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Chapter One






June 1883






Eliza stepped out of the
stagecoach. She glanced at the wrinkled piece of paper in her shaky
hands. She was in the right place. The
southern Dakota territory was so different from Omaha. But this is
what she wanted. A new start. And what better way to get that new
start than to go to a small town? Some place where no one knew her
or what she had done. She was safe here. Safe to be what she could
never be in Omaha: a lady.

The two women who had
accompanied her on the long journey across the prairie land stood
next to her. The dirt road felt wonderfully solid beneath Eliza’s
feet after the endless swaying of the stagecoach. It especially was
welcome after the frequent vomiting of the pretty young blond who
could not tolerate the ride. Eliza was grateful her stomach
maintained its strength, though she almost lost it twice from the
foul odor.

“I’ve never been so glad
to be anywhere in my entire life,” the blond exclaimed as she wiped
her sweaty forehead with a handkerchief.

Eliza watched Charity
Grooms as her aunt, Bethany Grooms, disposed of the bag of vomit in
a trash can by the small general store. Several people lounged
about along the main street of the dusty town and watched the new
arrivals with interest. She wondered if one of them was Melissa
Peters.

Ignoring them for a moment, Eliza
pulled out a mint from her purse and handed it to the nineteen year
old. “This will make your breath fresher,” she
whispered.

“Thank you, Eliza,”
Charity replied, taking the mint and plopping it into her mouth.
“I’m sorry I was such a burdensome companion.”

“It was better than going
through the wilderness alone.”

“Well, you are a dear
friend in this unfamiliar place.” Charity reached out and placed a
hand on her arm. “You must come to my new home sometime. My
intended promised he’d let me entertain guests. It’s the only part
of being back east that I’d miss, and it’s the only reason I agreed
to be a mail-order bride.”

Eliza nodded, though she
honestly didn’t think they had anything in common. Charity was born
and raised a lady. She’d never put one foot in a godforsaken
place.

A man who was probably close to thirty
approached the blond.

Eliza stepped back. This
must be Ralph Custer who sent for Charity. Her eyes drifted to his
badge. So he was the marshal in town.

He took his hat off. “Excuse me,
ma’am. Are you Miss Grooms?”

While Charity’s face glowed, Eliza
turned her attention back to the paper in her hand. It was good
that Charity had a handsome, respectable man to wed. Eliza was
happy for her, and by the way Charity’s aunt gushed, she was
obviously happy with the match too.

Eliza needed to find
Melissa Peters. Preacher Bill Peters promised that Melissa would be
expecting her. All Eliza had to do was go to the address written on
the paper. Aware of the way the onlookers watched her, she
straightened her hat and picked up her travel bag. It wasn’t
anything fancy. Nothing like the large trunk Charity and her aunt
brought with them.

Eliza shook her head. She
wouldn’t compare herself to them. It did her no good to do so. Just
as Preacher Peters said, she needed to find out who she was and to
be content with that. God had forgiven her. That was enough. So why
did she feel a pit of despair well up in her chest? And why did she
feel more alone than she ever had in her entire life? She wasn’t
fourteen when her parents died. She was twenty-seven. Well past her
prime.

Charity’s laughter drifted
along the breeze. Eliza shouldn’t begrudge the young woman. Charity
was nineteen. She was at a good age, and she was such a nice
person. Eliza turned and headed down the street. She was used to
people staring at her. It came with being a prostitute for twelve
years. But she wasn’t one anymore. She’d been redeemed. She came
here for a new start.

The past remained in
Omaha. No one would ever find out about her background.
Ever.

Repeating the words in her mind, she
passed by the bank when someone stepped in front of her. She gasped
and stumbled back.

A strong hand caught her
by the arm and steadied her so she didn’t end up on the
ground.

She quickly regained her
composure and looked into the greenest eyes she’d ever seen. She
blinked in surprise, for they were beautiful. The man in front of
her stood a foot taller than her and had dark brown hair with bangs
that fell neatly over his forehead. The man had dressed in a clean
blue shirt and black slacks. He even wore a tie and a nice black
vest.

Considering that he was
better dressed than the other men she’d seen in town, she found him
to be a strange curiosity. “You look pretty fancy. Are you getting
hitched?” As soon as she said the words, she wished she hadn’t. She
needed to learn to bite her tongue. “Sorry, Mister. I meant no
disrespect.”

She tried to move around
him but he blocked her. She frowned and gave him a good look. She’d
had her share of difficult men in her time. She placed a hand on
her hip. She didn’t care if he was built like a tower. He wouldn’t
intimidate her.

“What do you want with me?”
she demanded.

He motioned to the letter in his
hand.

She rolled her eyes. Great. The strong
silent type. “Look, I don’t have time for this, Mister. I came to
find Melissa Peters.”

When she took another step to the
side, he moved with her.

She took a deep breath. “You are
annoying me.”

He winced.

Her face softened. “I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean to be harsh. What is it you want me to do? Read that
letter?”

He nodded and handed it to
her.

“You could just tell me
what’s in it.”

He shook his head and pointed to his
throat.

“Oh. You’re sick. I see.”
Not that she believed him. He didn’t look ill. “It’s a good thing I
know how to read.”

He smiled.

She hesitantly returned his
smile before she read the letter. As she did, it became clear to
her that he thought she
was the woman who had agreed to come out west to
marry him. No wonder he wouldn’t let her go around him. He assumed
that she was his mail-order bride. Well, now that was easy enough.
She’d set him straight. “I hate to break this to you, Mister, but
I’m not Daphne O’Conner. My name is Eliza.” She paused. She
couldn’t recall her last name. It’d been so long ago since she used
it. “I’m not your bride.”

He frowned as she handed the paper
back to him.

“I’m sorry. I realize she
was due to come in on the same stagecoach that I did, but my only
traveling companions are over there.” She motioned to a very happy
looking Charity and her aunt. The marshal looked just as pleased.
As well they should, she reckoned. They all seemed nice enough.
Turning back to him, she shrugged. “I’m sorry. Maybe she’ll come in
on the next ride.”

He folded the paper in slow,
methodical motions.

There didn’t seem to be
anything else to say, so she took a step around him and headed for
the houses lining the next road. Wilkins Pike was the name of it,
and that was the name of the road she needed.

To her surprise, he tapped her on the
shoulder.

She stopped and stared at him,
wondering what in the world he could possibly want now.

He motioned to her and
then himself and pointed to the small white building.

She nearly dropped her luggage when
she realized the building was a church. She shook her head. “I am
not Daphne. I’m Eliza. You do understand that, don’t
you?”

He nodded.

Now she was more confused than ever.
“Then what do you want with me?”

He pointed to the church
again.

It was official. The poor man was
delusional if he thought she could be anyone’s wife. “Mister, you’d
do much better waiting for that fine young lady who wrote that
letter to come off the stagecoach.”

He shook his head and tore the
letter.

Gasping, she set down her
bag and grabbed his hands to stop him. “Now look here. There’s no
sense in assuming the worst. Something probably delayed her. You
just need to be patient.”

He touched his throat and shook his
head.

She had no idea what he
was trying to tell her. “Can’t you write down what you want to
say?” She picked up her purse and searched through it. “I thought I
brought a pencil.”

His hand rested on top of hers. When
she looked up at him, he shook his head again.

“You can’t
write?”

He nodded.

She should have been prepared for
that. After all, not everyone had formal schooling. She didn’t
either, but she’d been lucky enough to have a male customer who
taught her to read and write in exchange for her services. She
sighed, pushing back the instant shame that heated her face. Did it
matter how she learned to read and write? The point was she learned
it. And she couldn’t change the past. Certainly, no one ever had to
know about it.

The man’s gentle touch on her arm
broke her out of her thoughts. He motioned again to the
church.

If he knew...If he only
knew her past, then he wouldn’t even suggest this. “Mister, I
can’t. You seem like a really nice man, a good man. At least you
let a woman get a word in edgewise. But I’m not meant to be a
wife.” She smoothed out the piece of paper Preacher Peters had
given her. “I am here to find Melissa Peters. She’s supposed to
live down that way.”

He nodded and motioned to a little
white house that looked comfortably settled between a green house
and a brown one.

Well, this was good
information. “Yes. I’m here to do housework in exchange for room
and board. It’s all been arranged. So you see, I already have
something I need to do here.”

He shook his head at her.

She set her hands on her
hips. “I don’t care if you like it or not. She’s expecting me.”
Ignoring the fact that he waved his arms and shook his head again,
she picked up her bag. “I don’t care what you think. You’re not
telling me what to do.”

She pushed past him and
stormed down the road. He had a lot of nerve! She’d been nice to
him, but she could only handle so much. If he didn’t want to wait
for Daphne, then that was his problem—not hers. She never agreed to
come out here to marry anyone. And the unexpected wave of guilt
that rose from her gut shocked her. She had no reason to feel
guilty. It must have been because she spent all of her life trying
to please others and doing what they wanted. Still, his sad
eyes...No. She wouldn’t give it another thought. He’d be very happy
when Daphne finally came. Daphne, she was sure, was a lady, the
kind of woman a man could take home to meet his mother, the kind of
woman who could give him a house full of children to carry on his
name. She couldn’t be either woman for him. Yes, he was much better
off without the likes of her.

To her dismay, he followed her. She
gave him credit for persistence. Oh well. Let him follow. When she
arrived at Melissa’s house, Melissa could explain the situation to
him. Maybe then he’d pay attention.

As soon as she made it to
Melissa’s house, she banged on the door. She didn’t mean to be so
hard on the poor door, but the man was getting on her nerves with
his insistent gesturing.

When the door opened,
Eliza cleared her throat and quickly adjusted her hat. But as soon
as her gaze passed the forty-year-old woman with swollen red eyes
to the stack of boxes scattered throughout the parlor, her heart
sank. This wasn’t going to be good news.

“Hello, John,” the woman
said before she wiped her nose with a dishtowel. “Is this a friend
of yours?”

Eliza glanced at the
man—John—and decided to speak for him. “No, ma’am. I don’t know
him. Not really. I mean, I just met him.” She set her travel bag
down by her feet and rummaged through her purse. “My name is Eliza.
I know a man in Omaha. His name is Preacher Bill Peters, and he
told me that he wrote to his cousin, Melissa Peters.” She finally
retrieved the preacher’s letter. She paused and looked at the
woman. “You don’t match Melissa Peters’ description. Do I have the
right house?”

“Yes, she mentioned you.
We sent a letter to Bill two days ago. Melissa had a terrible fall
down the steps, and—” She pressed the towel to her mouth and
sobbed.

For a moment, Eliza stood in silence,
mostly in shock but partly in sympathy. Turning to John, she saw
him nod. He even waved toward a section of land further out of
town. She had to squint, but it quickly became clear that he had
been pointing to the cemetery during their walk to this house. She
released a shaky breath. This definitely wasn’t good...for either
her or for Melissa. But she gathered that between the two of them,
she fared much better.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Eliza
softly spoke. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

The woman shook her head.
“No thank you.” She wiped her eyes again. “My name is Addy
Garrison. I was Melissa’s friend. We were practically
sisters.”

Eliza simply nodded. Grief from men
she was used to, but she had no idea how to comfort a woman. She
shifted from one foot to the other. “I’ll leave you
alone.”

“Take care. John will be
good to you.”

Her eyes widened as the
woman gently shut the door. Then she looked at John. He didn’t have
to speak for her to understand his remorse. Sighing, she picked up
her travel bag and dragged her feet back to the business district
of the town, as small as it was. She figured it consisted of a
store for grocery items, a barber shop, a workshop to repair wagons
and buggies or to care for horseshoes, a church, an auditorium, the
one room jail, and a hotel. At least that was the main street.
Perhaps there were more businesses spread throughout. A glance down
a side street showed her the small post office and bank that were
in the same building. Another good look showed her a house with a
doctor’s name on it.

So there was more in this
town than she originally thought. But still, it was very different
from Omaha. She didn’t know if she liked that or not. Her options
would be limited here. She didn’t want to return to Omaha. She
could never make a fresh start there. No one would take her
seriously as an employee. Her shoulders slumped. This was why most
women married as soon as they could. Finding work seemed like a
frightening prospect.

John reached out and took her elbow in
his hand.

Why was he still following her?
Couldn’t he tell that she needed time to be alone and think? But
then, he knew the town and the people in it. Maybe he could help
her. “Do you know where I can find a job?”

He shook his head and pointed behind
her.

She glanced over her shoulder and
groaned. “No. I’m not your mail-order bride. I will not go into
that church except to worship the Good Lord on Sundays.”

His countenance fell.

She couldn’t allow the jab
of guilt to overtake her good judgment. It was insane to want to
marry a man just because he looked hurt. “You’ll thank me when your
Daphne comes.” She could only pray that this woman would indeed
come. She didn’t know John, but he struck her as a good man, just
as Addy had said. “Do you know of anyone who’s hiring?”

To her surprise, his eyes lit up and
he tapped his chest.

“How many times do I have
to say no? I’m not marrying you.”

He quickly shook his head.

“Right. Now you’re catching
on.”

She proceeded down the
dirt road, wondering why a group of men had congregated outside the
building across the road to stare at them. Was it so unusual for an
unmarried woman to be seen with an unmarried man? Or maybe it was
because she was a stranger? Yes. That was probably it. They didn’t
recognize her, so naturally, they were curious.

Next to her, John pointed to the
church and shook his head.

“Is that all you can do?
Nod, shake your head and point?” she asked.

She was starting to tire of this game,
if that’s what he was doing. He seemed sincere, but she sensed
something odd about him. Of course, it didn’t have be a bad kind of
odd. She’d met men who were odd but good-hearted souls. They had
been much easier to understand than this stranger who had insisted
on attaching himself to her like a shadow.

The men across the street laughed. Out
of the corner of her eye, she realized they were laughing at John.
She wondered why.

John, however, didn’t seem to notice.
Instead, he pointed to her, formed the word ‘work’ on his lips and
then tapped his chest again.

“You’re talking about a
job? Not marriage? You need someone to work for you?” she
asked.

He smiled and nodded with the
enthusiasm of a little boy in a candy shop.

She stopped and turned to him. “What
kind of job?”

He furrowed his eyebrows and frowned,
as if debating what to say. Then he snapped his fingers and led her
to the general store.

Now she was speechless. What was he
doing? Surely, a man as...odd...as him didn’t own the general
store, especially since store owners needed to actually talk to
their customers. John didn’t strike her as the social type at
all.

A man who appeared to be
the owner was talking to a plump woman who examined several bags of
sugar. He glanced up. “Howdy, John.”

John smiled and waved.

The woman turned and gave a nod. “Good
afternoon.”

The owner turned his
attention to Eliza. “I’m Frank Garrison. This is Molly Richie, and
that is John Evans.”

Eliza wondered why the owner felt the
need to tell her John’s name. Maybe he was odd too. She glanced out
the window and saw that the group of men had made their way across
the street and were listening to everything they were saying
outside the store. Had the door not been left open, they wouldn’t
have received the pleasure of hearing anything. Those men weren’t
right either. Maybe this entire town was odd.

Keenly aware of their audience, she
said, “I’m Eliza.”

“Eliza what?” the woman
asked.

Just Eliza.
But she couldn’t say that. Her gaze drifted to
the sugar. “Uh...Eliza Sweet.” She winced. Oh, that was
awful!

“Nice to meet you, Miss
Sweet,” Frank said.

So now she was stuck
with that for a
last name. Oh well. Worse things had happened to her.

John motioned around the
store.

“Go ahead and search
around,” the owner replied.

As Frank and Molly resumed
their conversation about recipes to use sugar with, John led her to
a broom in the corner of the store. He picked up the broom and
started sweeping the floor. Then he pointed to her and the
broom.

She blinked. Oh. He was telling her
what her job would be if she worked for him. “Cleaning. You mean,
I’d clean your house?”

He nodded and put the broom back. Then
he led her to a table full of fruits and vegetables and pretended
to eat them.

“And cook.”

He looked so excited that
she understood him that she actually chuckled. Then he showed her
soap and patted his shirt and pants.

“And do your
wash.”

He nodded again before he
turned his hands up. His expression asked her if she would agree to
it.

She took a deep breath. “I don’t know.
Where would I stay?”

“You’re not his mail-order
bride?” Frank spoke up.

Not that it was any of his business,
but she answered, “No. I came to help Melissa Peters but found out
that isn’t going to work out after all.”

“Yes. Poor Miss Peters.
That was a horrible tragedy. Well, you’ll be in good hands with
John. But John, where’s your bride? Are you sure she’d be happy to
know you hired a woman to take care of your place?”

John held up his torn letter and shook
his head.

“She didn’t come?” the man
kindly deducted.

John nodded and shoved the letter into
his pocket.

“I’m sorry to hear that.
But it’s probably for the best. Things work out for a reason.” He
looked at Eliza. “You plan to let Eliza stay in that small cabin
off to the side of your house then?”

He nodded.

“I suppose that will work.
Eliza, John is a good and decent man. He won’t take advantage of
you.”

The snicker from outside
the door made her wonder, once again, what was going on.

Frank’s mouth formed a
tight line as he strode across the room and stood in the doorway.
“Get away from my store.”

“Oh come on, Garrison,”
one of the three men replied. “What woman is going to want to work
for a mute? She won’t even marry him.”

Eliza blinked. That was
why John didn’t speak. That also explained his odd behavior. Now
she really felt bad for getting irritated with him. How else was he
supposed to communicate with her?

“Mind your own business and
go somewhere else unless you have something to buy,” Frank
ordered.

“We’re going. We’re
going.”

The men grumbled but left.

Frank returned, his face
showing his displeasure. “I’m sorry about that, John.” Before Eliza
had a chance to look at John, Frank approached her. “Eliza, I
assure you that John is an honest, God fearing man. He won’t steer
you wrong, and he could use a woman’s help out there. He spends so
much time making furniture that he tends to neglect his
place.”

“You make furniture?” she
asked John.

“And fixes and repairs
people’s homes. He does a lot of good here.”

She believed Frank, and
she’d had enough dealings with men to know that John wouldn’t take
advantage of the situation. In fact, his type often got taken
advantage of. She sighed. Well, she wanted a fresh start, and
though this wasn’t how she planned it, she supposed that this was
just as well.

“Alright,” she told John.
“But I’m not marrying you. You still have to wait for that bride of
yours.”

John seemed content with
that so she figured they wouldn’t have any problems. But on the way
out of the store, one look at the group of men made her aware that
problems were going to be inevitable. The question was, just what
kind of problems.


Chapter Two






John tried not to stare at
the new woman who’d come to town. Eliza. That was her name. He
wished he could say it, to feel the way the word would roll off his
tongue. But that would never be. Still, he could see, and she was
certainly a beautiful woman. It was unfortunate she wasn’t Daphne
O’Conner. He didn’t know what delayed Daphne. Perhaps she decided
not to come when she found out he was mute. He made sure his
brother, Aaron, added that when Aaron wrote the letter on his
behalf. But her response came after the fact. Perhaps she thought
it over and changed her mind...

He shifted Eliza’s travel
bag to his other hand as they walked down the street past the
barber shop. She argued with him about carrying it, but he saw no
reason for a woman to do that if she didn’t have to. He was briefly
aware of the others who watched them. What
is she doing with him? That was the
question in their eyes, and for some reason, Eliza didn’t seem to
notice it. She merely chatted on about her trip from Omaha: how
she’d boarded a train and found a stagecoach. She went into
surprising detail on the subject. But he didn’t mind that she
rambled. He liked the sound of her soprano voice.

And she certainly had the
prettiest hair color he’d ever seen. He’d never seen anyone with
red hair. It was vibrant. Gold highlights wove in and out of her
strands that were pulled back into a braid that hung halfway down
her back. Her skin was fair, evidence that she hadn’t spent much
time in the sun. She had dark brown eyes that had a light brown
tint around the pupils. Her lips were a lovely shade of
pink.

Then there was the rest of
her. She was slender, but not so much that she had to forfeit her
figure as some women had to. He noted the way her hips swayed from
side to side as she walked. She was graceful in her movements. Then
when he lifted his gaze higher, his face grew warm when he looked
at her breasts. He’d only seen bare breasts once in his life, and
that time had been an accident. One in which Mrs. Cramer got out of
her tub and entered her parlor without realizing he was there to
deliver a chair he’d made for her husband. Her husband was as
horrified as he’d been, and he made sure to quickly avert his eyes,
though the memory was seared into his mind forever. He still
couldn’t look that woman in the eye.

Now as he ventured a look
at Eliza, he wondered what she looked like without clothes on. As
quickly as the thought came, he forced it aside. She didn’t agree
to marry him. She agreed to work for him. That was
unfortunate...for him. Maybe not for her. It was probably best for
her. As soon as she met his brother Troy, she might decide he was
more to her liking. He already knew that Troy would like her. And
Troy could talk and read and write.

John considered making
another plea with her to marry him but decided that wouldn’t be
fair to her. Maybe she’d want to marry Troy. Then he shouldn’t
trick her into marrying him just to keep her around. Sighing, he
returned his attention to what Eliza was saying.

“I guess this town is
quaint,” she said, inspecting the row of flowers on the patch of
grass lining the bank. “I don’t recall seeing such pretty flowers
all over the place. Omaha wasn’t like this. It had more noise and
dust rising up in the air because of all the people trafficking
through with their horses. Have you ever been to a bigger
town?”

He shook his head.

She frowned. “Then you have no idea
what I’m talking about, do you?” She shrugged. “It’s just as well.
You’re not missing much. This town doesn’t have a bar, does
it?”

He shook his head again.
The mayor had done away with that establishment a year ago, though
he couldn’t tell her that.

“That’s just as well too.
Really, it’s a good thing. Too many bad things happen in
bars.”

She was right. He recalled
the loud shoot-out between Abe and Cal. Their tombstones would
forever be a monument to that terrible night. Again, this was
knowledge he couldn’t give her. Someone who spoke would have to do
that instead. He sighed. He was being selfish in trying to keep her
all to himself.

He could return her to the
general store. He didn’t really need someone to help him. He
managed fine on his own. But she was too appealing. Way too pretty.
Way too friendly and accepting of his handicap. She hadn’t flinched
when she learned he was mute. She even talked to him as if he were
a normal person. And he liked that.

No. He wouldn’t let this opportunity
pass him by. His gaze drifted back to the church. If
only...

“This is such a neat
little flower,” she said, breaking him out of his thoughts. She
bent forward and touched the yellow petal in front of the white
house. “I won’t take it, mind you. I just want to feel it. It’s
soft. And the color is my favorite. I love yellow. Do you know
why?”

Of course, he didn’t, but to his
amusement, she continued as if he had spoken to her.

“Yellow is the color of
hope.”

He wondered if he had any yellow
flowers on his land. If not, he could probably plant some. Maybe it
would convince her to marry him. Then she’d have to stay with
him.

She stood up. “Which way to your
home?”

He pointed to the two
geldings attached to the wagon. He’d purposely parked it away from
the heart of town. She wouldn’t know why, and for once, he was glad
of it. Addy and Frank were nice to him. Some others were too. But
not everyone was. He didn’t care to stay around when he wasn’t
welcome.

After they reached the wagon, he
placed her travel bag in the back. Then he turned and waited for
her to get in.

Laughing, she shook her
head. “You obviously don’t have any experience with women. I can’t
get on this thing without your help...unless you want me to be
unladylike about it.”

He blushed, wishing he had
paid more attention to the way other men interacted with women. His
world had consisted mostly of objects and his brothers. He picked
her up and hesitated. She was a light thing. Didn’t she ever eat?
But then he realized how nice she looked in his arms. He’d never
held a woman before, so this was a pleasing experience. He wondered
if there would be more chances like this.

“I meant that you could
hold my hand to help me up,” she whispered. “Though this is the
most chivalrous thing that’s ever happened to me, so I thank
you.”

His eyebrows furrowed.
Whatever did ‘chivalrous’ mean? It couldn’t be bad if she was
thanking him, right? Pushing the question aside since there was no
way he could ask it, he gently placed her up in the seat. She
seemed like such a fragile thing, what with her slender frame and
all. Yes, she definitely needed to eat more. He’d have to make sure
that happened.

When he hopped on his side
of the wagon, she picked up where she left off on her talking. She
named the flowers they passed, commented on the flat landscape and
told him about some of the farmers she had met over the years and
what crops they grew. Then she made guesses on the crops that lined
their grassy path. She was right most of the time, though he shook
his head on one she got wrong. She didn’t look offended when he
corrected her. Everyone else did. Not her. She actually seemed
pleased that her wrong thinking had been corrected.

Yes, he thought. Eliza is not like anyone
I’ve ever met. He liked that. He liked it
a lot.

She suddenly stopped talking and gave
him a good look. “You can’t read. Do you recognize any
letters?”

Not sure of her meaning,
he shifted on the seat so he could pull the torn letter from his
pocket and held it out to her.

“Oh. No. I didn’t mean that
kind of letter. I meant the letters of the alphabet. You know,
‘ABC’?”

He shook his head. All the words on
the letter in his hand looked like a bunch of scribbling. When he
was a child, he used to scribble the same markings down. Since he
wasn’t allowed to attend school, he never figured out what the
scribbles meant.

“Do you know what this
letter says?” she asked, taking the ripped paper from
him.

He nodded.

“Someone read it to
you?”

He nodded again.

“And that’s how you find
out what things say?”

He nodded.

This time she was the one who nodded.
“Then I’m guessing you have someone write the letters to her too.
Well, I think it’s about time you learned to read and write. I can
teach you.”

He took his eyes off the
path so he could study her to see whether she meant it or not.
Maybe she was humoring him. But she didn’t laugh. She neatly folded
the paper and put it in her purse. So she might be serious. If that
was the case, he wanted to learn.

“We’ll start tomorrow.
Today’s been a long day. I hope you don’t mind if I
sleep.”

He hid his disappointment.
He wanted her to stay up and keep talking to him, but he reasoned
that for the time being, she would stay with him so he could allow
her the good night’s rest that she desired. But not before she got
something to eat. He tapped her on the arm to get her
attention.

She glanced his way. “What is
it?”

He motioned to his mouth.

Sighing, she shook her head. “No. I’m
not kissing you. You need to save that for your mail-order
bride.”

Surprised, he stared at her for a
moment and almost directed the horses off the path. He quickly
steadied the wagon and tried another way to get his meaning across.
He touched his mouth again and then patted his stomach.

Her eyes grew wide. “Oh! I
thought...Well, never mind. I understand. You want me to get
something to eat before I go to sleep.”

Relieved, he nodded.
Though it would have been nice to kiss her. If nothing else, it
would satisfy his curiosity of what a kiss was like. He’d seen
people kiss. They seemed to enjoy it. He had no doubt that he’d
like to share a kiss with her.

She smiled. “Do you often
use motions with your hands to let people know what you want to
say?”

Forcing his mind off of her rosy lips,
he shrugged. Sometimes it was natural to use hand motions. To
demonstrate, he pointed to the tree to their right and then pointed
to the sky.

“The tree is tall. That’s
what you mean?”

Grinning, he nodded. This was fun.
Usually, people dismissed his gestures.

“I used to play games like
that,” she said. “We couldn’t use any words. This will be the same
thing.”

He decided he’d take her
word for it. He didn’t exactly see it as a game, but maybe it would
be that way. At least she was willing to take the time to pay
attention to him and teach him how to read and write. Then, maybe
when she realized that his mail-order bride had decided not to come
after all, she might know him better and want to marry him. He
heard people use the term ‘love at first sight’, but he hadn’t
grasped its meaning until he saw her get off the
stagecoach.

And with any luck, his brother Troy
would stay away from his place while he set about the task of
convincing her to marry him.


Chapter Three






Eliza couldn’t remember
the last time she slept straight through the night. Then again, her
job had required her to stay up late. For once, she felt like a
lady. A single lady had her own bed. A single lady also had
respect, and she wanted to be respected. It was a good thing people
in town knew John was the kind of man who wouldn’t try to take
advantage of her because his home was much further out of the way
than she thought it’d be when she agreed to work for
him.

He did provide her with a
nice little building to the side of his three room house. Her small
home was one room, but it was all she needed. He took an old
twin-size bed that she guessed used to be his and carried it to the
little cabin. Apparently, he used the place to polish the furniture
he made, for rows and rows of paints, brushes, and carving knives
decorated the shelves. Four table legs rested on the large work
table. He had been shaving into the wooden legs, and she stopped
for a moment to admire the intricate ovals and ribbons he had
already carved into them. He was a man who took great care into the
smallest detail of his work. She admired that about him.

He had dragged out a large
trunk for her to put her things in, and her light blue dress, her
undergarments and extra pair of shoes made her realize how little
she actually owned. Besides a brush, a mirror, a few books and a
picture of her son whom she’d given up for adoption, she had
nothing else. Well, there was the rest of her cash, but that was
only enough to last two weeks. She had tucked the cash and picture
under her clothes, but she placed her books on the small table by
the bed.

John had also brought out
a rocking chair to put by one of the two windows. Then he added
another small table, a pitcher of water, a cup, and a wash basin.
She brushed her hair and braided it again. One of these days she
was going to have to bathe. She had spent most of her life around
perfume, and without it now, she became aware of how bad the human
body could smell when one went without bathing for a month. She
poured some water in the basin and washed her face, realizing too
late that she had no towel. She waved the water off her hands while
she glanced out the window.

The sun had already risen,
and John was leaving his house. She couldn’t help but smile. He was
sweet. If she had to guess his age, she’d say he was in his
mid-twenties. Of course, some people looked older or younger than
they actually were.

She opened the door before he had a
chance to knock. “I saw you coming so I decided to save you the
trouble.”

He smiled at her.

“I slept well,” she told
him, assuming that he’d be wondering. “The bed is more comfortable
than any I’ve ever been in.” Partly because it was all hers and no
one else’s, but she wouldn’t tell him that. There was no reason for
her to ever tell him about her past.

He nodded and motioned to his
house.

“Breakfast?” she
guessed.

He nodded.

“I can make eggs and fry up
anything you got. I can eat just about anything too. I’m not
picky.”

When he pointed back to her new home,
she tried to decipher what he wanted, but his meaning eluded her.
“I don’t understand.”

He stepped forward, causing her to
take a step back.

The first thought that
flashed through her mind as he entered the place was that she might
have been wrong about him. Perhaps he did expect payment in the
same form other men had. Stunned, she watched him. No. She wouldn’t
do it again. She’d rather hightail it right back to town. She
didn’t come all this way to return to a life of
prostitution.

But instead of walking to her bed, he
collected his saws and hammers and left the dwelling.

She immediately released
her breath, grateful that she’d been wrong. He was clearing out the
rest of his things. She waited to see what he did with them before
she gathered a couple containers of paint and took them to the
shed.

“Since I’m kicking you out
of your workshop, I might as well help,” she explained when she saw
his puzzled expression as he set the saws and hammers on some nails
lining the walls.

He shook his head and motioned to his
home.

“Oh. You want me to cook
while you transfer your things over here?”

Smiling, he nodded.

“Why didn’t you just say
so?” she joked. Handing him the paint, she added, “I’ll get right
on it, boss.”

He raised an eyebrow at
her.

“Yes. I called you
‘boss.’”

He shook his head.

“Well, that is what you
are.”

To her surprise, he motioned to his
ring finger.

Setting her hands on her
hips, she sighed. “You’re not one to give up are you? I already
said I’m not marrying you, and there’s nothing that’s going to
change my mind on that. Now, you get yourself prepared for that
bride of yours. She is happy to be coming out to meet you. I read
her letter, so I know this to be true.”

Before he could make
another motion to protest, she slipped out of the shed. The length
to the house from her new little home and the shed was pretty much
the same. It took her a total of a minute to get to the house. She
opened the screen door and stepped into the kitchen. Curious, she
decided to check out the entire place. There was a parlor and a
bedroom. It wasn’t anything fancy. For a bachelor, she didn’t
expect fancy, but she had to admit his large bed, dresser with a
large mirror above it, the three rocking chairs in the parlor, and
chairs around the small kitchen table were made with the same love
and care he’d shown those table legs.

She thought lacy curtains
and a nice tablecloth would pretty things up a bit. Flowers in a
vase would brighten all the rooms. She peaked out the parlor window
and noted the wildflowers that grew along the property. Good. She
promptly returned to the kitchen and found some well-used
containers that would serve nicely as vases. At least they would do
until she could go to town and buy some. If she got paid. Maybe she
wouldn’t get paid. Food and lodging might be her wages. She
shrugged. No matter. She could spare a coin from her
money.

She set to the task of
making the meal, grateful that Preacher Peters’ wife had taken the
time to instruct her in cooking. Otherwise, she would have been at
a complete loss in the kitchen.

When John entered the kitchen, she
showed him the plates full of pancakes and eggs. “Ta da! I did it
all by myself.”

He seemed amused by her
comment.

“If you knew how much
trouble I went through to learn this, you’d be suitably impressed.
Now sit down. This stuff gets cold fast.”

Like a little boy about to receive
candy, he rushed to obey her.

She laughed. “I think we’ll get along
just fine.”

He must have sensed her humor, for he
playfully shrugged.

She placed food on the
table and said grace before they began eating. “Do you make a lot
of furniture for people in town?”

He glanced up from his fork full of
eggs and nodded.

“Frank from the general
store said that you also repair things.”

Chewing on his food, he motioned his
agreement.

She cut into her pancake and asked,
“Do you repair things more than you make furniture?”

He stopped eating for a moment and
glanced at the ceiling, as if thinking over his answer. Finally, he
nodded.

“You must be a lot of use
to the people in town. You do excellent work. I saw those table
legs and the furniture you have here. You also have a solid house
and buildings. I bet you have people beating down your door just to
talk to you.”

He grinned but shook his
head.

She didn’t know if that
meant he found her comment pleasing or if he was telling her that
people weren’t banging down his door to talk to him.

Someone knocked on the
door.

Her eyebrows rose. “Well,
you must be popular after all.” That only confirmed her suspicions.
After all, in the short time she’d been in town, two people had
sung his praises. Well, there was that rude group of three men, but
she was sure that they were the exception rather than the
rule.

He scooted his chair back, but she
stopped him with a wave of her hand.

“I’ll get it. I’d like to
get to know some of the people who come to visit.” She smiled and
opened the screen door. “Good morning.”

Four men who bore a strong resemblance
to John stood by the door.

“Let me guess. Brothers or
cousins?”

The tallest one laughed. “We’re John’s
brothers.”

“All four of you?” She
glanced back at John who slowly stood. He didn’t seem as happy as
she thought he should be. She wondered about it but decided she’d
ask about it later. “You got any sisters among you?”

“No, ma’am. We’re all there
is.”

“Five boys. I bet you gave
your poor mother a hard time. Do you want to come in?” She moved
aside and waved them in.

As they came in, she
mentally noted each one. Two seemed to be older than John and the
other two seemed to be younger. But they all had brown hair and
similar builds. The way they dressed and their facial hair helped
to distinguish them from each other. John was the only one who was
fully clean shaven, and she thought his eyes were more appealing
than the others. That helped too.

They stood in the kitchen,
and she suddenly realized how small the space really was. “Maybe we
should go to the parlor. There’s more room in there.”

“Oh, we didn’t realize you
two were eating,” one of them said.

She noted that John had
finished his meal. He also stood by the table, lightly drumming his
fingers on the table. She couldn’t tell what the expression on his
face meant but figured he’d like to talk to his brothers. They were
family after all.

She cleared her throat.
“You five go on to the parlor, and I’ll be right along after I get
done with this mess.”

“You will be joining us,
won’t you?” another brother asked.

“Sure. I’d like to meet
John’s kin. But you five should catch up on whatever it is brothers
talk about when they get together first.” She shooed them to the
parlor. “Don’t mind me. I won’t get in the way of men’s
talk.”

“Don’t take too long,” one
of John’s brothers said.

She wondered why they should care if
she joined them or not, but she shrugged off the curiosity and
turned her attention to finishing up her breakfast and cleaning up.
Most of the talk seemed to revolve around the townsfolk. Since she
didn’t know many names, most of it didn’t make much sense to her.
But she did find it amusing that they found a way to gossip. In
fact, they were just as bad as some women she’d met. That proved
that both men and women liked to engage in the activity.

When she completed her task, she
entered the parlor.

They all stopped to look at her. Three
men sat in the rocking chairs while John and another man stood.
John hurried over to her so he could stand right next to
her.

“I’m sure he wants to
introduce me,” she said. “My name is Eliza. I arrived on the
stagecoach yesterday, looking for work at Melissa
Peters’.”

“Melissa Peters is pushing
up daisies at the cemetery,” the one sitting in a chair with his
arms crossed stated.

“I know that now. I didn’t
know it then. Anyway, I had nowhere to go, so John offered me a
job. I assure you that we are not behaving indecently. I’m staying
out at that building over there.” She pointed in the direction of
her new home.

“Oh, we have no doubt that
this arrangement is platonic,” another replied.

She smiled, relieved. “That’s good. I
don’t want anyone to misunderstand the situation. I know that
John’s mail-order bride will be coming in any day now.”

“What will you do when she
does?”

She glanced at John. His jaw was
clenched and his body was stiff. Did she say something wrong? Maybe
she shouldn’t have been so bold in jumping in and introducing
herself like that. Directing her attention back to his brothers,
she shrugged. “I guess we’ll see when she gets here. She may not
like another woman hanging around on her property. If she and John
wish me to leave at that time, I will.”

“We’re sure we can find
employment for you if that happens,” the one who was standing
across the room said.

The others indicated their
agreement.

“That’s awfully nice of
you,” she said, touched that they even cared about her fate. She
looked at John. “You have some great brothers here. I bet you all
are great friends.”

John didn’t look in her
direction.

“We all look out for each
other,” one of his brothers said, directing her attention back to
him.

“Especially after Ma and Pa
died,” another added.

“I’m sorry to hear that,”
she replied. “I lost my parents when I was fourteen.” Not wishing
to explain what she did after that, she continued, “I didn’t have
any siblings, so it’s good that you have each other. You look close
in age too. Who is who and how old is everyone?”

The one sitting back in his chair
spoke up. “I’m Aaron. Thirty-one and the oldest.”

She nodded.
The one with the mustache with the long handles
is Aaron.

“He’s Guy.” Aaron pointed
to the brother with a bushy beard. “He’s Twenty-nine.” Then he
motioned to the one who was standing who had a neatly trimmed
beard. “That there is Troy. He’s twenty-eight.”

“Your poor mother. She
didn’t even get a break between you two,” she joked.

They chuckled. Well, everyone did but
John who tensed even more—something she didn’t think
possible.

“Then there’s John. He’s
twenty-five. Actually, he just turned twenty-five a week
ago.”

She jabbed him in the arm, hoping to
ease his tension. “I should make you a cake.”

His eyes met hers and there was no
denying that he wasn’t at all pleased with what was
happening.

Aaron leaned forward and
motioned to the youngest brother who had a trim mustache. “He’s
Shawn. He’ll be eighteen in two months.”

“So you’re the one that
decided to give your mother a break. Good for you,” she
said.

“Yeah. Good for him.” Guy
shot John an amused look.

Something wasn’t quite right. John was
much too stiff, and his brothers were much too relaxed. One thing
she learned long ago was that family dealings weren’t any of her
business. As it was, she already put her nose in where it didn’t
belong. Now it was time to leave the brothers to
themselves.

“I thank you all for making
me feel welcome,” she said, ready to bolt for the door. “I’ll see
you again when you stop by.” Next time, she wouldn’t make a
nuisance of herself.

“You don’t have to leave,”
the one named Troy spoke up.

She shifted from one foot
to the other. “I’d better. I have some personal business to attend
to.” There. No man wanted to insist a woman stick around when she
had personal business to do.

“It was nice meeting you,
Eliza,” Aaron called out.

The others voiced their
agreement.

She didn’t even bother looking in
John’s direction as she thanked them and left. She breathed a sigh
of relief as soon as the door swung shut behind her as she made her
way across the grass to her new home. She’d wait until they left
before she asked John what else he wanted her to do to earn her
keep. For the moment, she wasn’t needed. And whatever was going on,
she was glad to be out of it.


Chapter Four






John wished they hadn’t come out. This
was exactly what he feared when he and Eliza stalled in town
yesterday, and since she refused to marry him, his brothers were
much too interested in her, especially Troy. At least Aaron and Guy
were married. Shawn was too young. That meant he had to worry about
Troy.

He turned his attention from the door
Eliza just walked through so he could face his brothers.

“She sure is a fine
looker,” Shawn commented. “How old do you think she is?”

“Too old for you,” Aaron
remarked. “Most likely, she’s about twenty-five.” His gaze shifted
from John to Troy. “Looks like you two have some
competition.”

Troy snorted. “As if there’s a real
choice to be had.”

John’s face flushed in
anger. Naturally, Troy assumed she was going to end up with him.
This was exactly what John feared. Just because he couldn’t talk,
did it really make him undesirable to women?

“Of course, there’s no real
choice,” Guy spoke up. “John’s expecting a mail-order bride. He’s
as good as married.”

Shawn smirked at Troy.
“Only she didn’t show, did she?” He glanced at John. “She didn’t
come at all, or did she meet you and decide it wasn’t going to
work?”

John shook his head. He didn’t want to
discuss it with them.

“If she’d shown up, we
would have heard about it,” Shawn said nonchalantly as he placed
his hands behind his head. “The marshal’s mail-order bride came in
with her aunt, and Eliza came too. There wasn’t a fourth
woman.”

“That’s a tough break,”
Aaron told John. “Maybe you should post another ad. The next one
might come out. There must be one woman who wouldn’t mind marrying
a man who can’t talk. Sometimes my wife wishes I’d shut up. A mute
might be ideal.”

“I doubt it,” Troy stated.
“The sooner John gets used to being single, the better.”

“That’s not true,” Aaron
replied. “Daphne did say she’d come out, even after I wrote about
his handicap.”

“But she decided against
it,” Troy added.

“Maybe the next one won’t.
Maybe we’re going about this all wrong. Maybe we should include
he’s mute in the ad. Then whoever replies, we know she’s
prepared.”

“You’re wasting John’s time
and money. Leave it alone. Besides, he’s happy as things
are.”

“He is not.”

“He is too. Why, it’s
peaceful out here, and he makes a good living. In fact, I bet he
makes more than us with his odd jobs.”

“He’s standing in the
room,” Shawn intervened.

“We know,” Troy
said.

“Then why are you talking
about him as if he’s not here?”

“Because he can’t talk. We
can’t have a real conversation with him.”

“He’s mute, not dumb,” Guy
added.

“And how is he going to
talk to us?” Troy looked at John. “How is your day so far,
John?”

Leave. All of you need to
go home. If John could talk, that’s
exactly what he’d tell them. Instead, he glared at Troy.

“See,” Troy said. “He just
stands there and watches people. He’s spooky.”

“He’s not spooky,” Guy
argued.

“Are you kidding? None of
the kids will talk to him. They even have a rhyme they made up
about him. It goes—”

“Enough!” Aaron snapped.
“Our parents would be rolling over in their graves if they knew
about this conversation.” He stood up. “We wanted to see Eliza for
ourselves. We heard she was the prettiest little thing in town, and
darned if that isn’t the most accurate statement I’ve ever heard.
But Troy, if you expect her to consider you, you’d better shape
up.”

“I’d do better if I didn’t
have the lot of you chaperoning me,” Troy dryly replied. “I wanted
to come alone, but you all had to stick your noses into my
business.”

“You should thank us for
coming out,” Guy said. “Otherwise, you would have made a fool of
yourself.”

Troy narrowed his eyes at
him.

John hastened to the
kitchen and grabbed a broom. When he returned, he banged it on the
floor, immediately stopping Guy and Troy from getting into another
fight. When they grew silent, he pointed to the door.

“Let’s get out of here,”
Aaron said, standing up.

Shawn followed suit and also stood.
“Yeah, the last thing he needs to lose is another chair because you
two couldn’t keep your tempers down,” he told Guy and
Troy.

Relieved, John watched as they left.
Now that they met Eliza, they could stay in town. He set the broom
back in the kitchen and rubbed his eyes. He hated it when they came
out. Getting them gathered into one room was like waiting for
dynamite to explode. Thankfully, Troy never came out alone. He knew
that Troy thought he had limited mental abilities. Just because he
couldn’t talk, it didn’t mean he didn’t understand what was going
on around him.

Taking a deep breath to
steady his nerves, he decided to see where Eliza went. He frowned
when he reached the screen door. Eliza stood a few feet from the
house. She had collected a handful of flowers but stopped when Troy
approached her.

Before he had a chance to think about
it, he strode out of the house, not bothering to look at his other
brothers who stopped on their way to their horses to watch what
he’d do. He didn’t care what they thought. A woman like Eliza
didn’t come his way every day. In fact, she’d never come his way
until the day before, and he wasn’t stupid enough to lie down and
give her up to his brother.

“If you need anything at
all, be sure to let me know,” Troy told her.

“Well, that’s very kind of
you,” Eliza replied.

John clenched his jaw. Did her smile
mean she looked forward to seeing Troy again? He stepped up to
her.

She jerked. “Oh, John. You gave me a
good scare. I didn’t even hear you coming.”

Troy’s eyebrows furrowed. “He’s sneaky
that way.”

“Then you’d better watch
your back. You don’t know when he’s coming,” she replied,
chuckling. She turned to John and showed him the purple and white
flowers. “I hope you don’t mind but I thought I’d collect some
flowers to put into your home. Flowers brighten up the place, don’t
you think?”

He smiled at her and
nodded. Take that, Troy. She’s bringing
flowers into my house, not yours. Still,
he realized he had no yellow flowers for her to choose from. He’d
have to rectify that. He thought he’d seen some along the small
creek winding through his property. He’d go back there before the
day was over to check on that.

“Come on, Troy,” Guy called
out, sounding annoyed. “We have to get back.”

“I’ll see you around.”
Without a glance in John’s direction, Troy tipped his hat in her
direction and approached his horse.

Shawn whispered something to
him.

“Shut up,” he growled
before he got on his steed.

John relaxed. Good. They’d be
gone...at least for awhile. Maybe long enough for him to convince
Eliza to marry him. Then Troy would have to stay away for
good.

Eliza waited until his brothers were
out of earshot before she spoke. “Do they come around
often?”

He shook his head.

“Then it must be good when
they do.” She picked up a couple more purple flowers before she
turned back to him. “I’m sorry I interfered. I should have let the
five of you be by yourselves.”

He wondered why she said that so he
lifted his hands, palms up and gave her a questioning
look.

“Naturally, I was in the
way. They came by to see you, not me.”

Before he could protest,
she turned back to the flowers. What did it matter what she
assumed? He couldn’t explain it, nor did he really care to. If she
knew that Troy wanted to get to know her better, then she might
consider the possibility of being with him, and if she did that...
John frowned. He didn’t like that idea at all. Maybe it was best to
let her think what she did. Then she’d leave whenever Troy came
around in the future. It’d give John a better chance with her,
though it was probably wrong for him to manipulate things like he
was.

She straightened up and
warmly smiled at him. She was so beautiful. He’d love to wake up
every morning and see her smile at him like that. Fine. So maybe
he’d have to pull some strings until she agreed to marry him. But
he’d be good to her. He wasn’t exactly sure what husbands did to
care for their wives, but he could learn.

“I think these will be
enough for your home. They’ll smell nice too.” Closing her eyes,
she lifted the bouquet to her nose and inhaled. When she opened
them, her brown eyes were sparkling. “There’s nothing as wonderful
as fresh flowers.”

No. There’s nothing as
wonderful as you.

“I’ll get out of your way
so you can go about your day as you usually do. I’ll yell out for
you when lunch is ready. Is noon alright for that?”

He nodded.

“I’ll holler for you at
noon.”

He wanted to follow her in
the house and join her in whatever she planned but figured she must
not want him nearby since she specifically said she’d call for him
when she was ready to be with him again. Sighing, he dragged his
feet to the shed. Noon suddenly seemed a long way off.






***






Eliza finished making the
bean soup and loaf of bread before she spread out the nice lacy
green tablecloth she’d found tucked away at the back of the
cupboard while she examined the kitchen to see what she could make.
She found containers for the flowers and placed a bouquet in each
room. Pulling back the heavy drapes in his bedroom, she realized
that the place needed a good scrubbing. She already knew she had
her work cut out for her in the kitchen and parlor, but the bedroom
came as a surprise for he had made it a habit of putting all his
things in their proper place. The darkness of the room hindered
anyone’s ability to see the faded walls.

Paint. The whole place needed a fresh
coat of paint. She thought a nice cheery yellow would do for the
kitchen. A nice soothing green would work for the parlor and maybe
the bedroom too. She’d scrub the hardwood floors too so they would
look much better.

She grew tired at the thought of all
the work she’d end up doing but already knew it would be worth it.
The furniture was so beautiful. John needed a house to go with it.
As she left the house to find him, she calculated the cost for
everything, remembering the curtains she wanted to put up
too.

She found John in the
shed. He was painting the table he had just completed. She
whistled. “This is the prettiest table I’ve ever seen. The person
you’re making it for will be pleased.”

He looked up from his brush and smiled
at her.

She cocked her head to the side and
studied him. “You know, you’re a heartbreaker when you
smile.”

His eyes grew wide.

She laughed. “Hasn’t anyone ever told
you that your whole face lights up when you smile?”

He shook his head.

“Well, I’m sure your
mother did at some point. Once I trim that shaggy hair of yours,
you’ll be one of the best looking men in town. You just wait. That
Daphne’s going to take one look at you and thank her lucky stars
she came out to marry you.”

His smiled faltered.

“Oh, don’t give up hope.
She’s coming.”

He shook his head and pointed at
her.

She sighed. What in the world was he
trying to tell her? “That’s it. We’re starting you on your lessons
today. The sooner you learn to read and write, the sooner I can
understand everything you’re trying to tell me.” She waved him to
the house. “When you’re done with that table, come on into the
house. Lunch is ready. It’s nothing fancy, mind you, but I just
started learning to cook.”

He nodded and motioned to the
unpainted part of the table.

“You’re right. It won’t
take long. Just come in when you’re done. I have a surprise for
you.”

His eyebrows rose in
interest.

Who could resist a surprise? She
grinned. “After you finish the table.”

He immediately dipped the brush into
the paint and continued his work.

While she walked back to the house,
she made a mental note to ask him about making the purchases to get
his house looking better. The outside of his house was in shape, so
he obviously cared about its appearance. That should make her job
of talking to him easier.

Ten minutes after she
spread out the meal for them to eat, he entered the
house.

“Do you only wear a hat
when you go into town?” she asked.

He nodded.

“It’s fun to feel the
sunlight on your face. Is that why you do it?”

He shook his head.

“I guess the reason doesn’t
matter.” She clapped her hands and turned to the table. “Do you
notice anything different?”

A smile spread across his face as he
pointed to the flowers at the center of the table.

“Anything else?” she
pressed, enjoying this game.

His eyes grew wide and he touched the
tablecloth.

“You’re right. I found it
in the cupboard. Was it your mother’s?”

He nodded.

“I bet she was a good
woman.”

He nodded again, looking sad for a
moment.

She sighed. Her son would
never know about her. As she requested, the Grahams raised him to
believe he was their son. He’d be twelve now. She hoped he was
happy. The baby picture of him was all she had.

John approached her, his face
sympathetic as he brushed a tear from her cheek.

She quickly touched her
face. She didn’t realize she was crying. Laughing off her tears,
she waved her hand at him. “Don’t mind me. I get sentimental when I
think of mothers.” She took his hand and led him to the parlor.
“Look. I put flowers in here too. Don’t they brighten up the room?”
Then she took him to his bedroom. “Do you ever open those
drapes?”

He shook his head.

“You should. This room
faces north. That means you don’t have to worry about the sunlight
coming directly into this room, so you can enjoy it throughout the
day. I’d like to paint the rooms and get lacy curtains. I love
lace. It’s so pretty. Will you let me do that?”

He pointed to himself and made a
painting motion.

“You’ll paint
too?”

He nodded and squeezed her
hand.

Her face flushed. She didn’t realize
she was still holding his hand. Before he got the wrong idea, for
she had no intention of leading him on, she gently removed her hand
from his. “Then it’s alright with you if I do this to your
home?”

He reached for her hand
again.

“John,” she warned. Despite
his pleading look, she shook her head. “Save that for Daphne. Now,
come and eat.”


Chapter Five






John didn’t want to take Eliza to town
the following week. What if she went there and decided she didn’t
want to come back? What if she met a man there that appealed to
her? Troy wasn’t the only single man in the area. There were a
couple of others who’d like nothing more than take a bride like
Eliza home.

Like usual, he parked the
wagon on the outskirts of the main part of town. And again, he
stopped her in front of the church and pointed to it.

She gave him her typical ‘no’
look.

Why did she have to keep doing that?
Couldn’t she just say yes and marry him? Daphne wasn’t going to
show up, and even if she did, he no longer wanted to marry her. He
wanted to marry Eliza. Eliza was beautiful. Eliza was full of life
and joy. She thought it was the flowers that brightened up his
house, but it was really her that did the trick. He hadn’t realized
how empty his life had been until she came into it. Now he didn’t
want to go back to the way things were before.

He took her hand and nodded to the
church. He even used the expression on his face that she claimed
reminded her of an adorable puppy. She seemed to like that
expression.

She laughed but shook her
head. “John, you know I’m not marrying you. As it is, I missed the
Sunday worship. Why won’t you go to that?”

He should have driven her
to town on Sunday. Maybe that was why she refused to marry him. But
if she knew...If she understood the way people stepped away from
him. Not everyone was as kind as Addy or Frank. Some people would
rather pretend he didn’t exist. It wasn’t a situation he exactly
sought out, and being in a small church would force that. He
recalled how his family all sat in their own row while he grew up.
People found reasons to sit away from them. But if Eliza sat with
him, it wouldn’t be so bad.

He nodded and pointed to
the church.

“I don’t believe you. You
really don’t stop when you set your mind to something, do
you?”

He shook his head and motioned to it
again.

She put her hands on her hips and gave
him a scolding look.

He looked at the door. Next to it was
a sign. He recognized the letter ‘S’ from what she’d taught him.
Walking to the sign, he pointed to it and then turned his gaze to
her.

“That’s the word
‘Sunday’.”

Good! He nodded and tapped the
word.

“Oh. You’ll drive me to
church this Sunday?”

Excited, he nodded. Then he pointed to
himself.

“You’ll come
too?”

He grinned.

She raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t
be doing this to get me to marry you, would you?”

The thought hadn’t occurred to him. He
was thinking of sitting next to her. He liked being close to her.
Shaking his head, he walked back to her.

“I don’t know. I think
you’d do anything to get me to agree to marry you.”

She was right on that assumption, but
even if he could speak, he wouldn’t tell her that. He just
shrugged.

“John, you are the
sweetest man I’ve ever met, but it can’t be. There are things about
me that you don’t know. Believe me, this is for the
best.”

She turned from him and
proceeded down the street before he could argue with her. He didn’t
care what things were in her past. All he knew was how she treated
him and how wonderful she was. What more could there be in order
for him to love her?

“You know what you’re
problem is?” she asked when he caught up to her. “You haven’t been
around a lot of women. I’ve seen it before. A man who’s spent most
of his life alone sees the first woman he meets and thinks he loves
her. Most of those men end up regretting it because they didn’t
wait for the right one. I’m not the right one, John.”

So she wouldn’t marry him
today. He wished that Aaron had never talked him into posting an ad
for a wife. If he hadn’t, then there would be no Daphne and Eliza
wouldn’t cling to the notion that he needed to wait for her. Daphne
wasn’t going to show up. But Eliza had and he wanted
her.

After she cut his hair,
she took him to a mirror and said he was the best looking men she’d
ever seen. That made him feel as if he really was attractive. He’d
never felt that way before. Then she was teaching him how to read
and write. That meant she thought he was smart enough to learn. No
one else had taken the time to teach him because they thought
they’d be wasting their time.

Why would he want someone
else? Eliza made him feel as if he mattered, and he liked that. He
might be a fool in some areas, but this wasn’t one of them. Eliza
had the warmest heart of anyone he’d ever met, and he wasn’t going
to let her go without doing his best to convince her to marry him.
She was so completely wonderful.

Eliza nudged him in the
arm.

Blinking, he turned his attention to
what she was saying.

“Where do you buy
paint?”

He took her hand to lead
the way, but she shook her head.

“You can’t do that here.
You don’t want people to get the wrong idea.”

No. He wanted people to get
the right idea,
and him and Eliza being together was the right idea. How he wished he could
say it. But he couldn’t because he was mute. Many times he hated
his handicap, and this was one of them.

“Just walk and I’ll walk
beside you,” she said.

Reluctant, he obeyed. As they neared
the center of town, his gaze fell on several groups of people who
loitered around the buildings. Most of them refused to look in his
direction, though they took note of Eliza. He glanced at her,
wondering if she noticed that she held their attention...especially
that of the men.

He stopped in front of Old
Willy’s place and knocked on the door.

William Jafferty opened the door and
grinned. “Mornin’, John. How are you doin’? And who’s this pretty
lady with you?”

“I’m Eliza Sweet,” she
replied, smiling in her usual pleasant way.

John really wished she wouldn’t be
charming with everyone she met, but he figured that’s the way she’d
always been. Still, if they were married, he’d feel much better
about that.

The forty-year-old widower
ran a hand through his thinning brown hair and straightened his
sloppy clothes. “If I’d known you were goin’ to bring over a lady,
I’d have shaved. I heard you got a fine woman helping out around
your property.” He smiled at her. “In a small town, word spreads
like wildfire.”

Great. Now John had to
worry about Old Willy too. And suddenly, William didn’t seem so old
anymore. John didn’t like that either.

“I figured that much,”
Eliza assured him. “But even in bigger places, word gets
around.”

William smiled at her. “My name is
William, but people call me Willy. You can too.”

“Willy is a fine name. I
like it.”

John frowned. Did she like
the name ‘John’?

Of course, Old Willy looked flattered.
He turned his attention to John. “Did you come by for some
paint?”

He nodded.

“What colors?” Willy
directed his gaze to Eliza.

“A soft yellow for the
kitchen. A light green for the parlor. And,” she glanced at John,
“did you want green or blue for the bedroom?”

He pointed to the sky.

“Blue. Like the color of
the sky today. It’s such a beautiful color, isn’t it? And soothing
too.”

“That it is, ma’am. But I
like red too.” He motioned to her hair and winked. “You’re the
first redhead I’ve ever seen, which is too bad. It’s a great color
on a woman.”

She laughed and fingered the braid
that hung over her shoulder. “You certainly have a way with words,
Willy. Why, I bet you get a lot of kisses from your
wife.”

He blushed. “Oh, well, Bethann passed
on to be with the Lord a good two years ago.”

She stopped laughing and grew serious.
“I am terribly sorry to hear that.”

“She was a fine woman. We
had twenty fine years together, and she gave me three terrific
children. But the Lord has provided and I’m doin’ alright. I should
probably be lookin’ to get married again.”

John tensed. Could Old Willy be more
obvious?

“Maybe you should put in
for a mail-order bride,” Eliza replied. “I hear lots of men do that
when they are this far out west.”

John relaxed.

“Maybe. Who knows what the
future will bring?” He turned to John. “You need any paint or stain
for the furniture?”

John reached for the wallet tucked
into his back pocket.

“Not this time, John. You
took care of that wall for me, and I didn’t have money to pay you.
This will make us even. Deal?”

John nodded and put his wallet back
into his pocket.

“Well, that’s really nice,”
Eliza commented. “Two friends helping each other out.”

Old Willy grinned. “We do what we can
to help each other out around here. I’ll load the usual amount and
the extra paint into your wagon while you two continue on in
town.”

John nodded again. He was glad Old
Willy did that for him. Old Willy had the cart to lug those heavy
cans around, and he understood that John didn’t like to park his
wagon inside the town limits. So even if the older man was
interested in Eliza, he was still a good man. Still, John had no
intention of letting the man have her.

He was grateful to depart
from the man’s house. At least ordering the lumber from Greg would
be safe. Greg was already married. When they reached the lumber
store, he motioned for her to go first through the open door. He
waved to Greg who was setting a stack of freshly cut rectangular
boards by the counter.

“It’s nice to see you,
John,” Greg called out as he stood up. He sauntered over to them.
“You must be Miss Sweet.”

“I am,” Eliza
said.

“I’m Greg Stevens. It’s a
pleasure to meet you.” He turned to John. “Do you want the regular
order?”

John held up two fingers.

“You’re going to double the
order this time?” Greg asked.

John nodded.

“Business must be treating
you well.” Smiling, he made his way to the counter and took out his
ledger. “I can have it delivered tomorrow morning around ten. Does
that work?”

John nodded and pulled out his
wallet.

“Let me mark down the
transaction.” He glanced at Eliza. “In business, it’s important to
keep track of all your expenses and profits. Expenses are what you
spend money on and profits are what you make.”

John noticed a flicker of irritation
cross her face. “Really?”

Greg didn’t seem to catch
the sharp tone in her voice, for he had returned to his
paperwork.

John sensed the tension in the air.
Eliza wasn’t pleased but she kept quiet. He wondered what was
wrong. He wondered if she would tell him on their way home. He
wished he could talk so he could ask her about it.

Greg finished writing and
handed him the paper and pencil. “All I need is your ‘X’ and the
total comes to $2.”

John took the pencil and paper and got
ready to put the ‘X’ where he usually did when Eliza grabbed his
arm.

“That’s the funniest
looking two I’ve ever seen,” she said, obviously upset. She looked
at John. “Do you know your numbers?”

Embarrassed, he shook his head. No one
had taught him that either.

“Mr. Stevens, I happen to
be literate, and I’ve learned a couple of things when it comes to
business. That is a three. You are trying to make a fifty percent
profit off a man’s inability to read. Now, I understand that you
are using a shrewd business sense to rip someone off, but this is
illegal and I don’t mind finding the marshal so I can discuss this
matter with him. I believe his wife, Charity Grooms, might like to
see me again. I did accompany her on the stagecoach ride to this
place.”

John glanced from her to Greg, one of
the few people he had believed to be a friend. His face grew red in
both anger and shame. Why would Greg do this to him?

Greg glared at her for a moment before
he turned his attention to John. He smiled. “Let me see that.” He
took the paper and clucked his tongue. “I meant to write a two.
Thank you for catching my error, Miss Sweet.”

John watched as he erased the old
number to write in the new one. Now John knew the difference
between a two and a three. This was one lesson he’d never
forget.

Eliza smiled but it didn’t reach her
eyes. “I’m teaching John how to read and write. I think it’ll be
good for his own business. Maybe he can even keep his own ledger
and write out contracts too. Then he’d be a real
professional.”

Greg gave a curt nod as he set the
paper aside. “Yes. It’ll be good for your business,
John.”

John decided not to give
any gestures. Instead, he joined Eliza and left the store. How long
had Greg been doing that to him? Like a fool, he’d just handed Greg
his money and let Greg give him the change. He knew that $2 was a
fair price. He knew that $3 was too much. But without being able to
recognize the symbols and what they meant, he hadn’t been able to
deduct whether or not Greg was being honest with him. He suspected
it happened a lot. And Greg hadn’t known Eliza could read. John’s
gaze traveled the length of the street where store owners had
opened their doors to waiting patrons. Who else had ripped him
off?

Eliza let out a low sigh before
asking, “Where do I buy curtains or have someone make curtains? I
never learned to do any sewing.”

Addy did that. He pointed
down the street to the house that stood next to Melissa Peters’
home.

“But Melissa’s not
alive.”

He shook his head.

“Addy?”

He nodded. He liked that
she caught on fast to what he meant, and he liked that she looked
out for him. I need to learn to read and
write. I need to learn my numbers. He had
gone along with her plan to teach him partly because it meant that
he could be near her, but now, in light of what just happened with
Greg, he realized this was a necessity. He didn’t like being a
fool, and if he could read, he’d have caught the error—whether Greg
intentionally did it or not. Sadly, he suspected Greg did it on
purpose.

After they went to Addy who seemed
more than happy to make the curtains, they went to the general
store where Eliza picked up some baking supplies. Watching her
choose what she’d make took his mind off of Greg. He imagined for a
moment that she was his wife and that they’d end up going home
together to snuggle...to kiss...and then...

“I think this will do,” she
said, interrupting his thoughts.

He walked over to the counter where
Frank tallied their total. When Frank announced the amount, John
looked at Eliza who gave him a slight nod. Comforted in her answer,
he handed Frank the money and was reassured, once again, when she
indicated that Frank gave him the right amount of change. Good. At
least, he could trust Frank, which was good because he liked Frank
and didn’t want to think ill of him.

John lifted the sacks of grocery items
and followed Eliza out the door.

On their way back to the
wagon, a couple of men lounging by the post office snickered at
John. “And that’s what they call ‘beauty and the
beast’.”

John stopped and glared at
Michael Reeves and Larry Gordon. His brother Aaron had warned him
to stay away from those two, and for the most part, he managed. But
once in awhile, he ran into them and ignored their taunting. Today,
after what happened with Greg, he was especially sensitive to their
comments.

“Did I hurt your feelings
there, boy?” Michael asked, obviously not caring either
way.

Eliza halted her steps and turned to
them. “Is there a problem, mister?”

Larry examined her from
head to toe. “Not with you, ma’am. You’re downright
perfect.”

She didn’t respond.

Michael looked at her.
“You do know you’re with a retard, don’t you?”

Her jaw dropped. “A...a
what?”

“A retard,” he slowly
said.

“A woman as pretty as you
can find other places to stay,” Larry said. “You don’t need to
settle with someone like him.”

This was exactly what John
was afraid of. They were giving her ideas she didn’t need to be
having. He caught her attention and nodded in the direction of his
wagon.

The two men laughed.

“Just like a pup,” Larry
said. “He gets so excited when anyone pays him the slightest bit of
attention.”

She placed her hands on
her hips and narrowed her eyes at them. “You owe John an
apology.”

“I would apologize if he
could understand me, but he can’t. It’s why he never went to
school. The boy is dumb.”

“Like a dog,” Michael
agreed. “You can’t do much to train him either.”

She slapped both of them before John
had time to blink.

Larry put his hand to his cheek,
stunned, while Michael bolted to his feet.

John quickly stood between
her and Michael.

The doctor who worked next
to the post office ran out of the building. “Hold it right there.”
As soon as he reached them, he said, “I don’t know what’s going on
here, but you’d better stop right now. I won’t have this kind of
conduct while I’m around. I have enough sick people to tend to
without you two beating each other up. Now, I suggest you leave the
matter be and go home.”

Once John was sure that Michael
wouldn’t harm Eliza, he stepped back.

The doctor nodded. “Good. Go on
home.”

“Like a good little doggy,”
Michael hissed.

The doctor shot him a warning look
which made him stop his taunting.

Eliza shook her head but obediently
walked down the street. The dust kicked at her heels since she
practically ran. John went after her and was glad when they reached
the wagon.

Now she knew. She knew
what most people thought of him. They assumed that if he couldn’t
talk, he couldn’t think...or feel. This only added to his
shame.

He put the bags into the
wagon and helped her into the seat.

To his surprise, she pulled his hand
closer to her. Leaning forward, she said, “Don’t you mind them.
They’re not worth your time.”

He stared into her eyes, noting the
tears that had formed in them. He nodded. He knew. He always knew.
But he was grateful to know that she knew it too.

“Good.” She let go of his
hand and faced forward.

He got into the wagon.
Unlike the first time he took her to his property, she was quiet.
He wondered what she was thinking. At one point, he even nudged her
arm so she’d look at him before he tapped his head with his
finger.

“Nothing. I just don’t feel
like talking,” she replied.

He decided not to press
the issue. She had a right to keep her thoughts to herself. But he
sure wished he could tell her his.


Chapter Six






Eliza turned the knob on
the kerosene lamp so the light grew brighter. Then she poured
another cup of water for her and John and set them at the table
where John sat with a stack of papers in front of him. He was
currently writing the letter M on the blank sheet in front of
him.

It had been three days
since their venture into town, and she noticed how serious he got
about learning to read and write after that. The thought that
someone would go out of their way to rip off someone who couldn’t
find out what was going on left her sick to her stomach. John was
much too trusting of people. But then, did he have a reason not to
be? At least until she clued him into what Greg Stevens was doing
to him?

It made her want to take
him in her arms and protect him from the harsher realities of the
world. He seemed to be in such a sheltered environment. In some
ways, she envied him that. She hadn’t been that way since she was
fourteen and her parents died. Nothing was the same for her after
that, and there was no turning back the clock and doing things
differently. Besides, just how much could a fourteen year old
do?

She slowly exhaled and sat
across from him. “It’s late. We should call it a night when you’re
done with that sheet of paper.”

He didn’t answer her. Instead, he
carefully wrote another M on the paper. His letters were still
sloppy, but she noted the progress.

“You’re doing great, John.
Why, you’re going to master this in no time.”

Again, he just continued writing, not
bothering to acknowledge her statement.

She sighed and took a drink of the
cool water. A slight breeze blew in from the window. July was a hot
month and it took the nights to cool things off enough so she could
be comfortable. The humidity wasn’t so bad up here though. That was
nice.

Her eyelids grew heavy.
She wondered what time it was. She should’ve checked the clock when
she was getting the water. Yawning, she forced her eyes open and
stretched the muscles in her neck. When she was done, she glanced
at John who had stopped writing to look at her.

She straightened up. “Do
you need something?”

He motioned to her and then pretended
to be asleep.

“Yes, I’m tired. We’ve been
doing this for a good five hours. I’m ready to sleep, aren’t
you?”

He shook his head but stood up and
helped her up. He put his arm around her shoulders and led her to
the kitchen door.

She was too tired to
protest. Instead, she leaned against him as they left his house.
The night was quiet except for a round of crickets chirping.
Saturday night was so peaceful out here, unlike the rowdy noise in
the saloon back in Omaha. One thing was for sure, she didn’t miss
that place.

John’s steps came to a
halt.

“What is it?” She yawned
and glanced up at him.

He pointed to the sky.

She smiled. There was a
full moon out tonight and the thousands, if not millions, of stars
sparkled in the clear night sky. “It’s really something, isn’t it?
Every time I look up there, I feel insignificant. We’re so small in
the whole scheme of things.”

His gaze met hers and he grinned
back.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t
it?”

He nodded and then touched her cheek,
softly tracing her skin with his fingers.

“You think I’m beautiful
too?”

He nodded again.

It was such a touching
thing for him to tell her in his own way, and for a moment, she
thought if Daphne never did show, then maybe he’d be free to marry
her after all. She quickly blinked and shoved the thought away.
She’d been a prostitute for goodness’ sakes. He’d never even kissed
a woman. He deserved someone as pure as him.

So she decided that she
wouldn’t acknowledge the compliment. “Will you take me to church
tomorrow?”

A frown crossed his face before he
nodded.

She sighed and looked down
at the grass which blew softly in the breeze. She didn’t like
hurting him. Why he figured she was the one for him, she didn’t
know. There was nothing special about her. In fact, in many ways,
she was far from ideal. And she’d read Daphne’s letter. Now there
was a lady. A real lady. One who’d never get into a man’s bed
unless she’d already exchanged vows with him.

Once again, Eliza wondered
how things might have played out if her parents hadn’t died when
she was fourteen. Then her mother’s sister wouldn’t have taken her
in, and then she’d never have to deal with her uncle.

Taking a deep breath, she
reminded herself that she’d survived. Her life was better now.
Preacher Peters assured her that God could work all things for good
for those who loved Him. And she did love Him. That’s why she
wouldn’t rob John of Daphne...or Daphne of John. They would do well
together. They’d have a house full of children. Lots of laughter
and love. An ideal family. A situation she could never
have.

“Will you take me to church
tomorrow?” she softly asked.

He winced.

“I know you don’t like the
way some of those people are in town. I bet they go to church too,
don’t they?”

He nodded.

“Do you think God is like
them?”

He shrugged.

“He’s not, John. You can’t
base God on what people do. It’s people who aren’t perfect. And
I’ve learned that just because someone claims to be a Christian, it
doesn’t mean they’ll act like one.”

Which explained the
minister and other pristine looking church men who had arranged for
her to accommodate their needs in an out-of-the-place area. They
didn’t want to look bad on Sundays...or in front of people who knew
them. At the time, she didn’t care about God, so it didn’t matter
to her. How things changed in the span of three months from the
moment she met Preacher Peters.

“Do you mind if I take
myself to town?”

He shook his head in a way that she
knew meant he didn’t want her to go without him.

“I’d like to go to church,
John. I know I have my Bible, but it’s not the same as
going.”

Slowly exhaling, he finally
nodded.

“You’ll take
me?”

He indicated his agreement.

“I’ll be with you. You
won’t have to face them alone. And there are some good people
there. Addy and Frank attend, I bet. Then there’s Charity. I met
her on the stagecoach I came on. She married the marshal, you
know.”

He nodded again.

“She’s nice. So is her
aunt. I don’t think it’ll be as bad as you fear, and if people
start giving you a hard time, we’ll just leave. I
promise.”

Taking her hand in his he
motioned to her ring finger and looked at her with the
all-too-familiar question in his eyes.

She groaned. “No. I’m not
going to marry you.” She chuckled. “I’m going to my quaint home
before you get even more bold, mister. I need to go to sleep. I’ll
see you at sunrise.”

She quickly ran to her home before he
could stop her.






***






Eliza put on her best
dress, which happened to be her blue one. She pulled her hair up
and tucked it under her hat. A part of her was apprehensive about
going to church. She’d gone to Preacher Peters’ church for about a
month and a half before she left Omaha. The people there had known
about her past and had accepted her. But the people here didn’t
know anything about her. This was a clean slate. Even so, she had
to quench the nervous anxiety in her body. She took a deep breath
and looked at herself in the small mirror.

“I can do this. I am a lady
now.”

She picked up her small purse and left
her home. She made it halfway across the yard to John’s house when
she saw him emerge from the small barn. Smiling, she watched him as
he led the geldings and the wagon in her direction. He really was
an attractive man, and that was so much more evident when he
dressed up in a dark blue suit.

She waited until he
reached her before she spoke. “Thank you for taking me. I promise
that when we get back, I’ll make you a little something special for
dessert.”

To her surprise, he didn’t
smile, but when his eyes met hers, she understood that he didn’t
want to go but was going for her sake. She considered saying that
they could stay. Then she thought that if he was going to get over
his aversion to town and some of the people in it, he needed to go
and face them. The best way to conquer a fear was to confront
it.

She wasn’t sure what to
talk to him about on their way to town, so she rambled on about
everything from the beautiful weather to the deer she saw leaping
across the fields. He listened...at least she thought he listened.
He could have been tuning her out. It was hard to tell if a man who
didn’t talk at all was paying attention or not unless he made eye
contact or did a gesture. When she stared at him, his focus
remained on the dirt path in front of them. And so, she continued
to ramble just to ease the tension.

When they entered the church, she
noticed the shocked looks on the people’s faces. Well, this she
could handle. She’d dealt with those types of stares before
whenever she ventured out of the saloon in Omaha.

She searched the group and found
Charity and her aunt. Reaching for John’s hand, she led him
forward. “Good morning, Charity, Bethany. How are you
doing?”

Bethany was the first to
answer. “Eliza! How good it is to see you again. We wondered how
you fared.”

Eliza’s body relaxed. It
felt good to be talking to people she knew. Not that she knew them
well, but after spending a long time in a stagecoach with them, she
felt that they had become friends. She motioned to John. “This is
my friend and employer. Did you hear what happened to Melissa
Peters, the one I was supposed to work for?”

“Yes, and what a terrible
tragedy that was.”

“It was terrible. I’m sure
she’s singing with the angels now.”

“Yes.”

A moment of silence hung
in the air as Eliza tried to think of what to say next. Finally,
she patted John on the arm. “You know, it was really a godsend when
John ran into me in town. I don’t know what I would have done if he
hadn’t.”

“Oh. That’s good,” Charity
said, appearing to be uncertain.

Eliza searched her mind for another
topic and quickly found it. “How are things with the
marshal?”

Charity blushed. “Ralph is a very kind
and good man. I’m lucky I was his mail-order bride.”

“That’s wonderful! Isn’t
that wonderful, John? Apparently, John’s mail-order bride was
supposed to come on the same stagecoach we were on but never made
it. Maybe she’ll show up on the next one. I read her letter. She
sounds like a real nice lady. Who knows? Maybe you two will like
her.”

Bethany and Charity exchanged looks
that couldn’t be good.

Did they think the same
way some others in this town did? That John was stupid just because
he couldn’t talk? She couldn’t go through this service without
setting them straight. “Excuse us for a moment,” she politely said.
She found a pew in the middle of the church and led John to it.
“Why don’t you sit here for a bit and I’ll see what’s going on with
them,” she whispered.

His eyes grew wide and he
shook his head.

“I’ll be right back, John.
Just sit tight.”

He obviously wasn’t happy about it but
he obeyed her.

She returned to Charity and Bethany
who stood with the marshal. “He’s not dumb,” she told them. She
didn’t care if they found her manner offensive or not.

“Who?” the marshal
asked.

“John Evans.”

“We never said he was
dumb,” Charity protested.

Eliza eyed them. “Then why were you
put off by him just now?”

“That should be clear,”
Charity replied. “You are living in sin. It’s wrong.”

“I am not!” she argued,
careful to keep her voice low. “I’m staying in the workshop on his
property. I really didn’t have a job, and he gave me one so I could
stay here.”

“I don’t know,” Charity
slowly said. “It doesn’t seem possible for a man to keep his hands
off a woman when there’s no one around.”

Before Eliza could correct
her thinking, Ralph threw back his head and laughed. “Charity, my
dear, I assure you that John Evans is as safe as they come. He’s
not like other men.”

Now Eliza focused her
intense stare on him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

He sighed. “He doesn’t have all his
lights on.” He tapped his head.

“That’s not true. He can’t
talk but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t think like everyone
else.”

“I’m two years older than
him. We practically grew up together. His parents sheltered him a
lot, but we all knew he’d never be like the rest of us.”

She gripped her purse. “I’m teaching
him how to read and write.”

“Young children can learn
to read and write. I’m not saying that he doesn’t have some things
to learn, but he’ll never be like a full-grown adult.”

So this is what he
typically ran into. It was no wonder why he protested coming to
church today. Her initial impression had been so wrong. When Frank
and Addy had spoken well of John, they were the exception to the
mentality of this town. She had no idea. But John knew. No wonder
he was in a hurry to leave town and didn’t think Daphne would be
coming for him.

Eliza looked the marshal square in the
eye. “I assure you that John is as normal as any grown
male.”

He folded his arms and
stared right back at her. “So you’re saying that you’ve been
sharing a bed with him?”

“No. I’m saying he acts
like a grown man. He doesn’t act like a child.”

“Then you are naïve about
men.”

Eliza almost laughed. That showed how
little he knew, but she could never tell him that. So that was why
no one thought anything of her staying on John’s property. No one
thought he was capable of sexual desire. They thought he had the
mentality of a child. Except Charity and Bethany didn’t know him at
all, so they assumed the worst.

She glanced at John who
was sitting with Frank and Addy who were talking to him. Did they
think he was like a child too? Or did they realize that even though
he did think and feel like a man, he had enough self-control to
restrain his urges? She knew that John held back. She knew what the
looks he gave her meant, except there was a tenderness that was new
to her. He’d never take advantage of her. He was a
gentleman.

Eliza returned her attention to
Charity and Bethany. “I assure you that I wouldn’t engage in that
type of behavior. I’m sorry that our time in the stagecoach gave
you such a poor impression of me. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave
you to yourselves.”

Without waiting for them to respond,
she joined John.

Frank looked up at her. “Oh, hello
there, Miss Sweet. I heard you already met my wife,
Addy.”

Forcing aside her irritation with the
people she’d just been talking to, she smiled. “I didn’t realize
that, but it’s certainly nice to see you again.”

“We were asking John if
you two would like to come to our home for lunch after the
service,” Frank offered.

Addy smiled at her. “We’d love to have
you both over.”

Eliza glanced at John. She couldn’t
tell what he was thinking but decided that she’d had enough of
people for the time being. “Maybe next time. I already set out the
ingredients I’m going to use for lunch.”

Addy looked disappointed but nodded.
“Next time then.”

“It looks like everyone’s
sitting. I guess I should follow suit.”

“Do you mind if we sit with
you?”

“No.”

She stepped past John
whose expression remained unreadable and sat next to him, making
sure she left enough space between them so people wouldn’t get the
wrong idea...if that was possible. If everyone assumed he had no
romantic inclinations at all, then they probably likened her to
sitting with a little boy. The whole thing was absurd.

“You would have liked
Melissa,” Addy said. “She always spoke of her cousin, the preacher.
She was excited about meeting you.”

“I looked forward to
coming here and meeting her too.”

And she had looked forward
to arriving to this place. A chance at a new start. And while it
was true she got a new start, she also discovered that things were
not going to be as pleasant as she’d hoped. Well, things didn’t
always go according to plan. She’d have to bend and adjust as she
had in the past.

Addy talked a little more
about Melissa before everyone stood up to sing a couple of hymns.
Eliza didn’t know the words since she wasn’t familiar with them.
Beside her, John kept his hands folded in front of him while Addy
sang loud enough for all of them. She had a nice voice
too.

After the sermon, they
sang another hymn and left the building.

Frank shook John’s hand. “It was good
to see you. I hope you’ll come on back, and we mean it about having
you and Eliza for lunch next time.”

Eliza watched the scene. That meant
that Frank considered John an equal, didn’t it? He wouldn’t be
directing that invitation to John if he thought of John as a child.
At least, she wouldn’t think so.

Addy gave her a hug. “Now if you need
anything, you let us know. Anyone who knows a relative of Melissa’s
is a friend of ours.”

“Thank you,” Eliza
replied.

“Miss Sweet,” someone
called out.

The voice sounded familiar. She turned
and saw one of John’s brothers making his way toward
them.

“I just wanted to say you
look lovely today,” he said.

She noted that John stiffened next to
her but kept her gaze on the man. “You’re Guy, right?”

“Troy,” he
corrected.

Blushing, she said, “Forgive me, Troy.
I’ve met so many people that it’s hard to remember names and faces,
and to be honest, all you brothers look so much alike. Well, except
for the facial hair, but I can’t remember who has a mustache or a
beard. John’s easy to remember. He doesn’t have either
one.”

Troy smiled. “There’s
nothing to forgive. I’m sure we overwhelmed you by showing up at
the same time.”

Addy chuckled. “The five of them
together is an impressive sight.”

Frank nodded. “They are
the only Evans in town, and they’re all men too.”

“A force to be reckoned
with then,” Eliza chimed in, slowly feeling better.

“You could say that,” Frank
joked.

John nudged her in the
side.

She turned to him.

He pointed in the direction of his
wagon.

“I guess we should get
back,” she said.

“But I didn’t get a chance
to talk to you,” Troy argued.

Eliza inwardly groaned.
Not another Evan’s brother being more interested in her than he
ought to be. The trouble with this town was that there were more
men than women, and apparently, being single had made her an easy
target. Why didn’t Preacher Peters warn her of this? She might have
considered another location...like somewhere out in the middle of
nowhere so she could spend the rest of her life alone.

“We’ll see you soon I
hope,” Addy stated. “I’ll have the curtains ready for you this
Thursday.”

“Really?” Eliza did want to
hang up those curtains. She looked at John. “Can we come back then
and get them?”

John’s gaze shifted to Troy and
despite his obvious uncertainty, he nodded.

“We’ll be by then,” she
said.

Addy waved good-bye before she left
with Frank.

“I could take the curtains
out there,” Troy offered.

“That might be a good
idea,” Eliza reflected.

John quickly motioned to her and shook
his head. Then he pointed to himself.

She shrugged. “John must have some
business he needs to do that day. I’ll come in with him.” She
suspected that wasn’t really the case, but she didn’t feel like
dwelling on John’s feelings for her.

“Well, then I’ll have to
keep an eye out for you,” Troy said. “It would be rude if I didn’t
make you feel welcome. Good day.”

She caught the warning
look Troy gave John before he passed them to walk down the
boardwalk.

Great. Just what she
needed. Two men, brothers no doubt, vying for her attention. This
was getting much more complicated than it needed to be. Daphne
would be the solution to John’s interest in her, but if Troy was as
persistent as John, then she might have to end up leaving town
altogether. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She had nowhere
else to go...except back to Omaha, and she didn’t relish that,
though she might ask Preacher Peters for another place to
go.


Chapter Seven






John was working on the
last chair for the table he’d made when Aaron stopped by. He
glanced out of the small window and saw that Aaron carried
something. John wondered what his brother wanted. He set the chair
down on the floor and leaned forward so he could see if anyone came
with him. He breathed a sigh of relief. Aaron was alone, which
meant Troy was safely out of sight.

Eliza said she had gone to
do some washing at the creek. He had wanted to join her. Not
because he liked to wash clothes but because it meant he could be
near her and hear her talk. But she’d protested, saying he needed
to finish the chair so he could deliver the complete dining room
set to the Chapmans. He also realized his money was getting low,
and there hadn’t been any house repairs to take care of for over a
month. So he stayed in his shed and worked.

Now he left the shed to see what Aaron
wanted.

“Good afternoon, John,”
Aaron greeted.

John motioned to his house.

“I could use a cup of
coffee. Alright.”

John led him into the kitchen and
pumped water into a coffee pot. After he set the pot on the
cookstove, he listened to Aaron.

“I haven’t seen anything at
the post office for you. It’s been three weeks and Daphne hasn’t
showed up. Maybe you should look into another mail-order bride. I
brought a paper to look at.”

As soon as he was done
getting the coffee ready, John glanced over his shoulder and saw
Aaron open the paper up.

“I think the school
teacher might be a good one. She’s a little older than average.
That might work to our advantage though. I mean, she won’t be as
picky as someone who’s younger.”

John snatched the paper off the table
and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, John. I’m not
trying to be mean. I know you’re as smart as I am.”

John shook his head again.
That’s not what he meant. He picked up a piece of paper and wrote
‘Eliza’ on it and then pointed to Eliza’s little cabin.

Aaron frowned. “You aren’t sleeping
with Eliza, are you? You know that goes against our values. You
can’t do that until you’re married.”

John waved his hand in a
way that indicated he wasn’t sleeping with her.

“Good.” His brother looked
relieved. “I don’t care what others say. I know you’re fully
capable of doing it.”

For some reason, that made
John feel good about himself. Aaron saw him as an equal.

Then Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Do you
want to marry Eliza? Is that what you’re saying?”

John nodded.

“Troy’s not going to like
that, you know.”

He scowled. What did he care what Troy
thought? He picked up the paper full of the mail-order bride ads
and wrote a ‘T’ on it before he handed it to Aaron.

Aaron chuckled. “I don’t
think Troy’s going to seek a mail-order bride. He’s too interested
in Eliza. He talks about her a lot. The only reason he hasn’t been
out here is because his boss has been working him overtime on the
farm.”

Well, good. John didn’t become a
farmhand for that very reason. They could work long and rough
hours. He much preferred the idea of setting his own hours and
working with things that didn’t depend on the weather to
grow.

“There is that town social
coming up. I suspect Troy will ask her to go with him if you don’t
give her the invitation first.”

He grimaced. That meant he’d have to
be around people. He wondered if Eliza would say yes if Troy asked
her. The only reason he’d even go was to stop Troy from taking her,
and apparently, Aaron knew it or else he wouldn’t have brought it
up.

Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know what to
tell you. A pretty woman like Eliza isn’t going to be single for
long. Even that Old Willy and Buck Stanley are keeping a lookout
for her.”

That made John’s face
harden.

“You better get a ring on
her finger fast, brother.”

John gritted his teeth as he grabbed
two cups from the cupboard and slammed them on the
counter.

“Let me guess. You’ve been
trying to get her to marry you, but she keeps saying
no?”

How could his brother know that? John
sighed but didn’t deny it.

“Is it because you’re
mute?”

John shrugged. Maybe.
Though for some reason, that didn’t seem right. She treated him
like Aaron did, as an equal. So no. It couldn’t be that. But what
was the reason? He sensed that she was hiding something. But he had
no way to ask until he learned to write his words out.

“Being mute is not a crime.
Don’t be with a woman who judges you on that.”

John nodded. Of course, he wouldn’t.
It was bad enough to deal with it from people in town. He refused
to deal with it in his own home.

“Good.”

John poured the coffee in the cups and
handed one to Aaron.

“Just in case things don’t
work with Eliza, you should at least consider these ads.” Aaron
picked up the paper. “It looks like there’s some nice women in
here. Two especially caught my attention.”

He didn’t have the heart to search for
anyone else. He wanted Eliza. No other woman would come close to
her.

“I’m going to read these to
you. I’m not saying we’re going to write any letters today, but at
least think about it. Alright?”

Reluctant, he nodded. Why not? The
best thing that could happen was he wouldn’t need to do it. The
worst...? Eliza would marry one of the other men in town and leave
him alone...to send another letter out requesting a bride. That
wasn’t something he relished.

“And to be fair, I’ll show
this to Troy too.”

That part made him feel better. John
nodded and listened as his brother read the ads to him.






***






Two weeks later, Eliza
decided it was time to do some painting. “It’s cooler outside than
it has been. This way, we won’t sweat as much.”

John thought she might be
willing to consider marrying him if he agreed so he quickly got to
the task of covering the furnishings so they wouldn’t get paint on
them. He glanced at her dress and thought it would be a shame to
get paint on it. She obviously hadn’t painted before if she thought
her clothes wouldn’t suffer.

He went into his bedroom and dug out a
trunk full of things from his past, including his mother’s old
dresses. He knew that he should throw out the clothes his parents
wore, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it, especially not his
mother’s things. While he was rummaging around, he found her
wedding ring. It was a simple gold band. He lifted it and tried to
judge its size. Would it fit Eliza’s finger? He quickly shoved it
into his pocket and retrieved a dress. It’d be loose on Eliza, but
it’d do the trick.

When he left the bedroom, he found
Eliza ready to start painting with her brush. He hurried over to
her and showed her the dress.

She looked down at her green dress. “I
should change, shouldn’t I? I didn’t think about making a
mess.”

He smiled and tapped the side of his
head.

She grinned. “I know. You’re always
one step ahead of me, aren’t you? Alright. I’ll be back.” She set
down the paintbrush, took the dress, and departed from the
parlor.

Turning his attention to
the light green paint, he dipped his brush into it. By the time she
returned, he had painted around the bare window.

He sighed at the sight of her. She
needed to eat more. He’d forgotten his initial impression of her
when she arrived in town. Maybe he could convince her to eat more
dessert. That brown candy she made was sure tasty.

She joined him with her
own brush. “This will look much better than the faded old white
paint. And since we already washed the walls, we can just get right
to it.”

He watched her as she
moved the brush up and down on the wall next to him. She had a
slight smile on her lips and her hair was pulled back into a bun
for the task. He wanted to stand there forever and stare at her.
She was the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, and despite her
insistence that Daphne would suit him, he refused to believe that.
How could anyone come close to her now that he got the chance to
know her? She was even better than he originally
thought.

She glanced in his direction with an
amused expression on her face. “Are you going to help me or do you
expect me to do all the work?”

Blushing, he turned his attention back
to painting his section of the wall.

They worked in silence for a good hour
before she decided to take a break. He covered the paint and
followed her out of the house, wondering where she was
going.

When she realized he was
behind her, she laughed. “You don’t have to come with me. I’m just
going for a walk.” Though she said those words, she stopped and
waited for him to catch up, which he did.

He wanted to hold her hand. She’d
stopped doing that ever since they went to church, and he wondered
why. Of course, he couldn’t ask.

“I think you’ll like the
way the rooms look when we’re done. I never did like white walls. I
like color and variety. White is boring.”

He smiled. For her, white
probably was boring. He likened himself to the white walls—easy to
miss but serving a purpose. She was definitely color—dynamic and
intriguing. Funny how he didn’t realize how empty his life had been
before she came into it, but he supposed one didn’t realize how
boring a white wall was until someone put some color on it. He had
to admit that he liked the green paint she chose.

As they strolled along the
path he had cleared along the tall grass in the prairie, she
continued to talk. “Sometimes I wish I could fly like one of those
birds up there. I try to imagine what it would be like to feel the
air beneath me. They look free up there, don’t you think?” As
usual, she didn’t wait for his response. “When I was a little girl,
I used to run around my house and pretend I was a bird. My parents
thought I was ridiculous to want to be a bird. But my pa would
humor me and put me on his shoulders so I could stretch out my arms
and fly.”

When he realized she had
stopped talking, he turned his gaze to her. To his surprise, she
wasn’t looking at him like she often did to see if he was even
paying attention to her. Instead, she had her head bowed and a
frown on her face, as if she was sad. He tapped her on the
arm.

Finally making eye
contact, she shrugged. “I miss my parents sometimes. My life would
have been different if they had lived.”

He made a motion for her to continue
but she didn’t.

They reached the creek that ran along
his property. It was the only section of his land that had a row of
trees on it. The rest of the place was mostly prairie grass, though
he did have four trees spread around his house.

He found a bunch of yellow flowers
grouped together close to the creek, so he gathered a couple of
them and brought them to her.

A smile crossed her face as she took
them. “Is this your way of trying to make me feel
better?”

No, it hadn’t been. He just
wanted to show her that he had yellow flowers nearby. He planted
some close to his house too. He didn’t plant them near her home.
There was no sense in making her too comfortable there. If he did
that, she might never think of his house as hers.

“Thank you,” she said. She
sat next to the creek and put the flowers on the ground next to her
so she could wash her hands.

He settled next to her and
also washed his hands. Deciding to press his luck, he inched toward
her, trying to be subtle about it so she wouldn’t notice. When she
finished and sat back, he joined her on the grass, happily noting
that they were just a couple of inches from touching. He liked
this. Just sitting next to her and enjoying the late morning under
the shade of the tree. He wished they could stay there
forever...without anyone or anything coming between
them.

She collected the flowers and placed
them on her lap. “How many days do you think it’ll take to paint
the rooms?”

Since he could now count to ten, he
held up seven fingers.

“A full week?” She sighed.
“I guess that’s right. At least if we want to do a good job. For
some reason, I thought it’d go faster than that.”

He shook his head and grinned at
her.

“I know. I need more
patience. Things worth doing shouldn’t be rushed. Did anyone ever
tell you that redheads have a terrible time waiting?”

She had to be kidding. She
had no trouble waiting to marry him. His gaze shifted to her hands.
It was hard to judge the size of her ring finger from looking at
it. He reached forward and touched her hand.

“John.”

He recognized the warning in her
voice, so he quickly plucked a nearby white flower with his free
hand and held it in front of her.

She didn’t look convinced that his
actions were innocent, but he pressed forward and opened the palm
of her hand so it was facing up. He placed the white flower in it
and collected two of the yellow flowers and put one on each side of
the white flower. As he smoothed the flowers out, he took one of
the petals and wrapped it around her ring finger.

“What are you doing?” she
asked.

She didn’t sound annoyed, though there
was a hint of hesitation in her voice.

He rubbed his fingernail against the
part of the petal that marked the width of her finger. Then he
glanced around for a distraction. Finding the squirrel sniffing
around the tree across from them, he nodded toward it.

Success! She looked at the critter.
“What is it?”

He yanked the petal from the flower
and let her hand go.

“I don’t understand. What
is so important about the squirrel?”

He shrugged as he slipped the petal
into his pocket.

“Sometimes I don’t know
what to do about you.”

Holding his hand up, he pointed to his
ring finger.

She shook her head and rolled her
eyes. “When are you going to give up?”

He noted a hint of
amusement in her tone instead of the usual exasperation, so he
decided to press his luck. Wrapping his arms around her, he knocked
her over so that they both landed on the grass.

After a startled shriek, she wiggled
so that she could face him.

He held onto her and threw
his leg over hers before she could get up.

“Too bad those people in
town can’t see you now. Just look at the way you take advantage of
a poor, unsuspecting woman!”

Shrugging, he gave her a wicked smile
and kissed her cheek.

“Oh John, you can’t be
serious.” Despite her attempt to look stern, she also laughed.
“You’re not playing fair. You know I’m not strong enough to get
away.”

He raised an eyebrow. She
wasn’t even trying to get away from him. That meant there was hope,
right? Even if she protested, she seemed to be enjoying it.
Noticing that a strand of her hair was close to her eyes, he
reached up and brushed it away. Noting the softness of her skin, he
let his fingers linger at her cheek.

“I never met anyone more
determined than you. You’re much too stubborn for your own
good.”

It was true so he didn’t
deny it. Instead, he let his fingers drift to her pink lips. He’d
never kissed a woman before, but he’d seen other men do it. It
looked simple enough. And if it was so simple, why did he suddenly
worry he couldn’t do it right?

She wasn’t fighting him.
In fact, her hands stayed on his arms. It was a very pleasant
feeling—one he wanted to enjoy forever if she’d let him. He closed
his eyes and kissed her. His movement was stiff. He knew it was,
but he didn’t know how to relax when his heart was beating
frantically against his chest. But he liked the kiss so he leaned
forward for another one.

Her lips were warm against his, and
she returned his kiss, almost seeming hesitant but still willing.
He let his lips linger on hers, never wanting to leave the sweet
bit of heaven he’d suddenly discovered. He thought he’d like to
kiss a woman some day, but he had no idea just how much he’d like
it. This, he decided, was the most wonderful experience he’d ever
had.

Reluctant, he pulled away
from her. His gaze met hers and he sensed the uncertainty in her
eyes. He pointed to his temple.

“What am I thinking?” she
softly asked.

He nodded.

She took a moment before
she responded. “I’m thinking we need to get back to painting the
house.”


Chapter Eight






Eliza pushed John off of
her and quickly stood up. What was she doing, kissing a man who’d
never kissed a woman before? She’d kissed virgins before, and there
was always that tentative moment in the kiss, like they weren’t
sure of what to do next.

The sweetest man she’d
ever met had just kissed her, and she initiated him further into it
by responding to him. She shouldn’t let her pleasure get in the way
of her senses. Yes, she enjoyed it. Much more than she should have.
After all, she’d kissed so many men in her time that she couldn’t
even count them all. But even the most experienced men hadn’t
affected her the way John had. He cared for her. And that terrified
her.

She strode back to the
house and he followed her. She didn’t want to face him. Not now.
Not when her hands trembled and her heart hammered loudly in her
ears. She needed to get back to something concrete, something she
could concentrate on and lose herself in. Painting was as good a
method for escaping her unwanted emotions as anything else she
could do.

As she reached the house, a horse’s
neigh caught her attention. She groaned when she saw Troy riding
toward the house.

“Morning, Eliza,” he
greeted as he pulled back the reins. “You are certainly looking
fine today.”

The man was lying. The dress John had
given her hung on her like a limp rag.

“I’d ask John what he’s
doing giving you Ma’s old dress to wear, but he won’t be able to
answer.”

She glanced at John who
didn’t look pleased. Who could blame him? “John is right here if
you want to ask. He may not talk but he has other ways of
communicating. He can tell you almost anything you want to know
just by using his hands.”

“Is that so?” By the way
Troy said that, it was obvious he didn’t believe it.

John stepped in front of her before
Troy got there first.

She rolled her eyes. All
she saw was John’s broad back. The man was worse than a protective
mother bear.

“Alright, John,” Troy said
in irritation. “I get the message. I’m not taking her away from
here. You can back off. I came out to talk to you
anyway.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. Good.
“In that case, I’ll get back to painting!”

Before anyone could
protest, she scurried back into the house. The first thing she
noticed was the strong smell of paint fumes. Well, John would just
have to keep the windows open for awhile.

“What’s the meaning of
this?” Troy demanded, shoving a piece of paper at John.

She stopped at the kitchen
window. She really had no right to find out what upset Troy. After
all, it wasn’t like he was speaking that loud. But he was speaking
loud enough for her to hear him. So technically, she wasn’t
eavesdropping. Besides, she did need a cup of water. She went to
the work table and lifted the pitcher, deciding it was a good idea
to take her time at the task.

She peaked out the window. Troy didn’t
just look annoyed. He looked fuming mad.

“You had no right to do
this!”

John stood still, his face
unreadable.

“I ought to make you deal
with this.” He motioned to the letter in John’s hands.

She poured the water into the cup and
sipped it.

“What’s the big idea, John?
You wrote to a mail-order bride in my name?”

Startled, she spit out her drink. She
grabbed a towel and dried her lips and the table in front of her.
John did what?

“I don’t need you to find
me a bride,” Troy seethed. “I’m perfectly capable of handling that
area of my life on my own. It’s you who needs the help, what with
you being a freak and all.”

Oh, he didn’t! Not John’s own brother!
Eliza set the cup and towel down and peered out the corner of the
window without trying to be spotted in case they looked in her
direction.

John threw the letter back at Troy and
pushed him back.

“You think Eliza’s going to
marry you? You couldn’t even get that mail-order bride of yours to
show up. And she never met you. What makes you think Eliza’s going
to want a mute for a husband?”

John marched over to Troy’s horse and
untied its reins from the tree.

Troy strode after him. “What are you
doing?”

Eliza moved so she could see where
they were going.

John held up the reins and pointed to
the saddle.

“You think you’re going to
tell me what to do? Well, let me set something straight for you. No
one orders me around, you understand?” Then he pushed John away
from his horse.

John made a move toward Troy but
stopped and then waved him off the property.

“I’m not marrying Cara.
You hear me?” Troy jumped on his horse. “I told her that my mute,
freak brother wrote the letter as a joke. She won’t be coming.” He
glared at John. “Since when did you learn to write anyway? Aaron
teach you?”

He shrugged.

“It probably was him. He’s
soft. Just keep your nose out of my business.” Then he tapped the
horse in the sides with his boots. As the horse trotted off the
land, he called out something.

Eliza couldn’t make out what it was,
but John rolled his eyes. She expected John to come into the house
but he didn’t. Instead, he strode over to the shed he worked in,
entered it, and slammed the door behind him. Well, who could blame
him for being upset? Apparently, it wasn’t just most of the town
who thought John wasn’t worth the time or effort to treat with
respect. She had no siblings, but if she had, she’d like to think
she’d be close to them.

The more she got to know
John and the people in town, the less she wanted to know about
them. She didn’t know why she assumed that a small town would have
a friendly feel to it. In a bigger place like Omaha, it was easy to
be impersonal. She made a few good friends, other prostitutes like
herself who had nowhere to go. She learned to appreciate what she
did have and not think of things that could’ve been. That’s where
unhappiness came from. Not being content with what one had. Always
looking at how things could be better. Always wondering “what
if”.

She recalled her first
friend at the saloon. Maggie had been a prostitute for five years
when Eliza was sold into the business. Maggie was miserable there
and ended up committing suicide. That was when Eliza decided she’d
stop feeling sorry for herself. Yes, what happened to her was bad.
Her uncle had taken advantage of her and then lied about it. To
cover up his sin, he sold her to Ross. And she’d never forget how
mad Ross was when he discovered she was carrying a
child.

She forced the memories
back into the safe corner of her mind where she could lock it away
and forget about it. It did no good to dwell on things she had no
control over. She also had no control over what people thought of
John or how John reacted to it. All she could do was control how
she reacted to it. Like everything else in life, she had to deal
with it the best she knew how. So she’d put on a smile and find
reasons to be thankful.

She glanced around the
room. She had food and shelter. She had a generous employer who was
also kind. She was no longer a prostitute. She was a lady now. She
could finally walk through town without pretending that the stares
and whispers didn’t bother her. People now treated her with
respect. It was a good feeling. Yes, she had lots to be thankful
for, and she’d do her part to make life better for those around
her.

She returned to the paint and got back
to work.






***






That Sunday, Eliza put on
her modest dress and adjusted her hat. It was as hot as August
could get, but that was the price she paid for being a lady. Her
clothing hadn’t covered all of her when she worked at the saloon.
But she worked for John now. Honest work. Work she was grateful to
have. And if no one could appreciate John and the fact that he gave
her a good job and did honest work, then that was their problem.
Not John’s. And not hers.

Determined, she took one
last look at her reflection and nodded. She left her home and
strode over to John’s house. Just as she made it up the steps, he
opened the door.

“You look nice,” she
greeted. “Isn’t it a beautiful day? It’s the perfect day for a
Sunday ride into town.” Even as she said it, she batted away a
couple of flying insects that circled her head. She laughed. “I
guess the bugs think it’s a nice day too.”

He pointed to his ring
finger.

Rolling her eyes, she decided to
ignore him today. He seemed to think that just because they were
going to church, it was the right time to propose. Well, that
wasn’t exactly true either. He seemed to think that every day was a
good day to propose...and any reason was a good reason.

“I can’t wait for Daphne to
show up.”

He shook his head.

Pretending she didn’t
notice, she turned around and headed for the wagon. “We don’t want
to be late. I have a feeling that things will go fine
today.”

He closed the door behind him and
walked after her.

She waited for him to get
the horses hooked up before she hopped into the wagon. When she saw
his exasperation, she giggled. “I know. I should have let you help
me in, but I didn’t want to wait.”

That was a lie, and by the expression
on his face, she knew he realized it. Oh well. Let him realize it.
As long as she didn’t have to say it, it didn’t matter. The truth
was, she didn’t want him to help her in again because last time, he
actually kissed her on the cheek and held her in his arms before he
let her get in. She really had no business enjoying that either.
For all reasonable purposes, he was practically married to
Daphne.

But what if Daphne doesn’t
come? It has been two months since she was supposed to
arrive.

She sighed and forced her
attention to the scenery as he urged the horses forward. No, it was
best if her thoughts didn’t drift in that direction. It was enough
that she agreed to go to the gathering the town was putting on that
evening. She wasn’t originally going to go, but when Troy and Willy
asked her, she figured she’d better go with John. If nothing, it
got the two men to back off. Never mind that it was nice knowing
that she’d go with John. She sighed again. She was getting to be as
bad as he was!

He nudged her in the arm.

She looked in his
direction.

He tapped his temple.

“You are much too curious
about what I’m thinking. Most men don’t want to hear women yap on
about their thoughts, you know.”

He gave her a sweet smile and waved
for her to speak.

“You are an odd
man.”

Shrugging, he motioned for her to
continue.

“Is that what you want to
hear? That you’re odd.”

He pointed to his lips.

“Oh. You just want to hear
me talk. It doesn’t even matter what I ramble on about.”

He nodded and scooted closer to
her.

“Alright, Mister. Don’t
think I don’t notice when you do that. I wasn’t born yesterday. You
need to keep your distance. I’ve come to learn that I can’t trust
you. And don’t flash that smile at me. You won’t charm me that
easily.” She paused for a moment. “Not that you can charm me. Don’t
get me wrong. I’m not the kind of woman you can charm.”

He didn’t look convinced.

“Think of it what you
will.” She gave him a nudge. “You need to get back to your rightful
position.”

He stuck out his lower
lip.

“What am I going to do
with you?” Before he could point to his ring finger again, she held
up her hand to stop him. “Don’t answer that. Now look here. If you
don’t move over to your side, I’m going to be forced to jump out of
this wagon. Then I’d land on the ground, and I might get hurt. Do
you want that to happen?” She steeled herself against his puppy dog
eyes. “Alright. Fine. Here I go.”

She started to stand, but he quickly
stopped her. Then he scooted back to his side of the
seat.

Satisfied that her bluff
had worked, she settled back down. “You should be happy enough with
the fact that I’m going to town with you tonight. That means I
won’t dance with anyone but you.”

His smile widened.

“Don’t take that to mean
I’m going to marry you.”

He didn’t stop his foolish
grinning.

“I’m serious,
John.”

He just shrugged.

She huffed and shook her
head. “You know, for a man who can’t talk, you sure do say a
lot.”

Deciding it was time to
change tactics, she spent the rest of the way into town discussing
what she planned to make for lunch and what she’d wear that
evening. She figured such topics might bore him, but she was at a
loss on what else to discuss, and he had said that she could talk
about anything. To her surprise, he actually seemed to enjoy
listening to her. Odd. That word didn’t even seem to describe him.
He was more than odd. A man who willingly listened to topics that
would only interest a woman just couldn’t be right in the
head.

When they reached town,
she allowed him to help her down. It wouldn’t be right to out-smart
him in front of other people. Men, no matter who they were, had
their pride to protect.

Upon entering the church, she noticed
that his steps had slowed to a pace that would make a snail seem
fast. “I’m with you,” she whispered. “It’s alright.”

He didn’t look convinced
but lumbered to the pew they had been sitting at every
Sunday.

“I thought we’d say hello
to Charity and her aunt. Then we can say good morning to a few
others.” Fortunately, Troy made it a habit of coming a few minutes
after the service started. She didn’t feel like dealing with him.
At least not yet. She motioned for John to follow her. “Come
on.”

Looking as if he were facing a death
sentence, he joined her.

“Good morning, Charity!”
she greeted, pasting on a friendly smile. “Good morning,
Bethany.”

The two women turned from talking to
Willy and Ralph Custer.

“Of course, good morning to
you too, gentlemen,” Eliza quickly added. “You’re all looking fine.
Why, Charity, I do believe you’re glowing.”

Bethany gave a satisfied nod in
Charity’s direction. “You see. I told you that it was
obvious.”

Eliza’s gaze shifted to Ralph whose
chest puffed up with male pride. Eliza stopped Bethany before she
could continue. “Let me guess. Charity, are you
expecting?”

Charity blushed.

“That’s wonderful! Isn’t
that wonderful, John?”

John looked as if he wished he were
anywhere but there.

Eliza returned her attention to the
group. “Well, that is wonderful. You’ll make a terrific
mother.”

“We just found out
yesterday,” Ralph added. “The baby will be here in
April.”

“Good. That gives me plenty
of time to make a gift. Is there anything special you
need?”

Charity shrugged. “I don’t even know
what a baby needs, except for clothes and diapers.”

“I’ll think of something
then.”

Bethany patted Eliza’s
hand and leaned forward to whisper in Eliza’s ear. “You do know
that we don’t think there’s anything inappropriate going on with
you and John. I know we haven’t had a chance to talk to you the
last couple of times you’ve been here, but I wanted to clear the
air. Charity and I misunderstood the situation. We know better
now.”

Right. Because Ralph
explained that John was incapable of having a single sexual
thought. Eliza supposed that this worked in her favor. No one
assumed anything was going on, which there wasn’t. She did like the
respect people were finally giving her, and the last thing she
wanted to do was to ruin it.

Eliza nodded and smiled. “It’s good to
have things resolved.” Then she took a step back. “I better say hi
to Addy. Last time she said she had some recipes for me, and I’m
anxious to check them out.” She turned but glanced over her
shoulder. “Congratulations, Charity and Ralph.”

She led John over to Addy
and Frank, so they could sit next to them. Of all the people in
town, she felt most comfortable with them.

As Addy pulled out a couple of recipe
cards from her purse, Aaron came up to John. And Aaron didn’t look
too happy. “John, I need to talk to you outside for a
minute.”

John shook his head and motioned to
Eliza, Addy and Frank.

“They’ll keep your seat,”
Aaron insisted.

John shook his head again and crossed
his arms.

Aaron leaned down so that he could
speak low. “It’s about Troy and that thing you did. I didn’t give
you that paper so you could write a letter on Troy’s behalf like
that.”

If John did have a voice,
he would’ve groaned, for Eliza recognized the exasperation on his
face as he stood up and motioned for Aaron to go
outside.

Eliza turned to Addy as John and Aaron
left. “You said you have recipes for me?”

Addy seemed curious about the exchange
between John and Aaron but turned her attention back to her purse.
“Yes. I wrote everything down for my three favorite dishes. The
best part is that they are simple too.”

“Good.” Eliza didn’t care
much for cooking. It was alright, but she’d rather be doing other
things. She’d never be a gourmet chef, but at least John could eat
her food without getting sick. “The simpler, the better. I’m still
learning.”

“Really? Didn’t your mother
teach you how to cook?”

“A long time ago. I don’t
remember much of what she did teach me.” Her lessons had been basic
up to the time her parents died. And after that, well...there was
no need for cooking. “But some of it’s coming back to me as I go
along.”

That was true. She didn’t like to lie,
especially in church where she could feel the eyes of the Lord
bearing down on her. But He understood that she needed to keep her
past a secret. At least she hoped so.

John returned as the first
hymn started, and she frowned. He didn’t look happy. In fact, he
looked downright grumpy. She wondered what happened between him and
Aaron. She glanced at Aaron who seemed equally upset as he stood
next to his wife and sang the words to the familiar
song.

All of her life, Eliza had wished for
a brother or sister. Now she was glad she never had one. It seemed
to be more trouble than it was worth.


Chapter Nine






John adjusted his tie for
the tenth time. He hated this. He didn’t want to go to the social
gathering in town where people would eat and dance and talk. His
parents used to drag him to those things when he was a child but
let him stay home when he turned fifteen. And now someone else was
dragging him. Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. He asked Eliza to
go with him and she agreed. It was his choice.

He sat on the edge of his
bed and pulled on his nice boots. No. It hadn’t been a choice. Not
really. Troy and Old Willy wanted to take her. Then there was Buck
who usually farmed so much he rarely came to town. Funny how he
managed to make it to church to talk with Eliza after the
service.

John adjusted his tie
again. It felt too tight. Frustrated, he yanked it off and threw it
on the hardwood floor. He’d be fine in his green shirt, black vest
and denim pants. He rubbed his eyes. He still remembered when he
was at the social gatherings as a child and the other kids made fun
of him. The adults didn’t do anything to stop it, but they had to
have known. He ended up spending all of his time in the corner of
the room, watching the ascent of the moon and judging when the
gathering would be over. Back then all of his brothers had joined
in the rounds of pulling jokes on him and laughing at his expense.
As they got older, things changed. It wasn’t until after their
parents died that Aaron, Guy, and Shawn shaped up.

But then this morning when
Aaron talked down to him as if he were a child...John didn’t want
to have anything to do with any of them. So what if he wrote to a
mail-order bride on Troy’s behalf? He picked one of the best ones
that Aaron read to him. If Troy would just leave Eliza alone
whenever they went to church, he wouldn’t have bothered writing
that letter anyway. Not that it was much of a letter. He kept it
simple because he was still learning how to read and write. The
words he had used, he showed to Eliza, but she had no idea what he
was doing it for. She thought he was just practicing.

Sighing, he stood up and
took the ring from his dresser. It had been too big for Eliza, but
he made the necessary adjustments to it. Now it would fit right.
Only if she’d put it on! He tucked it into his pocket. Ever the
optimist. What made him think that tonight she’d say yes? Still,
she was right about him. He didn’t give up easily. He sensed that
she enjoyed being with him. Just not enough to commit to
him...yet.

He left the bedroom and
walked through the kitchen. His stomach protested, but he mentally
reminded it that there was plenty of food at these social
gatherings in town. His stomach growled again, obviously not
believing him. He shut the kitchen door behind him and looked up to
see Eliza fiddling with the blue bow in her hair that went with her
nice blue dress.

He smiled. She looked so pretty. Then
he frowned. No doubt the other men would think so as well. And that
was a problem.

She turned and saw him. “Are you
ready?”

He shrugged and went to get the
horses. They looked healthy. Too bad. Now he couldn’t claim they
were sick. After he hooked them to the wagon, he checked the
wheels. Too bad the wagon was in good shape. Now he had no excuse
to stay...and keep her safely away from Troy, Old Willy or
Buck.

Once again, she managed to hop in the
wagon before he got around to her side. She spread her skirt around
her and glanced at him. “I’m not dancing with anyone but you. I
promise.”

Alright. That helped him feel better.
He nodded and joined her. On the way, she talked about how she
looked forward to talking to Addy.

“Frank will be there too,
so we can talk to both of them. You like Frank.”

It was true, so he nodded.

“It won’t be so bad, John.
Not if you look on the bright side.”

Well, she was going with him. That was
good.

“That’s what I try to do.
Look on the bright side. No matter how bad things get, there’s
always a bright side.”

Then she rambled about things that he
tuned out. The closer to town they got, the more tense he became.
When he finally pulled the wagon to a stop a block from the town
hall where the festivities occurred, he gave one last look at the
road out of town. Four hours. He just had to go through four hours
of this.

Reluctant, he stepped down
from the wagon and wondered why she bothered to let him help her
down from it. As they strolled up to the group of people entering
the building, Old Willy waved to them.

John inwardly groaned but followed
Eliza as she approached him.

“I didn’t realize there
were so many people in this town,” she told Old Willy.

“Whenever there’s food,
people come scurryin’ out of their holes to find it.”

She laughed. “You have a real sense of
humor, Willy. That’s refreshing. Life can get too serious
sometimes.”

Willy blushed and waved
his hand as if to dismiss the compliment. “Oh shoot, Miss Sweet.
That’s awfully nice of you to say. Hello there, John. The Kendells
like that bed frame you made for their little girl. They’ve been
braggin’ on it so much that the Carsons are thinkin’ of askin’ you
to make them a cabinet for their kitchen.”

Eliza turned to John.
“That’s wonderful. I told you that was a gorgeous bed frame, and
all you did was shrug as if it wasn’t anything important. You do
beautiful work.”

“A true statement,” Old
Willy agreed. “You folks comin’ in to eat?”

“You bet. This is a good
excuse to get out of cooking.” She glanced at John. “Not that I
mind cooking, but it sure is nice to have a break from
it.”

“You work her too hard out
there, John.” Old Willy chuckled and patted his shoulder. “Just
kiddin’. I know you wouldn’ overwork anyone.”

John was too nervous to
smile to show his friend that he understood he was joking. He
really wished Old Willy would find someone other than Eliza to
like. This town needed more women. He shifted from one foot to the
other.

“I think John’s more ready
to eat than I am,” Eliza said.

John followed her into the
building. He was relieved when he realized that they’d be sitting
with Frank and Addy. At least he could relax during the supper.
Afterwards however was another matter. Troy came up to them and
asked for a dance.

“Oh, I told John that I’d
dance with him,” she replied as she took John’s hand.

Troy’s gaze met John’s, and John
narrowed his eyes at him.

“Come on, John,” she said
and pulled on his hand.

He obeyed and lumbered to
the area set aside for couples to dance. He spotted the corner
where he used to sit and hide. He used to watch the people dance,
noting the way they laughed and smiled. Even now, people enjoyed
themselves. The only thing different was that he was out in open
for all to see, and as much as he hated that, he did like holding
Eliza without her trying to find a reason to get out of his
arms.

If he hadn’t noticed the
way Troy glared at him or how a couple of people in the room
snickered and shook their heads at him, it wouldn’t have been so
bad. But he was aware of them. Acutely aware. He stepped on her
foot and nearly tripped her. He quickly caught her by the arms and
steadied her.

She flung her hair over
her shoulder. “It’s alright. Maybe we should get something to
drink.”

He nodded and walked over to the table
where a big bowl of punch and ladle waited for them.

“How quaint! I heard of
these but I’d never seen such a grand display.” She picked up one
of the cups by the bowl. “Whoever set out all these lovely flowers
and lacy napkins did a marvelous job.”

“Charity did that,” a woman
spoke.

They turned to see Bethany.

“She learned to do this
where we came from,” she continued.

“She did a fine job of it.”
Eliza scanned the room. “Where is she anyway?”

“The poor thing is sick to
her stomach. It’s because of the child, you know.”

“Oh, yes. Well, it’s a
shame she’s missing this, especially when she took the time to set
this out.”

“It’ll be worth it. Next
year, she’ll be holding her own baby. There’s no better joy than
that.”

John thought he caught a flicker of
sorrow in Eliza’s eyes.

“I suppose you’re right,”
Eliza softly replied before she picked up the ladle. Her hands
slightly shook as she poured the red liquid into the
cup.

John took the cup and
ladle from her so no more would splash onto the table. What had
caused her unease? The talk of a baby? If she wanted a child, she
could marry him and then have one of her own. He paused. He hadn’t
tried that angle yet. Maybe he needed to get her thinking of
babies.

Eliza wiped her hands on a
napkin.

“She’s already decided on a
name,” Bethany said. “Patrick for a boy and Patricia for a girl.
Aren’t those wonderful names?”

“Yes. They are.” Eliza took
the cup John offered her and drank a sip. “She is
blessed.”

“Well, perhaps you’ll find
someone to marry. I hear that Willy is a sweetheart. Though he’s a
bit older than you, he’s a stable, hardworking man.”

John gritted his teeth.

“Of course, there is Buck,
if you don’t mind a man who spends most of his time in the fields.
That wouldn’t do well for a woman who wants lots of attention. You
have to be willing to spend most of your time alone. Thankfully,
Charity didn’t end up with him. She loves to be
pampered.”

“I am content with things
as they are,” Eliza said before she took another sip.

“Maybe for now. But the
future is ahead of you, even if you are nearing an unmarriageable
age. You should keep that in mind. Oh, there is Troy Evans. Why, he
works for Buck.” The woman clapped her hands and giggled. “What a
small world. At any rate, you can choose any of them.”

Or there’s me. I’m right in
front of you, you old coot. If John could
speak, that’s exactly what he’d tell Bethany.

“Let me introduce you to
Chloe. You’ll like her.” Bethany grabbed Eliza’s hand and started
walking away.

Eliza glanced back at John. “Stay put.
I’ll be right back.”

John had a sinking feeling
that Bethany would keep Eliza with her longer than a moment. And he
was right. After five minutes, he found his corner and sat down.
Again, he watched everyone else. Eliza stood to the side with
Bethany, Chloe and Chloe’s sister. Eliza kept looking back at him,
and at one point, she motioned for him to join her. He refrained.
Instead, he averted his gaze so he could pretend he hadn’t seen
her.

He turned his attention to the window,
noting it was a clear night. It would be a good two hours before he
could go home. He sighed and let his gaze fall back on Eliza who
laughed at something Chloe said.

He hated being here. He hated being in
town. He hated being alone.

“John?”

He looked over at his
brother Shawn.

“Aaron and Guy said you
were here, but I didn’t believe them. Why are you hiding? We’re not
kids anymore.”

He rolled his eyes.

Shawn sat next to him. “You look like
you saw a ghost.”

Irritated, he crossed his arms and
directed his attention to Eliza who was still talking to the other
women. So much for dancing with her...or coming so he could spend
time with her.

“You need to relax,” Shawn
said. “I know how to make that happen, but we can’t do it here.
Come outside with me.”

John shook his head. He
wanted to make sure Troy or Old Willy didn’t go near Eliza. If one
of them did, he planned to go up to her so they’d back
off.

“We’ll only be gone for a
minute. It won’t take long at all. Besides, this kind of thing
relaxes me all the time.”

John thought about it,
nodded and strode out of the town hall so they could be alone.
Interest peaked, he watched as his brother pulled something from
his jacket pocket. It was a flask.

“Take a good drink of this.
In no time at all, you’ll feel good.”

John accepted the flask
but pointed to it.

“It’s moonshine. Jerry
makes it.”

He’d heard the term before, but he
couldn’t quite recall where.

“It’s good for
nerves.”

Jerry seemed like a good man. At
least, he didn’t make fun of him, and he had no reason to distrust
Shawn. He nodded and drank from it. It had an odd taste, though it
wasn’t exactly bad. He took another drink and decided it tasted
fine.

“Don’t gulp it all down.
You just want to relax, not get drunk.”

“I think I saw him come out
here,” Guy said.

Shawn motioned for John to
hide the flask so John slipped it into his back pocket and turned
to the entrance of the town hall. John noticed a warming sensation
spread over his face. Was that because they were almost caught or
was it the moonshine?

Aaron and Guy came into
John’s viewing range.

“What are you two doing out
here?” Aaron wondered, sounding suspicious.

“Just taking in the fresh
air,” Shawn replied. “Got a problem with that?”

“No. We came to ask if you
wanted to play some poker.”

“Alright, but this time I’m
quitting when I get to my last penny.”

“No one forced you to lose
all your money last time,” Guy said. “Well, come on. We’re about to
start the game.”

John hated this. Of course, they
wouldn’t invite him. They never did.

Shawn patted him on the shoulder.
“Don’t worry. In no time at all, you’ll feel better.” He ran into
the building with Guy and Aaron.

John stood there for a
minute, waiting for the moonshine to do its trick, but he didn’t
feel relaxed at all. Maybe he needed more of it for it to work. He
pulled it out of his pocket and drank more. The flask was
practically full. He wondered how much of this liquid it took to
take effect. Deciding that his tension was pretty severe, he drank
the whole thing. He waited until his muscles began to relax before
he sauntered back into the place.


Chapter Ten






Eliza opened the kitchen
door so Aaron and Shawn could help John into his bedroom. They
dumped him on the bed.

“Thank you,” she told them.
“There was no way I could bring him here by myself.”

“I’m sorry,” Shawn said. “I
had no idea he’d drink all the moonshine.”

“About that. Give me that
flask.” Aaron held out his hand.

“No. I never get drunk off
it. I just drink it once in awhile to relax after a hard day of
work.”

“I don’t care. You don’t
need to be drinking it at all. Don’t you see what it’s doing to
Jerry and his marriage? Now, give it to me.”

Shawn loudly groaned but pulled it
from his jacket pocket and handed it to his brother. “Fine. You
never have any fun.”

“I’m the oldest brother in
the family. It’s my job to make sure you don’t have
fun.”

Shawn glanced at her and rolled his
eyes. “He means that too.”

“We played poker, didn’t
we?”

“Sure. But you gave Ron his
money back.”

“Because we don’t rip
anyone off in a game. Ron needs that money.”

“You didn’t mind ripping me
off last time.”

“And you didn’t mind
cheating either.”

Shawn threw his hands up
in the air. “I wasn’t cheating. I don’t know how that ace found its
way up my sleeve.”

Aaron shook his head. “We’ll get out
of your way, Miss Sweet.”

Eliza waved to the arguing brothers
and went to help John. She found him asleep on the bed, looking as
if he didn’t have a care in the world. She’d let him sleep with his
clothes on, but she had to take off his boots. As she slid the last
boot off his foot, he stirred.

She glanced up and saw that he was
staring at her. She placed his boot next to the other one and stood
up, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re drunk.”

He smiled and motioned for
her to get closer to him.

“Oh no. I’m not getting
near you. You, Mister, are not in control of anything you do.”
She’d been around drunk men before. The best thing to do was to get
away from them.

He sat up and patted the space next to
him.

“It’s a good thing you
don’t act this way when you’re sober because if you did, I would
have left a long time ago. You need sleep. Lie down and close your
eyes. Oh, make sure you sleep on your side. You don’t want to choke
on your vomit.”

She turned to leave. Once morning came
and he woke up, he’d be one unhappy man. Maybe she could get up
early and make some coffee.

By the time she made it to the kitchen
door, she heard footsteps behind her. “You need to go to bed.” She
peered over her shoulder. “Rest.”

To her surprise, he stumbled forward
and fell on the floor.

She should just leave him
there, but she didn’t have the heart to leave him there all night.
She hurried over to him as he clumsily made his way to his
feet.

He straightened his vest and smiled at
her.

“Come on. You need to go to
bed.” She reached for his arm. “This time you have to stay there,
you hear?”

He didn’t budge.

“John. Don’t make this
difficult.”

He pointed to his ring
finger.

She let her exasperation
show. Even when he was drunk, he couldn’t stop proposing to her!
What was she supposed to do with him?

He took a step toward her, and before
she could walk back, he wrapped his arms around her.

“John—”

He didn’t let her finish her
sentence.

She gasped when he kissed
her. The alcohol sure did make him bold! He was still gentle, but
he wasn’t hesitant like he’d been that day he kissed her by the
creek. She was too taken off guard to know what to do, and for a
moment she stood there, in the kitchen with him, and just let him
kiss her.

But the kiss was just as
wonderful and sweet as it had been that day when he first kissed
her. She didn’t want to enjoy it. She knew she shouldn’t. And yet,
she did. It was different when a man who cared for her kissed her
than when one who wanted to use her body kissed her. She couldn’t
exactly pinpoint the difference, but she felt it.

Despite her better
judgment, she leaned against him and closed her eyes so she could
better experience the kiss. Even if it was this one time, she
wanted to thoroughly enjoy kissing a man who sincerely cared for
her.

He cupped her face in his
hands and deepened the kiss. She didn’t realize she was clinging to
him until her nails dug into his shirt sleeves. His lips were soft
and warm, and she parted her mouth for him. He didn’t seem to know
what to do, so she traced his lips with her tongue. He paused for a
second before he opened his mouth and let her taste him. The
alcohol was evident, but she didn’t care. Who knew that kissing a
man could be this wonderful? This kind of thing could get
addicting. He eagerly responded to her and explored her, as she
explored him. Her heart raced with a mixture of joy and fear. She
didn’t know what else to do but stay near him and experience the
moment. It was as if no one else existed. She loved it. Loved
feeling as if they were the only two people on earth and no one
could come between them. For the first time since her parents died,
she felt safe and protected. If only the feeling would last
forever...

When his lips left hers,
he pulled her closer to him and kissed her forehead, her cheeks and
her neck. She groaned. Her body had been trained to respond to
these things, though her heart hadn’t been. Up to this point, she
kept her feelings closed off from every man who’d touched and
kissed her. She struggled for the ability to do that now, but it
was hard to do something when a part of her wanted to feel the
uplifting emotion that made her feel as if she could walk on
water.

When he stepped away from
her, she opened her eyes, wondering why he stopped. Then he pulled
something out of his pocket. She had to squint in order to see it
in the moonlight. A ring. How long had he been carrying a ring with
him? She was too stunned to stop him as he reached for her hand and
slid the ring on her finger.

It was the most beautiful
gesture a man had ever given her. She wiped the tears from her eyes
and imagined, just for this moment, that she really could be a
wife. Married to this sweet man and living in this simple house.
The feeling was so real, and she wanted to hold onto it. She used
to dream of marrying a good man long ago. Before her parents died
and her entire world changed. Back when she was innocent. But she
wasn’t innocent, and no amount of wishing would make it
so.

“I can’t,” she cried and
yanked the ring off her finger. Her hands shook as she pressed the
warm metal into the palm of his hand. “I just can’t.”

He fell on his knees and hugged
her.

“Stop. Please. I can’t
take this,” she said as tears fell from her eyes. “Don’t make this
harder than it has to be.”

But he wouldn’t release
her.

“I’m not who you think I
am, John. You need a good woman, one you can be proud to take home
to your mother. You deserve that.”

He looked up at her and
she saw the hurt in his eyes. The greenest eyes she’d ever seen.
They were as beautiful as his heart.

“I want to,” she confessed,
surprised even as the words came out of her mouth. “I do want
to.”

He took her hand again, but she
snatched it back before he could slip the ring back on her
finger.

“But I can’t. I
can’t!”

She pushed him away and ran out of the
house. She rushed to the safety of her simple dwelling and closed
the door. She leaned against it, and unable to stop her tears, she
spent the next hour crying.






***






The next morning came too
soon, and Eliza remained on the floor next to the door. She’d
managed to doze off a few times but she couldn’t successfully
sleep. The kiss John had given her the night before had unlocked a
well of emotions that she had trouble handling. She’d gotten good
at putting a mask on her face and acting as if everything was
alright when it wasn’t. Now the mask had crumbled around her and
she was left feeling far too vulnerable.

She could still feel the
cool metal of the gold band on her finger. She swore the memory
would be seared into her mind forever. Was there anything lovelier
than belonging to a man who loved her? But he didn’t know about her
past. If he knew, he wouldn’t care for her. He just wouldn’t, and
she hated the thought that he might not love her anymore. She
wanted him to love her.

But she shouldn’t.
What about Daphne? Is
she here? But she could show up.
It’s been two months. If she got delayed, surely
she’d send a letter. Maybe she changed her mind. Maybe she isn’t
coming.

It was possible. And if she
wasn’t coming, would it be acceptable for her to marry John?
But he doesn’t know. Tell him. But what if he doesn’t
want to be with me anymore?

And so the thoughts circulated in her
head. If she knew how to break the cycle, she’d gladly do
it.

Someone knocked on her door. Startled,
she jumped off the floor even though her body was sore and stiff.
She quickly wiped her face to get rid of the fresh tears and opened
the door.

“Good morning,” she told
John who winced. She lowered her voice. “Sorry.”

He held a pad of paper and a
pencil.

“Let’s go to the house.
I’ll make coffee and we can talk there.”

He nodded and walked with her to the
house.

She placed the coffee pot on the
stove, careful not to bang it. “What do you want to ask?” she
softly asked as she got everything ready to make the
coffee.

He thought for a moment and then wrote
something down.

When she finished, she sat next to him
at the table and took the pad. “What happened last night?” she
asked. It was hard to tell if that’s what he meant, but she figured
after being drunk, that he would naturally ask that question
first.

He nodded.

“Shawn gave you some
moonshine to drink and you got drunk from it.” She paused and chose
her next words carefully. “Do you remember what
happened?”

He took the pad and wrote
on it. Litle.

“You remember a little
bit.”

He nodded.

“What do you
remember?”

He scratched his head and
then wrote down, “Pepl lauf at me. Aron tak me home. Yu tak bootz
off. We kiss. I slepe on floor.”

Oh great. He remembered more than
she’d hoped he did. She took a deep breath. “Right. You were drunk
so you started dancing by yourself.”

He cringed.

“Aaron and Shawn brought
you back here, and I took off your boots so you could sleep
comfortably in bed.”

He nodded.

“Then you asked me to marry
you again and kissed me again. I said no like I always
do.”

He nodded again.

She studied his face. He didn’t look
like he knew anymore than that. That was good. If he knew that she
let it slip that she wanted to marry him, he’d haul her off to the
church right away...whether he was feeling good or not. She cleared
her throat and continued. “You didn’t make it back to your bed. You
ended up sleeping on the floor. And now it’s morning and your head
hurts.”

He wrote something else and then
handed it to her.

She laughed. “Was the kiss
good?”

He nodded, his expression
serious.

“If you don’t remember
enjoying it, then I guess it wasn’t.” She tapped him on the arm and
gave him the pad back. Good. They could continue on as if it never
happened. “I bet the coffee’s ready.” She got out of the chair and
checked it. “Almost ready.”

He motioned to her.

She glanced over at him while she
grabbed the cups. “What?”

He held up the paper, pointed to his
question and pointed to her.

“Did I think the kiss was
good?”

He nodded.

She hid her amusement. “A lady doesn’t
discuss such things.”

Rolling his eyes, he pointed to her
again.

Well, she guessed that she could at
least make him feel good about himself. “I didn’t hate it,” she
finally said.

He obviously didn’t care for the
answer.

“That’s all I’m saying.
Now, the coffee is ready. You’ll feel better once it’s in your
system.” She poured the hot liquid into their cups. “I know this is
terrible timing, but I need to go to the general store. Frank said
the apples will be in today, and I want to try making you a
pie.”

He blanched and shook his
head.

She placed the cups on the
table and sat back down. “You can’t avoid going to town for the
rest of your life. So you did something foolish. Everyone’s done
something stupid at one time or another. You just need to pick
yourself right back up and keep going. You can’t let these things
set you back.”

Picking up his cup, he shook his head
again before he drank from it.

“Don’t you want to try one
of my pies?”

He shook his head.

“What if I told you that
this is important to me? I want to see if I can do it.”

His expression softened. Then he put
the cup aside and wrote, “Mary me.”

“You spelled ‘Marry’
wrong.”

He rolled his eyes.

“M-A-R-Y is a woman’s name.
See?” She wrote the name down. “M-A-R-R-Y is to wed
someone.”

He took the paper and pencil from her
and quickly inserted a sloppy ‘R’ to the word. Then he gave it to
her.

“You are impossible, do you
know that?”

Shaking his head, he pointed at
her.

“Me? I’m not being
impossible.”

He shot her a ‘you’ve got
to be kidding me’ look.

“I told you from the
beginning that I won’t marry you. I can’t help it if you refuse to
accept that answer.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled
out the ring.

She held her breath. Did he
remember?

He held it out to her.

She gulped her coffee even though it
burned her tongue and practically threw the cup in the
sink.

He winced, making her regret making
the loud noise.

“I should wash up for the
day,” she whispered. “I’ll be back. If you don’t want to take me to
town, then I’ll go by myself.”

Giving her a ‘yuck’ facial
expression, he nodded.

“‘Yes’ as in you’ll take
me?”

He sighed but
nodded.

“Thank you, John.” She
paused on her way to the door. She walked back over to him and
kissed his cheek. “I’m sorry I left you alone at the town hall. I
had promised I wouldn’t. I really didn’t think Bethany would keep
me away for so long. You getting drunk like you did was my
fault.”

He shook his head and
pointed to himself.

“No. It’s mine,” she
whispered and kissed the top of his head.

As soon as she realized
what she was doing, she excused herself and left. She made her way
to the well and gathered a fresh pail of water. Once she shut the
door of her home, she poured the water into the basin. She had
hoped he’d kiss her again. That’s why she lingered by him like she
had. What was wrong with her? She’d been granted a reprieve and all
she could do was tempt fate.

What was wrong with
her? You love him.

She washed her face,
willing the nagging thought from her mind. She was a prostitute for
goodness’ sakes! She had no right to marry anyone.

You were a prostitute. You aren’t one
now. You’ve been rescued from that life.

She slowly dried her face
with a towel. Did he have to know? It wasn’t like the past could be
undone. Telling him wouldn’t change anything. And since Daphne
decided not to show up...Did it make any sense that they should
spend their lives alone?

She set the towel down on the
nightstand and changed her clothes. She didn’t have to make a
decision right now. It could wait. What she needed to do was get
ready so they could go to town. She’d think about it
later.


Chapter Eleven






Eliza turned her gaze to
the church. The memory of the ring made her finger tingle. Maybe
she should marry John right now. Her heart pounded frantically in
her chest as she quickly thought over the implications of such a
decision. She spent the entire ride into town thinking through all
the consequences of marrying him. She recalled his kisses...the one
by the creek...and the one last night. Both had been so wonderful.
She wanted to be kissed like that for the rest of her
life.

As she and John strolled
down the road and neared the white building, her steps slowed. John
held two bags of food, and despite the fact that his arms were
full, he pointed at the church and gave her a pleading
look.

She didn’t say no this
time. Instead, she stopped and glanced at him. He loved her. She
could tell that in the way he looked at her. She’d seen other men
give women the same adoring look and never thought someone might
look at her that way. But John was looking at her that way now, and
it made her stomach do crazy flip flops. Yes. She’d marry him. The
past was the past and it could stay there. It was time to truly
enjoy her life. After all, hadn’t Preacher Peters told her that God
could give her a new life and it’d be like the past never happened?
Maybe this was her new start, a chance to erase all that had
occurred.

Just as she was about to say yes,
someone called out that the stagecoach had just arrived. She turned
her attention to the group of people gathering to see who was
coming.

This time it was only one
person. A young woman. From the looks of it, she was younger than
Eliza. She was probably Charity’s age. Eliza could tell from the
way she held herself that she was a respectable lady, just like
Charity. An uneasy feeling unsettled her nerves. She had a nagging
sensation that everything in her newfound world was about to
change. And not for the better.

The young woman spoke with the mayor
who pointed at John.

Eliza closed her eyes and sighed. This
whole time she’d hoped that Daphne would show up, and now that she
had, Eliza wished she hadn’t. Taking a deep breath, she turned to
John and opened her eyes.

He hadn’t been watching Daphne. He’d
been watching her.

“She’s here,” Eliza
whispered. “You should meet her.”

John blinked, as if not understanding,
but when someone called his name, he finally turned his attention
to the woman and the mayor as they made their way to
them.

Eliza stepped aside so the
mayor and the young woman stood before John. The woman wore a
pretty yellow dress with a matching hat. She had silky brown hair
that rested softly against her shoulders. She even offered a polite
smile to Eliza who forced a smile in return.

“You’ll never guess who
finally showed,” Chandler Davis told John. He laughed. “Go ahead
and guess.”

John glanced at the mayor
and then to the woman and then to Eliza.

Eliza quickly looked away. It was hard
enough to go through this without seeing the unspoken question in
his eyes. What were they to do now? Well, the answer was simple.
He’d marry the bride he sent for.

Chandler laughed again and patted John
on the back. “He can’t speak, so it’s not fair to make him guess.
John, this is Daphne O’Conner. You know, the mail-order bride you
sent for.”

“I know he can’t talk,”
Daphne told the mayor. She turned and gave John a soft smile. “It’s
nice to meet you, John. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to write
and tell you I’d be coming in later than we agreed. You see, I ran
into some problems with the first stagecoach I took. Then I had to
wait for another one to come. Between all of that, I had to stay in
a small town and wait. I wanted to write but I lost your PO Box
address.”

“What an unfortunate thing
to happen,” the mayor said, shaking his head. “It’s good you made
it.”

“I still haven’t gotten my
luggage though. That is still on its way. I believe Mr. Bower said
it will be here in two weeks.”

“Oh, how unfortunate. I’m
sure we can arrange for you to get another dress and anything you
may need until then. I’ll send you on over to Addy Garrison. She
does most of the sewing in town, and her husband owns the general
store. They’ll get you set up, so you don’t have anything to worry
about.”

“Thank you. That’s very
nice of you.”

Grinning widely, he shrugged. “Think
nothing of it. You’re a part of this community now, and if there’s
one thing we believe in here, it’s the importance of helping each
other out.”

Of course that depends on
whether or not you’re mute. Eliza bit her
tongue so she wouldn’t say the words that screamed in her
head.

“This is a wonderful
place,” Daphne agreed, nodding. “I am looking forward to spending
my life here. John, I hope you don’t mind waiting until my luggage
comes in before we wed. I put my wedding dress in there, and since
I spent two months making it, I do want to wear it.”

Oh, why don’t they just get
married now and get it over with? Eliza
willed her thoughts to calm down. It was hard enough to go through
this without a prolonged engagement. She didn’t realize she’d been
gripping her purse until one of her fingernails ripped the fabric.
She immediately loosened her hold. She ventured a look at John and
saw him shaking his head.

“The boy is anxious to
make you his wife,” Chandler remarked, obviously amused. He turned
to John. “I realize it’s hard to wait, but you don’t want Miss
O’Conner to miss out on the chance to wear the dress she made, do
you? That wouldn’t be fair to her.”

“I’m sorry, John,” Daphne
said in her gentle voice. “It is important to me, but if you really
do want to marry today, I’ll certainly do so.”

John shook his head again.

The mayor looked
satisfied. “Oh well, there. That’s good. He’s willing to wait. Two
weeks isn’t a long time. Actually, neither is two months. Why, it
was two months ago that Miss Sweet here came to town.”

Eliza almost jumped back
at the mention of her made-up last name. “Two months
ago?”

The mayor chuckled. “You
came here two months ago, remember?”

She nodded. “Yes. I did,” she told
Daphne.

“She came to work for
Melissa Peters, but the poor thing had a terrible fall and had to
be buried.”

Daphne brought her hand to her heart.
“No!”

“Yes. It was tragic. She
was a good woman too. Since that happened, Miss Sweet had nowhere
to work, so John here decided to employ her. She’s been painting up
his house and doing things a maid does. Now, she stays in the small
cabin on his property, so there’s nothing immoral going on between
them.”

“No, there isn’t,” Eliza
assured Daphne. “I have my own little house.”

Daphne took her hand in
hers. “I’m glad that you found someone to give you a place to sleep
and food to eat. I believe in people helping each other.” She
turned to John. “What a beautiful thing you did for her.” Then she
returned her attention to Eliza. “I will make sure that you keep
working out there. I certainly don’t want anyone to go
hungry.”

Eliza swallowed the bitter lump in her
throat. Stay there? And watch the two of them together?

Daphne released her hand
and asked, “Where did you come from?”

Startled by the change in
topic, she hesitated before answering. “I came from
Omaha.”

“That’s a long way from
here. I came from Ohio.”

“You had a longer journey
than I did.”

“Part of it was by train.
That’s where my luggage is.”

“I hope it comes in
soon.”

How easy the lie came out,
Eliza thought. She chastised herself for wishing the wedding dress
would never get here, for if it didn’t, Daphne wouldn’t marry John.
Then maybe she’d go back to Ohio and Eliza could have John again.
Not that he was ever hers to begin with. He had belonged to Daphne
as soon as she agreed to marry him.

Daphne directed her attention to the
mayor. “I must stay in town until I’m married.”

Yes, Daphne O’Conner is
every bit the lady. She was polite, kind,
and pure. She probably wouldn’t even hurt a fly. She would do the
right thing and be blessed because of it. As Eliza watched the
mayor and Daphne discuss where she could stay, she couldn’t help
but think of how much she hated Daphne. Daphne represented
everything that Eliza wanted to be but couldn’t. She also had what
Eliza couldn’t. Eliza glanced at John who was staring at her. She
quickly averted her gaze to Daphne and the mayor.

I refuse to hate her. She’s
done nothing wrong. She doesn’t deserve to be hated.
Eliza didn’t know what to do with her whirling
emotions except to force them back into the place where she put all
of her unwanted feelings. She’d pretend that everything was fine.
The method had worked in the past. If she could think of
something—anything—that she’d count as a blessing right now, it’d
help. She ran through the things she was grateful for. A place to
eat, a place to sleep, a woman who was no longer a prostitute, the
chance to be a lady, having received a kiss from a man who wanted
more than a quick rump in the bed... No. She wouldn’t go there. She
wouldn’t think of John.

“I appreciate the help, Mr.
Davis,” Daphne said, breaking Eliza from her thoughts. “I’ll go see
Mrs. Custer at once.”

Eliza decided that she’d
start being friendly and this was a good time to do so. “Charity
just arrived here two months ago too. In fact, I came on the same
stagecoach she did. I think you two will get along very well. You
have so much in common.” Like being proper
young women.

“Then I must meet her.
Thank you, Miss Sweet.”

Eliza returned her smile.

The mayor looked at John. “You want to
come along and spend a little time with your intended?”

John shook his head and nodded toward
the groceries.

“Alright. Go on home. But
don’t stay away for too long. You got yourself a keeper,” he
replied.

“I’ll see you soon, John,”
Daphne promised.

That, Eliza thought, is
exactly what I’m afraid of. She breathed a sigh of relief as the
two left. She caught sight of the group of onlookers before she
turned and walked in the direction of John’s wagon. He walked
beside her and gestured, but she pretended not to notice that he
was trying to get her attention. Instead, she stared straight
ahead, only to glance back one time at the church. She should have
married him when she first got here or at any of the other times
when he asked. But now she missed her chance, and it was too late.
Now she wouldn’t ever know what could’ve been.






***






John didn’t want to leave town. He
didn’t want to marry Daphne. It was unfortunate that she had been
delayed, but let Old Willy, Buck, Troy, or even Shawn marry her.
Shawn was close enough to her age since she was eighteen. Daphne
had four men to choose from. Certainly, that was more than enough.
She didn’t need to be with him.

There was only one person
he wanted to marry, and that was Eliza. He had tried to get her
attention as she walked back to his wagon, but she wouldn’t look at
him. He thought she was actually going to marry him until that
stagecoach pulled in. There had been a hesitation in her step and
she had a thoughtful look on her face, as if she was finally giving
it serious consideration.

But then Chandler had called out his
name and that was it. All along, Eliza had been holding out for
Daphne to appear. And now she got her wish. He sat in front of his
work bench where the block of wood waited for him to cut into, but
he didn’t feel like working. He felt like finding Eliza and hauling
her to town and to the preacher.

He looked out his window and saw that
Eliza hadn’t returned from the creek. Maybe he should go there and
ask her what was on her mind. She hadn’t told him anything. In
fact, she remained quiet the entire way back. That wasn’t like her.
And it worried him.

He took the ring out of his pocket and
examined it. It seemed to him that something important happened
last night, but he couldn’t remember exactly what it was...well,
besides the kissing. She had said something that gave him hope.
What was it? He sighed and shoved it back into his pocket. He
didn’t want to put the ring on Daphne’s finger. He was going to
have to explain to her that he loved Eliza. It wasn’t exactly what
he was looking forward to, but it had to be done. Then he could
assure her that there were other single men who would be more than
happy to be with her.

A horse neighed and he turned his
attention to the window. Old Willy rode up on his
property.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9213
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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