
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Choices of the Heart

By: Julia Daniels


Choices of the Heart 2nd Edition 

Published and written by Julia Daniels.

Print copyright October 2023

Original electronic copyright 2015, 2nd edition electronic copyright 2023 

All rights reserved, including Audio, Written and Electronic means under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.

Choices of the Heart 2nd Edition 


~*~

[image: ]


A man’s heart is a fragile thing.

Once broken it takes plenty of glue to repair.
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Chapter One
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Nebraska 

June 1922

“The caskets are out back behind the station, Miss Brandt.” The stout train porter shielded his eyes from the bright, early morning sun with one hand and pointed toward the rear of the brick building with his other.

Chloe Brandt turned her gaze in the direction he pointed, nodding absently. The bustling Omaha train station was large, bigger than the one in Lincoln where she’d boarded a train at the break of dawn. Despite living in a city for the past two years, Chloe, a farmgirl at heart, still experienced a nervous tension brought on by the noise level and close quarters. Overwhelmed by the number of people racing by, she moved a step closer to the porter.

“Shall we get them loaded?” Chloe quietly, reverently asked the stout man.

She tried her best not to think about who was at rest inside the wooden boxes, but that proved impossible. She swallowed back the bile rising in her throat and took a deep breath. She had to be strong to get through the next few days. I have to be.

“I’ll see to that, Miss Brandt. I’ll see your belongings loaded, as well.” The man nodded toward the large carpetbag she held before he opened his pocket watch and glanced at it. “The train pulls out in twenty minutes; best board as soon as you see to the social worker and the child.”

“Who?” Chloe raised her eyebrows. “Did you say, child?” She touched his arm. “What do you mean, sir? What child?”

“The boy. Your nephew. A social services woman brung him down to meet up with you.” He pulled out a piece of paper from his uniform trousers. “A Mrs. Margaret Brighton,” he read. “She’s waiting for you inside.”

“I have a nephew?” Her stomach tightened again. How could Daisy have a baby and not tell me, her only sister?

“You didn’t know?” The porter cocked his head to the side and frowned. “Well, you do, Miss Brandt, and you best get a wiggle on. Time’s a wasting.” A train whistle sounded in the distance. “Social worker’s an old bat, wearing a black dress. She said she’d wait inside near the windows with the boy.”

Stunned and at a loss for words, Chloe walked away on wobbly legs and entered the brick building. Daisy had a baby before she was murdered. Chloe swallowed back tears as she digested the information. The little boy was now an orphan.

In a fog of despair, she brushed past people, looking about, hoping the social services woman would somehow stick out in the crowd. She approached the first older woman in a black dress she found but stopped short when she didn’t see a child with her. The boy had to be small. Daisy and Ronnie had left Broken Bow over three years earlier, and Daisy hadn’t been carrying. At least Chloe didn’t think she had been.

She glanced down at her watch pin and groaned. She’d have to hurry and find the woman and child if she wanted to catch this train—the only passenger train for Broken Bow that day. She paused and took a deep breath. So many people rushing to and fro! How would she find the woman in all this hoopla?

Her head ached with the anxiety. What if she couldn’t find them in time? “Where are you, woman?” she whispered to herself.

A shrill scream drew Chloe’s attention to the far corner of the station, where a crying, skinny little boy was dragging on the arm of an older woman. He crouched into a ball on the floor and then tried again to gain her attention by pulling on her arm. Chloe’s heart broke as she watched the woman flick him aside like a mosquito.

The woman stood as Chloe rushed forward. The aged woman’s conservative, old-fashioned black dress dragged on the dusty, wooden floor as she met Chloe halfway. Chloe noticed the boy’s face then. His resemblance to her family, his squared jaw and enormous eyes, were unmistakably just like Daisy’s features.

She held out her hand. “I’m Chloe Brandt. You’re Mrs. Brighton?”

“I am.” The woman nodded and shook Chloe’s hand. “This here’s your nephew, Bobby.”

Chloe squatted to the little boy’s level and smiled as widely as she could. He was dirty, his tears making streaks down his little cherubic cheeks. Tattered and worn clothes hung on his bony frame and looked awkward as if they didn’t belong to him.

“Hello, Bobby. I’m your mama’s sister, Chloe.”

He sniffed away his tears and wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve. “Here’s his bag.” Mrs. Brighton shoved it into Chloe’s hands as she regained her slight height. “There’s a trunk too. I went ahead and checked that through to the Broken Bow station.”

Chloe watched her puff up like a self-righteous hen. She reminded Chloe of the first nursing supervisor she’d served under, an arrogant old biddy who’d never treated Chloe with the respect she’d worked so hard to earn.

“Thank you for seeing to his needs.” That was apparently all she had done, seen to his very basic of needs.

Mrs. Brighton clucked her tongue. “Naughty boy, that one. You keep your eyes on him. Can’t trust him for nothing.” She clucked her tongue again and pointed to the bag. “I put all his personal papers in there. Some clothes and small toys, too.”

“Thank you.” Chloe turned her attention back to her nephew. A boy this small couldn’t be expected to be well-behaved all the time. She brushed aside the dark curls, so like his papa’s, and then tipped up his chin. “Will you come home with me?”

He nodded, eyes wide, and she took his tiny hand.

“Goodbye, Mrs. Brighton.” Chloe turned her back on the woman’s negativity, her main concern was getting them on the train in time. “Come along, Bobby. It’s nearly time to board.”

She shifted her own valise and then strung his leather bag over her shoulder before she picked up the small boy to move more easily through the crowd, amazed at how little he weighed. She navigated a path through the throng of people, inching her way closer to the train. When they reached the front of the line, people were just starting to board. Chloe climbed aboard and found two seats.

The porter she spoke with earlier, came to take her ticket. “Your family is safely situated.”

“Thank you.” She smiled, even though sadness twisted her heart. “Will there be refreshments available?” She nodded toward Bobby.

Had she known there was a child, she would have packed some food for him. All she had was a couple of apples and a prune roll her landlady had given Chloe before she left the boarding house that morning. He probably couldn’t bite into the apple, and prune was probably not a flavor most little people would enjoy.

“I’ll see what I can do.” He gave her a kindly wink and then moved down the aisle, collecting the other tickets.

“Well, little man, we’re on our way to your new home.” 

Chloe brushed the hair from his eyes again, thinking he could use a trim as soon as they got to the farm. From her handbag, she retrieved a handkerchief and wiped some of the grime from his face. Had the child not been bathed? Poor dear.

He started crying again.

“Shhh, sweetheart, you will be fine. Your grandma and grandpa Lloyd will be so happy to see you.” Once they know about you.

How could Daisy have a baby and not tell anyone?

She pulled Bobby’s slight form onto her lap and held him close. He was stiff, at first, but eventually, as Chloe rubbed his back and hummed a lullaby, he melted into her. Soft snores, as the train picked up speed, moving away from the station, made her smile. She’d have to clean him up better before they reached Broken Bow—even a cup of water would go a long way toward getting him clean—but for now, she just held him...her sister’s dear baby.
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“It’s eight already. Where the hell is that train?”

Reese Lloyd glanced at his father. Was that the third or fourth time the older, beefy man had commented on the time? Reese figured the train would get there when it got there. The dead bodies of his brother and sister-in-law were on it, and in all honesty, he dreaded facing the next few hours. As he’d rushed through his chores earlier that evening, gotten washed up and dressed for town, his mind had been stuck on some indisputable facts. First, his brother and sister-in-law had been murdered in cold blood—Ronnie would never be coming home to help Reese expand the farm. And second, she was bringing their lifeless bodies home.

Chloe Anne Brandt. The love of his life. The thorn in his side. The woman who’d broken his heart. What had two years in the big city of Lincoln done to her? 

The whistle of the train blared in the distance, disrupting the humid silence of the June evening. Reese’s heart started to pound, equally nervous and excited about seeing Chloe again. He sternly reminded himself of why she left. She didn’t have faith that Reese could protect her from her perverted and abusive father and believed her only solution was to run away. She hadn’t loved him enough to trust him.

“’Bout damn time,” his father muttered, slapping the pocket watch closed and shoving it back into the deep pocket of his trousers.

Reese ran a finger under the collar of his starched shirt. He wrapped an arm around his mother’s shoulders and pulled her against his side to give her emotional support. The undertaker walked toward them and shook Reese’s father’s hand.

“Once the train stops, I’ll go on back and take them in the wagon down to my parlor,” the man said, referring to the bodies of Daisy and Ronnie. “We can meet tomorrow at your convenience to make the arrangements.”

“What about Daisy’s father?” Reese asked. He tossed his cigarette on the ground and stamped it out with the toe of his polished shoe. “Shouldn’t he be here?” As much as he despised Gus Brandt, Reese knew he should be there to accept the body of his daughter.

“I rang him up and told him which train they’d be coming on. Called him right after I talked to Chloe yesterday.” His mother shook her head. “He’s probably drunk under a table at the Dew Drop Inn.”

“Dottie!” his father hissed, even though everyone waiting on the platform knew the truth about Gus Brandt.

As the train slowed, a hefty porter jumped down and walked toward Reese and his family. He introduced himself and pointed the mortician to the end train car where the caskets were housed.

Reese listened halfheartedly to the conversation between his parents and the porter. His eyes were glued to the train, waiting to see her. Two years had added bulk to his own frame. Would Chloe look the same?

A door opened at the far end of the platform, and a slender woman, wearing a bright yellow hat and matching dress which barely covered her knees, stepped down. In the poor light of the post-dusk evening, he couldn’t tell if it was her or not. He disregarded the woman when he saw the small child in her arms.

He turned in the opposite direction to see if more train car doors were opening, but no another person stepped off the long train. He turned back the other way and saw the woman and child had closed the distance between them, and she was now close enough for Reese to recognize that it was indeed Chloe. A man doesn’t forget what his first woman looked like. She was carrying a child...could it be his child? He quickly rushed to meet them.

He grabbed her arm, furious anger ripping through his body. “You left here with my baby in your belly?” The rage that flared in him was unexpected. “You better have a damn good story, girl.”

“Hello to you too, Reese.” She wrenched her arm free. 

Damn her!

“Explain yourself, Chloe Brandt,” he demanded, jaw clenched. He grabbed her arm again.

“This is your nephew. Robert Lloyd.” Chloe turned the boy in her arms. “Our nephew. Daisy and Ronnie had a child.”

“What?” He pulled away and shoved his hands in his pockets. “No, they didn’t.” His brother would have told them if he’d had a son. At the very least, Ronnie would have told their mother.

“I didn’t know, either.” She brushed the hair from the little boy’s wide brown eyes, which were locked firmly on Reese. “According to the papers that came along with him, they did, almost two years ago.”

Reese studied the boy. No question about it. He looked just like Chloe’s sister and had his brother’s big brown eyes. “Huh.” He sighed, a mixture of relief and disappointment. He’d wanted a child with Chloe, wanted a whole life with Chloe before she left him. “Ma and Pa are going to be amazed. They didn’t know anything about him.” He nodded toward his parents who were walking their way. “Your father, too.” 

“I highly doubt he will give a hoot,” she said, as she moved past him to greet his parents.

Angry at his reaction to her and with his behavior, he slammed his hands in his trouser pockets and followed behind her. It was hard to miss her new look. She followed the latest “uniform” the young women had adopted, including a filmy “flapper” dress that barely covered the knees, bobbed hair, and excessive face paint. Chloe had all the elements, although he imagined she was toned down from what he might see in Lincoln where she’d come from early that morning. At least she seemed tamer than some of the photographs he’d seen of the girls in cities. 

His parents were polite to her but cool. They knew how upset Reese had been when she left town, knew he’d planned to marry her. He saw the tears in his mother’s eyes as Chloe handed Bobby to her.

Ronnie’s living memory.

Damn, why was Chloe so beautiful? Why did he feel butterflies in his gut when she was near? This should have passed with time, but it hadn’t, and he wondered if it ever would. She made him crazy, and feel foolish. He knew why she left. But that hadn’t made her departure any easier. He loved her. The feeling hadn’t faded. Despite his attempts to move on with Isabelle, Chloe was always at the edges of his mind, from the time he woke in the morning until he fell asleep at night.

He moved into the circle of his family. “We best be goin’,” his father said.

Darkness was quickly covering the sky. The moon had already started its climb. “Can we give you a ride home, Chloe?” his father asked.

“No, thank you.” She shook her head. “I’ll be staying in town.”

“In town? But your father—”

“Thank you, Mrs. Lloyd,” Chloe interrupted his mother with a soft pat on her hand. “I don’t wish to see my father.”

Reese itched to offer her shelter at his home but knew how inappropriate that would be. There had been enough gossip whirling about town when she left, and looking around, there were plenty of eyes fixed on their family right now, too. No need to stir it all up again.

“Will you help us plan the funeral, Chloe?” his mother asked. “The priest will meet us at the funeral parlor at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, I’ll be there.” She nodded, her silky blonde hair caressing her cheek as her head bobbed. She handed his mother a leather bag. “This came with Bobby. There are sealed envelopes inside that I didn’t open, but the birth certificate was open, so I looked at it.” Chloe caressed the little boy’s cheek. “He’s almost two. There’s a trunk, too.” She looked around and saw it, pointed to it. “Unless there are better fitting things in there, I think we’ll need to make him some clothes.”

“I can’t believe my son didn’t tell me he was a father—that I had a grandchild.” His mother began to cry, holding the boy close to her heart.

Reese swallowed hard and looked away. Grown men didn’t cry. 

“I didn’t know, either,” Chloe told her gently.

Reese could see the tears in Chloe’s eyes, and the sight made him hurt all the more. This reality of loss they were all sharing should have brought them close, but in truth, he never felt farther away from Chloe than he did right that minute. In days past, he would have pulled her into his arms and kissed away her tears. Today, he couldn’t. 

“Can I walk you to the hotel?” Reese offered. “Carry your bag?” He sounded like a sap, he thought, but he couldn’t leave Chloe. Not just yet.

“Yes.” She nodded and smiled gently at him. “I have only the small case over there.”

She pointed back to where the trunk sat.

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Chloe,” his ma said.

As his parents walked away, Bobby cried, reaching toward Chloe, trying to crawl out of his mother’s arms.

His mother stopped and turned back to them. “Do you want to keep him with you?”

Chloe met his mother’s gaze. Reese could see the uncertainty in her eyes. She ultimately shook her head. “He’s in far better hands with you. I will help with whatever he might need, 

but I think it’s best he gets used to being with you and Mr. Lloyd “

Reese’s father tipped his hat to Chloe and guided his wife toward their car. Reese and Chloe stood there, watching his mother and Bobby settle into the front seat. His father loaded the trunk into the back of the car, waved silently to them, and then climbed in behind the wheel.

As they pulled away, Reese retrieved Chloe’s small bag, placing it under his arm, and then he picked up her satchel and took her elbow in his free hand. The hotel was only a short distance from the station and it was a beautiful, warm night for a walk.

“Have you eaten?” Reese had no idea what else to say to her.

“We had food on the train,” Chloe answered, looking straight ahead.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go out to your father’s?” Reese asked. “Will you be all right all alone here?”

She smiled and waved across the street to Mrs. Martin, who was walking her small white poodle, gawking openly at them.

“I’m safer here than at my father’s farm.”

“I’m sorry for that.” Reese stopped walking. Placing his free hand on her shoulder, he turned her toward him. He searched her beautiful, honey-brown eyes, looking for something, anything. Was there anything left in her heart for him? He’d waited for so long to see her again, to touch her, talk to her.

“Nothing for it, Reese. He is what he is.” She looked away from him. “I just don’t want to face him unless I absolutely must.”

She moved away and resumed her walking. He followed a pace behind until they reached the Burlington Hotel.

He opened the heavy glass door for her and followed her inside. She walked up to the front desk and was immediately greeted by a clerk. Reese stood aside and watched her register. The hotel was old and needed to be modernized. The carpets were threadbare, and the place smelled like the inside of an old trunk someone had dug out of the attic. He hoped her room would be in better repair.

“Can you afford this, Chloe?” He waited until she was signed in and they had moved away from the curious registrar to ask the personal question.

“For a few days.” She rested her tiny hand—physically, everything about her was small—on his sleeve. “I’ll be just fine.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat. He set down her trunk and then handed her the bag he’d carried from the station. “If you need anything, you ring me. I’ll come fetch you tomorrow if you’d like. Walk with you to the funeral home?”

She nodded and gifted him with a smile. “I’ll see you then.” She removed her hand from his arm and let it hang at her side. “Good night, Reese.”

He watched her walk toward the stairs that led to the rooms on the second floor. Numb and lonely. That was the only way to describe what he felt as he watched her walk away from him again.

His beautiful Chloe. 
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




An ear-curdling scream escaped Chloe’s throat as the door to her hotel room flew open, hitting the wall with a force that shook the paintings hanging on the wall. 

“Well, well, well. The whore’s come home.”

Chloe backed up a step, tripped over her foot, and landed flat on her backside. Her father, drunk and filthy, pushed his way farther into her hotel room the next morning, kicking at her legs as he pushed his rank, disgusting self, inside. He slammed the door behind him with his boot.   She’d opened the door of her hotel room as soon as she had heard footsteps in the hallway, assuming it was Reese coming to pick her up for the funeral parlor appointment. She hadn’t bothered to prepare for an attack. 

She quickly regained her footing and reached for the first weighty item she could find—a silver hairbrush. She threw it at his head, missed, and hit the door instead. 

“Help!” She screamed as loudly as she could with fear lodged deep in her throat.

“That’s not a very nice way to greet your father, Chloe. Especially not one who

loves you so much. How dare you leave me, you bitch!”

He slapped her across the face, ripping open her lip and bringing tears to her eyes. She drew a deep breath, then screamed again. Damned if she’d put up with this to save her family name. Damn the town’s gossips, and damn this evil bastard to hell!

She picked up a heeled boot and whacked him in the head, still yelling for help. He pushed her onto the bed. His dirty, oily hand pressed her chest onto the mattress.

“Get...off...me!”

She kicked at him, and he grabbed her legs and separated them.

A roar, dragged from somewhere deep in her soul, exploded from her mouth. Chloe kicked him in the groin with her free foot. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Reese barrel into the room. He pulled her father off her, punched him square in the jaw, and sent him backward with a thud into the wall.

“Call the police,” Chloe yelled to the desk clerk, who suddenly appeared in the doorway. Her gaze darted between her father and Reese. Would Reese hit him again?

Her father laughed. “Now, now, Chloe, baby. There ain’t no need for the police to git involved in this. This is a family matter.”

Rubbing his dirty, stubbly jaw, her father picked himself off the floor. He fell back once before getting his drunk self up all the way. He stumbled toward her, but Reese blocked his way.

“I ain’t done nothin’ wrong. Just welcomin’ ya back to town, is all,” her father said.

“Get the hell outta here, Brandt.” Reese folded back the sleeves on his shirt, readying for a fistfight.

“Protectin’ the slut? Even after she left you for faster times? You’re more stupid than I thought!”

Her father rushed forward, but Reese was ready for it and pushed the older man back down on the floor. Her father shook his head as if clearing out the cobwebs. He stood again.

Reese clenched his fists and widened his stance, shielding Chloe behind him. “Get the hell out of here before I haul you to the police myself.”

“I’d like to see you try.” He smacked Reese on the shoulder as he stumbled past, leaving a trail of alcohol stench in his wake. He stopped at the door and turned. “I’ll be back, Chloe baby, you just wait for me.” He winked at Chloe and stepped out the door.

She shivered, grabbed the trash bin, and threw up the contents of her stomach, so disgusted by what her father had just done to her. Reese rubbed her back and spoke soothing words as, kneeling on the floor, she continued to retch. Finally, with his help, she stood, only to collapse on the edge of the bed, her tears flowing. He held her against his side and rubbed her back. She couldn’t stop sobbing, taking in big gulps of air.

“He’s gone, Chloe. You’re safe now,” Reese whispered.

“I’ll never be safe.” She shook her head and pulled from Reese, burying her face in her hands. “Not here in Broken Bow.”

A commotion in the hallway drew Reese to the door. “I’ll be right back,” he said before stepping into the hallway. He closed the door behind him.

She knew the sooner she left this awful place, the better off she would be. How awful that her pa should have found her already. She’d run away from that evil monster only to be hunted by him as soon as she returned. Life was simply not fair sometimes.

Reese was here, saving her from her father again...as if nothing had changed. Well...the date on the calendar, perhaps, but not her feelings and attraction toward Reese. She loved him still, probably always would, but she couldn’t stay here, not with her father on the loose. Not even for the love of her life.

A brief rap on the door surprised her. She stood and walked toward it, this time being smart enough to ask who was on the other side.

“It’s me, Chloe, with Sheriff Jacks.”

She opened the door and moved away. Fully aware of how awful she must look, she hesitated to look Lowell Jacks in the eye.

“Miss Chloe, I’m sorry for what happened, ma’am. Reese told me what he saw when he came in. Do you want to add anything to his report, ma’am?”

She glanced first at Reese and then at Lowell before she sat back on the bed. “He was going to violate me, Sheriff.” Her voice was thick as if her tears were lodged inside her throat. “Had Reese not pulled him off, he might have succeeded. He’s much stronger than I am. He slapped me across the face and punched me in the jaw after I kicked him in his privates.”

Her face fell back into her hands. This was just not right! This was not how life should be!

“I’ll add that to the report, ma’am. My partner took your pa to the station, and we’ll keep him locked up until you leave town, Miss Chloe. You’ll press charges, won’t you?”

She nodded. “Yes, I will press charges,” she said. “And thank you, Sheriff, for locking him up.” How many times did the old sheriff turn a blind eye to the abuse?

“You taking care of her, Reese? Does she need a doctor?” Lowell continued to stare at her.

She scoffed at that. How bad did she look? “I’m a nurse.”

“Right.” Lowell nodded with a sigh. “I forgot that’s what you went to Lincoln for.” He shot her a sheepish look and then ran a hand through his blond hair. “I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Chloe. You know Miss Daisy and I were in school together. It’s a sad loss. You too, Reese. Ronnie was a good man.”

She nodded toward the sheriff, agreeing with his assessment of Reese’s brother. Reese showed Lowell to the door.

He turned back to Chloe. “I’ll go on down and get you some ice for your cheek. You’ll be wanting to change out of your dress.”

She looked down at the spot on her chest that he was pointing to. The outline of her father’s black, greasy fingers was silhouetted on the grey linen covering her breasts. “I guess so.”

“I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

He shut the door behind him, and she fell back on the bed. She’d left Broken Bow so she’d never have to go through that kind of scene again. Her pa had never tried to split her legs apart. That was a new one. Never hit her in the face, either. He was always careful to hurt her where no one could see, so the townsfolk wouldn’t think less of him. He’d called her plenty of ugly names. Whore was tame compared to some he’d come up with in the past. There had never been any sexual advances toward her, just physical and verbal abuse. 

Bastard.

He’d beaten her poor mother to death and hadn’t received so much as a slap on his wrist.   Damn right, Chloe was going to press charges against him. He deserved it, deserved to be locked up for a long time. After her ma died, Chloe and Daisy were still so young, left alone to fend off the man.

Chloe shook her head. Her father was nothing but a mean, ugly, sick drunk.

Chloe slipped out of her dress, noticing just how much damage to the seams her father had caused. She glanced in the mirror, horrified by the face that stared back at her. A huge, ugly bruise was already forming next to her eye. Dried blood clung to her split lip. Her hair looked like a bird’s nest, a far cry from the sleek bob she wore of late. She dabbed at her lip again with Reese’s linen hanky and sighed.

Reese had come to her rescue again. Just as he had done so many times in the past. 

A light rap on the door startled her. “Chloe, can I come in?” It was Reese.

“Just a moment.” She hastily pulled out another dress and slipped it over her head. She tied the sash that hung just below the waist and then opened the door.

“It’s getting hot outside. Here’s some cold water.” He shoved the glass at her. With awkward movements, he rearranged the ice chunk and towel he held in his other hand.

Chloe stepped aside, letting Reese into the room. After a quick peek into the hallway, she shut the door. “Thank you. For this.” She held up the glass. “And for defending me. Once again.”

He was handsome in a rugged sort of way. Wide at the shoulders, he had wavy, chestnut-brown hair that just touched the top of his collar. Her eyes met his, and she felt the same spark of desire and need she always did when she met his soft-brown doe-eyes. Chloe swallowed and looked away.

“This isn’t really proper,” he reminded her.

She looked back at him and rested her hand on the footboard of the brass bed.

“I probably should wait for you downstairs.” He stared at her and seemed to be weighing his options.

Did he want her to ask him to stay?

“Go ahead and sit down.” He gestured to the tousled bed, the only seat in the room. “I’ll help you get this ice in the right spot, and then I’ll go.”

She did as he asked and looked up into his eyes. “How’s this? You patching up a nurse?”

His laugh ended in a snort. “You fixed me up plenty of times.” He wrapped the ice chunk in a towel and crushed it with his hand. “How many stitches did you put in me over the years? I was always cutting myself on something.”

“The plow, usually,” she said.

He set the ice against her swollen cheek where the bruise had begun to discolor her face.

“Ouch!”

“Right. The plow.” He met her eyes again. “That lip looks plenty painful. I’m glad it stopped bleeding.”

“This is just further proof why I needed to leave here.” She pointed toward the ice on her cheek. She stood and looked up into his handsome face, admiring the line of his jaw. “I just knew my father would never stop this abuse. I knew, no matter what, I would never, ever be safe in this time. I knew, too, that there was more out there. More I wanted to see and do, before...”

“Before?”

“I just couldn’t stay here.” She swallowed. She just about said before she married him. How many times in Lincoln had she considered swallowing her pride and coming home to him?

“I know.” He nodded. “That’s what you told me... The last time I beat up your father in your defense, and the last time you left our bed.”

“Reese...”

She grabbed his hand, but he pulled it away.

“This is damned hard, Chloe. Damned uncomfortable. I gotta go.” He stood, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Fix up your hair, and I’ll meet you downstairs. I’m sure news got to the funeral parlor that we’ll be delayed.”

He closed the door behind him. The news flew through the air in small towns. Certain things, like the abuse by her father when she still lived at home, got ignored. But she had witnesses to his abuse this time, who could verify his guilt. And really, she didn’t care anymore what people in Broken Bow thought about her. It didn’t matter anymore if people talked about the Brandt family. She just didn’t care.

She found the brush she’d launched at her father’s head and ran it through her tangled, bobbed hair, cringing when it pulled at the bruised area on her head. She gently padded some powder to her face to cover up the evidence of her father’s hand and applied more rouge to her swollen lip, cringing as she touched the open spot.

It would be so easy for her to slide back under Reese’s protection, but nursing the sick and discovering the world beyond Broken Bow had turned into an adventure, an adventure she wasn’t ready to surrender just yet. Nor was she willing to be continually hiding. Not that Reese would have her, anyway. She could tell by the way he looked at her, there weren’t any loving feelings left for her, just bitterness and anger.

With a final glance in the mirror and an exasperated shake of her head, she left the room. She could smell bacon frying as she went down the stairs. She smiled when she hit the bottom step, where Reese waited for her. Lord, help her, she still loved him!

~*~
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Two hours later, Reese was sitting as far away from Chloe as he could get, while they waited on the wide covered porch off the back of the funeral home. His parents were finishing up the arrangements inside the large, stifling-hot, Victorian-era mansion that sat on the edge of town. Reese watched Chloe fan herself, admiring the graceful arch of her neck, and the pleasing shape of her crossed legs.

“I’ve missed Ronnie, you know?” Reese stated quietly, taking a long drag off his cigarette.

“Probably as much as I’ve missed Daisy,” Chloe told him.

“I always thought Ronnie would come back to the farm after he satisfied his wanderlust.” Reese leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “If he hadn’t met those Chicago boys overseas, during the war, he would have stayed here instead of up and going to Chicago.” He looked up at her beautiful face and felt his stomach plummet. He ran a finger under the starched collar of his shirt, uncertain if it was Chloe or the heat that made him more uncomfortable.

“I thought the same. Daisy loved this town, and had so many friends.” She shook her head with a sigh. “I never expected she’d want to leave, except she wanted to get away from Pa, too. I had no idea she and Ronnie were even an item until they disappeared that night.” Chloe shifted in her chair and re-crossed her slender legs. “You know...she never wrote me in all those years. They kind of turned their backs on all of us.”

He stared at her legs, still unaccustomed to the getups women were wearing nowadays. “I thought that together with Pa, Ronnie, and I could really make the farm something special.” He returned to his train of thought. “Big, like the boys in the Sandhills, but with crops, too.”

“So, you always said.” She nodded. “You can’t now?”

“We can. I will.” Reese needed to let Chloe know that even without her, he would succeed. His life didn’t feel complete—he knew life wouldn’t be full without her—but he would make do, and manage to be successful, at least in business. “I’ve got good quality breeding stock, and the land is some of the best around. Pa and I buy any ground that comes up for sale, and we’ve grown over the past couple of years. Right now, I can’t see how I could fail.”

Chloe smiled. Was she digesting what he said, or was her mind elsewhere? When the silence dragged on, he decided to return to the situation at hand.

“I think it went all right in there.” He nodded toward the door of the funeral home before standing up and walking to the porch rail to look out over the Brewster’s cornfield. He couldn’t look at Chloe anymore. She tied his guts into knots. “I’ve never had to plan a funeral. My grandparents were gone before I came along.”

“Mama’s was hard to do,” she whispered.

“I remember.” He turned and briefly met her eyes.

“My father...” She swallowed and looked away. “He wanted to just bury her in the backyard without even a priest’s blessing. Daisy and I, well, you remember...” She swept her hand toward him.

Tears shimmered down her cheeks and it took all his willpower not to grab hold of her, try to squeeze the pain out of her heart.

“I do,” he said, still angry over her father’s treatment earlier at the hotel and for all the years before. “I offered to marry you, Chloe, to save you from that abuse.”

She turned her watery gaze on him, met his eyes, and then looked away. “There isn’t an escape, Reese. I would have seen him all the time. I would have always feared for my safety... your safety, the safety of any children we may have had...”

“You didn’t think I could protect you from him?” He rubbed at the tension building at the back of his neck. He gritted his teeth to avoid saying anything more, giving away just how much she’d hurt him.

“There was more to it than that.”

She stood and walked next to him. He could smell her signature flowery perfume, a scent that said “Chloe” whenever he smelled it.

“The city...it’s just so different from here. So many opportunities, so many interesting things. Moving picture theaters, museums...the university.”

“And better men?” He hated himself for asking that, for showing just how raw his emotions still were. He lit another cigarette and turned his attention out over the cornfield again.

“I did not leave you, Reese.” She grabbed his shoulder and turned him to face her. “I left Broken Bow and this.” She pointed at the bruise, slightly visible under the face paint. “I did not go hunting for a husband. I went to learn how to nurse people and save myself from this.” She waved to her swollen features

“And did you find both, anyway?” His voice shook. He was losing his cool, the one thing he promised himself he would not do near her, no matter what. She faced verbal and physical abuse throughout her whole life, but never from him.

“Both what?” she whispered.

“Nursing and a man?” Damn, he couldn’t stop himself. Words tumbled out as if his brain wasn’t working.

The grating squeak of the screen door interrupted her answer to the one question that had burned itself into his mind so many lonely nights—the thing he’d been most obsessed about since she’d arrived yesterday. Had she found someone else?

They turned toward his father as he stepped onto the porch. The older man’s eyes were red and puffy. By damn, the man had cried. Reese knew his pa had a soft heart but had never seen him cry.

“Chloe.” His father nodded to her. “Dottie and I are wonderin’ if you’d come to stay with us while you’re here. Town ain’t safe for a single gal. Especially after what your Pa done to you. Dottie could use help with the boy, too. She couldn’t get him to calm the whole night through. We reckon with you there he might settle easier.”

Chloe didn’t respond right away, but in time, she slowly nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Lloyd. I never imagined my father would...” Fresh tears shimmered in her eyes and glistened in the bright sunlight. Blinking rapidly, she turned away from Reese and his father. She took her hanky out—the one Reese had given her that morning—and dabbed at her eyes.

The screen door creaked again. This time his ma stepped onto the porch. “Did you ask her, Randy? Will you stay with us, Chloe?”

“Yes.” Chloe looked at his mother and smiled slightly while putting her hanky away. Her eyes were rimmed in pink, and the tears had washed the face paint off her bruises. “And I thank you for your kindness.”

“Good. We’d be glad to have you stay on. For as long as you care to be in Broken Bow,” his father told her before sitting on the two-seater porch swing.

“We’ve got some papers here.” His mother flashed the envelopes she held in her hand. “The ones that came with Bobby. I figured we oughta get them to the lawyer. I imagine they got a will or some such in here.”

“How about we eat lunch at the hotel, you can pack up your case, Chloe, and we’ll head out to the farm?” His father put the porch swing to rocking.

“That sounds just fine,” Chloe said. “Thank you again for your hospitality.”

“How long do you expect to be staying?” his ma asked Chloe.

He shot his mother a warning look. Her voice was harsher than Reese wanted to hear. She saw more than anyone how much it had hurt him when Chloe had left, but his ma needn’t be so rough on Chloe now, at a time when they were all hurting.

“I suppose just a week.” Chloe shrugged. She didn’t look at any of them as she made her way to the steps of the porch. “I’ll be going on down to the hotel. I’ll meet you there.” She nodded her goodbyes.

When she was out of earshot, Reese pounced on his mother, his hands balled on his waist. “Why are you being so rough on her? She just lost her sister, for God’s sake. Show a little compassion!”

“Reese, don’t you go forgetting what she did to you,” his ma warned. She sat next to his father on the swing. “You two were good as married, and she just up and left.”

“She had her reasons. She had just been beaten up by her father. She felt she had to leave.” That’s all he could say. They knew the story almost as well as he did.

“Don’t be getting all soft on her again. It’s obvious she wants to be gone from here as soon as she can. She might look like the old Chloe, but she’s changed inside, probably changed too much to be happy here in Broken Bow. You keep your sights on Isabelle, and it will all be well.”

Isabelle. 

He turned from his folks to stare back out at the cornfield, leaning his stomach against the railing of the porch. What he felt for Isabelle was nothing in comparison to what he felt for Chloe. He didn’t mind eating dinner with Isabelle, taking her to a dance here and there, but the thought of being with her for the rest of his life? He swallowed. The only person he could imagine sharing a life with was Chloe.

The mortician stepped out onto the porch and told them everything was settled. “I’ll get the bill worked up. In the meantime, you get the legal matters settled, and we’ll be in touch. I’ll be at the church at four for the wake tomorrow.”

“Well, we’ll see you then, George.”

Pa stood from the swing and shook the undertaker’s hand. He helped ma stand, and together the three of them walked off the porch and climbed into the awaiting car to drive to the hotel and meet up with Chloe.
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Chapter Three 
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“If things were different, I’d have you stay out at my place,” Reese spoke quietly.

He’d remained silent throughout most of the lunch at the hotel, and she’d begun to wonder if he’d planned to speak to her at all. Now, as he and she sat on the porch of his parent’s farmhouse, watching Bobby play with the half a dozen or so cats on the lawn, he finally decided to share his thoughts.

“Sure,” she said. “Just what you need, more tongue wagging.”

They weren’t looking at each other. He was smoking another cigarette, and she was rocking on the white wooden chair.

“It would be worth it,” he whispered.

At his words, she snapped her head toward him. Had she heard him correctly?

He was facing away from her. All she could see was the back of him.

“Whatever do you mean?” she asked.

He slowly turned toward her and leaned his back against the porch rail. He looked far calmer than she felt.

“Making love to you again, even one more time, Chloe Anne would be worth every word of gossip that might be spread around town.”

His statement left her speechless, with her mouth hanging ajar.

“When I look at you, your eyes cut right through me, Reese,” she said quietly. “I didn’t think you wanted me anymore.” She swallowed, suddenly imagining how amazing it would be to be held in his arms again. “I’ve seen nothing in your face to indicate you might.”

“Oh, I want you, all right.” He walked to where she sat and towered over her. She stopped rocking and looked up at him. “I want you so much it hurts. But that’s not love and it’s not forever. It’s like a need to scratch an itch, this lust I have for you.”

“I see.” She’d never felt like a slut or a whore, despite being intimate with Reese before she left Broken Bow. She’d planned to be his wife. They just started the physical side before being legally wed. But right now, she felt cheap. He made their whole life together feel cheap. “Thank you for explaining it to me.”

“You’re welcome to come to my bed if you like,” he continued, obviously oblivious to how his words had hurt her. “Anytime you want to come, I’ll be glad to satisfy you as I used to.”

“What about Isabelle?” she challenged. She had just learned they were courting. They were moving into dangerous territory with this discussion, but the fact was, Chloe was considering his offer. One more time with Reese would be worth the world to her, too.

“She and I aren’t like that,” he said with a shake of his head. “She won’t let me touch her. Not like you did.”

“So, she’s a good girl, huh? Not like me?” She stood and looked at him straight on. “Remember, you and I were planning a future life with each other, and the way we were together...the passion we shared...well, there was no stopping that.”
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