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        Paul Bennington (1821-1870)

        Petunia Bennington (1822-1859)

        Christopher Bennington (b.1840. 30 years old)

        Steve Bennington (b.1842. 28 years old)

        Hugh Bennington (b.1845. 25 years old)

        Poppy Bennington (b.1845. 25 years old)
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      "The pay won't be much since you are just starting out, but you will get room and board, three square meals a day, and Sundays off, along with the rest of the holidays." Seventeen-year-old Finn Weston wiggled his torn sock-covered feet inside his worn-out boots which wouldn't last another season.

      They had been a faithful pair since leaving behind his pa, ma, and eleven siblings in Virginia, in search of a better future. He was a middle child surrounded by ten other boys, in a small town where there wasn't much hope for progress despite everyone's false assumptions that better days would come.

      Finn cleared his throat when the awkward silence settled between them. His new boss, Christopher Bennington, was just nineteen years old but looked older due to the fact he never smiled and was quick-tempered. Despite his grimace, he'd heard Christopher was a fair boss and there weren't many places he could work in Larkspur Valley, Wyoming.

      He was uneducated—he had stopped going to school when he was twelve because his pa needed help saving their family's dying farm. His teachers had always told him he was a good student and Finn still enjoyed reading during the cold winter months, when there wasn't much to do. He also didn't know how to do much besides farm work, and his arithmetic wasn't as good as his reading.

      Finn didn't care much about prestige anyhow. He just wanted to save enough money to build himself a nice home and have a wife and a couple of kids. Not eleven, though, that was too many.

      "I'm not afraid of hard work, Mr. Bennington. I've been used to it all my life."

      Christopher nodded as he rested his hand against his belt buckle, looking exhausted. Finn had only been in Larkspur Valley for a week, but he already knew through the grapevine that Christopher's mother had died only a few months ago after giving birth to the seventh Bennington child, Lily. The patriarch of the family had been distraught, and with a newborn to take care of, Christopher had taken over the ranch.

      "Good to hear. Call me Christopher, or Chris. We are nearly the same age after all. I don't like being addressed like my father." Christopher stopped in front of a large, wooden cabin. "You'll share this cabin with six other men. You'll meet our cook, Hattie, in the morning. You'll have to take care of your own washing."

      Finn nodded politely. He made a mental note to build himself his own house as soon as possible. After sharing a room with his brothers for a long time, he wanted some privacy.

      After giving him a tour of the cabin and introducing him to the other men, Christopher invited him for a drink at his bachelor home. His home was smaller than the main Bennington home just a few miles away. Christopher, along with his brother, Steve, and their father had built it shortly before Mrs. Bennington died.

      Finn was just finishing telling Christopher about his home in Virginia when a little blonde stormed into the parlor. She couldn't have been more than fourteen years old, with long blonde hair messily arranged with a pink ribbon.

      The girl was Christopher's sister as they both shared the same stunning blue eyes. Her pink dress clung to her small, scrawny body with the front covered in spit and food. The blonde was holding a crying baby in her arms who couldn't have been more than a few months old. Finn guessed it must be the newest member of the Bennington family.

      Baby Lily's face was bright red as she hollered her head off, her little fist clinging onto the girl's hair. A four-year-old girl looking adorably confused clung to her elder sister's skirts sucking on her thumb, while the ten-year-old skinny boy next to her looked embarrassed.

      "Poppy," Christopher scolded his sister. "What did I tell you about barging in here?"

      "You told me you would be back home at two to help me with Lily," Poppy practically screeched. "It's almost four, and I need to get dinner started and, of course, stupid Hugh and Steve decided to disappear—" She blushed when she finally noticed Finn. "Hello, good afternoon."

      Finn tipped his head politely, not wanting to embarrass her. The pink ribbon fell from her hair and Finn picked it up, handing it to her. Poppy stuffed it in her pocket while Lily continued screeching. "I'm Finn Weston, miss."

      "Poppy Bennington," Poppy said quietly. "This is Lily. My sister, Iris, and my brother, Anthony." Iris blushed and looked at the floor while Anthony managed a small wave. She then turned to look at Christopher. "She's been crying all morning."

      The poor girl looked exhausted. It was clear she was the one taking care of the three younger siblings since their mother passed away. She was so young and she already had all that responsibility on her shoulders instead of being able to enjoy herself like other young girls her age.

      Christopher looked helpless. "It's probably colic like Mrs. Mead said. Have you tried rocking her like she suggested?"

      "Nothing works!" she screeched. She was obviously too young to be taking care of three young children on her own, especially without a mother or grandmother to help her out.

      "Where's Father?"

      "He went to visit Mother's tomb. Iris and Anthony have been behaving, but I don't know what to do about Lily."

      An awkward silence settled before Finn cleared his throat. "May I try calming her down? I have four younger brothers. I know how to soothe babies."

      Poppy practically threw Lily at him. It took Finn a few minutes, but he managed to rock Lily to sleep.

      Poppy sighed in relief as she rubbed her tired eyes. Anthony and Iris looked pleased. It seemed their screaming sister had tired them out as well.

      Christopher ran a hand through his dark hair. "Impressive. Perhaps I should hire you as a nanny instead."

      Finn laughed.

      He wouldn't have minded working with children. He had practically helped his mother raise the younger ones before his father had required his help in taking care of the farm.

      The young blond man looked at Poppy, who finally relaxed when she looked at her sleeping sister, the tension melting away from her shoulders. She was quite pretty and sweet when she wasn't overwhelmed with responsibilities.

      Both of them were young now, but he promised himself that once he earned money, built her a home, and she was of marriageable age, he would ask her father for her hand. They would live a happy life.

      Finn would make sure of it.
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      February 1872, Larkspur Valley, Wyoming…

      Breathe, just breathe, Poppy. You can do this. You just have to say the vows and you will finally be married. Twenty-seven-year-old Poppy Bennington stopped practicing her breathing when she realized it wasn't working in calming her down, despite her sister-in-law's insistence.

      She stepped away from the window of her childhood bedroom to look at her reflection in her vanity mirror. Poppy expected to see wrinkles, but a smooth, pale, nervous face looked back at her. Everyone in town, including her own family, had been calling her a spinster for years, so it still surprised her at times how young she looked, especially when she was feeling vulnerable.

      Her golden hair was pulled back in a smooth bun and her sister-in-law, Ruby, who was married to her brother, Steve, had added lilies in her hair. Ruby had even added something to her cheeks which caused them to bloom pink. No doubt something she had learned from her whoring days in the brothel.

      It was a rare, sunny day in February. Perhaps it was a good omen, indicating that her marriage would be a long and prosperous one.

      Poppy's dress felt heavy and tight. It took all her willpower not to rip the row of buttons lining up against her neck. She suddenly wondered why she had insisted to her brothers that she needed an expensive, professionally made dress from the best dressmaker in town when Christopher's wife, Lucy, had offered to make her wedding gown.

      Lucy's dress would surely have made her feel prettier. Instead, she felt like an ornate pillow rather than a pretty bride.

      Poppy let out a small growl. This wasn't how she was supposed to feel on her wedding day to Richard Glass. She was supposed to feel pretty, dainty, more wife-like. She felt like a little girl playing dress up.

      She wasn't sure why she was so nervous. She had been courting Richard for almost a year. He was a good man who worked at the post office. Poppy would live in town instead of the countryside and she would be able to host dinners, participate in her brother's church more, and see Iris and Lily on their way to school. Best of all, she wouldn't be known as the evil, ugly, short-tempered Bennington spinster after today.

      Then why did she feel so unhappy? It was like she was trying to fit her foot into a small shoe.

      She heard a loud knock on the door before her sister, thirteen-year-old Lily, came barging in wearing a pink dress with a matching straw hat and tiny white gloves, all made exclusively by her talented sister-in-law, Lucy.

      "Are you almost ready, Pop? We're going to be late!" It was Lily's first wedding where she was a bridesmaid instead of the flower girl and she was obviously very excited. Seventeen-year-old Iris would be her maid of honor, even though she would rather be studying than attending a wedding.

      Poppy couldn't remember if she had ever been as happy as Lily, even before her mother's death. She had always been a meek, uninteresting child who was prone to anger when things didn't go her way, while Lily was a little ray of sunshine.

      "You are supposed to wait for my response before you barge it. Honestly, Lily, you are thirteen years old. You will never be a proper lady if you keep behaving like this," Poppy scolded, sounding like an elderly woman.

      Lily's shoulders slumped. "I'm sorry. I just want everything to be perfect." She squeezed her hand. "Oh, Poppy, you are such a beautiful bride. I hope when I get married, I'll look just as beautiful as you."

      "You will, sweetheart. You'll be even prettier. I'm sorry for being cross. I just never thought this day would happen is all."

      "Are you nervous?"

      "No, just a little tired. We planned the wedding in such a short time. I've hardly gotten a wink of sleep."

      "Chris and Steve went ahead, to make sure everything is ready at the church and to greet the guests," Lily piped up. Unlike Christopher and Steve, who had had very intimate weddings with just the family, Richard and Poppy had invited about thirty guests from town.

      "Lucy stayed behind to make sure your dress or veil didn't need any last-minute fixing and Ruby is going to carry Silver while she throws flowers. Iris is reading like she always is." Silver was Ruby and Steve's baby daughter. She was only a few months old and the cutest baby Poppy had ever seen.

      "And Hugh?"

      "He's waiting in the carriage and growing more impatient by the second."

      "The bride is supposed to be late."

      Originally, Christopher was going to walk her down the aisle, as the eldest, but she had begged Christopher to let Hugh do it. He was her fraternal twin, after all, and he had been with her since birth. Hugh understood her when no one else did.

      "Do you need help with your veil?" Lily inquired.

      Poppy nodded. Her hands were shaking too much. She wondered who would attend the ceremony. She had always been too busy and unfriendly to make friends, with the exception of Lucy and Ruby.

      Specifically, she wondered if a certain blond rancher would attend.

      "There you go, perfect." Lily smiled as she pulled back so Poppy could look at herself in the mirror. The veil had belonged to her mother. Her eyes watered with tears, suddenly wishing both of her parents were here. Perhaps then, she wouldn't feel so nervous.

      "Let's go, before Hugh drags us out by the ear." Poppy forced a smile as she walked downstairs. It was strange that she would never live here again. She had been running the Bennington household since she was fourteen years old.

      "Here comes the bride!" Lily practically screamed.

      Iris, dressed in a matching pink dress, put down her book, Lucy stopped playing with the bow around her waist which was drawing attention to her small, pregnant belly, and baby Silver squealed in delight while Ruby tried to hold her.

      Her younger sister looked impressed for once in her life, which was shocking since she didn't care about dresses or fixing her hair. "You look beautiful."

      "Like a lovely princess. No, a queen!" Lucy was practically crying tears of joy. It still amazed Poppy how someone who had had such a harsh life as an orphan was so damn sensitive.

      "The prettiest bride in all of Larkspur Valley," Ruby offered generously. Poppy accepted the compliment even though Ruby was one of the most beautiful women Poppy had ever seen. It was hard not to feel jealous of her at times.

      Poppy's cheeks flushed red. She wasn't used to receiving so much attention and she was suddenly feeling a bit shy. "Thank you." She cleared her throat. "We should get going before my brother throws a fit."

      It was no secret that Hugh preferred to be at his medical practice than walking his twin down the aisle.

      Hugh was waiting impatiently in the family's large buggy which had been adorned by the girls with the few flowers they could find and white ribbons. It was terribly chilly and she wished she could wear a coat.

      "You're late," her twin scolded but helped her up. "Only you would dare to get married in the coldest month of the year."

      "It's the month of father's death," Poppy whispered carefully. "We needed something happy to associate this month with, instead of reminding us that we lost him so early."

      Hugh's face softened slightly as he kissed her cheek. "I know, Pop. We could have picked something simpler than a wedding, though."

      Poppy laughed.

      Hugh helped his sisters up, then Lucy and Ruby, with Silver on her lap. Twenty-five minutes later, they were in front of the church Poppy's brother ran as the pastor. Poppy clung to the flowers nervously in her lap. She could see her guests' heads in the church even from her buggy.

      Her twin checked his pocket watch and cursed. "We're late, like expected. Iris, stand up and take Silver with you. You two are going to lead the way into the church anyway. Lily, go find Anthony, Steve, and Christopher and tell them we are here."

      Lily grumbled, obviously not pleased by the order as Iris took the baby.

      Hugh turned back to his sister as he helped her down. "Are you sure about this, Pop? It's not too late to change your mind."

      Ruby glared at him. "Honestly, Hugh, you are making her more nervous than she already is. Look at her; she's shaking."

      "I just want her to be sure, my meddling sister-in-law. Marriage is forever," Hugh quipped back.

      "I'm ready," Poppy interrupted their bickering, her chin held up high. "I'm twenty-seven. I should have been married a long time ago."

      Hugh didn't look like he believed her, but thankfully he didn't question her as he gave her one last kiss on the cheek before heading towards the church's entrance. "I'll be waiting at the entrance to let the three of you fuss over Poppy's dress. Two minutes, not a minute more."

      As Lucy and Ruby smoothed down her skirts and rearranged her veil, Poppy's eyes went towards the church. "Do you think he's there?"

      Lucy flinched.

      Ruby growled. "Don't start. Finn proposed to you at least half a dozen times and you rejected him. There's no point in crying over past decisions."

      Ruby's words stung, but she knew she was right. Poppy had made her bed and now she had to lie in it.

      "I wouldn't feel comfortable watching the person I care for get married to someone else," Lucy said softly. "Poppy, you said yourself you didn't want to marry Finn because he's a strict disciplinarian like your brothers and you didn't want to get spanked in your marriage. Has that changed? Because if it has, then you must tell Richard⁠—"

      "No, I love Richard and we will be very happy together." Poppy straightened her spine. "Don't mind me, Lu, it's just wedding nerves. Finn and I have known each other for over ten years. I just thought he would put his pride aside and attend my wedding."

      Ruby rolled her eyes. "Finn might not be as bull-headed as Steve and Christopher, but he is still a man. Of course, he cares about his pride." The blonde frowned. "What are they arguing about now?"

      The three women turned to stare at the Bennington brothers, minus Anthony, who were whispering angrily a few feet away before they approached Poppy and their wives.

      "What's going on?" Poppy continued to smile. "We are not that late, are we?"

      The three of them exchanged dark looks before Christopher spoke up. "He's not coming. What I'm trying to say is he never showed up in the first place."

      "Who?" she asked dumbly.

      "What do you mean 'who?' The imbecile you agreed to marry!" Hugh snapped.

      "Anthony is trying to keep the guests seated, but we can't put if off for much longer," Christopher explained calmly. "We must explain to them that there will be no wedding."

      Poppy shook her head. "No, there must be a mistake. Richard will be here; he promised. Perhaps he overslept or he's getting ready. This is an important day for me. For us. He wouldn't just leave me in the cold."

      Steve placed a hand on her shoulder. "Poppy, honey, I went to check his house myself when he never showed up. The house is empty. He didn't leave a note and his horse is gone. He skipped town before the wedding. I don't think he ever planned on marrying you, or if he did, something happened to change his mind."

      Christopher looked at her with pity. "I am so sorry, sweetheart."

      Ruby swore, causing Steve to scold her while Lucy rubbed her back.

      Tears pooled in her eyes. Poppy suddenly felt terribly hot and itchy in the too-tight wedding dress. She was a jilted bride. An embarrassment. A spinster. Everyone in town would be whispering for months about how the bitter and sharp-tongued Poppy Bennington managed to scare away the third man who'd shown interest in her. She would be a laughingstock.

      She would be the woman mothers warned their young daughters about. A cautionary tale.

      "No, you're lying. Richard wouldn't leave me; he promised he would marry me!"

      "Poppy, honey⁠—"

      "Stop lying!" she shrieked as she jumped inside the buggy and held the reins of the horses tightly. Voices around her scolded her and tried to calm her down, but she refused to listen. If Richard had truly abandoned her, she had to see it with her own eyes.

      Poppy forced the horses to go forward, not letting them stop until they reached Richard's little house near the post office. Poppy jumped down, not bothering to tie the horses to the nearby pole.

      She pushed the door open slowly, her white gown standing out sharply against the simple wooden furniture. Her brothers were right. Even though the furniture was there, all of his personal tokens, such as his books and trinkets, were gone. She searched the bedroom and found the same thing, not a stitch of clothing was left behind, not even a note explaining his decision.

      Poppy made her way numbly back to the sitting room. The sight of the deserted place which was supposed to be her and Richard's home was too much to bear. She sank to her knees, unable to contain her tears anymore.

      Loud sobs exploded out of her, staining her veil and the top of her dress. Was she so terrible? Is that why no one wanted to marry her? Was this her punishment for treating Finn so cruelly in the past?

      "Oh, Pop," Hugh sighed as he kneeled down next to her. He must have run all the way from the church. "Richard is not worth your tears. I swear to you if he ever steps foot in this town again, I will tear him limb from limb and force feed him his intestines."

      This only made Poppy cry harder.

      Hugh sighed. "Let's go home, Pop."

      When Poppy didn't move, Hugh picked her up in his arms despite her heavy wedding dress and dragged her back into the buggy. Her sisters, along with Ruby and Lucy, were waiting for her once they returned home, no doubt wanting to fuss over her.

      Her brothers were nowhere to be found, and Poppy guessed they were probably at the church letting the guests know about their sister's humiliation.

      "Do you want a sedative?" Hugh asked carefully as he plopped her down on the bed.

      "No," Poppy answered numbly as she removed her veil. She wanted to burn it, but it had been her mother's. Perhaps Iris and Lily would have better luck than she and actually get married. "I just want to be alone."

      Hugh nodded, kissing her forehead before he departed.

      Lucy, Ruby, Iris, and Lily came in seconds after Hugh left. Their eyes filled with pity as they looked at the poor, sad little spinster.

      Looking at them, just made the anger and resentment she was feeling inside her chest grow. It reminded Poppy how much better their lives were. Both Ruby and Lucy were adored and loved by their husbands and were starting to form their own families. Lily and Iris were young and beautiful, with their whole lives ahead of them. They had never had to sacrifice their time and their youth to raise children after the Benningtons' matriarch had died.

      They didn't understand. None of them did.

      Every time Poppy was at the brink of happiness, it was taken away.

      Iris was the first to speak as she shifted awkwardly in her new shoes. "How can we help you? Do you want food?"

      "I want all of you to leave, please."

      Lucy bit her lip. "It's not good for you to be alone. You need your family. What Richard did was unforgivable."

      Ruby nodded. "We should search for him and make him pay for all of the hurt he caused you. When I was working at the brothel, one of the girls… well, I'll tell you when Lily and Iris are not present. This isn't something unmarried girls should hear."

      "I want to hear!" Lily whined.

      "Now, Ruby, revenge is never the answer."

      "All I'm saying, Lucy, is Richard should not be forgiven for the humiliation he caused her."

      "Get out." Poppy couldn't stand the bickering. She just wanted to be alone. Away from the world. Why couldn't they understand that?

      "But, Poppy⁠—"

      "I said leave! Get the hell out; I don't want to see any of you right now! I don't want your pity!" Poppy threw a pillow at them that they managed to dodge, and she ended up knocking over a lamp instead. "Just leave me alone!"

      Poppy ignored the hurt look in their eyes as Lily picked up the lamp. Surprisingly, it hadn't broken.

      Lucy squeezed her shoulder before she turned to look at the other women with a motherly look on her face. "We should go. It's been a long day for Pop. She needs her rest."

      Lily kissed her cheek. "Let us know if you need anything, Poppy. Please don't be sad. You still have us."

      One by one, they started going downstairs, leaving Poppy in her childhood bedroom with the packed trunks staring back at her mockingly. Is this how it was going to be from now on? Living in her childhood bedroom, watching every one of her siblings get married while she lived on as the spinster aunt?

      She was finally alone.

      Poppy hated every second of it.
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