon and then lifted Freddie’s head enough so he could take the medicine.

      “Ma? Am I going to die?” His throat was beginning to close, and he could barely be heard.

      Lynn put Freddie’s head in her lap. She stroked his hair back and smiled at him. “I won’t lie to you Freddie. There’s a good chance you’ll be going to heaven. We all go sooner or later. You’ll just be getting there a little before me. John and Danny are already there so you won’t be alone. Aaron might just be there with you too.”

      “Do you think my parents will remember me?” His eyes looked too big for his face.

      “Of course they will. They loved you very much. Just like Smitty and I love you. Your brothers and sisters will miss you too.” She tried to keep her mouth from wobbling.

      “I love you, Ma.” He closed his eyes and his breathing came hard until it suddenly stopped.

      Lynn and Smitty stared at each other while she still stroked Freddie’s hair. Exhaustion hit her but she still had another son who needed her. She lay Freddie’s head down on his pillow and went to Aaron. Wetting a cloth, she wiped his face as she wept.

      Smitty looked at Freddie for a long while before he got up and stood at the open window. “We kept him as comfortable as we could.”

      “Yes, Smitty, we did. I’ve been places where the doctor refused to give anything for the pain. He was such a good boy. He’ll be missed…” She couldn’t keep talking and crying at the same time. It was taking too much of her strength.

      “Lynn, you don’t feel sick do you? Maybe you shouldn’t tend to Aaron.” Smitty turned and stared at her with a bleak expression.

      “I’m fine. For some reason scarlet fever takes the young ones. I’ve doctored people with it before.”

      “Any survivors?”

      “Yes, actually a man and women who wished I’d left them for dead. They had seven kids and lost all of them. No matter how much I hurt, someone else has suffered worse.”

      “But it doesn’t take away our pain, knowing that.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “You’re right. My heart feels as though it’s been ripped out. I’m holding on to a frayed thread of hope, but the thread becomes more frayed by the minute.” She held Aaron’s head in her lap as she had with Freddie, but Aaron never woke. He just let out one last gasp and died. Lynn stroked his hair for a while, saying good bye. When she got up, she swayed and reached out for a chair to steady herself.

      “Sit, honey. I have arrangements to make. I’ll be right back. I’d get someone to stay with you but we need to scrub out this whole house before we can allow anyone in.”

      He poured a cup of coffee and put it down in front of her. He kissed her cheek before he left. She hadn’t moved a muscle.

      Eli was walking toward the house when Smitty stepped outside. He shook his head, and Eli took off his hat and slapped it against his thigh.

      “I’m so sorry, Smitty. What can I do to help?”

      “I’ll need two coffins and the graves dug. I also need every piece of lye soap and old rags you can find. We need to scrub the place and burn our clothes. When we are done any extra blankets would be good. We’ll have to burn most of ours and for God’s sake don’t let anyone into town.” His voice cracked.

      “I already built the coffins. News from town is bad. So many have died, and they won’t allow anyone in or out.”

      “I’d call you morbid but you were right to build them. Bring them to the door. Lynn and I will put them in, and then I want the top nailed on straight away. Bury them without us or anyone else. The bodies could still carry the disease. We just don’t know. After we get the house cleaned, we’ll tell the children. They’re all right, aren’t they?”

      “They’re just fine. Rex and Owen have sworn off marriage and families of their own. I’ll take care of my nephews. We’ll bury them now and have the service in a few days. Wish I could give you a hug Smitty. I’ll be back with the coffins.”

      As he watched Eli walk away, Smitty swallowed hard. He was thankful that the fever had only taken two. It could have wiped out their whole family. Even so, his heart ached something fierce. How was he supposed to be there for Lynn when he felt so broken himself? Sighing, he went inside. He couldn’t leave her in there with the bodies.

      He left the door open and noticed that Lynn still hadn’t moved at all. She sat in the chair staring at the fire.

      “Lynn?” Smitty pulled a chair up next to her.

      She reached out her hand and he immediately took it. “If it weren’t for the other children I’d go off by myself and scream for a few days. I need to gather my wits. They’ll need us more than ever, Smitty.”

      “I know. Eli already made coffins.”

      “Wise of him. We’ll need lye soap and scrubbing brushes. I can’t allow the rest of our family in until every inch of this house is cleaned. Oh, my poor children. Have you heard how they are?”

      Smitty gave her a weak smile. “Owen and Rex never want to have families, so I’d say they were in fine form.”

      She returned his ghost of a smile. “Yes, it sounds like they are just fine.”

      They turned when they heard the coffins being put in front of the door. Sadly, they gazed at each other. They carried Freddie first and then Aaron and laid them in their coffins. Lynn put Freddie’s sling shot in with him, and the perfectly smooth round wooden ball Aaron had carved himself in with him.

      Smitty took the lids and hammered them closed. He stepped away and watched as Eli and Mike lifted the coffins into the back of a wagon.

      Mike stepped forward and took off his hat. “I’ll bury them with Ma and Pa. I’m so sorry.”

      Smitty felt his eyes tear. “Thank you.”

      “The soap and rags are next to the door. We’ll be up to check on you, and Susan said not to worry about cooking. She’ll send food up.”

      “Tell her thank you,” Lynn said softly. She bent and picked up the wooden crate full of soap and rags and went inside, immediately grabbed the bedding Freddie and Aaron had used and threw it out the door. “Smitty throw out the cloths we used to bath them. I’m going to change out of these clothes and have them burned too.”

      He gathered up things to burn. It felt good to be busy for the moment. He had clothes here, he’d might as well change too. Lynn hadn’t gone into her room so he went in and changed his clothes and carried his shirt. He wanted to scrub a bit of himself before he touched anything more.

      Lynn must have had the same idea. She was wearing jeans from one of the boys and she carried a shirt too. She looked to be scrubbing herself raw.

      He walked up behind her, reached around her, and washed his hands and arms. Then he took the cloth from her and dried her with a clean cloth. “Your skin is so red from the scrubbing. We’ll have to bathe when we are done.” If he looked over her shoulder he’d see a sight to behold, but he put her shirt on for her instead, leaving her to button it.
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      If it had been a different time she’d had asked Smitty to hold her before he put his shirt on but her pain superseded any desire she might have felt. She heated a lot of water and grabbed all of her scrub brushes.

      She scrubbed and scrubbed herself into a stupor. She could hardly keep her eyes open but she needed her children to be able to come back.

      “Please go take a nap. I can continue.”

      She shook her head at Smitty. “This is helping me to say goodbye. I don’t know why but it is. We’re almost done and it’ll be nighttime soon. I don’t know about you but I plan on a hot, really hot bath. I want to be sure there is no way I can spread the fever. Actually you’re taking one too.”

      Smitty smiled. “I guess I’d best get more water heating.”

      “We’ve been heating water all day. I’ve never been so grateful the water pump is close to the house.”

      “I know what you mean.” Smitty put the tub in front of the fireplace and closed the windows.

      Lynn finished up and Smitty filled the tub for her. “You soak for a while, don’t scrub yourself too hard. I’m going to make a fire pit and burn the bedding and our clothes. I think the clothes we wore today can be boiled. What do you think?”

      “I want what we wore today burned too,” Lynn said.

      He sighed. “I suppose better to be safe. I’ll turn my back and you can throw your clothes at me when you get into the tub.”

      “Thank you Smitty. It’s been one of the hardest days of my life, and I’m glad you’re here.” She took off her clothes and rolled them into a ball and threw them right past Smitty so he wouldn’t have to turn around. She watched him gather them up and go outside without a coat. Hopefully, he’d make the fire quickly.

      She stepped into the steaming water and sat down. The water was hotter than she liked, but it was necessary. It felt good on her screaming muscles. A tear ran down her face. Here she was thinking the water was too hot and Freddie and Aaron would never feel water on them again. Life kept taking and taking from her.

      Grabbing the soap, she scrubbed herself and then washed her hair three times. She wanted to rail at God and blame him, but he’d given her the blessing of having Freddie and Aaron as her sons, even if it was for just a little while. Her head and her heart were discordant again. Her heart felt as though it had been ripped out and she’d never be whole again.

      She dried herself and put on her nightgown and tights. She needed to wash where her clothes had landed. She finished that and tried to pull the tub to empty it. The water was heated for Smitty. Burning blankets and clothes probably took a while.

      There was a knock on the door. She opened it a crack and when she saw it was Jed she opened it wider. “I’m here to empty the tub and get it ready for Smitty. He’s going to take his clothes off outside and walk straight to the tub. We thought you might want to go into one of the other rooms for a bit.”

      “Fine.” She went to turn but Jed took her into his arms and hugged her tight. “I’m so, so sorry. We’re all heartbroken too.”

      Not trusting her voice, she nodded. Jed let go and she ran to her room. She sat on the bed and listened to Jed emptying the tub and then filling it. She heard Smitty’s cry of shock when he took off his clothing in the snow. She almost smiled at the few curse words he used. She’d never heard a bad word from him before. Then she heard the sigh of contentment as he sank down into the tub. Perhaps not contentment.

      She stood and looked out the window to the dark sky. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the moon seemed bigger and brighter than before. The stars shimmered and any other night she would have thought it beautiful.

      “I forgot to get clean clothes!” Smitty yelled.

      She glanced at the sky again and shook her head. “I’ll bring you some.”

      He had clothes in the bottom drawer of the chest in her room. She grabbed everything he’d need and walked toward the kitchen and stopped.

      “Don’t you want to cover yourself before I come any closer?”

      “We’re beyond that, don’t you think?” His voice was deep and it swept over her.

      “Smitty, don’t you dare take that attitude with me! I’ve kept myself to myself even when there have been times I’ve longed for you.”

      “You can come closer—”

      “Absolutely not!” She threw his clothes near the tub.

      “Lynn, I need a dry towel too. I have the towel you left out covering the front of me. It’s wet.” He sounded exasperated.

      “Oh. Well why didn’t you just say so?” She went to the linen shelf and plucked out a towel and then marched to the tub.

      “You know something? I’m beyond grief, yet here you are making me smile. You are a rare woman indeed.”

      His words chipped a small piece of ice that had wrapped itself around her heart. “Come to bed when you’re done here.”

      “I’m not that type of man.”

      “Oh, you! I need to be held,” her voice sounded quiet to her.

      He smiled then it faded. “I need to be held too.”
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      Smitty opened his eyes when he heard the giggles and smiled. He put his finger to his lips since Lynn was still sleeping. His heart filled for that moment. The whole room was flush with love.

      He tickled her under her chin and she just pushed his hand away. He winked at the young’uns and did it again. This time she pursed her lips and swatted at him before she opened her eyes. When she did open them, she gasped and drew the blanket up over her head.

      “The children,” she hissed at him.

      Scarlett handed Brian to Smitty and he put Brian under the blanket so he could see Lynn.

      “Ma! Ma! You gone, now you here!” He squealed in delight and wrapped his arms around her neck.

      Smitty tugged at the blanket, and Lynn was able to see all the shining faces. She smiled and then the joy faded from her eyes and her gaze met his. He knew they had to tell them about Aaron and Freddie. He got out of bed.

      Carlos elbowed Will. “See I told you it was fine to sleep in your clothes.”

      Smitty ran his fingers through his hair. Where to start?

      Scarlett grabbed Smitty’s hand. “Freddie and Aaron? Are they in heaven?”

      Smitty sat at the end of the bed. “I’m afraid so, darlin’. They fought like warriors to stay with us, but God must have needed them. Perhaps he made them angels to guard over us. We never really know why and it makes us sad.”

      Greg slammed out of the house.

      “I’ll go talk to him,” Juan said. “Will and Carlos, come with me and help me find that sidewinder.” Juan stared at Smitty, and there was a powerful understanding in his eyes. He’d seen more than his share of death Smitty guessed.

      Cindy stood in the middle of the room alone. “We lost so many on the way to Oregon, and I’d hoped that once we got here, we’d lose no more. My other parents told me that life was a big circle. Some people died to make room for those who were being born. They said to be happy for those who were chosen to see the Lord, for they were in a better place.”

      “It’s all right to be sad, though, isn’t it?” Scarlett asked? “I know they weren’t my real brothers but I loved them like brothers.”

      Smitty opened his arms and held Cindy in one and Scarlett in the other. “They were your brothers in every way that counted. It’s natural to be sad, and I think your ma and I will be sad for a long while.”

      Cindy stared up at him. “My heart hurts, Pa.”

      Smitty swallowed hard. “Mine too. Now let’s take Brian and allow your Ma to get dressed in private. You can tell me about living with Rex and Owen.”

      He eased his way away from the girls and took Brian from Lynn. The gaze they exchanged was full of love and grief. They’d get through it. They had other children that needed them.

      He hugged Brain to him. Brian would need them for a good long time.

      “Lynn take your time. I understand.”

      She nodded and a tear trailed down her face. “You are the best man I know, Smitty.”

      “I know, you’re one lucky gal.” He ushered everyone into the kitchen started the stove fire and put the coffee on.

      The half-decorated tree stood in the corner. Was there any way he could save Christmas for his family? The presents were all made. Even the ones for Lynn from Freddie and Aaron. Should he give them to her or wait for a few months? He had a few days to figure it all out.

      He made flapjacks and bacon and was relieved when the boys came back. Greg had a bruise forming on his cheek while Juan had a bloody nose. The younger ones looked unscathed but worried.

      “Juan, go clean up. The rest of you boys can tell me about the tree Greg and Juan wrestled with.”

      Will and Carlos opened their eyes wide. The stared at each other and Smitty couldn’t stand the worry on their faces a second more. “Look I know when people are hurt and angry fists tend to fly but as men we need to learn to control such things.” Juan had walked back in at the last part of Smitty’s speech. He nodded, as did Greg.

      That was good enough for Smitty. Lord knew Mike, Eli, and Jed had gotten black eyes and bloody noses and lips growing up. He placed the plates of food in front of everyone and was pouring the coffee when Lynn came out.

      She must have heard him through the door. “Juan and Greg, next time duck before the tree branch hits you.” She walked to the stove and took the offered cup of coffee. She mouthed the words “I love you.” Then she turned and sat at the table.

      Smitty was stunned. Who mouthed such important words in a roomful of children? He’d known it all along, she loved him. Who wouldn’t? He was a great catch.

      “Smitty, are you going to join us?” Lynn asked.

      “You know I am. Oh, and Lynn, me too.” He sat down and stared at her.

      “You too what?” Lynn made a face as though she had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Yes Pa, what?” Cindy asked.

      “What is it, Pa? Do you need something? Can we help?” Will asked.

      Lynn’s lips were beginning to twitch.

      “Actually your Ma mouthed to me that she loves me and I said me too.”

      Cindy giggled. “Pa, that’s not how you do it.”

      Scarlett turned to Cindy. “Sometimes men don’t know about these things. Amy said they need guidance.”

      Lynn’s brows rose.

      “Pa, you’re supposed to say, you are my sun and my moon, and I will love you forever. And then you promise things,” Scarlett said as she gave him a firm nod.

      How did this happen? “What promises?” he asked hesitantly.

      Will piped up. “I know one! You never go to bed angry at each other.”

      Juan stared at Smitty. “You never look at another woman. Only at Lynn.”

      Juan’s father must have been a piece of work.

      Carlos shook his head. “Juan I think he can look but he can’t go into town and get drunk. And he can’t go to that upstairs place in a saloon. It makes women very, very angry. One time, our ma hit our pa with an iron skillet.”

      Greg stood up. “You have you promise never to hit her.”

      “I’d never hit a woman.” Smitty needed to talk to Greg about his anger.

      Smitty smiled at Cindy. “Did they miss anything?”

      Cindy tilted her head one way and then the other. “You must promise to be kind to the children. Candy would be a good thing and flowers too. And kisses. Amy said we can only kiss when we get married.”

      Smitty gazed at Lynn. “They seem to talk to Amy often.”

      “I can see that. But all the suggestions are good.”

      Smitty smiled. “What about Lynn? What must she promise me?”

      “To love you,” Scarlett said.

      “To cook your dinner,” Will said.

      “To obey you,” Carlos said.

      Smitty winked at Lynn. “I like that one.”

      “No nagging or yelling,” Juan said.

      Smitty nodded.

      “No tracking mud into the house,” Cindy added.

      “You have to promise to make her happy and to never make her cry or make her wish she never married you,” Greg said.

      Smitty wiped his mouth. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I need to go and talk to Mike. Why don’t you all clean up?” He glanced at Lynn and she nodded as grief filled her eyes.
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      Lynn stood at the graves trying to be brave for the children but she couldn’t help the tears that started and wouldn’t stop. Lily took Brian and held him. Lynn nodded to her in gratitude.

      Those were her babies under the dirt. The boys she tried so hard to save, the ones she loved so much. Was she cursed? Would the rest find early deaths too? One more day, just one more day with them and then maybe she’d be able to say goodbye. Who was she fooling? One more day wouldn’t be enough.

      The wind whipped around them and her face began to freeze or so it felt. Smitty usually said a few words for the dead but he asked Mike to do it instead. Lynn understood. His voice would have given out. She would have loved to have his arms around her, but they each had their arms full. She hugged the girls, while he hugged the younger boys to him.

      She’d had the joy of having them for a while. Somehow, she had to make the joy outweigh the grief. She’d mourn and they would never be forgotten. She was able to think of John and Danny with love and affection now. How long would it take to get to that place now? Once the quarantine on the town was over, she’d have the preacher out to pray for Aaron and Freddie. They would have grown to be such good men.

      She did love Smitty and she wanted him to know it, especially on such a hard day. The promise game at breakfast took everyone’s mind off the burial and that was a good thing. Smitty would go back to his cabin tonight and she’d be empty and alone. At least there wouldn’t be a gathering at anyone’s home today. She had Smitty beg off. He said everyone understood.

      Jed and Lily took the children back to the house, leaving her and Smitty alone at the gravesite.

      Smitty took her into his arms. “I never did ask, what did the boys pick up for you at the store?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment. The feel of his arms around her was too comforting. After a while, she pulled away and hung her head. “We wanted to get you a new knife for Christmas. We gathered up all their pennies, and I put in the rest. They were so proud to be the ones voted to go and buy it. I should have gone myself. I wouldn’t have gotten sick, and we wouldn’t just have their graves to visit. They’d be getting ready for Christmas. I had planned a day or two of sledding this past week. Please act surprised by the knife and then thank them. I know it’ll just bring painful memories for you.”

      “On the contrary. I will treasure it till my dying day. I love you, Lynn. Yes, we’ve had some hard times but the good we have is mighty powerful too. Listen to me for a moment before you say no. With everyone so sad, why don’t we get married on Christmas? It’ll make it a happy day because I know it will the happiest day of my life. I don’t think anyone will fault us for grabbing happiness while we can. They all came out here pretty much the same way we did. They’ve seen all the graves on the side of the trail. We can’t do things the same way we did back east. We have to be willing to grab what we can when we can.”

      “Because we could lose loved ones so quickly?”

      “That too. I just love you so much, and I want to be able to make love to my wife. I want to join with you as man and wife. I want that closeness with you.”

      Lynn looked thoughtful for a while. Then she grinned and nodded. “I know Freddie and Aaron would approve.”

      Smitty pulled her closer and kissed her lips. He stopped and smiled at her. Everyone will approve. You wait and see.”

      “Part of me is happier than I’ve ever been and yet part of me is grieving.” She turned and stared at the dirt on the ground. “I have to remember I have no control over anything. God dictates our fate.” She glanced up at him. “We’re officially engaged! Do we tell anyone?”

      Smitty’s laugh rumbled through his chest. “If we want to be married in a few days I’d vote for yes.”

      “What about the reverend?”

      Smitty shrugged. “Most weddings out west aren’t officiated by a preacher. But if it’ll make you feel better we can have Mike read from the bible and preform the ceremony and then later when we can get to town, we’ll have the minister do it again.”

      She sighed. “You always have the answer, Smitty.”

      He shook his head. “I do the best I can, and I know someone up there is guiding me. Thank you for saying yes. You’ve made me one happy man.” He picked her up and swung her around and then put her down. “I don’t care what’s appropriate. I know in my heart the boys wanted this for us.”

      Lynn nodded as tears filled her eyes. “I just want you to know if I’m sad it’s got nothing to do with you. My emotions are in a big jumbled knot. I’m going to be a good wife to you.”

      Smitty took her hand. “You already are in every way that counts. Let’s go tell the children.”

      Her heart filled as she gazed at him. “I feel that same about you. Scarlett can be my maid of honor and Cindy the flower girl. Who will be your best man?”

      “That’s a dilemma. There’s Jed and Eli and Will and Carlos and Greg and Juan. I think as to not to hurt anyone’s feelings, I’ll pick Brian with Eli holding him and Jed next to him.”

      “That’s a great idea.”

      The walked into the house and it broke her heart to see all the sad faces. But their faces brightened as Smitty told them of the wedding.

      “Does that mean you’ll sleep here in the house with us, Pa?” Will asked.

      “I sure will. We’ll be the family we’ve always been. I’ll just be here all the time.”

      “Where will you sleep?” asked Carlos.

      “You’re being impolite,” Cindy informed them. “We have plenty of rooms that are closed off. We can get one of those ready.”

      Lynn’s lips upturned and she met Smitty’s gaze. “Married people sleep in the same room.”

      “Except if you have to sleep on the sofa for being mean,” Will said with a nod.

      “Well buddy, I don’t plan to be mean. I don’t expect to be sleeping on the sofa ever.”

      Will’s body relaxed.

      “All of you involved in the secret change into your work clothes. We need to finish up,” Smitty announced.

      Scarlett handed Brian to Lynn and went off with the rest.

      Smitty kissed Brian on the head before he gave Lynn a sweet lingering kiss. “Send them on to my place. We have a few things to finish up. We’re a bit behind, but we’ll make it in time for Christmas.”
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      Smitty snuck into the house before sun up on Christmas morning. He had pennies, oranges, and peppermint sticks for each stocking. He also bought them each a tin cup and he’d etched their names on each one.

      He started the fire in the stove and put the coffee on. He’d gotten one for Lynn too and he hoped she was surprised. He sat at the table and smiled at the tree. It was leaning to one side and half decorated but it was the best tree he’d ever seen. He swallowed hard thinking of Freddie and Aaron. “You’ll be my best men in heaven,” he whispered to the empty room.

      He poured coffee into Lynn’s cup and brought it into her room. She looked glorious with her hair sticking up in all directions. He could get used to seeing her like that each morning. It was enchanting.

      He put her cup on the nightstand and sat on the side of the bed. Her eyes opened, widened, and finally smiled into his.

      “I brought you coffee.”

      She sat up and smoothed her hair. “Good morning. What a nice surprise.” She took the tin cup and drew her brows together as she looked at it. “It has my name on it!” She carefully held the handle as she traced her finger over the etching Lynn. “It’s lovely.”

      He warmed at her praise. “Merry Christmas, Lynn, and happy wedding day!”

      She gave him a heart-stopping smile. “Merry Christmas,” she whispered. “You are such a wonderful man, bringing me coffee in bed. A girl could get used to this.” A laugh escaped, and she put her hand over her mouth as her eyes widened.

      “It’s fine to be happy, Lynn. Life is for the living, and I for one hope for a happy day.”

      And Freddie and Aaron would want the day to be filled with happiness, she knew.                     Nodding she beamed at him and then she drank her coffee. “I’ve always liked your coffee.”

      “I filled the stockings from Santa Claus. I made presents for each and I have them right outside. I’ll put them under the tree.”

      “Yes, so do I. Have presents.” She put her coffee on her nightstand and started to get up. “Shoo, you can’t be in here now.”

      He gave her his best roguish grin. “I’ll wait until tomorrow.”

      Her blush made him feel as though his heart grew. He winked then walked out of her room. She was a beauty and he was danged lucky. It was going to be a great day.

      He quietly went back outside and grabbed the rest of the presents. He couldn’t wait to see their faces. It had taken a lot of carving but he got it all done in time.

      He smiled when Lynn came out her arms loaded down with presents. She was a bit fussy about where each present went. When she finished she stood back and nodded her head with a pleased look on her face.

      Before he knew it, Carlos wandered out rubbing his eyes. He took one look at the tree and ran back into his room. The next thing Smitty knew they were all hurrying to see the gifts.

      “Look in your stockings first and see what Santa brought you!” Lynn called out over the exclamations.

      She went to Smitty’s side and stood arm and arm with him as they watched the children poor out their treasures.

      “They are all so different,” Smitty remarked. “Look how Greg immediately poured out his stocking compared to how Cindy is taking out each item one at a time and examining them.”

      “We might as well sit by the fire. With so many children, this is bound to take a while,” Lynn suggested.

      They sat close on the sofa. Brian was in Smitty’s lap, talking away. All Smitty could make out was “Santa” and “mine.” Lynn went and got Brian’s gift from her first. It was a sewn bear with button eyes. Brian took it and refused to let it go.

      Scarlett and Cindy both received sewing supplies with many promises of them all helping to make dresses. Lynn gave Greg a bolo tie, Juan a new bandana, and Carlos and Will both received new shirts.

      Lynn appeared satisfied with their reactions.

      “Why a tie?” Greg asked.

      “You’ll need something nice when you court young ladies,” Lynn told him. He blushed but he smiled happily.

      Smitty stood as Lynn sat down. He’d made boxes with hearts carved on the top for Scarlett and Cindy so they could start their hope chests. He have Juan and Greg knives he’d had the blacksmith fashion the blade while he’d make the handles and the leather carrying sheaths. Will and Carlos both received a set of wooden carved cowboys and Indians and Brian was given a wooden top to play with.

      “What about Ma?” Will asked.

      Smitty opened the door and walked back in with a wooden row of pegs on a plank of wood. Each peg was a different color.

      Cindy took Lynn’s hand and led her to the table where Smitty had put the present. “Look, Ma. We can all have a place to hang our coats. We each painted our peg all by ourselves.”

      Lynn smiled and lovingly ran her hands over it until she seemed to realize the two extra pegs. “This is from Aaron and Freddie too isn’t it?”

      “Aaron’s is brown and Freddie’s is orange,” Cindy explained.

      Smitty watched Lynn carefully, afraid she’d cry. Instead, she smiled and touched the two pegs. “Now I have something to remember my children by. I suppose this one with a lot of colors is Brian’s?”

      All the children laughed, and they all seemed to talk at once while Smitty caught Lynn’s gaze and held it. In her eyes, he could see her gratitude and love. Lynn put her hand in her pocket and took something out and handed it to Scarlett.

      “Pa, Cindy and I made these for you.” She handed him some cloth. He examined them and realized they were supposed to be handkerchiefs with his name sewn on them. One had to use a good imagination to read the name, but he loved them. He kissed each girl. “Thank you.”

      Lynn raised her voice to be heard. “The boys decided on presents that could help with your work. Carlos and Will are now both proficient on making a fire in the woodstove.”

      Will elbowed Carlos. “What does this ‘proficient’ mean? We practiced a lot.”

      Smitty put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “It means you two are very good at it.”

      Will nodded. “That’s what it should mean right, Carlos?”

      “Really good!”

      “Juan and Greg have mastered the art of roping cattle. Mike said they both are naturals with a rope,” Lynn explained.

      Smitty patted both boys on the back. “These are the best presents I’ve ever had.”

      Lynn handed him one last present. He opened it and knew right away this was the knife Freddie and Aaron went into town to get. “We all chipped in for the knife but we wanted it to be from Freddie and Aaron so you’d always have them with you.” Her voice cracked at the end.

      “We did good didn’t we, Pa?” Carlos asked. There was concern in his eyes.

      “This is the best Christmas I’ve ever had. I’ll treasure everything. Thank you!” Smitty edged over a bit until his side touched Lynn. She sent him a grateful smile.

      “I have one more present,” Smitty announced. He handed Lynn a crate.

      She looked in and her mouth formed an “o”. “A nativity scene. Did you carve all this?”

      “I sure did while thinking about you.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. I’ll treasure it always.”

      “Breakfast, then up to Uncle Mike’s to see the cousins and to have a wedding!” Smitty announced.

      The children all ran to their rooms. Scarlett came running back to get Brian, and suddenly Smitty and Lynn were alone.

      “You sure know how to clear a room.” Lynn laughed. “What will my last name be? Will it be Smith? What’s your first name?”

      “Smitty is my first name. Everyone just calls me Smitty. My last name is Settler.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Whatever your name is I’ll be proud to share it. Now off you go. Make yourself handsome for the wedding if possible.”

      “What? You don’t think I’ll look good enough?”

      “Not what I meant. I meant you are already so very handsome.” Standing on her tip-toes she kissed him. The kiss deepened and Smitty grew hotter by the minute.

      He kissed her neck and then pulled away. “If I don’t leave now we’ll never be on time.”

      He stared into her eyes and the amount of love and trust he saw humbled him. “See you at the wedding.”

      As if dazed, she stared and nodded. “See you in a bit.”
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      Butterflies flew in Lynn’s stomach as they walked to Mike’s house. It was a big day and a big step. Why was she so nervous? She’d been married before. The only distinguishing thing was how much she loved Smitty. She’d loved John but not in the way she loved Smitty, heart and soul. She stood in front of the door unable to knock.

      Scarlett walked in front of her with Brian and opened the door. “We’re here!”

      There was great excitement as everyone hugged and kissed wishing each a Merry Christmas.. Lynn went through the movements and said all the right things but she was searching for Smitty in each glance. Her stomach dropped. He wasn’t anywhere.

      She fiddled with the ribbon on her yellow dress, her best dress then she patted her hair. Finally, she clasped her hands together to keep from worry fidgeting. She saw him an hour ago. Mentally shaking herself she reminded herself he loved her.

      Cindy was getting worried too. She kept looking out the window as she carried her basket of dried flower petals.

      The door opened and Smitty panned the room until his eyes lit on her. Then he grinned his sexy grin she loved so much. Immediately he walked to her and took her hand. “We need to talk.” He pulled her along into Mike and Susan’s bedroom.

      Breathe! He could want to talk about anything. He wouldn’t cancel the wedding would he? Dizziness threatened, and she sat down as soon as Smitty closed the door behind him.

      He paced in front of her, and she felt sick. He didn’t know how to tell her it seemed.

      “You don’t want to marry me,” her voice was monotone.

      He stopped and his brow furrowed. “Why? No. Of course that’s not why I brought you in here. I made you a wedding present but it doesn’t fit right, and I’m late getting here, and I just wanted to apologize.”

      The blood slowly returned to her face and she felt better. “After I hit you, we’ll get married.”

      “Hit me?”

      “The minute you grabbed my hand, I felt faint and sick thinking you changed your mind. It’s taken so much for us to get to this point.”

      He helped to stand and gathered her close. “You’re the one I want to go through life with. Let’s get out there before something does happen. I want you to be mine.”

      She was instantly out of his arms, and she quickly opened the door. It was strange to find everyone staring. “Are we ready?”

      Mike stood in front of the fireplace with his Bible in his hands. Scarlett stood in front of him. Smitty stood next to Eli and Jed. Eli held Brian. Lynn was to walk a short ways to Smitty, following Cindy as her daughter scattered dried petals. Where had they found the dried flowers? She didn’t have a bouquet. It was the middle of winter and there wasn’t a flower to be had.

      She kept her gaze on Smitty as she walked. She smiled at Scarlett and thanked Cindy before she stood next to Smitty. Brian began to fuss, so Smitty took him from Eli and held him. She swallowed hard and hoped against hope she’d made the right forever type of decision. She dreamed of adopting more orphans and the dream closest to her heart was a baby of her own. Life would never be boring with Smitty and she was looking forward to it. Imagine waking up to him each morning.

      Suddenly, everyone was so quiet and she felt her face heat. Her mind had wandered. “I do!”

      There were no rings to exchange, but they’d get those later. Smitty handed Brian to Mike and took her into his arms. He dipped his head and stared at her lips for a moment before he covered them with his own. The kiss deepened, and she felt her soul soar before he finally broke it off. She’d never felt a kiss so profoundly, so heart-searingly. And she had to hold on to him for a moment to regain her senses.

      He smiled as though he knew what he’d just made her feel.

      “How red is my face?” she whispered.

      “Very. Everyone I’d like to introduce Mrs. Smitty Settler. I finally got her to say yes and I have to say it’s the best Christmas gift I ever got.”

      Scarlett and Cindy exchanged puzzled looks.

      “We thought Smitty was your last name,” Scarlett said.

      Most of the other children nodded.

      “My full name is Smitty Aloysius Settler. People just always called me Smitty. Mike, Eli, and Jed knew,” he explained with a chuckle.

      Eli grinned. “We used to try to say Aloysius three times fast. It’s impossible. It never really came up. We just called him Smitty, though to us he’s been like a father.”

      Mike and Jed nodded.

      “There are cookies, fruit cake, and a chocolate cake on the table. There is also a bowl filled with orange punch. Now you little ones get someone older to help with the punch. It’s a bit of a challenge to ladle,” Susan instructed before she gave Smitty then Lynn hugs of congratulations. “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered into Lynn’s ear.

      Lynn took Susan’s hand and gave it a light squeeze. “Thank you for everything. You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

      “Not so much trouble. It’s Christmas, after all.”

      Lynn took it all in from the lit candles on the decorated tree, to the boughs of holly on the fireplace mantel and from the look of love on her husband’s face to the happiness in her children’s expressions.

      Smitty took her into his arms, did a few dance steps, and held her close. “How about we get out of here and go back to the house?”

      Her jaw dropped. “It’s the middle of the morning,” she whispered.

      “I know.” He danced a few more steps with her and then kissed her. “I can’t believe you’re finally mine.”

      “What excuse could we possibly come up with?” Being so close to Smitty made her long for more.

      Smitty stopped and stood very still for a moment. The he linked arms with her and walked over to Jed. “We left something on the stove we need to check on.”

      Jed started to laugh. “Sure thing, I’ll take care of things here.”

      “Pa, I can go check for you,” Greg offered.

      Lynn’s lips twitched when she saw the shock on Smitty’s face.

      Eli slapped Greg on the back of his shoulder. “They just want to be alone for a bit now that they’re married. You understand, right Greg?”

      Greg turned red but he nodded looking older than his nearly sixteen years. It was hard to believe he’d wanted to get married to Sonia just that past fall. They were all growing so quickly and eventually they’d each leave to go their own way. They each had their own destinies.

      Smitty took her hand and snuck her to the front door grabbing her cape on the way. He swept her up into his arms as soon as they stood outside. She had worn pretty, impractical shoes for the wedding.

      “It’s like a dream isn’t it?” she asked as he carried her from one door to another. He opened the door to their house and carried her across the threshold. He kept her in his arms until they got to the bedroom where he finally put her down.

      “I’m nervous,” she confessed. “I want to be pleasing to you.”

      “You already please me.”

      She wrung her hands. “I know this isn’t my first time but John and I always waited until dark and I never felt a need for him that I feel for you. I can’t explain it. I feel inadequate and naive.”

      Smitty put his arms around her and kissed her almost senseless and she hadn’t felt him unbutton the back of her dress until the kiss was over.

      “It’s an expression of our love for each other. I think we’ll get on just fine. Don’t doubt yourself.” He took her dress off and kissed her neck.

      She shivered and got into bed. She’d seen Smitty with his shirt off before, but somehow it was different this time. She looked her fill and welcomed when he joined her under the covers.

      “I love you, Lynn.”

      “Oh, Smitty, I love you too.” The butterflies in her stomach finally calmed when he took her into his arms and kissed her again taking her to heights she’d never known existed.
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        * * *

      

      Smitty watched her sleep. How did he get to be so lucky as to have Lynn as his wife? She’d been so responsive to his touch. He’d never before felt the way he had with her. She was perfect in every way. He also liked that she was able to love and laugh with him.

      He looked forward to many, many years with the generous woman beside him. To think he’d walked away from her at one time. He’d been crazy. He could tell by the sun it was late afternoon and they needed to get back for Christmas dinner. He had one stop to make before they got to Mike’s.

      Her sleepy eyes and swollen lips beckoned to him but made himself get out of bed. “They’ll be expecting us.”

      “Smitty?”

      He stopped getting dressed and stared at her.

      “Is it supposed to feel so good? I mean I never knew.”

      “I never knew either. I think when love is involved it makes a big difference. I know you loved John, but what we have is magical.”

      She nodded and then got dressed. He smiled when she put on more practical shoes.

      She spotted the wedding gift leaning against the sofa. It was a beautifully carved, ornate headboard for their bed. It had interlocking hearts flanked by doves. “Oh Smitty, I’ve never seen anything so grand in all my life.” She ran her hand over the smooth wood. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll make a bed it will fit, a bigger bed.”

      He took her hand and they left. He led her to the graveyard.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out two carved toy soldiers. “I thought Freddie and Aaron would like these.” He set them down on their graves. “Thank you for the knife. I’ll treasure it forever. You might be gone but you’ll always be in our hearts.”

      A few tears trailed down Lynn’s face. “Merry Christmas, my loves. You are so missed, but we will see each other again one day.” She crouched, kissed her left palm, and placed her hand on each of their graves. She finally stood, and Smitty kissed her tears away.

      They walked to Mike’s and were immediately questioned by their children as to where they’d gone. Luckily, Susan announced it was time for supper.

      Smitty looked around at the happy faces at the table and stood. “I’d like to first say Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” most answered back.

      “It’s been such an amazing day. I wanted to take a moment to have a moment of silence to remember those who aren’t here at our table this year. I do believe they are in a better place and God has a plan for us all. I also want to say thank you to my family. It’s been a bit of a trying time with me this year and you all put up with me. I’m blessed to have such wonderful children. It has been a miracle that Lynn and I are finally married. Lynn, I promise to love you always. May God bless us all in the year to come. Cheers!”

      “Cheers!”

      “I’m starved!” Jed exclaimed.

      “Smitty can be a bit long winded,” added Eli.

      “This year he has reason to,” said Mike.

      There was a frantic knock on the door and Mike got up to answer the door. Mike immediately turned. “Smitty and Lynn I think this is for you.”

      Smitty glanced at Lynn and they both stood and walked to the door.

      A stranger was standing there holding a newborn baby and a young boy.

      “I’m sorry to bother you but their ma was a widow and she’d died in childbirth. I heard in town that someone out this way took in orphans.”

      Lynn and Smitty looked at each other and smiled. “Come in,” Smitty said.
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      Autumn, the next year

      

      Lynn wiped her forehead as Smitty helped her to sit under a shade tree. It didn’t help, no matter what she did, she couldn’t get comfortable and she was terribly hot.

      Smitty put a pillow between her back and the tree trunk. “There you go, my sweet. Did you want me to stay or is this one of those times you’d rather not see anyone on earth?”

      She laughed. “If not for your sense of humor… Sit with me please. I still can’t believe we’ve been blessed, and I’m carrying our child. I feel guilty when I get cross, but my feelings keep changing from moment to moment it seems.”

      Smitty’s left brow lifted. “Oh? I hadn’t noticed.”

      She laughed again. “You know I believe that changes are wholesome but our family is about to go through too many changes. We have to find a way to keep the children from growing up. I know Greg is so very mature for his age but to want to go off on his own to mine for gold is crazy. I want you to tell him no.”

      “Darling, I wish I could lock him in his room, but he’s a man. He wants to spread his wings. They all will someday. Besides, I heard there are a few more orphans on their way to us, so we’ll need to make room. The Oregon Trail is so very hard.”

      “Oh no! Run and get Lily for me please!”

      He gave Lynn a blank stare and then his mouth formed a big “O”. He helped her up and yelled for Carlos to run for Lily.

      She was swung up into his strong arms and taken to their bedroom.

      “Smitty don’t look so worried. You’ve brought many babies into the world.”

      “I know, I just don’t want anything to go wrong. Oh, I should be allying your fears not adding to them.” He kissed her forehead.

      The pain was too much to bear. “Oh my! Is it supposed to hurt so much?”

      “Yes,” said Lily as she moved to the end of the bed and helped Lynn get ready.

      It took forever and ever, but Lynn finally had a healthy girl. She couldn’t stop staring at the beautiful little one with a bit of brown hair and blue eyes. “I think we have a female Smitty on our hands.”

      Smitty smiled. “She does look like me, doesn’t she?”

      “She looks like a prune!” Will said after he snuck into the room. He quickly left to spread the news.

      “What’s her name?” Lily asked.

      “Her name is Christy. It was Lynn’s mother’s name.”

      “That’s lovely. I’ll leave you three alone. Congratulations.”

      Lynn reached up and stroked Smitty’s face. “I love you so much. I think I understand what you were trying to tell me out by the tree.”

      “What is that, my love?” Smitty took her hand and kissed her palm.

      “Change is inevitable. We now have one new child and a few more orphans coming to us. I want Greg to stay but for each of us there are so many roads to choose.”

      Christy started to cry and Smitty grinned. “You agree don’t you?”
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      Susan jounced in the saddle as the horse careened through the streets of Independence, Missouri. Being jarred sideways, she grabbed for the pommel but her sweat-slicked fingers began slipping off. Another good jolt and she would find herself beneath Sunshine’s hooves. Frantically grasping the pommel with a solid hold, Susan closed her eyes and said a quick prayer. Her life couldn’t end this way, it just couldn’t. It had been a struggle to make her way to Independence. It was supposed to be a brand new start.

      “Umphh.” Strong arms wrapped around her ribs and hauled her out of harm’s way. His firm grip hurt but it was much better than being run over by a horse. She found herself practically sitting on the stranger’s lap while he held her tight against him. His hard chest and the warmth of his body made her forget her pain. She’d barely been able to catch her breath until he slowed his horse. She gasped when she found herself moving through the air again as he handed her to another man on the ground.

      Once free of the other man, she turned to thank her savior and was dumbstruck. She opened her mouth to thank him but words escaped her.  She’d never seen a man so tall before. He towered over her by a few feet. Slowly she worked her gaze up from his dusty boots, along his legs that seemed to go on forever, to his trim waist and then to shoulders as broad as a barn. She gulped. She had to crane her neck to take in the strong, angular chin, the firm lips. Holding her breath, she met his blue eyes, and her heart stuttered at the fury they contained.

      “You could have been killed! You shouldn’t be on a horse if you can’t control it. Where are your parents? Surely they don’t allow you to ride that horse all over town.” His voice boomed, and the crowd that had already gathered grew larger.

      Flames of embarrassment licked at her cheeks. He’d chastised her as though she was a child. A child she certainly was not. “I thank you for coming to my rescue. You risked your life to save mine, and there is no way to repay your bravery.” She hoped she sounded like one of those rich Southern ladies. People never messed with a Southern lady.

      She turned to the other man and blinked, struck by the resemblance to the man who had rescued her. “Thank you kind sir.” She raised a hand to make sure her hair was still up and suppressed a groan. Some of the strands still remained secure but most had haphazardly come loose and her tresses had all fallen every which way. So much for being a fine, Southern lady.

      She gave them both a curt nod and then spun on her heel in the direction she assumed Sunshine went. The crowd was bigger than she’d thought as she made her way through it only to find her Sunshine eating hay out of cart. She marched up to her horse and grabbed the reins. “All this for some hay? Oh, Sunshine how could you? You had plenty of grass to eat, and we’ve only been away from home a little over a day.” Her shoulders slumped as she sighed. She needed a place to repair herself before joining a wagon train and she needed to find one leaving soon.

      “Ya’ll have to pay for that there hay your horse ate. It’s not free you know.”  A burly man with greasy blond hair approached, and as he came closer she could smell his filth. He had a gleam in his eye she’d seen before and she had no intention of being a victim.

      “How much?”

      The man smirked as he looked her up and down causing her to shiver. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

      “How much do you charge for hay? Do you charge by the pitchfork full or cart full?”

      His bushy brows came together. “I um, well—”

      “It’s not your hay, is it?” She put her hands on her hips. If he hadn’t had smelled so fowl she would have taken a step forward. “How dare you try to steal money from me! I suggest you leave.” She hoped he left before the real owner of the hay came by.

      “I’m sure we’ll run into each other again soon.” He smirked at her again before he turned and walked away. Her stomach clenched at the possibilities of what could have happened with such a lecherous man.

      “He gave up easily.”

      Startled, Susan’s heart skipped a beat. She quickly glanced over her shoulder and nodded to the man who’d rescued her. “I never did get your name.”

      He waited for her to turn in his direction and then he smiled. “I’m Mike Todd. The man you just tangled with is a mean one. You’ll want to watch to be sure you’re never alone with him.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Todd, for your advice.” She smiled back.

      “No thanks needed, ma’am, and it’s Mike.”

      “I’m Susan Farr. It’s nice to make your acquaintance. You’ll have to excuse my appearance I’m afraid.”

      He stared into her eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with your appearance, Miss Farr.”

      “Please, call me Susan.” She tilted her head a bit. She’d often observed how rich woman acted and it was paying off.

      “Fine, Susan. Now where are your parents? Do they know how much trouble you’re making in town?” His voice grew deeper.

      “My parents passed recently. It’s just me and Sunshine. I was hoping to join one of those wagon trains to the west. I’ve always enjoyed traveling.” She batted her eyelashes at him and felt affronted when he laughed.

      “Listen lady, this is no vacation. You must be able to work and work hard in order for any wagon master to take you on. Since no one takes women traveling alone, you’ll have to rethink your plans.”

      Dang, I overdid the fine southern lady act. “Mike, I’m quite adept at working hard.”

      “Doing what? Needlepoint? I’m sorry but I’ve taken chances with women like you before, and it never ended in a good way. I can’t take the time to look after a helpless female and I refuse to break up fights among the men who will try to catch your eye. No. Like I said you need a new plan.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “You’re not listening to a word I have to say.” He frowned.

      “Oh, I’m listening. When are you leaving?” She tapped her foot.

      “In the morning. I wish you luck, Miss Farr. Good bye.”

      She watched him until he was swallowed up in the distance. She needed a strategy to get on that wagon train and she needed one now.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mike and his brothers Jed and Eli were all busy helping the members of their party get ready to leave. There were stubborn oxen that needed to be yoked and hitched. Despite earlier instructions, meals were not all done being cooked and it was past time to pack up. A few of the women looked as though they wanted to cry. Children ran all over the place and most didn’t heed their parents’ calls.

      Then there were those who’d been ready right on time griping about the delay. Mike had to bite his lip to keep from laughing. It was always like this the first few days. He rode Arrow up and down the line of wagons giving advice until he came to a wagon closer to the end. His eyes narrowed when he spotted Susan Farr. Dang it all!

      He guided Arrow to the wagon she was packing. “Miss Farr, I’m surprised to see you here.” He hoped his voice conveyed his annoyance.

      “Oh hello, Mike. Beautiful day isn’t it?” She gave him a quick uncertain smile and went back to loading the wagon.

      “I already told you not to come. Why are you here?”

      Her shoulders tensed as she turned toward him. “I got married yesterday. I’m not a single woman anymore, and my husband was already part of your party. There’s no reason I can’t go now is there?”

      “Where is your husband?” Her news shocked him.

      “Grabbing a few more minutes of sleep.”

      Mike swung down off his horse and stalked over to the wagon. He took one look inside and shook his head. She’d paired up with a real winner. Clancy Willis was a bit of a drinker. He was hungover, no doubt. “Hey, Clancy!” he yelled into the wagon. “Time to go if you don’t want to be left behind.” When he received no reply he took a cup filled it with water and threw it at Clancy’s head.

      Clancy sputtered. “Why’d you have to go and do that?”

      “Get up and help your wife! We’re ready to leave.”

      Clancy held his head in his hands. “You don’t have to yell so loud. Besides I’m sure Sarah has everything done.”

      Mike took a deep breath and willed himself not to beat the man. “Susan, her name is Susan. Get up and help her.” He muttered under his breath and when he turned around he was tempted to swear. Susan’s big blue eyes were filled with panic.

      “You won’t leave us behind will you?”

      “Where’s your horse?”

      “I gave Sunshine to Clancy to pay for my part of the provisions.” Her gaze fell to the ground and her shoulders slumped.

      “Just get ready to go. I’ll send Jed down to give you a hand but this is a onetime thing. I have to check on the rest of the group. Good day, Susan.” He mounted Arrow, tipped his hat and rode off. The money from selling Susan’s horse was probably long gone, and Mike had no doubt it had not been spent on provisions. Except for more whiskey, of course. But with fifty wagons and over a hundred people to look out for, that wasn’t his problem unless it endangered the wagon train. Susan had made a poor choice, and he was sorry for her.

      He sent Jed to help her. She was going to have a hell of a time with a man like Clancy, but it wasn’t his business unless it endangered the wagon train. It really was a shame; she was such a pretty little lady with a whole lot of gumption.

      Finally both Jed and Eli joined him at the front of the train. It was time to go. “Wagons ho!” Mike yelled, his heart filled with pride as one wagon after another rolled by. The crunch of the wheels on the earth and the plodding sounds of the oxen as they went by lent to a sense of excitement. He could feel it in the air. Most heeded his advice about keeping the wagons light and having everyone but the driver walk. The exception was the Willis wagon. Susan struggled to drive it, but she looked to be giving it her all. Dang, she didn’t have a pair of work gloves. The traces were going to make a mess out of her pretty hands. He jolted upright with a little start pretty hands? He’d best stay away from Susan her being a married woman. Plus he never became involved with other women. He wasn’t in the market, and he didn’t trifle with their feelings. One thing he could say about himself, he wasn’t a cad.

      “Jed, I need you to ride near the back for a while before you go and scout out where to camp. Eli, you take the middle. Remember we have a mixture of greenhorns and farmers. There’s bound to be plenty of frustrations until the greenhorns learn the way of things.”

      “How far did you want to go today?” Jed asked. Of his two brothers, Jed was the most serious of them. “Let’s go for ten miles so we can make sure they have plenty of time to figure out a routine for taking care of the livestock, cooking meals and the like.”

      “Sounds good, I’ll go eat some dust at the back of the line for a while.” Jed turned his horse and rode to the back part of the train.

      “Eli, let me know if any trouble arises.”

      Eli grinned. “You can count on me, Mike.” He too turned his horse and rode away.

      Mike reached into his saddle bag and grabbed out two worn bandannas. He rode to the Willis wagon and slowed until he was riding at Susan’s side. He reached over and handed her the bandannas. “Wrap these around your hands; they’ll help a bit to keep them from being ripped to shreds. Where’s Clancy? Never mind, I already know. How many wagons have you driven?”

      She tried to put on the cloths without relinquishing her hold on the lines. “I’ve driven small farm wagons. Nothing this big before, but I’ll get the hang of it. You won’t have a reason to send us packing.”

      He stared into her determined eyes. “That was the furthest thing from my mind. I’ll check on you later.” He tipped his hat to her before he rode off.
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        * * *

      

      Susan’s shoulders felt as though they were being pulled right out of her. Her back ached, and she was hungry and thirsty. She called into the wagon a few times to ask for water and leftover biscuits but her husband never answered. He was sleeping, and with each turn of the wheel, she grew more and more angry. She’d been a fool to marry him. She’d been so desperate to leave Missouri, she hadn’t thought it all through. He promised to never touch her but now what was to stop him? He was her husband and had his right. She’d thought she’d paid her way by allowing him to sell her beloved horse, Sunshine but, that wasn’t true.

      Sleep had been in short supply last night. As part of their bargain, Clancy was to sleep under the wagon. It hadn’t happened that way. Clancy left her to fend for herself while he and a few friends drank most of the night. He’d come crawling into the wagon and scared her. Luckily, he’d passed out, but she had lain in fear he’d wake up at any time and try to consummate the marriage. Perhaps getting drunk was just a way for Clancy to celebrate leaving. He had acted decent enough when he heard of her plight, stepped right up and offered to help her. A marriage of convenience was what they agreed to.

      She shrugged her shoulders and planned to make the best of the situation. If only she’d had more time and hadn’t had to flee…

      “We there yet?” Clancy’s gravelly voice wasn’t pleasant sounding and it began to grate on her nerves. “I assume we have many more miles to go. Could you hand me some water and a biscuit?”

      “I’m going back to sleep. Besides I ate all the biscuits.”

      Her stomach rumbled, and her mouth felt drier at the refusal of water. Her face heated. She’d been treated shabbily before but not like this. It was her own fault. She should have brought a canteen and some biscuits up front. Her sigh was loud but she didn’t care. Her day just became much harder.

      “Mrs. Willis, you look a bit peaked. Can I do anything for you?” Eli asked as he rode up next to her wagon.

      “A sip from your canteen would be wonderful. I didn’t think to put one up here with me.” She smiled as brightly as she could due to the circumstances.

      “Sure thing, ma’am.” He handed her his canteen and she took a healthy swig.

      It felt glorious wetting her parched mouth and flowing down her raspy throat. Mindful not to take too much more, she put the top on and handed it back. “Thank you.”

      “Any time, ma’am.”

      “Call me Susan please.”

      “Take care, Susan.” He rode to the next wagon to check on the occupants.

      All three brothers favored each other. They all had dark hair, blue eyes and very strong jaws. She bet when Jed and Eli were full grown they too would be well over six feet like their brother Mike. She continued on, her shoulders aching, her arms burning, and her back knotted so hard, she had to grit her teeth against the pain. Soon enough she’d be stronger and the pain wouldn’t be so bad.

      She did manage a smile for the children who ran and played tag while walking. Some of the women walked in groups, others walked behind their wagons. They all seemed to be a pleasant lot. She couldn’t wait to get to know them. The party was certainly made up of many people. More than she’d imagined. She was bound to find a friend or two.

      The day went on, and Clancy never stirred. Hunger pains ate at her and once again she needed some water. The sun overhead became glaring, although there was a cool breeze. Surely they’d be stopping soon, wouldn’t they? She’d noticed that Jed had left and rode on ahead of the party a while ago. Mike and Eli rode from the front of the train to the back and back again. Eli always smiled. Mike, however, barely glanced at her. Had she done something to anger him?

      She shrugged to dislodge that thought. Right now he was the least of her problems. What was she going to do about Clancy? She didn’t trust him to keep his word, not one bit.

      She’d made a decision in haste, and now she was sorry, but it couldn’t be undone, at least not until they reached Oregon. The plan included an annulment and a cash settlement from the sale of Sunshine. Foolishly, she put herself at that man’s mercy.

      “Be ready to stop soon,” Eli called out to each driver. They were the most joyous words she’d heard all day.

      They were shown how to circle the wagons and once she set the break and tied off the lines her shoulders drooped. She wasn’t certain she’d be able to climb down off the wagon. Not that she had a choice. She flexed her pained hands a bit. They were still cut up despite the bandannas but it could have been worse. She stood, and a groan escaped her lips. The distance from the wagon seat to the ground seemed much longer than she’d thought. Hitching up her skirts in one hand, she carefully climbed down and walked straight for the water barrel that hung on the side of the wagon. She drank the cool water right from the dipper, swayed and sat down on the ground.

      After she gulped down the remaining water she closed her eyes. She needed to get up and unhitch and unyoke the oxen. They needed to be tended to. Then maybe she’d be able to make something to eat. She’d made so many biscuits that morning so they’d have them throughout the day. What had Clancy expected her to eat? She shook her head. She’d best learn how to do everything; she couldn’t count on him.

      Gingerly, she got to her feet and put the dipper back into the barrel. She put her hands on the small of her back and stretched. First, she unhitched the oxen, trying her hardest not to get caught in the leather traces. The front two were the lead pair for a reason. They were trained and were easily unyoked. It was the next two that gave her problems. It took so much energy but she succeeded. Food was next on the agenda. She’d have to disturb her husband. It was about time he got up anyway, the lazy sot. The back side of the wagon dropped down so she could use it to get the food ready. Once she had that unlatched she hesitated before climbing in. The cast iron pot was in ready reach, and she pulled it out. The food was under the false floor in the wagon. Fortunately, she’d put what she needed where she could easily grab it.

      Dang, she’d forgotten about making a fire first. Her heart started to beat faster as she became overwhelmed. A moment to herself was what she craved. She stepped to the outer side of the wagon and tried to collect her thoughts. It had been a hard day, and she expected many more of them. Determined to stand on her own two feet, though, she took a deep breath and vowed not to show an ounce of weakness. She rounded the wagon to make the fire, and there was Clancy standing with a jug of whiskey in his hand.

      “Where’s my supper? What have you been doing with your time? It figures I up and married a lazy one.” His eyes were wide and glassy.

      She shuddered. He was probably capable of violence. How was it he had been sober when they married and sober when they packed the wagon? Then he took Sunshine to sell. Dear Lord, did he spend the money on whiskey? Dare she ask?

      “Do we have wood for a fire?” she asked calmly.

      “That’s your job. Now go get some and be quick about it. Those biscuits didn’t last long.” He sneered at her and pulled a crate out to sit on.

      Her lips formed a straight line as she tried to keep from saying something she might regret. Instead, she walked alone toward the wooded area. She had to walk a while before she found any wood on the ground. It looked as though the forest had been picked over by other travelers. It surprised her that she didn’t encounter anyone else looking for wood. They’d probably loaded some in their wagons while they were in Independence. She had all she could carry and was relieved when she found her way back out.

      She scurried to make the fire and cut up chunks of beef. She added them to the cast iron pot and placed it over the fire. Next she chopped vegetables and added them along with water into the pot. She needed to figure out a routine to make everything quicker and easier.

      She sat on the ground near the fire while Clancy drank and laughed to himself. Glancing around, she saw many families, tired but happy, all sitting around their fire eating. Clancy must have noticed too.

      “How come everyone else is eatin’ and you’re just sitting doing nothing? We’ll need more wood for breakfast, or didn’t you think of that?”

      “It’s almost dark.”

      “That’s no excuse, go and get more wood. I can stir whatever is in that pot. It sure doesn’t smell all that good.” He narrowed his eyes as he stared at her.

      She stood, gave the stew a quick stir and left. Clancy’s voice had obviously carried given the many expressions of surprise and pity on other peoples’ faces. If she hadn’t had to leave Missouri, she might have just walked back to where they started. Things could be worse, and tired as she was, she’d get the wood, finish dinner and go to bed.

      “I thought I saw you come in here,” Mike said, causing her to jump.

      “I need some more wood. You didn’t need to check on me.” Her face heated at his expression of concern.

      “You drove the whole way?”

      She nodded and kept picking up wood. He took the wood from her and carried it as she added more pieces to the pile.

      “Where’s your husband been this whole time?”

      Her heart dropped. “Why ask? You already know he was in the wagon.”

      Mike stopped and dropped the wood. He reached out and took her hand in his. Gently he unwrapped the blood soaked bandanna. “I’ll find some gloves for you. You’ll need to keep these wounds clean. Wash the bandannas tonight and hang them. They’ll be ready for you to use tomorrow. Clancy plans to drive tomorrow, doesn’t he?”

      His gentleness was almost too much for her. It took everything inside her not to weep. “I really should get back.”

      Mike nodded and picked up the pile of wood. They walked in silence, and when they got back to her wagon, Mike dropped the wood at Clancy’s feet and then stared him down. “If you need anything else, Mrs. Willis, let me know.” He looked to be barely containing his anger. With a quick nod, he spun on his heel and left.

      “What did you tell him?” Clancy demanded. He stood and grabbed her arm hurting her.

      “I didn’t tell him a thing. My life is my business.” She pulled her arm out of his grasp and went to gather the bowls and spoons. She ladled out the hearty stew and handed a bowl to Clancy. “Where’s the coffee?”

      “We have water.” She told him softly.

      “I want coffee.”

      She groaned and grabbed the coffee pot and got the coffee ready to put on the fire. Clancy helped himself to another big portion of the stew and her stomach rumbled. There probably wasn’t much left. She took her bowl, dismayed to discover she was right, he hadn’t left her a full serving. She would have to make due. By the way it stuck to the bottom of the pot, she knew he hadn’t stirred it once.

      Disgust invaded her being but there was nothing she could do about it. She sat and ate her food, and when the coffee was ready, she poured him a cup but by then he was more interested in his whiskey. She’d save it for the morning.

      She put on some water to heat so she could wash the dishes and her bandannas. Once everything was clean she turned toward Clancy. “Good night.” She started to climb into the wagon.

      “There’s been a change in plans. The wagon is more comfortable than the ground. I’ll be sleeping in the wagon from now on. You have a choice. You can either sleep with me or sleep under the wagon.” His voice boomed, and she was certain everyone in the whole party knew of her shame.

      “The ground will be fine. Good night.” She went into the wagon and grabbed an oil cloth and a few blankets. All she wanted was to lay her head down and close her eyes. The ground was fine.
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