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      Buffalo, New York, April, 1885

      

      The invitation…

      

      “Thank you, Addie.”  Bekah eagerly tore open the envelope handed to her by the housekeeper. A crease furrowed her brow as she read the card inside.

      

      My father is unable to attend, however, my eldest brother Noah will be accompanying me this evening. We look forward to spending the evening with you.

      We shall arrive promptly at six-thirty.

      

      All my love,

      

      Simeon

      

      Bekah read the first sentence once more as she held the card to her breast. “Unable? Or unwilling?” she murmured. “Well, at least some of them will be here.”

      Addie’s brows rose. “Pardon?”

      “All but Reverend Anderson. Simeon and his elder brother Noah will be here.” Ignoring the expression of disapproval present on Addie’s face, she hurried to her father’s study and stood in the doorway. “Papa, we’ll be having guests this evening for dinner.”

      “Who?” Her father’s expression was one of surprise.

      “Simeon and his brother…” She glanced again at the note of acceptance and searched for the name. “Noah,” she announced at last.

      “Ah. Noah Anderson, the judge?”

      “Yes.”

      “He has a reputation, you know. They call him the Iron Judge.”

      Bekah only stared at him.  “Their father has declined.”

      “Hmph.” Her father gave a grunt. “From what I’ve heard, the ah… Reverend,” he said, sarcasm evident in his voice, “doesn’t maintain the finest of humor. I understand he’s quite volatile. I hope his sons don’t take after him. You could be making a grave mistake, Rebekah. Take care with your choices.”

      “Oh, Papa, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Simeon without a smile on his face. You worry too much.”

      Her father set down his pen and leaned back in his chair, squinting at her from behind his half-spectacles.

      “And you, my darling daughter, never worry about anything. Therefore, it falls to me to do it for you. You’d be wise to pick a husband with enough stamina for the same task. And I hope,” he added, “Simeon knows what he’s getting into.”

      Bekah moved forward to bend down and kiss his cheek. “I’m not a little girl any longer, Papa. It’s time I learned to take care of myself, don’t you think? I’ll likely be needed in the kitchen this afternoon. Dinner will be at seven.”

      She heard a disgruntled murmur from him as she left the room, and smiled. Papa was not at all happy with the idea of her being courted by the son of the Reverend Jacob Anderson. It seemed difficult enough for him to allow his daughter to grow up; the thought of having her marry and move away was impossible for him to accept. Bekah was sure, however, once he got to know Simeon better, he would be more at ease with the idea of a prospective wedding.

      She rounded the corner to the kitchen to see Clarabel, the cook, checking the goose in the oven. Her short-bobbed hair and rosy cheeks tended to make her look severe, but Bekah knew better. Clarabel, despite her tendency to voice her opinion, had a generous and kind heart, and Bekah considered her a friend.

      Clarabel closed the oven door and stood. “You’ve heard?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Bekah handed the card to Clarabel, who read it, frowning.

      “The Reverend won’t be coming?”

      “That’s what it says.” Bekah waited for the cook to voice her thoughts.

      Clarabel stood there quietly, before finally handing the card back. “It’s his way of voicing his displeasure.”

      “With me?” Bekah asked, surprised.

      “With the family, child. But never you worry. We’ll have a right nice evening planned, with or without the Reverend.”

      Bekah remained quiet for a moment, staring at the card. “May I ask a question?”

      “Certainly.”

      Leaning against the frame of the door, Bekah folded her arms. “There are some things I don’t understand about the Andersons. Simeon once said something about having a third brother. But then his expression indicated he had let something out that he wasn’t supposed to say. I pressed, but he wouldn’t tell me anymore.” She tilted her head, watching for Clarabel’s reaction.

      For a moment the cook moved to the other side of the kitchen to wash some vegetables, then glanced around the room as if to make sure there was no one else present. When she turned back to face Bekah her mouth was twisted in thought. “Promise not to repeat this? I don’t wish to be thought of as a gossip.”

      “I promise.” Bekah learned forward, waiting.

      Clarabel’s voice was low. “There is another brother; the youngest. His name is Jonas. He’s lived in New York City with his mother since she left home. The boys were smaller when she asked for the divorce. When she left, the Reverend abandoned his ministry and became a sour old man.” She paused. “Not that he wasn’t sour before, mind you. No one seems to know why she went back to New York.” She paused. “Or if they do, they aren’t saying. My guess is Reverend Anderson was too difficult to live with. “But,” she whispered, “you didn’t hear that from me.”

      Bekah smiled. “I won’t tell. However,” she continued thoughtfully, “isn’t it odd that she left the rest of her children with her husband to raise?”

      “Yes indeed. And that’s exactly what she did. A mystery it is for sure, and none for us to look into.”

      Bekah scowled. “But since I’ll likely be marrying Simeon, I’d like to know.”

      Clarabel stared back at her. “A word, child?”

      Bekah blinked and waited. “Of course.”

      Clarabel had grabbed the knife from the drawer and begun chopping the carrots and potatoes before her. At Bekah’s words, she paused. “You’d be doing better to marry the elder.”

      “Noah?” Bekah’s voice had adopted a tone of astonishment. “Not him!”

      “Him indeed. He’s older and wiser and knows what he wants out of life. I’ve often wondered why he hasn’t married. Simeon, in my opinion, is too young for you.”

      “He’s out of the university.” Defensiveness clouded Bekah’s face.

      “Aye, he is that. But there’s a reason Noah is a judge. And if it’s a handsome face you’re looking for, I’d choose him every time.”

      Bekah swallowed hard. She was not about to allow herself to get involved in a fight with Clarabel, who was her only real ally in the house.

      She winced. First Father; then Addie. Now Clarabel? Was there no one besides Simeon and she who realized they were the perfect match?

      “I’ll… be back later.” Turning swiftly, she left the kitchen and hurried upstairs past the housekeeper. Avoiding Addie’s curious glance, she tried to keep the combination of tears and anger from showing on her face. Her bedroom door was open, and she quickly moved inside and closed it behind her, brooding.

      It was times like these that she missed her mother dreadfully. Mama would understand Bekah’s love for Simeon. He’d pursued her since the moment he’d arrived back home following graduation, and she’d readily accepted his attentions. Papa however, didn’t share her enthusiasm, and said so without hesitation. Bekah had not suspected  Clarabel would share his opinion.

      Her shoulders sagging, Bekah sat down on the edge of her bed, staring at the card.  She’d hoped for far more than this in her family’s acceptance of the young man whom she had chosen for her husband. Upset and discouraged, she threw herself down on the bed and buried her head deep among the pillows.

      And wept.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Miss Rebekah? It’s nigh time your guests will be arriving. Should’na you be up and about?” Lora, her maid, stuck her head into the room.

      Bekah’s eyes flew open. “Oh, my. I didn’t intend to sleep at all. What time is it?”

      “Getting close to six. Do you need my help getting ready?”

      “No… yes! Thank you, I do. I must look a fright.”

      Lora smiled. “Never. Lovely, as always. But I’m happy to help.”

      A half hour later, Bekah was dressed in her nicest frock and standing before the mirror. Lora methodically finished taming the long rebellious ringlets that wildly framed her face. She’d pulled the sides back, leaving the curls in the back down, long past Bekah’s shoulders.

      Bekah appeared ready to meet her guests, even if she didn’t feel it. In addition, she’d abandoned Clarabel, leaving her to prepare the evening’s meal alone.

      “I feel terrible, Lora. I’d intended to spend the afternoon in the kitchen helping Clarabel prepare dinner, and here I’ve wasted the time away sleeping.”

      “You know Clarabel. She’d as soon be left alone with her kitchen. The important thing is you’re ready. Your Papa’s downstairs preparing. And grumbling.” Lora threw her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Lordy. I should’na ever said that.”

      Bekah chuckled merrily. “You’re quite right. But I hope at least, he’s civil tonight, since their father isn’t coming.”

      “That he’ll be, I’m sure of it.”

      Bekah hugged her and turned to go downstairs. “Thank you, Lora. I need to go check on the food before they arrive. Is the drawing room presentable?”

      “It is. But please, feel free to check. Oh, miss! Your slippers.” Lora held them out, and with a chuckle, Bekah took them. Pausing at the top of the stairs, she stood on first one foot, then the other, trying to get them on.

      “Oh, Lora, what will I do without you when I go away?”

      Lora’s expression changed. Her eyes became misty, and she averted her gaze.

      “You’ll do just fine. But we’ll miss you.”

      “I shall miss you, too. All of you. But I won’t be leaving right away. Simeon will be building us a house when he arrives in Virginia. I won’t be leaving home until it’s finished.”

      “Will you send me a drawing of it when you arrive? And a letter? Just once in a while?”

      Bekah smiled, remembering the hours she’d spent during summers at home, teaching Lora to read. “Of course I will. I promise.”

      Clarabel was finishing up when Bekah entered the kitchen. The aroma of the roast goose was decadent, and she stopped just inside the door, closing her eyes in delight at all the wonderful dishes she encountered.

      “Oh, Miss Clarabel, whatever shall I do without you to cook for us in Halifax?”

      The cook turned to face her, grinning. “You’ll spend the rest of your time here following me around the kitchen, that’s what you’ll do.” She grinned. “If you’re determined to be useful, that is, instead of ornamental.”

      Bekah laughed at the absurd remark. “I am. And I so apologize for not getting back down this afternoon to help.” She leaned forward, keeping her voice low, “I fell asleep.”

      “You have the wedding jitters, child. It’s understandable. Are you ready for your guests?”

      “Yes, and no. I mean I’m eager to see Simeon, but I—” she stopped as Addie put her head in.

      “The Andersons are here,” she said. “They’re seated in the drawing room, and your father isn’t out to meet them yet. You’d best come.”

      “Oh!” Bekah stopped in front of the mirror in the hallway and pinched color into her cheeks as Addie chuckled, watching her. Smoothing her hair back into place, she sent a glance of trepidation toward the housekeeper and rushed to the front of the house.

      Both men stood as she entered, and Bekah immediately noted not just the similarities, but the differences between the two. They seemed to have the same shape of face, the same jaw, although Noah’s was a bit more austere. Simeon was tall, with curly light hair and laughing blue eyes that made him appear playful and full of energy; his elder brother Noah, however, had rich brown eyes and exceeded Simeon’s height by at least two inches. He gave the appearance of being stoic, and a man who would think before he acted.

      Embarrassed, Bekah realized she was staring. Simeon’s expression was amused, while Noah’s was curious.

      “Gentlemen,” she curtseyed as gracefully as she could, sending a special smile toward Simeon. The one he returned contained a gentleness she’d forgotten was there. However, when she turned toward his elder brother Noah, she found his smile was not as gracious as she’d hoped.

      Simeon raised her hand to kiss it.

      “My darling,” he said, causing her cheeks to grow hot.

      However, when Noah took her hand, he bowed only slightly over it. “Miss Rebekah,” he said in a deep voice. There were crinkles around his dark eyes,

      “Bekah,” she said softly. “Everyone calls me that.”

      A half-smile lifted on one side of Noah’s mouth. “Not everyone.”

      Bekah wasn’t quite sure how to answer. Simeon, however, was grinning at her in a way she thought would make her heart stop.

      “Ignore him, my sweet. Noah tends to be a bit…  judicious,” he paused, laughing at his own choice of words, “in his view of things.”

      Noah shook his head. “Very funny, brother.”

      With a brief glance at Noah, Bekah decided Simeon was right. Quickly she turned away and glanced over her shoulder. “I um… I’m not sure where Papa is.”

      “Right here,” Papa said from behind her.

      Bekah turned, smiling at her father. In his dress coat and waistcoat, accented with his matching trousers and his grosgrain bow tie, he appeared the gracious gentleman. Whether or not he’d desired company, he seemed ready for it. Perhaps tonight would not be such a disaster after all. Had she worried for nothing?

      “Gentlemen, welcome,” he said. ‘My daughter has made you comfortable, I hope?”

      “Very,” Simeon answered quickly.

      “Please, sit down.” Bekah looked from one to the other, and realizing they were waiting on her, she sat. A few seconds later, however, she was on her feet again. “May I get you some sherry?”

      “Let Addie get it,” her father answered. “Sit down and relax.”

      As Addie moved to the buffet to pour the drinks, Bekah’s father turned toward the brothers across from him. “Tell me, where is your father this evening? I rather thought he’d join us.”

      Bekah stared at her father in horror. How could he ask such a thing?

      “Papa,” she whispered under her breath.

      Simeon was quiet, but Noah cocked his head to one side.

      “Our father has been his usual temperamental self lately,” he answered. “Truly, you should be happy he isn’t here.”

      Her father raised his brows. “Seriously?”

      “Quite.” Noah’s gaze lit on Bekah. “He’s not entirely happy his last son will be leaving him soon. However, I doubt you’re very happy with the prospect of losing your daughter, either. Halifax, Virginia is a long way from here.”

      At the turn of the conversation, Bekah groaned silently. Wonderful. So, there was yet another person against the upcoming marriage? An intense desire to kick Noah Anderson in the shins tempted her strongly. Was he as contrary as his father?

      But at least Papa seemed to be fairly well controlled this evening. “So they tell me,” he said, turning toward Simeon. “And what will you do when you arrive in Halifax, son?”

      Bekah stiffened as she listened to Simeon’s answer.

      “Build Bekah a house,” he said with a smile, “and begin farming.”

      “Farming?”

      “Bright tobacco. It’s quite a lucrative business.”

      “I see,” her father said. Even Bekah heard the skepticism in his reply. Things were going from bad to worse.

      “My brother is quite right,” Noah added. “I almost wish I’d thought of it. I hope to learn from him.”

      “And,” Papa moved his gaze to Noah, “what do you do?”

      As if he didn’t know.

      Bekah glared at her father.

      Noah’s eyes crinkled around the corners. “I serve as the Judge of Halifax County, sir.”

      “Ah. So you’re the one they refer to as the Iron Judge of Halifax. You have quite a reputation.” Papa looked as though he was attempting to appear impressed, but was failing. Bekah was relieved when Addie interrupted them to announce dinner, and the conversation was briefly stopped.

      During the meal, however, it didn’t get any better. Between her Papa and Noah, who sat across from her, she took turns trying to decide whose shins deserved to be kicked the hardest. Her head was pounding by the time dinner was over.

      It was only a matter of moments before the brothers said a gracious goodbye. Simeon kissed her hand as he left; Noah, however, gave her a slight bow and followed his younger brother out.

      Bekah stood at the window and watched them go, shaking her head with annoyance.

      The evening had been a disaster.
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      Noah frowned as he and Simeon walked the few blocks toward home.

      Simeon, however, wore a smile across his face. “Well, Noah? What do you think?”

      “I think the roast goose was quite delicious.”

      Simeon glanced at his brother sarcastically. “I mean of Bekah. Is she not the most beautiful creature you’ve ever met?”

      “The most spirited, certainly.”

      Simeon turned. “What does that mean?”

      Noah sent a glance his way. “Think about this, Simeon. She seems altogether too eager to get away from her father. Are you sure it’s you she wants, and not just the idea of marriage?”

      Simeon stiffened. “What are you suggesting? That I can’t get a woman on my own?”

      “Nothing of the sort. I just want you to be sure of what you’re doing. That’s all.”

      “Bekah knows her mind.” Simeon turned to face him. “Are you opposed to our marriage? If so, why?”

      Noah was quiet for a long moment before speaking. Finally, he said quietly, “All right, you asked. It’s because, from my viewpoint, she’s a spoiled brat of a young lady that you, brother, may not be able to handle, no matter how hard you try to make her mind.”

      Hearing a gasp from behind them, both men turned. Bekah was standing, not far away, with a horrified expression on her face, glaring straight at Noah.

      Noah glanced at his brother. Simeon had obviously seen her, and he seemed surprised as her expression of horror changed to defiance. Well, Simeon might be surprised. Noah, however, was not.

      “Yes, my love?” Simeon spoke quietly.

      Her expression, however, changed again, this time to one of sweetness. “You… forgot your hat,” she said softly, holding it out.

      “So I did. Thank you, Rebekah.” Simeon took it with a smile.

      But as Bekah turned, her glance toward Noah was anything but sweet.

      If looks could kill, he’d be dead by now.
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      September, 1885…

      Hopes and dreams…

      “For its small size, Halifax is a bustling little town. I hope you’ll like it here. I look forward to having you in my arms again, my love.”

      Bekah held the parchment to her breast as she often did Simeon’s posts. The time was short now; soon she would feel his arms about her. As she closed her eyes, she could see his face, and she smiled at those blue eyes. Surely, he’d be waiting at the station for her, his arms extended. She couldn’t wait to run into them.

      As the steam engine chugged its way up and down the hills to Virginia, her heart changed its rhythm; the closer they came to Halifax, her new home, the faster the cadence of it. She knew Simeon would be there to greet her.

      But her brow furrowed as memories of the past few months erupted in the back of her mind. Those memories had not all been pleasant. Simeon’s father had refused to attend the wedding. Her own father had come, but he had decided losing his daughter to a place so far away was unacceptable. They had argued more than once, and he had refused to speak to her for a week prior to her leaving.

      Clarabel, Addie and Lora had been the only family to see her off. They’d helped her pack her carefully chosen belongings into one trunk, and carried it to the station. Aside from her clothes and a few personal effects, she didn’t have much to help fill the new home Simeon had built for her.

      Addie and Lora were crying as they said their goodbyes. Clarabel did her best to maintain her composure until the very last moment. Then she grabbed Bekah in a tight, loving hug before shooing her off to begin her new life.

      Bekah missed them already, but the adventure of starting a new life with Simeon kept her from turning around and running back home.

      She wished things had been different. Having her father behave this way, however, had steeled her resolve to leave all the more.

      Still… tears filled her eyes and spilled over as she remembered their estrangement. She’d attempted to talk Papa into moving to Halifax to be near them. That discussion had not gone well at all. Papa insisted he would not uproot his organized life to restart all over again.

      On top of everything else, she’d missed Simeon terribly. It had been much too long.

      The conductor appeared in her passenger car, taking her mind off the unpleasantness of her memories.

      “We’ll be arriving at Halifax in a few minutes, Madam. However, I must tell you, I have discovered a tornado came through there  recently, so expect to see some damage when you get off the train. Not to worry though, the station fared well in spite of it.”

      Bekah felt a flutter of worry in her chest. Tornado? She’d heard nothing of a tornado. Simeon had not mentioned it in his last post; it must have been very recent. He would be there to meet her, surely he would explain. She hoped the town was still standing.

      And the house? Was it still standing?  Questions plagued her as she thought of her husband’s long hours of work on a house that might not still be there.

      It didn’t matter. As long as she and Simeon were together, they could live under a tree, and she’d be happy.

      Her neck and shoulders began to ache as she leaned forward, looking out the window and straining to catch her first glimpse of Halifax.

      Whatever happened, the future looked bright.
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      One look at the little town as it came into view produced a quick indrawn breath. Destruction was everywhere. Bekah gulped as she looked around, wide-eyed, past the train station. It couldn’t have happened more than just a few days ago. Houses were down; men were working to clean up the area and were filling wagons with branches and trees. The remains of homes and businesses showed the damage.  Trees had launched themselves through walls and roofs.

      Completely forgetting Simeon was supposed to meet her, she walked out into the midst of the wreckage, staring in awe at its devastation. She stopped in the middle of the road, circling to look at it, her mouth open in disbelief.

      “You’d best move, Miss.”

      She barely heard the voice as commotion broke out in the midst of the street. A horse reared as a small girl ran out in front of it, straight to Bekah. An old man leaning on a cane was doing his best to reach her, but the child was fast. She ran forward, grabbing hold of Bekah’s pelisse and wrapping small arms around her legs.

      Was the child afraid of him? Bekah leaned down, wrapping the folds of her pelisse around the little girl, leaving only her head exposed. Small arms were now wrapped around her legs as the little one seemed to seek shelter. She couldn’t have been more than five or six.

      Bekah stood up straight, meeting the eyes of the old man.

      “You can’t have her,” she announced, lifting her chin. She had just made the remark when she heard a familiar voice behind her.

      “I should have known you’d cause trouble the moment you arrived.”

      Her mouth fell open as she realized to whom the voice belonged. Slowly she turned to see him.

      Noah wore a scowl as he moved forward. He crouched down at eye level with the little girl, motioning her to come to him.

      “Come here, Daisy. You can’t just take off like that out in the street. It’s dangerous. And you know your grandpa can’t keep up with you.”

      The child he called Daisy watched him intently as he spoke. Then she glanced up at Bekah with a sly smile. A moment later, she let go of Bekah’s skirts and moved toward Noah, taking the hand he held out. Bekah watched in surprise as he led the little girl back across the road toward the old man, who reached down and picked her up. Daisy wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on tightly.

      Noah turned toward her, his face grim. Making much the same motion he had with Daisy, his voice was firm. “Come here.”

      Her back arched, and she straightened her shoulders. Determined Noah Anderson was not going to boss her around like a child, she stood as tall as she could. It was important to stand up to him from the very start, wasn’t it?

      “I’m not a child,” she said. “You can’t address me this way and expect me—”

      Before she finished, he was standing in front of her. His arm was tight around her waist as he lifted her off the ground and moved her over to one side. A wagon passed as he deposited her safely on her feet.

      Bekah realized her voice was raised in anger as she spoke. “Do you make it a habit to order people around in this town? Had you taken the time to explain I was blocking the wagon, I could have saved us both time and effort. And where is Simeon?” she demanded. “He would not take kindly to you treating me like a senseless child.”

      Noah became rigid at her last comment. Was that pain that crossed his face? Bekah instantly regretted raising her voice to him. Simeon would be shocked at her behavior. But as she searched for a way to apologize, she noticed a tall bearded man approaching from behind Noah. The stranger was wearing a badge.

      The sheriff?

      Bekah groaned, but only silently. She’d stepped down from the train just moments before and had already managed to draw the attention of the law? But it was entirely Noah’s fault, wasn’t it? Deciding to storm away, she took a step back.

      Noah took a step forward, determined not to let her go.

      Fine. She would remain silent and just let him make the explanations.

      “Trouble, Noah?”

      Bekah glanced up to see what Noah’s explanation would be, only to find him staring down at her.

      “Yes. In a small package. If you’d be so kind as to take her to your office for a while, I’d appreciate it. I’ll come as soon as I can.” With a heavy step, he strode toward the courthouse; the only building in town with no obvious damage to it.

      “Of course.” The sheriff nodded agreeably.

      Bekah stared after Noah, beginning to fume. How dare he just walk off and leave her! Simeon would hear about this.

      Bekah found her upper arm clasped firmly as she was marched down the street to a small white building with a sign on the front that said “Jail”.

      “Jail?” she echoed as she read it. “You’re taking me to jail?”

      “Not incarcerating you, ma’am. Just giving you a place to sit and relax until Noah gets back from court and can explain things. My name is Sam Walker. I’m the sheriff here.”

      Bekah stopped, pulling her arm from his grasp. She refused to go inside. “He? As in Noah Anderson? Explain what things? And where is my husband?” When he stared at her, she added, “Simeon Anderson. He was supposed to meet me at the train station.”

      The sheriff studied her face for a few seconds before answering. Under his breath, he muttered, finally. “They haven’t told you.” A sigh escaped as he took hold of her upper arm again. “Come with me. It’s time someone told you the truth face to face.”

      Bekah couldn’t explain the feeling of dread descending over her, but she knew something was horribly wrong. She glanced around her at the houses that had been hit by the tornado… when? A week? Two? She wondered which one belonged to Noah. Simeon had already told her the house he was building for them was a half-mile from town, but Noah lived in town. Did one of these belong to him?

      The front office was occupied only by a deputy when the sheriff took her inside. But the door to the jail was open, and she could see a prisoner in the cell.

      He looked up and gave her a toothless grin and approving whistle. “Afternoon, ma’am. What’s a pretty lady like you doing here?”

      “None of your business, Leo,” said the sheriff. “Your trial is about to start any minute. William, could you escort the prisoner down to the courthouse?”

      “Sure, boss.” The deputy rose, giving Bekah a curious glance, and took the keys to the back room, opening the cell. A moment later, they were gone.

      The sheriff waited until the door was closed before turning to her. “Sit there.” He motioned toward an empty chair nearest the wall, and Bekah accepted it.

      She sat quietly, watching people through the window. Horses and wagons came and left as she waited. When he didn’t say anything, she sat up straight in her chair and lifted her chin.

      “I’m ready.”

      He fixed his gaze on her. “Are you sure? It’s not good news, ma’am.”

      “I gathered that.”

      He was tall. Even sitting in his chair, he looked down on her.

      “Thursday before last we had a tornado come through. It danced along up and down through the hills and on both sides of the road. Some buildings it destroyed; some it left. Some people it took with it; others it skipped over and were left without a scratch. Simeon Anderson happened to be one of the unlucky ones.”

      He stopped, watching her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Your husband didn’t make it. By the time the judge reached him, Simeon had already lost a lot of blood. Noah carried him all the way back to town to Doc’s place and stayed with him through the night. But they couldn’t save him.”

      Bekah sat, still as stone, her hand to her mouth, and her eyes locked on him as he conveyed the news to her. Her ears were ringing, and her heart pounded wildly. A shaky hand pressed to her temple as she failed to breathe.

      “Ma’am? Breathe now.”  The sheriff left his chair and suddenly moved to her, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      Her voice was choked with tears. “No… no!” Her head shook from side to side in anguish. “No… not Simeon,” she repeated again. Then she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall. Tears threatened; she did her best to push them back.

      “Ma’am? Are you all right?”

      Again, she shook her head. An almost inaudible “no” escaped.

      It was the best she could do.
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      “Court is adjourned.” Noah banged the gavel down in the midst of all the commotion emanating from the courtroom, glad the case was over. It had been cut and dry, and the law had been carried out. But his heart was heavy as he thought about what needed to be done next. Rebekah was waiting for him at the jail, wondering where her husband was.

      Having to relay the news of Simeon’s death to her pierced his heart. Even the thought of it was almost like reliving his brother’s death all over again. He left the courthouse slowly, thinking about the possibilities Bekah had.

      Could she be sent back home? He doubted it. Before she had even begun her trip to Halifax she’d sent a tear-stained post, which Simeon had shown to him. Her father had told her in no uncertain terms she could never come home again. Ever.

      His jaw clenched. His own father had said much the same to him, and again to Simeon the day they had left for Halifax the last time. For someone who claimed to be a man of God, his personality had been anything but godly.

      Pausing just outside the sheriff’s office, he let his hand rest on the door handle and took a deep breath, filled with dread at what he must do.

      But when he opened it and stepped inside, he found Sheriff Walker sitting behind the desk, staring across at Rebekah solemnly.

      He leveled a gaze at Sam. Unpleasant tasks were best taken without needless waste of time. It was best to get it over with. “Leave us, Sam, and close the door. I have some things to say to her. Alone.”

      Sam rose from his seat, but approached him before going into the back. “Go easy on her, Noah.” Then he paused, adding, “She knows about Simeon.”

      Noah straightened, staring at him. “You told her?”

      “I did. She deserved to know.”

      Noah took a deep breath, not knowing if he should be thankful, or sanction Sam for delivering the news. God’s truth, he hadn’t been looking forward to doing it. Noah moved his gaze to the small young woman in the corner. She sat, her face white, her eyes closed. She looked as though she’d been through hell and back, she was so full of shock. He nodded toward Sam and moved over, kneeling down in front of her.
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