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Prairie, Texas 1895

“Well, Jed, are you ready to meet your new wife tomorrow?” James set his drumstick down, wiped his mouth with his shirt sleeve, and smiled at his brother.

Jedidiah shook his head. “I still don’t know about this.” 

“We’re all nervous when we marry.” His sister-in-law, Brenda, nodded to his daughter. “Remember, you need to think about little Abilene.” 

“I know, Brenda.” He glanced down at the toddler on his lap and gently kissed her soft flaxen hair. If only her mother were still alive. “She’s the only reason I agreed to this.”

“She looked perty enough in her photograph,” his brother mused.

“It ain’t that. I just miss Catherine so much. I don’t know if I’ll make a good husband for any other woman.”

“Well, accordin’ to Parson John, she comes from a good Christian family. I’m sure you can learn to love her.” Brenda began to clear the dishes from the table.

“No. Not like my Cathy,” Jedidiah insisted.

“Well, you just leave that part to the Good Lord, brother.” James patted his brother’s back.

Jedidiah frowned. “You know how I feel about that subject.”

“It wasn’t the Lord’s fault you lost Cathy, Jed.” His brother’s gaze sobered.

“I disagree.” Jedidiah’s chair screeched as he pushed back from the table. “I better get home. Little Abbie needs her bed.” He held his daughter close to his chest.

“You ain’t got time for dessert?” His sister-in-law’s disappointed look didn’t escape his notice. “I made apple pie.”

“Can I take a piece home with me?” The last thing Jedidiah wanted to do was miss out on Brenda’s delicious apple pie. He lifted his hat from the wall hook and set it on his head. 

“Sure. I’ll put a slice in for Abbie too.” His sister-in-law smiled.

Jed knew she was aware that he would be the one to eat both slices. “Thanks, Brenda.” He took the towel-covered pie pan and deposited it in the back of his rig.

“See you tomorrow, Jed.” James waved to him as he drove off in his buckboard.

Jedidiah felt bad about arriving late to the station, but it couldn’t be helped. His cow chose this day to deliver her new calf and he had to be present, lest she need help like last time. He’d dropped off Abilene with Brenda this morning and planned to pick her up after stopping at the station. Hopefully, his new bride would be understanding. 

“Afternoon, Jed,” Timothy Williams, the town hotel’s proprietor greeted. “If you’re lookin’ for a particular young woman, she ain’t here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Welp, it just so happens that the stage driver didn’t see her when he threw down the luggage. Knocked her clean out.”

Jedidiah’s eyes widened. “Oh, no.”

“You’ll find her over in Doc Brown’s office.”

“Thanks, Tim.” Jedidiah set out to find his injured bride.

“By the way, Jed.”

He turned around at Timothy’s voice. “You done real good. She’s a right perty thing.”

Jedidiah lifted a half-smile and nodded. Being attractive was one thing and certainly didn’t hurt, but he knew there were more important traits a wife could possess. His main concern was Abbie’s well-being and keepin’ the house. If she could handle those two things, he could suffer through whatever other area she may be lacking in. He certainly didn’t expect her to be perfect.

He nodded to a few acquaintances in town, then continued on down to the doctor’s office near the edge of town. He sighed as he pulled the door open to Doc Brown’s office.

“Jedidiah, I hear I have something that belongs to you.”

“Someone,” Jedidiah clarified. “Where is she?”

“She’s lying in my office. I’m afraid she’s still out cold.”

“May I see her?”

“Certainly. Right this way.”

Jedidiah followed the doctor from the main room, down the hall past a couple of doors, and into another smaller room. The old, converted house made a perfect office for the doctor. He claimed one room as his own and kept the others vacant for patients in need.

“I’ll leave you alone with her. You may speak to her, but don’t try to awaken her. It’s best if she does that naturally.”

“Will she be all right?” He frowned.

“Seems like it.” 

“Thank you, Doc.” He glanced to where the doctor had just exited the room and was tempted to do the same until he heard a soft moan escape the woman’s lips.

Doc Brown’s footsteps could be heard down the hallway.

Jedidiah inched toward the bed where his soon-to-be wife lay. He immediately detected an intoxicating floral scent that enveloped her presence. It hadn’t necessarily been overwhelming, but her perfume was undeniably noticeable. His gaze unwittingly roamed the gentle curves that graced her fancy lavender dress. He lifted his hand to touch her brow, then hesitated. What is wrong with me? I shouldn’t be thinking on this woman with desire. He chided himself. 

What would Catherine think if she could see him now? He shook his head to dispel his thoughts. If he dwelled on Catherine now, he’d turn around and walk right out for sure. 

No, he wouldn’t touch her until they were officially married—if he could bring himself to speak the vows. If Ma had taught them anything in their sproutin’ up years, it had been to have respect for the female kind. He recalled her words to him and his brother. “There are already too many rough hands out yonder. I want you boys to make me proud. Do like the Good Book says, ‘Do unto others as you want done to you.’ If you want a woman to treat you right, then you treat her right.”

Jedidiah frowned. Neither he nor James had found a woman to marry before Ma passed on to Glory. Not even five years later, they’d both found good women. I hope you’re proud now, Ma. It was a shame that Ma never had the chance to meet his sweet Catherine or little Abilene. Another one of God’s curses. He frowned.

The young woman’s soft voice brought his mind back to the present, but he didn’t think she’d uttered anything intelligible that would require a response. Her eyes opened slowly and seemed to roam the room taking in her surroundings. She began to rise. Was she even strong enough to sit up?

He cleared his throat. “Uh, Miss. I...I wouldn’t be doin’ that if I was you.”

He sighed when she obediently laid back down.

“Where am I?” Her genteel hand rested on her forehead.

“Prairie, Texas, miss. In Doc Brown’s office.” 

She nodded but confusion permeated her features. “I don’t...Are you the doctor?”

He removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair. He was in need of a bath. He’d meant to take one, but was unable to due to tending to the calvin’. He must look a sight.

“No. I—uh.” He swallowed. “I’m to be your husband.”

Now she did sit up. He put his hand out to help steady her, but quickly let go when he was certain she was secure on her own. 

She touched her head and squinted. “I-I’m sorry, I’m just a little confused. I seem to have forgotten my name.”

His eyes widened. “You don’t know your own name?”

“No. I can’t remember. And none of this is familiar to me.” Her eyes seemed to sweep the room again, then settled on his face. “I don’t recognize you at all. I’m sorry.”

“Well, you ain’t been in this town but thirty minutes. And this is actually the first time we’ve met in person.”

“What do you mean?”

“You answered my advertisement for a wife, remember? We’ve been writing for several months now.”

“Oh, dear.” She frowned. “I’m to be married soon?”

Just what did she mean by that look? Was she no longer interested in marrying him? Well, that suited him just fine. He didn’t need a replacement for Catherine.

“If you’re no longer agreeable to it—”

“No. I-I just...what did you say my name was?”

“Grace Swanson.”

“Grace Swanson,” she repeated. She nodded, then her hazel green eyes met his again. 

Indeed, she was beautiful. He couldn’t deny that. 

“And you said your name was?”

“Jedidiah Johnson.”

A giggle escaped her lips, and Jed couldn’t help but smile. “So, I’ll go from being a Swanson to a Johnson.”

Doc Brown walked in. “I see y’all are getting along.” He smiled.

“Doc, Grace here said she couldn’t remember her name.”

The doctor’s brow rose. “Hmm...most likely a concussion as I suspected.” He nodded. “A touch of confusion or memory loss is normal.”

Jedidiah spoke up. “Should we do anything for her?”

“Well, if you’re talking about medicines and such, no. But you can help her by telling her the things you know.” He turned to Grace. “How do you feel?”

“My head is pounding, but other than that, I think I feel fine. What happened?”

“The senseless stage driver threw the luggage down before making sure no one was nearby. Knocked you right off your feet.” Doc Brown shook his head in contempt. “I knew someone would eventually get hurt, as careless as he is sometimes.”

“He was probably in a hurry,” Jed reasoned.

“That’s the problem. He’s always in a hurry. And I’m sure he didn’t learn his lesson. I’d have words with him if I were you, Jed.” The doctor took Grace’s hand and helped her down. “I’d like you to walk to the door.”

She nodded and took a couple of slow steps, watching each one carefully. She lifted her gaze toward the door and glanced at Jed. Jedidiah smiled reassuringly and she continued on, finally stopping at the door.

“Very good. It looks like you’ll be just fine.” The doctor nodded.

She took a confident step back toward the bed and swayed. 

Jedidiah reached out and caught her before she had a chance to hit the floor. “Whoa, there.”

“Perhaps you could use a bit of nourishment to regain your strength. Do you think you’d be able to walk down to the restaurant with Jedidiah? I’m sure his steady hand will keep you on your feet.”

She nodded. “I think so.”

Jed helped to stable her, and she sat back on the bed again. 

“Where is it?”

“It’s not far.” The doctor smiled. “Jed?”

Jedidiah nodded. “We’ll come back for her bags, if that’s alright with you.”

“That’ll be fine. You two just enjoy your meal.”

Jed turned to Grace and offered his arm. “Shall we?”
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Grace supposed she should have been nervous, and she just might be if she allowed herself to dwell on her current situation. She lifted her lashes and stole a glance at her husband-to-be. My, was he handsome. She didn’t know what she had been thinking or what her circumstances had been when she’d agreed to this absurd notion, but with the kindness she saw in this man, it couldn’t be too bad of a situation. Could it?

His steady hand guided her along the boardwalk, and she wondered if he was privy to the eyes that seemed to follow their every move. Did he know these people? Were they friends of his?

A rotund gentleman dressed in a fancy charcoal three-piece suit opened the door to an establishment. “Jed, welcome!” 

She immediately noticed his faint British accent. Grace eyed the man’s pinstripes and guessed him to be a wealthy man. Was this restaurant expensive?

Jedidiah stretched out his hand and offered a sturdy shake. “Milton. How’s the family been?”

“I can’t complain. Who’s...? Oh, is this –?” Milton looked directly at her and his eyes sparkled.
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