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        No, no, I’m sure,

        My restless spirit never could endure

        To brood so long upon one luxury,

        Unless it did, though fearfully, espy

        A hope beyond the shadow of a dream.

        —John Keats, Endymion
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        Lead me by your truth and teach me,

        for you are the God who saves me.

        All day long I put my hope in you.

        (Psalms 25:5)
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        March

      

      

      The first time I saw him was at my husband’s funeral.

      It was after Pastor Clyde said his last prayer, words meant to comfort me, Andy’s widow. It was after friends and people from our church and the community came and whispered their condolences as they touched my hands which I kept folded tightly in my lap. It was after Andy’s father, his face stoic in grief, led his weeping wife away. It was after my parents kissed me and told me they loved me. It was after I thought myself alone in that row of gray folding chairs at the grave side, the cold wind buffeting my back.

      It was after all that when I saw him, a stranger, standing under a leafless tree, staring at the casket before it was lowered into the grave. The collar of his overcoat was turned up, and he gripped the brim of his hat with one hand, lest it be blown away. He wasn’t one of those soft-spoken men from the funeral home, and he wasn’t dressed like a groundskeeper. I knew he must have come because of Andy.

      Seeing that I’d noticed him, he removed his hat and approached. “Mrs. Haskin.” He stopped before me. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, the words like sandpaper in my throat. Meaningless words, really, in a mind gone numb with pain and loss.

      “Andy was a good man.”

      “Yes.”

      “The best I’ve ever known.”

      Yes.

      “If there’s anything I can do for you, anything you need, anything at all…” His sentence drifted into silence.

      I nodded, wanting him to go away, wanting to be left alone. What I wanted even more was to die and go to heaven with Andy.

      It wasn’t right that I should be left behind. Andy and I were supposed to grow old together. Andy was supposed to build a bigger barn this summer, and I was supposed to plant roses along the white picket fence that bordered our backyard. Andy was supposed to have sons to help him on our small farm, and I was supposed to have daughters who would wear pretty ribbons in their hair and be spoiled by their daddy.

      But all of that’s gone now. All gone.

      I stared down at my hands. Black gloves against a black skirt. Black like my heart. Black and empty and bottomless.

      Oh, Andy. Andy. Why did you have to die? What will I do without you?

      When I looked up again, the stranger was gone.
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      Come home, Deborah,” my mother had said to me countless times in the months since Andy died. “You’ve done your best, but it’s time to be practical. It’s time you sell that place and come home to live with us. Dad and I want you here. You know we do. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “This is my home, Mother,” I’d always responded—words I presumed I would need to repeat often before she would be convinced I meant them.

      How could I make her understand that I couldn’t leave the farm? Not as long as I was able to meet the mortgage payments. This place had been Andy’s dream, and letting go of it would be like letting go of him all over again. This land was all I had left of my husband, these forty acres and the small house and aging outbuildings that sat on them.

      Strange, I suppose, that I wanted to stay, given it was the farm that took Andy from me. Yet it was here, on this farm, where I felt closest to him. He’d loved the land so. He’d had the heart of a farmer beating in his chest, despite being raised in the city, despite the years he’d spent in the military, fighting wars and leading other soldiers.

      It was on a hot August day, as I pondered my most recent telephone conversation with my mother, that the stranger from the cemetery came to the farm.

      “Mrs. Haskin,” he said from beyond the screen door, hat in hand.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Gideon Clermont. I spoke to you at … I met you last March.”

      “Oh.” I felt a sudden chill in my heart, as if the cold wind from that day were still buffeting me. “Yes. I remember you. We spoke at … at the graveside.”

      “Andy and I served together in Korea.”

      Korea. Fear had been my constant companion when Andy was in Korea. But he’d survived the war. He’d survived and come back to the States. He’d come back to me, his fiancée. I’d thought God had kept him alive so we could marry and have children and be a family. On our wedding day, Andy had promised we would grow old together.

      He’d promised me.

      Fifteen months. That was all the time we’d had as man and wife. Just fifteen months before he was taken away forever.

      My legs suddenly weak, I placed my hand on the doorjamb. That’s the way it always happened. One moment, I was doing all right; the next, the brokenness of my life, of my heart, stole my breath away.

      “Andy saved my life,” Gideon said.

      Mine, too. Oh Andy. Mine, too.

      The world began to blur and slip away.

      “Are you all right, Mrs. Haskin?” Gideon opened the screen door and took hold of my arm. “Here, ma’am. Let me help you inside.”

      I hadn’t the strength to protest, so I allowed him to assist me to the nearby kitchen table where I sank onto one of the chrome-legged chairs.

      “I’ll get you some water.” He opened a cupboard door, closed it, then opened another, this time finding the dishware. After filling the glass at the kitchen faucet, he returned to where I sat. “You’d better drink this. You look awfully pale.”

      I sipped from the glass, although what I wanted most to do was return to my bed, pull the covers over my head, and wail. I wanted to scream and weep. I wanted to give up.

      “Do you mind if I sit down?” Gideon asked.

      I shook my head, sipped more water, then glanced at my visitor again. He was about my age, I thought, and he had thick, inky-black hair, a bit disheveled from his hat, and a dark complexion. Or perhaps he’d spent a great deal of time in the sun. I couldn’t be sure which. Wide-spaced brown eyes beneath dark brows watched me with gentle concern. He had a pleasant-looking mouth, and I imagined when he smiled he must be quite handsome.

      I was taken by surprise by that thought. I hadn’t noticed another man’s looks since the day I met Andy back in 1950.

      Andy … Oh, Andy. I miss you so much.

      Gideon leaned forward on his chair. “Mrs. Haskin, I’d like to help you if I can.”

      “Help me?” I whispered around the lump in my throat.

      “Andy was the best kind of friend. The best friend I’ve ever had. He was like a brother to me. When I heard about his death—” He stopped abruptly and closed his eyes, as if his words hurt him as much as they hurt me.

      It was my turn to look away. I chose to stare out the window above the sink.

      Beyond the glass I saw the barn—more of a large shed, really—the once bright red paint now faded to a blotchy gray. The roof sagged a little in the center.

      As if reading my mind, Gideon said, “Andy wrote me last winter and offered me a job, working with him on your farm.”

      “He did?” My gaze returned to the man seated across from me. “He never mentioned it.”

      “He said he could use my help with building and repairs while he did the farming.” He turned his calloused hands palms-up on the table. “I’m a carpenter by trade. I was having trouble finding work down in California, so it seemed a good idea for us both.”

      I remembered something about Gideon Clermont then. Something Andy had written in a letter from Korea:

      
        
        Gideon’s got the hands of a carpenter, and now he’s come to know the Carpenter. Maybe that’s the whole reason I was sent here, Deborah, so I could share God’s love with men who don’t know Him.

      

      

      “Andy led you to Christ,” I said softly. “While you were overseas.”

      He smiled, a soft expression. “Yes, ma’am. He did.”

      “His faith was strong.” I rose from my chair.

      I wish mine were as strong. O God, why can’t my faith be as strong as Andy’s was?

      I walked to the sink and stared out the window at the weathered barn.

      You feel so far away, Lord. I need Your presence. Did You leave me when Andy died? Is that why I can’t feel You near? Is that why I can’t hear Your voice? Is that why I feel so utterly lost and alone?

      The sound of chair legs scraping against linoleum drew me around. Gideon stood beside his chair, watching me, his smile gone. “I’d like to lend you a hand, Mrs. Haskin. I thought maybe I could come out here on weekends. You know, to do some of the things you can’t do.”

      The things Andy would’ve done if he were alive.

      My heart ached. I felt as if my chest were being crushed in a giant’s relentless hand. “I can’t afford to hire anyone, Mr. Clermont. I’m sorry. I’ve leased the land to a neighbor for this year, but⁠—”

      “I’m not asking you to hire me. I’ve got a job in Boise as a Fuller Brush salesman. It’s not work I care for much, but it’ll pay the rent.”

      “But you said Andy offered you⁠—”

      “I just want to help out, Mrs. Haskin. As Andy’s friend. Will you let me help you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MARY MARGARET FOSTER

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I will tell you plain. I didn’t much care for Gideon Clermont the first time he sauntered into our building supply and hardware store and told me he was working at the Haskin place. It just didn’t seem right, him being there.

      The folks of Amethyst like to take care of our own. We don’t need an outsider doing it for us.

      Of course, there are those who might say Deborah Haskin is herself an outsider, living here hardly more than a year. But she and Andy were active, right from the start, at Amethyst Community Church, and they both went out of their way to make friends. They didn’t keep to themselves all the time, the way some newlyweds are want to do. It’s tragic, no doubt about it, what happened to her husband, and Deborah does seem mighty determined to hold onto her farm.

      No, she doesn’t seem like an outsider. She belongs here.

      I oughta know. Me and my mister were born and raised in Amethyst. Our roots go down deep hereabouts. Our grandparents helped found this town when it was nothing but desert stolen from the jackrabbits and coyotes. We’ve watched the town grow since irrigation brought life to the land and prosperity to those willing to work hard for it. Before irrigation, Amethyst was just a stop on the Union Pacific Railroad and not much more. It’s different now. Let me tell you.

      Another thing. These are good folks who live in these parts. We don’t hold with fast-living city ways. And I can tell you, the Haskins—Andy and Deborah—they fit right in after they bought the farm from old Mr. Smythe.

      Andy Haskin had a real fire in his belly for farming, but talk about a greenhorn! Still, he was willing to learn. The Bible says if you get all the advice and instruction you can, you’ll be wise for the rest of your life, so I figured Andy was going to be plenty wise. He was like a sponge, soaking up advice from other farmers, always asking questions of everybody he met. I couldn’t count the times he did that, right here in our store.

      Well, I’ll tell you, it was a shame, the accident that took his life. A real tragedy.

      Deborah Haskin was tore up inside. You could see it in her eyes, even when she put a brave smile on her lips.

      Yes, indeedy. It was a tragedy what happened to that young couple. A real tragedy.

      And now there was that Clermont fellow—smiling, handsome, mighty sure of himself—from California, he told me, saying he was making repairs and doing odd jobs at the Haskin farm. He claimed to be a friend of Andy’s. But I ask you. What did Deborah know about him? What did any of us know about him?

      No, like I said before, I didn’t care much for Gideon Clermont when I first met him. Not one bit.
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      I was washing my breakfast dishes when Gideon drove into the yard and backed up his Ford close to the barn. He cut the engine and got out of the truck—a vehicle as faded as the structure behind it.

      Heidi, my one-year-old collie, left the shade of the porch and ran to Gideon, her tail wagging. The dog had taken to him from the start—but then, Heidi loved everybody. A watchdog she wasn’t.

      Gideon spoke to Heidi and gave her head a few pats, then he strode to the rear of the pickup, dropped the tailgate, rolled up his shirt sleeves, and began to unload the shingles he’d purchased at the building supply store in Amethyst. He was a hard worker. He’d proven that on the past two Saturdays. It was amazing how much he’d accomplished in so short a time, not to mention how little money he’d spent to get the work done.

      The shingles for the barn roof, however, couldn’t be had on the cheap. I’d told Gideon to charge them to my account, but while he was still in the store, Mrs. Foster had called to confirm it was all right. I imagined she thought him some sort of charlatan.

      I crossed the kitchen to the backdoor, pushed open the screen, and called, “Would you like some coffee?”

      He laid a bundle of shingles next to a growing pile alongside the barn before answering me. “No thanks, Mrs. Haskin. I had plenty before I drove out this morning.”

      I stepped onto the porch, allowing the screen door to swing closed behind me. “Are you sure? It wouldn’t be any trouble. It’s already made.”

      “I’m sure, ma’am, but thanks for the offer.” He went back to work.

      For some reason, the solitude of the house seemed depressing. Rather than return to it, I walked toward Gideon and the pickup truck.

      “You’re making me feel as old as my mother,” I said as I drew near. “Maybe it’s time you called me Deborah instead of ma’am.”

      He stopped again. “I’d like that.” His grin broadened. “And I’m Gideon.”

      It bothered me a little, how much I liked his smile.

      With a mischievous glint in his eye, he asked, “How old are you, anyway? And how old’s your mother?”

      “None of your business, Mr. Clermont.” My answer was tart, but there wasn’t any sting in the words. My grin took care of that.

      Gideon grabbed another bundle of shingles. “You didn’t ask, but in case you’re curious, I’m thirty.” His biceps bulged as he lifted the load and turned away.

      “Have you always lived in California?”

      “I was born there, in Riverside.” He set down the shingles and faced me again. “Lived there all my life.”

      It felt good to have someone to talk to, and I didn’t want to return to the solitude of the house. Not just yet. “And your family? Do you have brothers or sisters?”

      “I have two older brothers, both married. Jack’s four years older than me. He’s the father of three, one boy and two girls. My other brother, Bob, is three years older than me. He’s got three kids, too. Two boys, one girl.” He grinned as he walked back to the truck. “Makes for quite a mob at our family get-togethers, I’ll tell you.”

      “I always wanted to be part of a large family.” The words slipped out before I knew they’d formed.

      Gideon wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm. “No siblings?”

      “No. Just me.”

      “Can’t imagine what that’s like. When we were kids, my brothers and I shared a bedroom. We did just about everything together. ’Course, I was the youngest so I wasn’t always welcome when I tagged along. But Mom made Jack and Bob put up with me.”

      “Do you see your brothers often?”

      “Yeah. Pretty often. They both live within half an hour of the house where we grew up. My folks love that ’cause they can see their grandkids a lot.” He put one foot on the tailgate of the truck, then rested his forearms on his raised thigh. “What about you, Deborah? Where’d you grow up?”

      “In Boise.” I leaned against the side of the pickup. “My parents still live there.” I sighed softly, remembering my mother’s latest plea for me to sell the farm and move home. Why couldn’t she understand that this was my home? “I’m thirty-one, for pity sake.”

      Laughter burst from Gideon, undoubtedly more because of my horrified expression—I hadn’t meant to speak my thoughts aloud—than what I’d actually said. After my surprise had a chance to wear off, I began to laugh, too.

      Oh, my. I hadn’t laughed in such a long time.

      And so I laughed …

      And laughed …

      Until I cried.

      Gideon had the good graces to keep his distance. He didn’t try to pat my shoulder and murmur any of those good intentioned but clichéd words of comfort people so often said. He simply stood there and waited until I cried myself out. Then he handed me a handkerchief, saying, “It’s clean.”

      “Thank you.” I dried my eyes.

      “Not a problem.”

      I blew my nose.

      “You’re entitled, you know.”

      I looked up to see that there were tears swimming before his dark eyes.

      I’m not sure, but I think that was the moment I began to fall for Gideon—because we both loved and missed Andy.

      I wonder how many people would think that strange.
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      My wife, Gertrude, and me, we own the dairy farm across the road and down a piece from the old Smythe place. We were glad when the Haskins came along and bought it before it went to rot and ruin, standing empty the way it had for so long.

      They were sweet on each other, those two. Married just a few months, him out of the Army not much longer than that. Every time we’d see the two of them together, Gertrude would elbow me in the ribs and say something like, “Remember what it was like, Merle, to be young and in love like them?”

      Sure I do. You’d think she’d know that, living with me like she has for near-on thirty years. Love’s what got us through the lean times—and there was more than a few of those, that’s for sure.

      I was there the day Andy Haskin died. Well, I didn’t see it happen, but I was the one who come running when I heard Deborah screaming for help.

      Mercy, it was a scene straight out of a nightmare, that tractor turned over on top of Andy, blood coming out of his mouth and his eyes open but not seeing. Deborah, she was pushing on that big old machine like she thought she could lift it off him and bring him back to life. I guess she couldn’t see it was already too late by then.

      They say there’s a time to be born and a time to die, but I have a hard time believing it was time for Andy Haskin to leave this good earth. Some things it’s just hard for a body to understand. This was one of those things.

      Gertrude and me, we did what we could to help Deborah through the worst of those first weeks after the accident. Turns out she got some money from a life insurance policy Andy carried, and I got her a fair lease price from Tom Dailey, her neighbor to the north. He’s growing alfalfa on the Haskin forty acres this summer and doing all right for himself. He would’ve cheated her if he could have and never paid no mind to her being a widow. The old Scrooge. Tom’s got his good points, but he can squeeze a dollar till the eagle starts losing feathers.

      We didn’t know Deborah Haskin hired herself a handyman to help around the place until he’d already been working there a couple of weeks. Just Saturdays, according to Mary Margaret Foster at the hardware store. When Mary Margaret called, she gave Gertrude a list of everything the man bought and put on Deborah’s account.

      When I heard the fellow was a stranger to the area, I decided I’d best hoof it over and have a look-see for myself. But by then he’d left for the day. Deborah told me the man—Gideon Clermont, by name—was an Army buddy of Andy’s.

      I admit. That made me willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. I served in Europe during the first World War, and I know how those strong bonds form between soldiers. If Gideon was a friend of Andy’s and a veteran, I figured he was all right.

      Still, I meant to make his acquaintance, just as soon as I could.
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      From the very first, I’ve loved twilight on the farm. I think the world turns a bit more slowly in the gloaming than it does at other hours, especially in the country.

      On that August evening, I stood on the back porch, my arms wrapped around the post near the steps, and watched the lengthening shadows. Crickets chirped a continuous chorus. The lowing of cows could be heard from the neighbor’s farm, and the sweet scent of alfalfa filled the cooling night air. The branches of the trees that formed the border with Tom Dailey’s farm danced and swayed as restless birds flitted from one branch to the next.

      Ah, yes. I loved twilight on the farm.

      The last rays of sunlight kissed the roof of the barn, a roof that no longer sagged, a roof that wouldn’t leak when the autumn rains came. Gideon had proven himself as good as his word.

      I pushed away from the post and left the porch. Heidi appeared beside me, trotting in that ladylike manner of hers. Glad for her company, I gave her head a few pats of welcome without breaking stride.

      We strolled past the barn, past the corral, past the chicken coop and the vegetable garden and the hay stack. We walked straight into the field of alfalfa, tall and green as time for the third cutting grew closer. The evening sounds softened as stars began to twinkle overhead.

      I stopped, closed my eyes, and listened.

      I suppose I hoped to hear something from God. I suppose I hoped He would tell me at last why I was alive and Andy was in heaven, why all of my plans had been dashed in an afternoon. Certainly I’d asked Him the question often enough in the past five months. Sometimes I hadn’t asked. Sometimes I’d demanded. But neither asking nor demanding had brought me an answer.

      In truth, the only answer I wanted was to look up and find Andy there.

      “I thought it was going to be different, Heidi.” I sighed and looked at the stars again. Louder this time, I said, “Why isn’t it different?”

      The song of the night was my only reply.

      I walked back toward the house, memories churning.

      I was a senior in high school when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, a Sunday morning no one who was alive then would ever forget. The following summer, at the age of eighteen, I went to work as a secretary at Gowen Field, where so many young men were stationed during the war years. That was where I first met Andy Haskin. Years later, when we met again, he pretended he remembered meeting me there, but I knew he didn’t. Andy was a pathetic liar. Never the least bit believable when he stretched the truth.

      Oh, Andy. I miss you so. I miss your pitiful attempts to pull the wool over my eyes. I miss your teasing. I miss your lazy smile and the goodness of your heart. I miss seeing you toss the ball for Heidi. I miss hearing you sing hymns beside me in church. I miss you. I miss you. I miss you.

      Reaching the porch, I sank onto the bottom step. Heidi lay beside me, placed her head on my thigh, and stared up at me, her eyes black pools in the light from the kitchen.

      “You always read my mood. Don’t you, girl? You know I’m thinking of Andy.”

      My parents had despaired over me. They’d thought I would never meet a man and settle down, the way their friends’ daughters were doing. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t dated plenty of guys, but none of them had been the guy.

      Until Andy.

      I groaned.

      I wanted to scream.

      “Come on, Heidi. Let’s go to bed.”

      I rose and went inside, my collie following close behind, her nails clip-clipping on the floor.

      It didn’t take long to lock the house and turn off the lights, only a little longer than that to wash my face, brush my teeth, and slip into my nightgown. Heidi curled onto her side on the rag rug at the foot of my bed while I pushed aside the top sheet and bedspread and lay on my back, waiting for sleep to come.

      The bed felt too big with only one in it.

      I rolled onto my belly and pressed my face into my pillow, wondering if it was possible to smother myself by simply lying very still. Would lack of oxygen cause me to lose consciousness, followed by a painless death? Perhaps no one would find me for days and days.

      But I didn’t lie still. Instead, I curled onto my side and wrapped my arms around my pillow the way I used to wrap my arms around my husband. Tears—those hated betrayers of my feelings—dampened the pillow case.

      “Make it stop, God,” I whispered. “I don’t want to feel like this anymore. Make it stop.”
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      It’s especially difficult for me when I see one of my flock pulling away from God. Deborah Haskin was a good case in point.

      The first thing the Haskins did after they moved to their farm was come into town to make my acquaintance. In love with each other and in love with the Lord, they settled into the life of our small church, and before you knew it, it seemed they’d been members all their lives.

      Andy Haskin was soon leading the adult Sunday School class. He was a gifted teacher, and I was thankful to have him. More than once I wondered if he’d missed his calling, if that calling wasn’t to the farm but to the pulpit. What I admired most about Andy was his hunger to know God more and more, and that hunger spilled onto all the people who knew him, making them hungry, too.

      But it was Deborah I wanted to tell you about. Deborah has a gift of her own, a wonderful ability to draw people outside themselves, especially teenage girls. I had every expectation of seeing her lead our youth one day, but that expectation dimmed with Andy’s death. I thought it would be a temporary delay. I hoped it would, even as I saw Deborah withdrawing from the fellowship of the saints. She sat stiffly in the pew on Sundays, and she stopped singing the hymns altogether.

      My heart told me Deborah was using her sorrow to build a wall between herself and her Master. She didn’t stop attending church, though there were occasional absences. Nor did she outwardly deny her faith in Christ, for she still believed in Him. I knew that. But I suspected her belief was now without the assurance of Christ’s unconditional love for her.

      I grieved for what was happening within Deborah, but my words of comfort and counsel fell on deaf ears.
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      September. Warm days. Cool nights. Frosty mornings. Scents that promised the coming of harvest.

      As I left the house that Friday morning, the crisp air made me draw down into my coat like a turtle pulling into its shell. Come this afternoon, I knew I would be wearing shorts while I worked in the garden.

      And work in the garden, I must. If I didn’t get the tomatoes off the vines, one of these mornings I would find them damaged by frost.

      Mother was coming to the farm that afternoon, even though I’d tried to convince her to wait a few days. “Why don’t you come on Monday, Mother? I’ll have the tomatoes picked and ready for canning. We’ll put up some of your spaghetti sauce and have a nice visit at the same time.”

      “I couldn’t possibly come on Monday, dear. I play bridge with the girls.”

      “Oh, yes. I forgot.”

      “Well, I hope you haven’t forgotten your father’s birthday, too. It’s right around the corner, and we’ll expect you to be with us for supper.”

      “No, Mother. I haven’t forgotten Dad’s birthday. I’ll be there.”

      “Good. Well, I’ll see you Friday, dear. Good-bye.”

      Why was it, I wondered now, that my mother so often made me feel like a disobedient child

      The horses in the corral nickered softly as I approached. Daniel and Boone, we’d named the dun geldings, because Andy had said their coloring reminded him of coonskin caps. I stopped to stroke their muzzles and gave them sugar cubes from my pocket. Then I opened the gate to turn them out to pasture.

      The crunch of tires on gravel drew me around, and I was surprised to see Gideon’s pickup pulling up to the barn. Heidi trotted over to welcome him. I followed at a more sedate pace.

      “Morning,” Gideon said as he got out of the cab.

      “Good morning. I … I wasn’t expecting you today.”

      “I picked up a carpentry job that I start tomorrow.” He shrugged. “I covered extra territory yesterday in my sales route to free up today.” He jerked his head toward the corral. “That fence needs work before the bad weather sets in or your horses are going to be loose some night. I didn’t want to put it off another week.”

      He was right. The fence did need work. There were a lot of things that still needed attention before bad weather set in, more than I cared to think about.

      But fewer than before, thanks to Gideon.

      He strapped on his tool belt and started to turn away.

      “I’ve got coffee on the stove,” I said. “Want some?”

      I always asked. He always declined.

      I’d already taken a step toward the coop, certain of his answer—and was startled when he said, “Sure. Thanks.”

      I halted.

      “Feed the chickens first,” he said, amusement evident in his voice. “Then get the coffee?”

      “Ah … yes.”

      “I’ll give you a hand.”

      In the weeks Gideon had been coming to the farm, making his repairs, working his magic in countless ways, we’d spent only brief moments together. I was grateful he wasn’t the pushy sort, wanting to talk when I didn’t feel like it. I couldn’t have tolerated that.

      It occurred to me, as the two of us spread the feed to the clucking poultry, that my neighbor Merle Johnson most likely knew more about Gideon than I did. Merle had dropped by on two separate Saturdays to visit with my “handyman,” as he referred to Gideon. I suspect those talks were more interviews than friendly chats. Gideon must have passed muster. Otherwise, Merle would have spoken to me about him.

      I cast a sideways glance in Gideon’s direction. After all Gideon had done for me in these weeks, it must seem to him that I’d shown little gratitude. I resolved to change that. I would be more friendly. I would show a little interest in him as a fellow human being. That was the least I could do.

      A short while later, we were inside the house, Gideon seated at the kitchen table while I filled two large cups with hot coffee.

      “How do you take it?” I asked.

      “Black, thanks.”

      I carried his cup to the table and set it before him, then returned to the counter where I added a splash of fresh cream and a spoonful of sugar to my coffee. “So …” I turned around, cup held in both hands, and leaned my backside against the counter. “You begin a carpentry job tomorrow?”

      He nodded. “That’s right. A temporary one. A day’s worth of work at most.”

      “In Boise?”

      He nodded again.

      “I’m sure they’ll be glad they hired you.”

      “I hope so.” He took a drink of his coffee. “I’d like to hire on permanently with the construction firm.” With a slow shake of his head, he added, “I’m not much of a salesman. I like meeting people all right, but convincing them to buy products they may not want or need isn’t up my alley.”

      “Andy said you—” As quick as that, my throat grew tight, and I couldn’t say anything more.

      After a long, uncomfortable silence, Gideon said, “Did I tell you I just became an uncle again?” I knew he was changing the subject on purpose, to give me time to collect myself. “Night before last. My brother Jack’s newest addition.”

      I blinked, swallowed, then managed, “No, you didn’t mention it.” I feigned a smile.

      “A nephew. Nine pounds, four ounces. They named him Frankie. My sister-in-law is gaga over Sinatra.”

      The ache in my chest eased a bit, and my smile grew more genuine.

      “Now it’s four boys to three girls.” Gideon slid his coffee cup back from the edge of the table. “Maybe I’ll get to tip the odds the other direction when I start a family.”
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