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Chapter One
April 1898
“Bride for sale! Bride for sale!”
Lucy struggled to get away from the man, but his grip was too firm on her arm. She shoved at him and kicked, using all of her remaining strength to fight. Oh God, what I wouldn’t give to take back seven days. A week. One week and her life had turned into a nightmare.
“Now don’t be stubborn,” Adam Nilles hissed in her ear. “No one will want you if you act like a girl having a temper tantrum.”
“Let me go, you brute!” She swiped at his eye but missed.
He clucked his tongue. “That’s enough.”
A group of bewildered people had gathered along the business district of the small South Dakota town. No one made a move or said anything, and Lucy was too busy wiping the tears from her cheeks to care. Humiliation. She’d done the right thing, and this was what she got for it?
“Bride for sale!” Adam called out again. “Anyone need a woman? She can clean, cook, and sew. Anyone here in need of a bride?”
A man finally broke through the crowd of about thirty people and took off his hat. He ran his hand through his thinning blond hair and asked, “What is the meaning of this?”
Adam turned to him. “I’m making all the single men in this town a good offer. Surely, there must be a man in need of a wife in a town this far out west. You don’t have enough women here, do you?”
The man shook his head, looking horrified. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, mister, but I advise you to think twice before you come through here treating that young lady like she’s a piece of merchandise. She’s a human being and deserves to be treated as such.”
“Then you intend to take her? She can be all yours for the price of a day’s wage.”
Lucy broke into a fresh wave of tears and struggled against Adam again. “You can’t treat me this way, you bastard!”
Adam pulled her to him and clasped his hand over her mouth. “Now honey, no man’s going to want you if you use that kind of language.”
“Release her!” The man stepped forward, and though he wasn’t even tall enough to reach Adam’s nose, Adam backed up and took his hand away from her mouth.
“So,” Adam asked the man, “are you going to take her off my hands or do I need to find someone else?”
The man waved her forward. “I’ll take her, but I’m not marrying her. I’m taking her to save her from the likes of you.”
Adam released her and smiled. “Good. Give me my money and she’s all yours.”
“I have a better idea. You get out of here before I get the marshal involved. I’m sure selling off a woman to the highest bidder isn’t the smartest move a man can make.”
At the threat, Adam blanched. “You win. I’m going.” He didn’t even look back at her as he went to the buggy and hopped in.
Ashamed didn’t even begin to describe what she was feeling. She thought she was on her honeymoon, traveling with Adam to their new home. But he brought her here to quietly get rid of her. And it worked. This was as far from a big town as anyone could get. She might as well be stuck in the middle of nowhere.
Brushing back more tears, she remembered her belongings and quickly looked back at the retreating buggy as Adam hurried out of town. He knew once she told the man the circumstances surrounding Adam trying to sell her to the highest bidder, the man would have the law after him.
The man handed her a handkerchief. “Don’t you worry about your things. We have women in this town who are about your size and height. They will be happy to offer a dress or two. Then I think I can find a suitable man to marry you. We do need a couple of young women here.”
She wiped her cheeks and eyes. “I can’t marry anyone.”
“Why not?”
She glanced at the group of onlookers and shivered at the thought of them knowing the extent of her humiliation. “Can we talk?” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “In private?”
He looked at the group and waved them off. “She’s had enough to deal with today. Leave her be.”
The group reluctantly dispersed and a part of her felt a little bit better. She sniffed and tucked in a stray strand of blond hair under her bonnet.
“Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” the man gently asked her.
“Well, I can’t marry anyone here because…” She took a deep breath. Here it came. “I’m married to Adam.” She motioned to the road where the buggy had nearly disappeared from sight. “I had no idea he already had a wife and children. Then he told me this morning he had to get rid of me and here I am.” Her cheeks grew hot as she related her story, but she pressed on. “So you see, I can’t marry anyone.”
“What’s his name? I need to talk to the marshal.”
“Adam Nilles,” she stammered, wondering if they were going to put her in jail.
The man scanned the dissipating group of onlookers and called out, “Addy?”
The woman jerked but stopped and turned to them. “Yes, Preacher?”
“Can you take this young lady to your home? I need to discuss an urgent matter with the marshal,” he replied.
Addy nodded and hurried over to them. “Of course, I can.”
“Good.” He patted Lucy on the arm. “Stick with Addy. She’ll take good care of you. I’ll come by and talk to you when I’m done with the marshal.”
Lucy gripped the handkerchief and watched as he ran across the street. His words to her had been kind, and she detected the sympathy in his expression. Did that mean he might go easy on her? She hoped that’s what it meant because she’d never committed a crime in her life, and she surely hadn’t meant to commit this one!
Addy put her arm around Lucy’s shoulders and led her down the dusty street. “You poor dear. Come along. I’ll get you something to eat and drink. You need to soothe your nerves, I’m sure.”
Lucy wanted to cry again, but she was able to hold back the tears this time. With a shaky breath, she said, “Thank you.”
“Think nothing of it. You’re such a young thing, and you look so scared.”
“Do I?” Lucy touched her face.
“And who wouldn’t be? You’ve been through quite an ordeal, I assume.”
“Yes.” Her shoulders slumped. Just yesterday, she’d been happy, thinking a wonderful man was her husband for life, and now… Bringing the handkerchief up to her nose and mouth, she choked back on a sob. She didn’t want to think about it.
Addy gave her an encouraging smile. “You’ll be fine. There are some good people here. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but there’s a purpose to everything.”
Unable to stop herself, Lucy let out a bitter laugh. It was the most ludicrous thing she’d ever heard.
Addy didn’t admonish her, as Lucy thought she would since she’d been rude by laughing like that. Instead, Addy squeezed her shoulders.
“I’m sorry,” Lucy whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
“You’re going through a trying time,” Addy said.
The two women made their way down a road that was lined with houses. When they stopped at one of them, Lucy guessed it was Addy’s, and she was right. Addy opened the front door and led her inside.
“We’ll get something to eat and drink,” Addy said as she closed the door and took off her bonnet.
Lucy followed suit, revealing thick blond hair pulled back into a bun even as strands of her curls fell softly to the sides of her face.
“You’re a beauty,” Addy said, reminding Lucy of her grandmother who’d long since passed onto the next life. “You won’t be single for long in this town.”
Lucy’s lower lip quivered and she turned from Addy.
Addy stayed still for a moment as if she wished to ask Lucy the same questions the preacher had, but instead of asking them, she motioned down the hallway. “The kitchen’s down here.”
Relieved she didn’t have to answer anything else, at least for the moment, Lucy headed for the kitchen.
***
Brian Evans sat outside the general store and listened to the people as they passed by. He idly twirled his walking stick in his hand, his mind not on anything in particular.
The vibration on the boardwalk traveled up to his feet and up his legs as someone hustled past him. “He’s long gone. I can’t find him.”
Brian frowned. What was the marshal anxious about? He straightened in the rocking chair and tuned toward the chatter around him.
“What about the buggy?” the preacher asked, his gentle voice unusually rough.
“I found that just fine, but he took the horse and ran,” the marshal muttered, his voice already sounding faint as the two men hurried down the boardwalk.
“A fine mess he got that lady into,” the preacher said.
And that was all Brian could pick up from their conversation. Curious, he stood up and used the stick to make sure nothing obstructed his path as he entered the store.
“Did you want to pick out something for me to make this week?” Eliza asked him.
He turned to face his mother. “No. I heard some commotion out there and wondered what was going on. It sounded serious. The marshal was involved.”
“Oh that,” Frank Garrison, the store owner, began as his footsteps echoed through the place. “Right before you two arrived, a man came through here trying to sell a bride.”
“Why ever would he do that?” Eliza asked.
“No one is sure yet,” Frank replied. “It’s too soon to tell what’s going on. The woman went with Addy to our home. That poor young thing looked like a frightened mouse backed into a corner. She couldn’t have been older than eighteen.”
“How awful.” Eliza touched Brian’s arm so he turned to face her. “I think I’ll go see if I can help.”
“I’ll come too,” Brian said.
“Brian, there will be a bunch of us women talking,” his mother replied. “I’m sure it’ll bore you.”
“I want to come,” he insisted. “Remember when you found me?”
She sighed and patted his arm. “Yes. It was the second best day of my life. Marrying your pa was the first.”
He smiled. There were times when the memories leading up to Eliza and John finding him alone in the fields still stung, even though it’d been twelve years since they gave him a home. And now, hearing about this woman and how she was abandoned by a man who tried to sell her off brought back the fear and pain from his own past.
“Alright then,” Eliza said. “I’ll pay for these items and we’ll be on our way.”
Brian nodded and went back outside to see if he could find out anything else pertaining to this new woman in town. His back rested against the store, and he focused on the conversations going on around him. Most of it was useless chatter, but he did pick up interesting pieces about a beautiful blond woman with brown eyes. What blond and brown meant, he’d never know. He’d been born blind, but he could talk to a person and get an idea of beauty, at least as he saw it.
The sound of his mother’s footsteps on the boardwalk notified him of her approach. He tucked his walking stick under one arm and held out his hands. “I’ll take the box to the wagon.”
She set the heavy box on his hands and took him by the elbow to lead him forward. “The path is clear.”
He proceeded to walk down the boardwalk, counting the steps from where they parked the wagon and turned toward it. He counted two more steps and stepped down, his foot hitting the soft road.
“It’s a real sad state of affairs when people go about this world unloved,” Eliza softly said. “It’s just not fair.”
He couldn’t agree more. He touched the side of the wagon until he found a place to put the box. After he set his stick on the seat of the wagon, he put the box down. Then he turned to his mother who took his hand so he could help her onto the seat. Pushing himself off the ground, he jumped onto the wooden seat beside her.
“It’s a bright and sunny day,” she told him.
The input was unnecessary, for he felt the warmth from the sun. He tipped his hat back so he could feel it on his face. He always enjoyed that, even when he was a child.
He heard Eliza unlock the brake and pick up the reins. “You ready?”
“Yes.” He held onto the seat and adjusted his weight as the horses pulled the wagon forward.
“We’ll stop by the lumber store on our way out of town. Then you and your pa can work on that kitchen table tomorrow.”
He nodded, not caring about making furniture at the moment. “I heard the marshal say the man ran off with the horse and left the buggy. He was in a hurry to get out of here.” Much as his real father had run off that day. “You can’t help but feel sorry for her,” he admitted.
“No, you can’t,” Eliza replied. “It’s a real shame.”
They remained silent as the horses’ hooves pounded the dirt and the wagon gave its familiar gentle sway. When she slowed, he got ready for the slight jerk as the wagon came to a stop and turned to get down. Once he reached her side, he helped her down. He decided to leave the stick in the wagon since he was familiar with the layout of Addy’s house.
Eliza took him by the elbow. “The path is clear.”
Counting the steps to the front door, he caught the sigh that escaped his mother’s lips and knew her heart went out to the young woman. Well, who wouldn’t sympathize? Whatever the details were, one couldn’t help but feel bad for her. They reached the front door and he knocked on it.
Eliza let go of his arm.
He turned his attention to the approaching footsteps and stepped back to allow Addy room to open the screen door.
“Hello, Eliza and Brian,” Addy called out. “What brings you here?”
“To be honest, we happened to overhear news about a scared young woman and wanted to know if we could do anything to help,” Eliza answered.
“Really, what she needs to know is that she has a home in this town,” Addy said. “She’s not up for talking.”
“Do you think we should leave?” Eliza asked.
Brian wanted to protest, but Addy said, “Come on in. I’ve run out of things to talk about. It’d help to have a chatterbox like you here, Eliza.”
“What do you know?” Eliza told Brian. “My gift of gab is useful after all.”
Brian’s lips curled up into a smile. “I don’t think Pa minds.”
“No, he doesn’t.”
Addy chuckled. “Well, come on in. We just had an early supper and were about to have some coffee. I have some cookies you can snack on.”
His mouth watered in anticipation as he followed his mother into the house. “What kind of cookies?”
“Peanut butter with bits of chocolate in them.”
He noted the amusement in her voice. “You know my weakness, Mrs. Garrison.” Grinning, he followed the two women to the kitchen.
Chapter Two
Lucy looked up from her cup as a man and a woman followed Addy into the kitchen. The woman took off her hat and revealed the prettiest shade of red hair Lucy had ever seen. The younger man stood half a foot taller than the woman. When he took his hat off, he ruffled his blond hair. His blue eyes stared off into the distance, making Lucy wonder what was different about him.
Addy motioned to the newcomers and told Lucy, “This is Eliza Evans, my dearest friend in the entire world, and this is her son, Brian Evans.” Turning to Eliza and Brian, she said, “This is Lucy…” She glanced at Lucy. “I’m sorry. What’s your last name?”
Swallowing the bile that rose in her throat, Lucy said, “Nilles.” A good twenty-four hours ago, she relished saying that was her last name, but now…
Eliza smiled at her. “How do you do?”
Lucy looked into the woman’s kind eyes and felt a sudden kinship with her that she couldn’t explain. Surprised by the strange reaction, she cleared her throat and shrugged. “Fine now, I think.” She didn’t know what else to say, and whenever people asked that kind of question, it was the response they expected.
Eliza took Brian’s hand and held out her other hand to Lucy. “Brian’s blind, so he prefers to shake hands when he meets someone.”
“Oh.” Lucy set the cup down on the table and shook his hand, noting the solid strength in his touch. “Uh…hello, Brian.”
He smiled and turned his gaze in her direction. “Good afternoon, Lucy.”
Even though he was blind, she felt as though he could see her. Clearing her throat, she removed her hand from his, glad the odd exchange was over with. Her mother once commented that when a person lost one sense, the other senses grew sharper, and now she had no doubt as to the truth of that statement. She didn’t like the thought that this stranger might pick up on her sin. She married a married man. Her face heated with shame, and she quickly picked up her cup and took another sip of coffee.
Addy nudged Eliza. “Don’t be shy, you two. Have a seat and I’ll serve up some cookies.”
Brian pulled out a chair for Eliza and waited until she sat down before he pushed it in. He turned toward Addy.
“Go on and sit,” Addy told him. “I’ll be up and down getting things as they’re needed.”
He nodded and sat next to his mother, which happened to be directly across from Lucy.
It was unnerving that he stared in her direction. He seldom blinked or moved his eyes. Lucy shifted in her chair so that she didn’t have to look at him.
“Brian’s my adopted son,” Eliza spoke up while Addy set a plate of cookies in the middle of the table. “John and I found him when he was eight.”
Unsure of how to respond, Lucy picked up a cookie and bit into it. She didn’t know why Eliza would share this information with her. They’d just met after all, but she suspected Eliza’s intentions were good.
“John and I couldn’t have a child together, so finding Brian was an answer to our prayers,” Eliza continued.
Lucy’s hands trembled so she quickly set the cookie on the plate Addy set out for her and smoothed them on her dress. A child? Her heart raced with dread. What would she do if her time with Adam resulted in a child?
From across the table, Brian’s eyebrows furrowed, and she struggled not to bolt from the room. He couldn’t know what she was thinking. No one could read another person’s mind. But he sensed her unease. She was sure he did.
Addy poured more coffee into Lucy’s cup before making her rounds to everyone else’s cup. “John is mute, so John and Brian had to work out a system to communicate. It took awhile, didn’t it, Eliza?”
“A good year.” Eliza nodded and turned back to Lucy. “We had to learn sign language. John signs the words and Brian touches his hands so he knows what John is telling him.”
“Quite clever if you ask me,” Addy said as she finally took her seat and picked up her cookie.
“Well, to be fair, your daughter knew a man who could teach us,” Eliza told Addy with a smile.
“It works well,” Brian spoke up. “I rarely misunderstand what Pa means.”
“Those two are close,” Eliza said. “They make furniture together out at our place. It’s quiet and simple out there.” She chuckled. “Though I suppose with me chatting away, it’s not so quiet. As you can tell, I talk a lot more than Brian.”
Lucy offered a slight smile, finding the comment amusing since she could already tell Eliza enjoyed talking.
A knock at the door caused Addy to stand up. “I’ll get that,” she said and swallowed the bite of cookie before she wiped her hands on her apron and hastened to the door.
“It sure is busy at Addy’s house,” Eliza replied. “You’re in good hands with her, Lucy. She’s got a heart of gold.”
“Yes, I can see that,” Lucy agreed.
“Brian likes to come for the tasty treats.” Eliza giggled. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at cooking.”
“You do fine,” Brian said finally glancing in his mother’s direction.
“It’s edible,” Eliza replied. “I haven’t killed anyone yet, and that counts for something.”
At that, Lucy laughed, but her laughter died when she saw the preacher and another man following Addy into the kitchen. She tensed, barely aware that Brian shifted in his chair in response.
“Mrs. Nilles, ma’am,” the preacher said, taking off his hat. “This is the marshal.”
Lucy gripped the edge of the table and stood. This was it. They were going to put her in jail. Brian stood as well, but she ignored him. She forced her attention on the two imposing men who had grim looks on their faces.
The marshal stepped forward, and she resisted the urge to step back. “We have a private matter to discuss with you, ma’am. I hope you don’t mind coming with us.”
She wanted to say no, but she knew she couldn’t.
Eliza stood and held Lucy’s hand. “Would it help if one of us went with you?”
Lucy glanced from Addy to Eliza and nodded, purposely avoiding Brian who continued to stay back and observe everything.
“I’ll go,” Addy said and put her arm around Lucy’s shoulders. “It’ll be alright. You don’t have anything to worry about, Lucy.”
Lucy’s lower lip trembled. That was easy for Addy to say. She didn’t just commit bigamy.
“The marshal and preacher are good men,” Brian spoke, startling her. “They won’t hurt you.”
“He’s right,” Eliza added. “You’re in good hands with these two.”
Not at all reassured by any of the people in the room, Lucy reluctantly followed the marshal and preacher. Addy held her close and went with her. Had it not been for Addy’s strength, Lucy thought she might collapse. The entire day had been a nightmare, and this was one horrible continuation of it. How different things looked for her only a week ago when she exchanged vows with Adam and departed from Minnesota, saying good-bye to her family.
At the doorway, Addy stopped and handed her the bonnet which Lucy mechanically put on her head. Addy followed suit with her own bonnet and placed her arm back around Lucy’s shoulders. They went with the men to the jailhouse, and Lucy felt her stomach toss and turn. As she went through the entrance, she feared she might lose her supper and prayed it was nerves and not a baby that made her sick. Women didn’t experience sickness so early in pregnancy, did they? She struggled to remember everything her mother taught her but her mind drew a blank.
The marshal pointed to the seats in front of his desk. “Have a seat, ma’am, Mrs. Garrison. I’ll be right back.”
After he left, the preacher smiled reassuringly at them. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’ll get this mess straightened out.”
Lucy fell into the chair, her shoulders sagging. Fresh tears fell down her cheeks.
Addy sat down and reached for her hand. “You’ll be alright. You’re not in trouble.”
“She’s right, ma’am. You have nothing to worry about,” the preacher said.
“I don’t?” Lucy asked, peering up at him.
“No. This isn’t your crime. It’s Adam’s,” he replied.
“But…but I married him,” she cried, taking the apron Addy handed her so she could wipe her eyes.
“You didn’t know he was married, did you?” he asked.
Appalled, she shook her head. “No. Of course not. I would never have married him if I’d known.”
“Then you are innocent in this crime. You didn’t know he was married. The marshal’s going to send out word for Adam’s arrest. In the meantime, we’ll get the marriage annulled.”
It took her a moment to register the fact that she wasn’t in trouble after all, and when she did, she cried even harder but this time with an overwhelming sense of relief. She wasn’t going to jail. They weren’t going to lock her away for life. Her hands shook as she dabbed her eyes.
The marshal returned to the jailhouse and brought another man with him. “You’re in luck, Mrs. Nilles. The judge is making his round through our town this week.”
She glanced from one man to another, not sure she understood their meaning.
The judge had some papers in his hand, and he tipped his hat in her direction. “This won’t take long, ma’am. The marshal explained the situation, and we’ll get the paperwork started to annul your marriage. It’ll be like the marriage never happened.”
“You can do that? I mean, it’s that simple?” Lucy asked.
“It’s the United States’ law,” the judge said. “The man you married is the one liable for the crime. Not you. I just need your help filling out these forms, and we’ll get things taken care of, alright?”
She nodded. The tension in her stomach eased as Addy rubbed her back, and she proceeded to tell the judge everything he needed to know.
When he was satisfied with the information she gave him, he handed her a piece of paper. “This states that your marriage to Adam Nilles never happened due to grounds of bigamy.”
“Just like that?” she asked, slowly taking the paper from him.
“Everything I need you to do is done.” He stood up, collected the sheets of paper, and tucked them under his arm. “I’ll take care of these when I get to Sioux Falls, but yes, it’s pretty much a done deal.”
“And I’ll notify the other marshals to be on the lookout for Adam Nilles, if that’s his real name,” the marshal said.
Lucy blanched at the thought he hadn’t even used his real name. “That’s the name he put on the marriage license. We had a small wedding, and it was rushed.” Her voice grew softer as she continued. “Now I know why he was in a hurry.”
Addy patted her shoulder. “There’s no way you could’ve known.”
“That’s the truth of it,” the preacher agreed. “Don’t trouble yourself over the past. The important thing is you move on.”
“That’s right.” The marshal offered her a kind smile. “We know what Adam Nilles looks like, and we’ll get a drawing of him posted. If we can, we’ll bring him to justice so he doesn’t do this to someone else.”
“In the meantime,” the preacher began, “you might want to think about finding a legitimate husband.”
“That shouldn’t be too hard,” the marshal said. “We know all the men and which are married and which aren’t.”
“Oh, Marshal,” Addy replied with a grin, “no man in this town would dream of committing bigamy.”
He smiled at her. “I realize that but I thought Lucy might like the assurance, and I agree with the preacher.” He glanced at Lucy. “You’d be hard pressed to make a living out here. No one needs governesses, and we have a school teacher already. Your best bet is to find a husband.”
Lucy sighed, not liking that particular option at this point.
“Or you could return home,” Addy suggested. “We’d chip in for your fare on the stage coach.”
The thought of returning home after what happened with her sister made Lucy’s stomach do another turn. “Um…no. I can’t go back.”
The silence hung in the room, and Lucy contemplated her options. Not that she really had any. Even if a teaching position had been opened, her education was limited. Beyond knowing how to keep a home, she had no skills that would endear her for any kind of employment.
“It’s something to keep in mind,” the preacher finally said. “Take some time to think about it. You’ve been through enough today.”
Lucy knew the reprieve from any decision making was temporary, but she welcomed it. The preacher was right. She’d been through so much that her head was spinning. “I’ll think about it.”
Addy nodded and helped Lucy to her feet. “You can stay at my house for the time being.”
“Oh, that reminds me.” The marshal went to the front door and opened it. “I brought back the buggy and your belongings seem to be in it, Lucy. I’ll take them to Addy’s house, and you can sort through them at your leisure.”
The last thing Lucy wanted was a reminder of Adam, but she’d need her clothes and having a buggy might prove useful, should she ever need one. “Thank you, Marshal.”
“There,” Addy said. “Things are looking up already.”
Lucy dutifully indicated her agreement because she was expected to, not because she believed it. She walked with Addy out of the jailhouse and down the street, pulling the sides of her bonnet further out so she didn’t have to see the people who turned and stared at her while she and Addy strode back to the house.
As the marshal promised, he took the buggy to Addy’s house and brought the carpet bag into the parlor while Addy went to the kitchen.
He set Lucy’s belongings on the floor by the fireplace and turned to her. “You’ll be just fine here, ma’am. Addy will take good care of you, and if you’d like my opinion, the men will be more than happy to take you as wife. There aren’t enough women in these parts, and my eldest daughter is thirteen so she has a couple of years yet before the gents come courting.”
Lucy knew he meant to be comforting, but she didn’t feel like hearing about any of the men in town. At least not now. But she knew she’d be rude if she didn’t thank him so she did.
He seemed pleased and headed out.
Addy came down the hallway and peered into the room. “Did the marshal leave already?”
Wiping her hands on her dress, Lucy said, “Yes.”
“What a shame. I’d have offered him something to eat or drink for getting that judge to take care of the mess for you.” Addy shrugged and smiled. “Eliza and Brian left while we were gone. They even cleaned up the kitchen for me.” She laughed. “You’ll learn that the Evans go above and beyond for their friends. Well, come along. You can sleep in my daughter’s old room.”
Not knowing what else to do and wishing to lie down and rest, Lucy picked up her bag and followed Addy up the stairs.
Chapter Three
The next morning, Brian touched the smooth surface of the table he was sanding in the work shed. He felt a rough spot and rubbed the sandpaper over it. Then he traced the area with his fingers and was assured that the table was ready for staining.
After he finished with his part of the job, he grabbed his walking stick and stood up. He stopped when he heard the sound of footsteps. Turning, he faced the open doorway and smiled at the familiar scent of peppermint. “Good morning, Preacher. Did you come to ask my pa and me to make you some furniture?”
He sensed Preacher Davis’ smile. “Maybe next time. I wanted to talk to you about that woman who arrived in town yesterday. Lucy? You remember her?”
“It’s hard to forget a stranger in this small town.” He motioned to the chair his pa usually sat in. “You want a seat?”
“I’d be much obliged.”
Brian returned to his chair and waited for the sound of the preacher sitting before he asked, “You want to talk to me about Lucy?”
“Yes. About her…” He cleared his throat. “She’s been through a rough time.”
Brian nodded. He already surmised as much. From the trembling of her hand when he shook it and the slight shakiness of her voice, she hadn’t been having a great day. But then, what could be expected from a woman deserted in a strange town?
“You see,” the preacher continued, “the man who ran off had married her, but he already had a wife and children.”
“Oh?” Brian blinked in surprise.
“We’re not sure where he went or even where his wife and children are. But that’s not why I’m here. I came to ask you if you’d consider marrying her. The judge has annulled her marriage before he headed out to the next town. I tell you, God’s timing was behind that one. Had she gotten here today, she’d have to wait for him to return.”
Brian tried to focus on the details of what the preacher was telling him, but he kept going over the thought that he might marry her. His heart raced with an unexpected excitement at the prospect. He thought he might take a trip to town with his mother again to pay Lucy a visit but planned to wait, to give her time to get used to being in town.
“Anyway,” the preacher continued, “she has no one to provide for her, and I’m afraid with what’s happened…you know, with the annulment and all, that she might be expecting a child. She was with Adam for a week.”
His mind went back to the preacher. “You don’t think the other men will treat the baby well?”
The preacher sighed. “There may not be a baby. It’s too soon to know, and she surely doesn’t know yet. If she’s not with child, then there’s no problem. She can marry anyone, and all will be well. But if she is expecting, there’s no telling if the other men will want to raise a child who doesn’t belong to them. With you, however…considering what you’ve been through…Well, I can’t think of a better man who’d welcome an illegitimate child as his own. And if you married her sooner, rather than later, then no one would assume the child was someone else’s.”
Brian nodded. “That would be the wisest course of action.”
“I’m glad you think so. I thought of all the men who’d understand how delicate the situation is, it’d be you. This might be a good community, but there are some who have their prejudices.”
“Yes, I know.” Brian was all too aware of how some people could be, and he didn’t like the thought of Lucy having to bear the brunt of their gossip. They wouldn’t care what the circumstances surrounding a child’s birth was, and if he could prevent a child from feeling unloved, then he’d do his part. “I suppose it’d be wise to call on Lucy this afternoon then.”
The preacher exhaled. “That’d be best. If she agrees to marry you, just come by my house. My wife can be a witness.”
Brian nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Brian heard the preacher’s chair scraping back and felt the vibration on the floor as the preacher stood. He followed suit and stretched out his hand which the preacher shook.
“God bless you, son,” the preacher said.
“You too, sir.”
Brian waited until he heard the preacher head out on his horse before he left the work shed so he could talk to his mother about going into town.
***
Lucy walked beside Addy who insisted on showing her around town. Lucy joined her out of a sense of obligation. The woman had been most kind to her, and Lucy didn’t want to upset her. But what she really wanted was to hide in bed and wait for her life to end.
Even if Addy, her husband Frank, the preacher, the marshal, and the judge assured her that she did nothing to be ashamed of, she still tightened the bonnet around her face to hide it as much as possible. People stopped and stared anyway, and Addy made it a point to introduce her to every single one. If Lucy was any good with names, she would have remembered who was who, but as it was, all the names and faces became one big blur. The young men seemed especially interested in her, for they lingered about the longest and offered to stop by and see her later in the week. These offers made her inwardly cringe.
Addy laughed as another young man walked off. “There’s no fighting it, Lucy. You’re beautiful and men like that kind of thing in a woman.”
Yes, Lucy was well aware, for it was her beauty that had attracted Adam’s attention. Feeling vulnerable, she crossed her arms in an effort to protect herself. It was pointless of course. She was still out in the open and being inspected by everyone.
Addy paused in front of a white building. “That’s the post office and doctor’s office.” Then she lowered her voice. “Should you miss your monthly flow, I’ll take you to him and he can confirm whether or not your time with Adam got you in the family way.”
Lucy paled and dug her fingernails into her arms. She prayed it wouldn’t come to that. She’d know in two weeks either way, and those two weeks seemed frighteningly short and long at the same time.
“It’ll be alright, Lucy,” Addy whispered. “You don’t need to worry that Frank and I will make you leave. We’ll help you.” She walked forward and glanced back. “Over there is the barber shop and further down is the lumber store.”
Nodding, Lucy pressed forward and dutifully listened as Addy continued her tour through the town. When they reached the general store, she breathed a sigh of relief. This was it. After this, they could go back to Addy’s house and Lucy could rest for a bit in bed.
“Good day, Mrs. Beecham,” Addy greeted the elderly woman as they entered the store.
“Oh, good day, Addy.” The woman looked over at Lucy. “I heard a young woman came to town yesterday. Is this her?”
Patting Lucy’s arm, Addy smiled at the woman and nodded. “Yes. Her name is Lucy, and she’s staying at my place.”
Frank came out of the backroom and chuckled. “I wondered when you’d show Lucy the store, Addy.”
Addy shot him an amused look. “I also came to pick up food for dinner.”
“Ah, then it’s more than a social visit,” he said with a gleam in his eye.
“Oh,” Mrs. Beecham began, “if you’re looking for something to eat, I’ll be killing a couple of my chickens and bringing them in later today. In fact, Frank and I were discussing the price.”
“We were,” he said.
“My goodness, I haven’t had chicken in so long,” Addy replied. “That’d be a real treat.”
While the three rambled on, Lucy slipped to the edge of the store where she could lean against the wall close to the entrance. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying the fresh air blowing in from the open door. For a moment, she was back at home where she grew up, sitting beneath her favorite tree and resting after helping her mother with the household chores. What she wouldn’t give to be back at that tree now.
She didn’t notice the voices at first, but as the two men came closer to the store, she opened her eyes and huddled against the wall so they wouldn’t see her as they walked by.
“I don’t know,” one of them said. “I think I’ll wait for awhile. You know, to make sure there aren’t any unpleasant surprises.”
“Even if he did get her in the family way, you could use an extra hand out at your farm,” the other one replied.
“But he wouldn’t be mine. I don’t want to raise someone else’s child, even if the mother is a looker.”
“You can’t help but feel sorry for her. She thought she was doing the right thing by marrying the man. How was she to know he was already strapped to a wife and a couple of younglings?”
“I do feel sorry for her. You bet I’ll be the first to come calling if she’s not expecting.”
As they passed out of hearing range, she stayed still, wondering how the whole town could know all the details of her situation already. Were people so bored that they couldn’t help but gossip? She pressed her fingers to her temples and willed the sudden headache away. Everything was happening too fast.
“Oh, there you are,” Addy said as she walked over to her and motioned to the box in her arms. “I collected the things we’ll need to make soup. Are you ready to go home?”
Relieved, Lucy nodded.
“Be sure to come back around three,” Mrs. Beecham called out. “I expect the chickens to be ready to sell by then.”
“I’ll do that,” Addy replied.
“And don’t you take any badmouthing from anyone in this town,” Mrs. Beecham told Lucy. “Hold your head high, girl. No sense in cowering when you did nothing wrong.”
Lucy stared at the woman, unable to think of a proper response, and Addy saved her from having to say anything for she replied, “Don’t you worry about Lucy. She’ll be fine once she gets used to everyone. She’s overwhelmed.”
“That’s understandable,” Mrs. Beecham said. “We can all be a scary lot.”
Frank and Addy chuckled, and maybe if Lucy was able to laugh the whole thing off, she might too. But she couldn’t, and so she didn’t. She turned and followed Addy out of the store, glancing in the direction the two men went so she could get a good look at them because if either one decided to call on her in the future, she’d know to tell them no.
“Are you feeling alright?” Addy asked.
“I’m tired,” Lucy replied, not wishing to dwell on the local rumor mill. She wasn’t up for it at the moment.
“When we get home, you may lie down and rest.”
Glad to hear it, she pulled her bonnet forward and crossed her arms again as they continued down the street.
Chapter Four
Lucy stared out the kitchen window, holding the knife over the vegetables she was cutting for the soup Addy wanted to make. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular. Instead, images from her past came in rapid succession. Meeting Adam, his asking if he could court her, the brief but happy courtship period, the wedding, their plans for the future where they were supposed to make a home together in Oregon…
Tears slid down her cheeks, and she quickly brushed them away. Lies. Everything he ever told her was a bunch of lies.
Addy entered the kitchen and set a pound of chicken on the counter. She sighed in satisfaction and put her apron on. “This will make for a good soup now.”
Lucy forced a smile and resumed cutting the vegetables in front of her.
Addy rubbed her back. “Give it time.”
Clearing her throat, she softly said, “Thank you for taking me in.”
“It’s the least I could do, dear.”
As Addy unwrapped the chicken, Lucy glanced out the window and saw a man driving a wagon with Eliza and Brian on it. She twirled the knife in her hand, not feeling up to seeing them again. It wasn’t that they’d been rude to her, but she felt as if Brian could detect things about her no one else could and that bothered her.
She turned to Addy. “Do they come often?” She pointed to the window.
Addy threw the wrapper out and pushed aside enough of the curtain so she could see who Lucy meant. “Why, no they don’t. They usually stay out at their place. I wonder what they’re doing back so soon.”
Lucy sighed. Just her luck.
Addy chuckled. “I think they’re here to see you.”
She gasped. “What’s so special about me?”
Shrugging, she said, “I suppose you caught Brian’s fancy.”
Daring another look out the window, she watched in dismay as the three dismounted from the wagon. “Who’s the other man?”
“Oh, that’s John. He can’t talk, but he’s got a good heart.”
“Right.” Because according to Addy, all the Evans were good folk. She didn’t doubt Addy, but the last thing she wanted, or needed, was to entertain people. Once Addy brought her back after the tour of the town, she got much needed rest, and she rather enjoyed the quiet of being alone. But, apparently, the reprieve she’d been granted was at an end.
Addy wiped her hands. “I’ll get the door. You can keep cutting.”
Reluctant, Lucy did just that, instead of bolting for the room Addy had given her to sleep in. She listened as Addy opened the front door and welcomed the Evans into the house, and though she couldn’t hear much of what was being said, she picked up on their closeness.
When they entered the kitchen, Lucy glanced over her shoulder and offered a smile, knowing it was hesitant, especially as her gaze went to Brian. She quickly looked away from him.
“How are you doing, Lucy?” Eliza asked, offering a kind smile.
Shrugging, Lucy said, “Fine. Just tired.”
Addy approached Lucy and took the knife from her. “Brian wishes to have a word with you. I’ll cut the rest of this for you.”
Lucy wanted to protest, but Eliza came over to them and gave a reassuring pat on Lucy’s back. “I’ll help Addy get supper started.” Glancing at John who sat down, she playfully added, “He’ll stay here and listen to us engage in boring women’s talk.”
John shot Eliza an amused look.
Lucy let out a wistful sigh. What it must be like to have a love like the kind Eliza and John did. Their affection for each other was obvious to anyone who cared to pay attention. When she realized the others were watching her, she handed Addy the knife and removed her apron.
Setting the apron on the back of a chair, she cleared her throat and approached Brian. “You wish to speak with me?”
Brian nodded but turned his face to the direction where Addy and Eliza stood at the work table. “Mrs. Garrison, may we go to the porch?”
“Go on ahead,” Addy replied. “We got everything in here covered.”
Lucy promptly turned and headed down the hallway, keenly aware that Brian was behind her. Her shoes clacked loudly through the house, and even Eliza and Addy’s chatter from the kitchen couldn’t drown it out. She hurried out of the house, glad to quiet the sound her shoes made when she walked. Usually, she didn’t notice such things, but with Brian around, there was a tendency to notice every little detail.
She sat in one of the rocking chairs, noticing he didn’t have his walking stick. “Don’t you need your stick when you go outside?”
He settled into the chair next to hers and smiled. “I do, but this porch isn’t far from the inside of the house.”
“Oh, yes.” Her cheeks warmed. She should have understood that. Rocking uneasily in her chair, she scanned the area. A couple of women talked across the street, but they were a few houses down so she couldn’t get a good look at them.
“I hope it’s alright that I wanted to talk to you,” he said.
She turned her attention back to him and ventured a good look at his eyes. He faced her, and just to be sure he really couldn’t see her, she waved her hand in front of his face.
He chuckled. “No. I can’t see you waving your hand.”
She frowned. “Then how do you know I did that?”
“I felt the breeze on my face and smelled lavender. Well, I smelled some vegetables too. You were cutting vegetables in the kitchen?” When she didn’t answer, he continued, “I notice things about people. The way they talk, the way they smell, the way they feel.”
“The way they feel?”
“Sure. You can tell a lot about a person from the way they shake hands. Take you, for example. Your skin is soft. That means you weren’t raised on a farm. You probably spent most of your life doing household chores, helping out your ma. Since you did some work though, it means you didn’t come from a wealthy family, so I’d guess you came from a smaller town but one bigger than this one. And judging by your hesitation when you shook my hand, I frighten you.”
Her lower jaw dropped, and it took her a moment to respond. “You gathered all of that from a handshake?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to startle you. It’s just that when you’ve been blind all of your life, you find ways to learn about people other than watching them. It’s automatic. I gauge people without thinking about it.”
She took a deep breath and clasped her hands in her lap.
“You don’t like the way I do that,” he said.
Blinking, she said the first thing that came to mind. “Well, it’s positively spooky.”
At that, he laughed. “I apologize. I’m not trying to be spooky.”
She caught herself laughing along with him, and the simple act of laughing calmed her nerves a bit. “I suppose it’s like you said. You have to pick up things without sight so you use your other senses, but you seem to notice things about people that seeing people don’t.”
“I observe and listen. There’s not much more to it than that.”
Maybe not, but she didn’t think she could ever collect so much background information from someone by shaking their hand.
He shifted in his chair and faced the street. A woman called out for her son to get back to the house, and he grinned. “That’s Annabelle Carter. She has the shrill tone in her voice when she calls out to her boy. I’ve known her since grade school. She married Tom four years ago and had the boy, Charlie, two years later.”
She cocked her head to the side and studied him. “You were fond of her.”
“Yes, I was. That was good, you know. You picked that up without having to see it.”
“Oh.” She shrugged. “I heard the wistful tone in your voice.”
“So you see, there’s nothing spooky about it. Do I frighten you now?”
“Not so much.”
He smiled. “Well, at least it’s better than before.”
The breeze blew across the porch and stray stands of her hair got in her eyes so she quickly tucked them back into place.
“There is something I wish to discuss with you, if I may?”
She turned her gaze to him, noting that he was looking in her direction again. Though it still made her uneasy to know he was looking at her without seeing her, she said, “You may.”
After a moment of awkward silence, he began, “I am aware of the circumstances that brought you to this town.”
Who wasn’t? She sighed and waited for him to continue.
“You’ll have to forgive me.” He cleared his throat. “I’m not graceful when it comes to talking to women. I thought…that is, I came to ask if you were considering marriage to a man in this town?” He cleared his throat again and waited.
She opened her mouth but no sound came out. The question was bluntly stated, but his tone was gentle and even a bit apprehensive. Finally, she told him the truth. “I just got here. I’m overwhelmed with all that’s happened. It doesn’t feel real yet. I know it is, but I keep thinking I’ll wake up and realize it’s all been a bad dream.”
He nodded.
They remained silent, lost in their own thoughts and rocking their respective chairs while life played out around them. The two women continued to talk further down the street. Annabelle’s boy ran off again, and she set about the task of bringing him back to the yard. An older woman sat on her porch across from them and worked on some knitting. The only sound coming from their porch was the squeaks the chairs made.
Straightening in his chair, he stopped rocking and said, “If you were to consider marriage, I thought I’d offer a proposal. Should you be in the family way, you might need a husband to protect you and the baby. I can give you a good home too. I have my own house and make a steady income. And if there is a baby, I will raise him as my own. I had a father who took me out of town and put me in a field when I was eight. It was a month after my mother died.” He paused, a slight flicker of something Lucy couldn’t identify crossing his face. “If you were to go on to the next life, I wouldn’t abandon the child. I’ll give him my name and my home, just as Eliza and John gave me theirs.”
She blinked and a tear fell down her cheek. Wiping it with the sleeve of her dress, she said, “It’s terrible, what happened to you.”
“No more terrible than what happened to you,” he softly replied. “And I don’t wish to rush you in making a decision, but it’d be easier for the child if others thought he was mine. If you wouldn’t mind being my wife, I’d like to marry sooner rather than later. I wouldn’t expect us to be…together in the way of husband and wife until we got a chance to know each other better. You and I are the only ones who need to know the child isn’t mine.”
If there was a child… She tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair as she thought over the ramifications of saying yes and saying no. He was right. She knew how people were. Even the best towns had people who’d frown at the notion that she had a married man’s child, regardless of the circumstances surrounding the conception. She recalled the two men she’d overheard in town. What Brian was offering her was something she’d be hard pressed to find with anyone else, and although his uncanny ability to detect so much about her still unnerved her, she knew she’d be a fool to pass this opportunity up.
“Yes,” she finally said.
His eyebrows furrowed. “Yes?”
Her lips curled up into a smile. “Yes, I’ll marry you. Is that so hard to believe?”
It seemed to take him a moment before he understood what she said, but then he smiled. “When would you like to marry?”
“Well, you said sooner is better than later, so I suppose today is as good a day as any. Maybe after supper?”
He nodded, still smiling widely. “That will be fine.”
Despite the stress of the past day and a half, she found herself smiling in return. Brian struck her as someone who had an unbridled enthusiasm for life, not the contrived enthusiasm Adam had. And maybe that marked a profound difference between the two men. Everything Adam said and did had been an image he wanted to portray to those around him. But with Brian, what one saw was what one got, and after what she’d just been through, she preferred Brian.
“Is there anything else you wish to discuss?” she asked.
“No. That’s all I had to say.”
“I’d like to go in and help the women with the supper, if that’s alright?”
“Oh, of course it’s alright.”
She stood up and he followed suit. Unable to figure out what else to say, she went to the door and waited for him. “Will you be coming to the kitchen as well?”
“Yes.”
She gave him a curious look. “Do you want to walk with me?”
He blinked as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him. “I should, shouldn’t I?”
His hesitation was a surprising relief. She liked seeing this side of him, for it was more natural than the man who quietly watched everything and picked up cues about her life that no one should know unless she told them. Stepping toward him, she took his hand.
“We’ll go in together,” she said and led him into the house.
Chapter Five
Lucy’s second wedding wasn’t anything like her first. It’d only been eight days ago when she wore a white gown and walked down the church aisle with her father. Her mother sniffed from where she sat in the pew while her other relatives looked on with smiles. Other members of the small community also came to witness the beginning of what was supposed to be her new life. Since Adam had come to their town on one of his travels as a salesman, he had no family members to attend. Lucy should have suspected something was wrong when he wanted to hurry up and get married instead of waiting for his family to come for the event. But he claimed they lived too far and that he’d introduce her to them in good time. She believed him. Everyone believed him. And they were all happy for him and Lucy. Well, almost everyone.
Only one person wasn’t happy: Meredith, her sister, who looked so much like her that no one could tell them apart. Meredith stood to the left side of the altar. Lucy made her sister the maid of honor because her parents asked her to, not because she wanted it. Meredith had been adamantly opposed to the marriage, but then again, Meredith opposed anything that made Lucy happy. And as Lucy strolled down the aisle, she wondered if anyone else saw the hostility in her sister’s face.
Now, as Lucy repeated the same vows to Brian that she’d said to Adam eight short days ago, there was no church, none of her relatives and friends, no elaborate white gown, no flowers, no maid of honor, and no best man. There was John, Eliza, Addy, Frank, the preacher, and the preacher’s wife who watched as Brian and Lucy dedicated their lives together for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, and in good times and bad for as long as they both lived. And unlike last time, this marriage was valid under law and in the sight of God.
When the preacher announced them husband and wife, Lucy closed her eyes and waited for the kiss. Brian reached up to touch her face. Startled, she opened her eyes and remembered he couldn’t see her. He brushed her lips with his thumb before he leaned forward to kiss her. The kiss was so light that had she not been watching him, she would have missed it.
Brian put his hands down and turned to John who handed him his walking stick.
Eliza stepped forward and hugged Lucy. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” she whispered. “John and I are only a mile away from your new home.”
“Thank you,” Lucy replied.
Then Addy and the preacher’s wife gave her a hug while the men wished her and Brian a long and happy life together. Afterwards, she went to the wagon and sat between Brian and Eliza. John hopped in on the driver’s side, next to Brian on her left. Her carpet bag rested in the back of the wagon, a reminder of how little she owned. Addy had added a large quilt and two pillows as a wedding gift.
The horses moved the wagon forward, and Eliza took Lucy’s hand. “I’m so excited to have another woman nearby. Don’t get me wrong. The men are wonderful, but it’s not the same as talking to a woman. Men just aren’t interested in some things that women are.”
“No, I suppose not,” Lucy replied, never having given it any thought but seeing the validity in the statement.
Brian chuckled. “I’m afraid Pa and I bore her with talk of work.”
“It’s true,” Eliza said with a wry grin. “There’s only so much I want to hear about styling a piece of furniture or tending to the property.”
Tending to the property? Lucy glanced at Brian and wondered how much a blind person could do outside the house.
Holding the reins in one hand, John placed his free hand under Brian’s and made some signs.
Eliza leaned across Lucy and Brian so she could swat John’s hand. “Oh no, you don’t. There’ll be no secret messages. Whatever you have to say, you can say to us all.”
John shot her a mischievous smile, and from Brian’s smile, Lucy surmised it was a private exchange meant only for father and son. She felt a smile of her own tug at her lips. It was rather touching to see something so natural play out between a man who couldn’t talk and another who couldn’t see.
Eliza sighed. “You’ll have to forgive them. They can forget other people are around when they get to talking, and believe me, those two can ramble on forever.”
“We don’t forget other people are around,” Brian said, still grinning. “What we talk about bores you, Ma. Do you really want to know the details of mixing paints and staining?”
Eliza rolled her eyes. “Like I said, Lucy. In a world of their own.”
John leaned forward and motioned to Eliza before he made a few gestures with his hand.
“Maybe I’m a little jealous. You two are so close at times no one else can get a word in edgewise.” Eliza leaned back and whispered to Lucy, “See what I mean about needing a woman out there? You’ll be a real blessing.”
Brian huffed. “Who’s leaving others out now, Ma?”
“Don’t you use that tone with me.” Eliza laughed. “I’ve been bearing with it ever since you blessed us by being our son.”
John placed his hand under Brian’s, made more signs, and then looked at Eliza with his eyebrows raised innocently.
“Is she? I don’t think Ma’s that upset with you,” Brian said. “She’s got laughter in her voice.”
“Ah,” Eliza waved her hand at John. “There’s no helping it, Lucy. This is what you just married into.”
Lucy enjoyed the exchange going on around her. Back home, such joking wasn’t encouraged. Her family had moments when they laughed, but it wasn’t as relaxed as it was with the Evans. No doubt it would take some getting used to, as all new things were, but she suspected the transition into her new home would be a smooth one.
As Eliza told her about their daily routine, Lucy noted their changing surroundings. They’d departed from the main town and were now heading down a dirt pathway that was lined with fields which farmers were planting, though the sun was close to setting.
“John’s glad he never went into farming,” Eliza said. “He says he’s too fond of sleeping in.”
John glanced their way and used a few more signs.
“Oh, and he doesn’t like having to depend on the weather to decide when he works or doesn’t work,” Eliza added.
Brian cleared his throat. “Lucy, do you read and write?”
“I took eight grades in school, so yes,” she replied.
“Pa can write, so you’ll know what he’s saying, even though you don’t know sign language.”
“And you’ll pick up on the signs in time,” Eliza added.
Lucy nodded as they left the farmed fields and came to a wide expanse of tall grass.
“This is our property,” Eliza told her. “John and I live other there.” She pointed to the right. “There’s a creek back in those trees, and there’s enough water to bathe in the summer if you wish. Brian’s house is over there.”
Lucy’s gaze traveled to the left where a small wood house sat a good distance from John and Eliza’s house. Brian’s house was surrounded by a series of trees that provided a shelter belt. From the looks of it, John and Eliza couldn’t see his house from theirs, and if Brian could see, he wouldn’t see their house from his either.
“Brian likes trees,” Eliza said. “That’s why we put the house over there.”
“The shade is nice in the summer,” Brian added, “and I love the smell and sound of the leaves when I walk on them in the fall. It helps that they bear the brunt of the snow in the winter.”
“It looks like a peaceful place,” Lucy said, thinking it would be nice to live here, out of the way from others. The day had been a trying one in some ways but relieving in others, and what she longed for was a place like this to spend her days, recouping from all that’d just happened. “I’m looking forward to being here.”
“I’m glad,” both Brian and Eliza replied and then laughed.
John used some signs with his free hand.
“Yes, I know,” Eliza said. Turning to Lucy, she explained, “John says that there are times when Brian and I are close too.”
The rest of the ride was silent as they made their way further onto the property. Lucy relaxed against Brian, taking comfort in his solid strength. After all the crying she’d done and activity in town, her exhaustion was quickly catching up to her. When Brian reached for her hand and held it, she realized there was a slight tremble in his touch. Surprised, she glanced at him. Maybe she shouldn’t find his apprehension reassuring, but she did. Upon first meeting him, he seemed so intimidating to her. But now he wasn’t, and she was glad he didn’t know everything. True, he detected things about her in ways that being blind had enabled him to, but she no longer found it scary.
She squeezed his hand and settled her head against his shoulder. A few birds sang in the air and the horses’ hooves pounded the dirt road in a soothing rhythm. She closed her eyes and imagined what it was like for him to be here, listening to the sounds and smelling the clover in the air. He said he liked the smell of fallen leaves. She’d have to remember to smell them when autumn came.
The wagon slowed, so she opened her eyes and straightened. John drove the horses up to the front of John and Eliza’s house.
“You’ll need a lamp,” Eliza told her. “Brian doesn’t have one. Stay here. I’ll go in and get one for you. You can check out our house tomorrow.” She pointed to the rope that started at the kitchen door and went down the property until it disappeared around the trees that marked Brian’s lot. The rope was tied to posts along the way. “This is how Brian gets back and forth to our home. Otherwise, it’s easy to get lost out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“Oh, that’s clever,” Lucy replied.
“We also have rope going to the barn and work shed,” Brian added. “I make furniture with Pa during the day in the work shed.”
John motioned to the small cabin.
“The building next to it is where they keep their supplies,” Eliza said.
Lucy nodded. John jumped out of the wagon and went to help Eliza down. The two went into the house and, for the moment, she and Brian were alone. Lucy thought her new home was perfect. Everything was in good shape and clean. The grass blew gently in the breeze and some yellow flowers were beginning to bloom along the house.
“Do you like it out here?” she asked Brian, aware they still held hands.
“Yes. Do you?”
“Yes, I do. It’s peaceful and quiet. I may have grown up in town, but I used to go to a private spot along the lake and watch the clouds go by.”
“It sounds nice.”
She smiled as she recalled resting against her favorite tree in the summer between household chores to enjoy the shade. “It was. I spent a lot of time down by that lake. Sometimes, I made shapes out of the clouds. At other times, I tried my hand at fishing—unsuccessfully, I might add.”
He chuckled.
She laughed. “When I was doing either cloud watching or fishing, I brought a book to read. Has anyone read any books to you?”
“Not before John and Eliza found me. My real parents couldn’t read.”
“John and Eliza are good to you.”
“Yes. They couldn’t have children of their own, so they said I was a gift from Heaven.” She noted the slight frown on his face. “My mother was a good woman. I didn’t understand everything that was happening at the time. Getting older forces us to face some unpleasant truths about things we’d rather not know.”
She thought to ask him what he meant but decided that for today, at least, she’d rather not know. There were too many things to deal with, and she could barely keep them all straight. So much had happened over the past two days, and her life was drastically different than what she imagined it was going to be.
“I call John and Eliza my pa and ma because that’s what they’ve become to me,” Brian continued, his slight frown turning into a smile. “When they first brought me here, Ma fretted over me. She worried I wasn’t getting enough to eat, so she’d let me eat dessert before the main meal. Then I grew older and she worried I’d never stop eating. It’s evened out now, so I think she’s finally happy.”
She grinned. “I remember my mother saying the same thing about my brother.”
“I had an older brother, but he died before I was born so I never knew what it was like to have siblings. How many did you have?”
“Two. My sister and brother.”
“Will you miss your family?”
“Yes.” All but her sister, but as he had his past he didn’t wish to go into on their first day together as man and wife, she didn’t either.
He squeezed her hand in a way that brought her more comfort than she thought a human touch could. “I’ll do what I can to be a good husband to you, and if you wish, you can send them a letter letting them know you’re safe.”
She decided not to answer. After what happened the night before her wedding to Adam, she figured it was best to disappear. Forcing her attention to the grass blowing in the breeze, she reminded herself that even if she ended up in South Dakota with a man she hardly knew, she was better off here than back in Minnesota.
John and Eliza came out of their house with Eliza chatting on about going to town the next day. She carried a kerosene lamp, and he carried a box. When they reached the wagon, Lucy let go of Brian’s hand so she could take the lamp from her. John set the box of grocery items and cookware in the back of the wagon before he helped Eliza in.
As Eliza settled next to Lucy, she said, “Brian eats with us, so he doesn’t have much of anything over at his place.”
“That’s good thinking, Ma,” Brian replied. “She’s right, Lucy. I just have a pot to make coffee in. We’ll add more things to our home as we need them.”
“Thank you.” Lucy glanced at the kerosene lamp. “For everything.”
“Think nothing of it,” Eliza said. “We’re happy to help.”
John got onto the wagon and drove the horses forward.
The ride was quiet, and Lucy took the opportunity to scan the area again as the sun set. In Minnesota, she’d been surrounded by trees and lived near a lake. The train ride to Sioux Falls with Adam had given her a good view of the prairie lands, and when he purchased the buggy and horse with a portion of her dowry, they traveled west. And then he brought her to this town to get rid of her before he headed off to who knew where.
When John pulled the wagon up to the house, Eliza said, “Tomorrow, John and I will get your buggy and bring it to the barn. Brian can’t drive a buggy, of course, which is why we always used this wagon, but now that you’re here, you can drive to town in that buggy if you need to.”
As much as Lucy didn’t want to see anything connected with Adam ever again, she figured it would be useful out here. Plus, it was her parents’ money that paid for it, so technically it belonged to her anyway.
Lucy turned her attention to her new home. It was a little bigger than John and Eliza’s place, but not by much. It was made of wood and wasn’t a two-story home like the one she’d grown up in. On the porch were three rocking chairs. Not too far from the front of the house was a well and further down the property, she saw an outhouse. Well, at least she knew where she was supposed to get water and answer nature’s call.
Everyone got out of the wagon, and Lucy’s body was stiff from all the traveling. She walked about, loosening her muscles and watching as Brian grabbed his walking stick and her carpet bag while John retrieved the large box he and Eliza had taken out of their house.
Eliza motioned for Lucy to follow her so Lucy did. As Eliza opened the front door, she said, “John will bring in the things Addy gave you.”
Lucy stepped inside the house and noticed how dark it was. She found a box of matches next to the cook stove and lit the lamp.
The kitchen was small but adequate for what she and Brian would need. It had a table and three chairs, a work table, shelves that currently held a meager pot and pan, a tray that held a couple of utensils, and the cook stove that looked to be in good shape.
“We have a cellar we share where we store most of our food,” Eliza said.
The men entered the house and set the items they were carrying on the work table. John nudged Brian and they left.
“They’ll get those things Addy gave you,” Eliza explained and picked up the lamp. “We’ll get another chair for this table.”
Lucy followed her to the room at the side of the kitchen.
“This is the main bedroom. I thought it might keep warmer in the winter if it was close to the kitchen. That may not be so great in the summer, but we have cooler weather more often than not in this part of the country. Where I came from in Omaha, we had seasons and such, but you never knew if it’d be hot or cold in the fall and spring. Up here, the weather is much more predictable.”
Lucy’s gaze turned to the small dresser, a closet, and the double bed.
Eliza chuckled and looked at her. “Men never think of the basics, and my son is no different. You’ll need curtains. We’ll get started on those. And a better rug than this one. Why, Brian should know this worn down thing won’t work, even for a single man. As for the bed, he thought he’d only need a single one, but I told him some day he’d get married, and then what was he going to do? Sleep on the floor?” She shook her head but smiled. “Men need us women around, you know. They just don’t take the time to think of things that make a home. But I suppose I shouldn’t be too hard on him. He’d just asked that Annabelle Courtney if he could court her and she said no. It broke his heart. He wouldn’t talk to anyone for a good two weeks. But don’t you worry none. He’s over it now. It was years ago. I don’t even remember how many. All I know is she’s married and has a child and another on the way.”
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