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To the little girl who believed she’d never make anything of her life.    










  
  
A Note to the Reader






Want to read a bonus POV chapter from Love’s Arrival?



Warmth on the Frozen Pond retells a pivotal moment from Justus’s point of view and can be read whether you’re new to Laurel Springs or already familiar with the story.



Download the free bonus chapter here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/88xq1hznpu
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Livvie






1872 (present day) Boone, Missouri





Life can change as unexpectedly as the prairie winds. Yesterday I was Roy’s wife, today I’m his widow. That’s the difference between the two days. The July sun still shines, the leaves on the oak trees rustle, and the mockingbirds perform a melodious tune. 

The preacher’s voice is a rehearsed tone. “Dear Heavenly Father, we commit Royal McLain to you this day...” 

It’s hard to breathe. Surely, this isn’t really happening. Everything is closing in on me. The preacher’s prayer and the condolences of the few people departing are heavy as bricks on my chest. Roy’s last words play repeatedly in my mind. “Livvie, it was Wes.” His own brother shot and killed him. Sadly, it’s not a surprise.

A touch on my arm and a sound brings me back to the grave. Everyone else has gone.

Turning to the woman beside me, her skin fair and youthful beneath her feathered hat, I wonder if I appear as young as she, or has this life aged me beyond my twenty-five years. “Marybeth, I’m sorry. What were you saying?” I ask, shaking thoughts of Wes from my mind.

She wraps an arm around me. “It’s all right; I don’t expect you to be yourself right now.” I lay my head against hers. She and her family are all I have left.

I nod. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” I don’t know how I’m supposed to be, honestly. 

Marybeth runs her hand down the copper-blonde braid that drapes over my shoulder. “Why don’t you come and have dinner with us?”

The beginning of hunger pangs gnaw at my stomach. No wonder, I haven’t eaten since breakfast yesterday morning. “Yes…thank you. I think that’d be real nice.” For the first time, I’m free to accept her offer without fear. 

“I’ll wait in the buggy. No rush.” She walks away, leaving me to stand alone beside Roy’s resting place. 

“What am I going to do now, Roy?” Kneeling on the grass, the earth is cool under my legs, and I’m thankful for the solitude. For the first time, tears trickle down my cheeks. My chest is a hollowed-out place.

Smoothing my fingers over the spot where a wedding ring should sit, I think back to Mother’s words from years ago regarding her own parents: You have to be born lucky to have what they had, and you and me, we’re not them.

At twelve years old, I lounge at Mother’s feet and pour over a box of love letters between my grandparents. Letters they had written to one another while courting. Letters full of hope and dreams, but above all, love. 

“What were they like?” I ask.

“I don’t remember, Livvie. I was younger than you when they died.” Mother remains focused on her knitting. 

“And that’s why you had to live with Aunt Martha.” I know the story. The parts Mother is willing to share, anyway.

“Yes. Now don’t be getting any foolish notions in your head about love and thinking some Prince Charming will take you away because it’s not going to happen. You weren’t born with that kind of fortune.” Mother preaches this often. 

I hold a letter, as if it were fragile, studying the handwriting. This is how love looks. The tender words within these pages. I want this for myself someday. If my grandparents could have it, why can‘t I? As I place the missives back into the box, a glimmer catches my eye. Lifting the papers, I see it. A ring. Gold with intricate designs and a sapphire stone in the center. I gasp. “Mother, what is this?” 

Mother glares down from her needlework and speaks to me in a tone as though I am stupid. “It’s a ring, Livvie.”

“Yes, I know, Mother, but whose is it?”

“It was your grandmother’s wedding ring.” Her focus returns to knitting. 

“It’s divine.” I turn the band, taking in every detail before placing it on my small ring finger. I must hold it upright to keep the blue stone from falling to one side but that doesn’t matter. All I want is to know how it feels to wear such a glorious piece of jewelry. Deciding Grandfather’s proposal was as romantic as his letters, I place the ring back in the box. A flutter tickles my belly, a sensation I have never felt before, but rather enjoy. 

Here on the ground by Roy’s fresh grave I come out of my reverie of the past, still brushing over my ring finger. I sift cold dirt through my hand, a welcome reprieve from the oppressive heat that envelops me. It’s suffocating. Is it the air or is it death? My world has closed in on me. “Goodbye, Roy. I hope you find happiness wherever you’ve gone.” 

I stand and turn, hitting against the broad chest of a tall man wearing a black suit. “Livvie.” His voice booms. 

“Wes! You frightened me. Must you stand so close?” I wipe a tear from my cheek. He mustn’t see my fear. Nor can he know that I realize he’s the one who murdered Roy.

He takes my arm. “I didn’t want to disturb you, but I do want a word.”

Perhaps he wants a word with Roy, his spirit, or the box that holds his body. Who or whatever it is you speak to when someone passes from this life to the next. Perhaps he is sorry; surely not. His heart’s cold enough to inflict frostbite.

“Of course, I’ll leave you.” I turn to move but he grips my arm—hard.

“I mean with you.” His voice is gruff.

I must lift my chin high to look up into his face. My heart races. What does he want? My breath catches in my throat at the sight of his furrowed brows and wrinkled forehead. I turn my attention to a button on his suit coat. The evil in his eyes causes my body to shake. I can’t look at him. His foul breath, a mixture of bourbon and tobacco, lingers.

“Now that Royal’s gone, it’s only reasonable you and me marry.” His words send chills up my spine.

He’s asking—no, telling—me to marry him, right here at his own brother’s grave. Wes McLain is the devil himself. He never cared about his younger brother, so why would he care about his brother’s wife?

“I know this ain’t the best time or place for ya to be talkin’ about it, but I have to leave tomorrow for Jefferson City on business, and I won’t be back for a few weeks.” 

Business. How many times had I heard those words? I turn my face away, my already queasy stomach lurching. He should be long gone after killing his brother. Unfortunately, the law has no proof, and anyone who saw what happened fear him too much to tell.

“As I said, I know this ain’t the best place, but it’s only reasonable we get married today. I leave tomorrow at dawn.” He releases my arm. “Now, you know I’ve never been the marryin’ type, and I know you can’t give me young ‘uns. As I see it, you need someone to be carin’ for ya, and I could use someone to be cookin’, cleanin’, and…providin’ for me. If you know what I mean.” He smirks.

My stomach tightens and twists. “Why do we have to get married so soon?” 

Had he known Roy and I never actually married, perhaps he would see living together without a document was an option. Nevertheless, he‘s possessive, so conceivably not.

As much as I hate and fear the man, perhaps I’m fortunate that he offers to take me as his wife. I have no place to go except back to the cabin. I don’t know how I’ll do the work around the homestead that only Roy could do. Perhaps I do need him. That’s what Mother would advise. I wasn’t born to be loved, so wanting it shouldn’t get in the way of living. Wanting and needing are two different things. 

He continues, “I figure you’ll have time to move in while I’m away.”

Of course, he won’t be helping me with the move. That’s just like him. 

What will happen to my house and my belongings? He’ll surely sell it all and keep the money.

“And it’d be right nice to have someone sweet smellin’ to come home to.” He grabs my chin and lifts my face, forcing me to look up at him. My body tenses at his touch. He looks nothing like Roy. Roy was handsome and his whole face lit up when he smiled. But Wes rarely smiles and his disproportionate ears in comparison to his small head do no favors for him. It’s never been a surprise the two men don’t share the same father. 

Not wanting him to sense my unease, I lift my chin from his hand and take a step back. “My neighbor is expecting me for dinner. I don’t want to keep her family waiting.” I don’t dare tell him the neighbor I refer to is the sheriff and his wife. 

“Then I’ll see you this evenin’.” His eyes travel over my body. “That dress you got on will be fine enough to wear.” 

Dry grass and wrinkles cover my black skirt. He’s already telling me what’s acceptable to wear and we’re not even married yet. “This evening.” I lift my skirts, turn, and walk away.

If I refuse to marry him, he’ll surely strangle me as he had done to Eliza the whore. If I agree, it will only be a matter of time before he beats me anyway, worse than Roy ever did. My heart races as I recall a memory of Wes’s wrath on me back in Ohio. 

Upon entering our apartment, my stomach sinks when I see Wes and Roy sitting at the table. I hadn’t figured on them coming home for a few more days, at least. “Gentlemen. I wasn’t expecting you home this early.” I hang my hat on the hook by the door, hoping they don’t hear the disappointment in my voice. 

“Is that why you were over visiting with them whores?” The question doesn’t come from Roy but Wes. 

I glare at him, puzzled, but he doesn’t look at me. He runs his finger around the rim of his whiskey glass.

“I visit them often when you two aren’t here because I have nothing else to do. A woman can only do so much cooking, cleaning, and reading. She needs companionship.”

“Oh, so now you’re ungrateful for what we’ve given you?” he snarls.

I gape at Roy, expecting him to stand up for me. He’s supposed to be my husband, after all. Who is Wes to treat me so? “I‘m not ungrateful. I just can find little to do and those girls are my family.“

“We‘re your family.” There‘s venom in Wes‘s voice.

There‘s no sense in arguing with a man so full of hate and violence. Not knowing what to do with myself with the two men in the place, I take to peeling potatoes but not without staring Roy down. He doesn‘t dare move his gaze from his glass. Coward.

Wes isn‘t finished. “You‘re not to be associatin’ with them whores.”

“They‘re my family,” I repeat, fighting the tears that threaten to come.

Wes stands. “They‘re a bunch of whores. They‘re not your family. We are and no sister-in-law of mine will be associatin‘ herself with a house of whores. You hear me?” His voice thunders through the room. 

My blood bubbles like a pot of stew. I lean over and hiss in Roy‘s face, “Coward.” 

Wes moves from his chair, tipping it back. At the sound of the chair hitting the floor, his hand grabs the back of my hair. “He’s your husband—you show him respect, you hear me, bitch?”

Still holding the knife in my hand, I contemplate stabbing him. What good would that do? It would be his word over mine, and as a woman—no one will listen to me.

“I said, did you hear me?” He pulls my hair tighter and yanks my head down harder.

I close my eyes and nod. Yes, I heard him.

That night in bed, I lay on my side and cry quietly to myself. This will become the norm over the years. Roy climbs in beside me, and as usual, pulls down his drawers, lifts my nightgown, and enters me from behind. I hate him. Where has the Roy gone who swept me off my feet just months ago? 

As I climb into Marybeth’s buggy, I know what I must do.
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Justus






1866 (six years earlier) Longhorn, Texas





My thoughts turn to the Rattlesnake Saloon. I’m wishing for whiskey and a woman after a long three-month cattle drive, but while away, I promised myself I was going to be a better man. One my ma would be proud of. I scratch at the scruff on my face. Instead, I’m going back to Mister Granger’s ranch for a hot bath and a long sleep. 

“I only see one piece of mail for you, Mister Bennett,” says the older woman behind the counter. I thank her and step out of the general store to read the missive from Mary. Mary’s like a second ma to me, and it’s always a good feeling to get news from home. 

Once outside, the wind is hot and arid, and dust parches my throat; the imagined taste of whiskey on my tongue temps me again. I force myself to swallow the thought and the dryness away. Sitting my Stetson back on my head to provide what little shade I can get in this barren town, I open the envelope.

Dear Justus,

I’m afraid I write with rather unfortunate news. It’s your father; he’s had a stroke. Doc isn’t sure he’ll make it. Oh, I do hate writing such things to you. Please respond at once.

Sincerely,

Mary

My mind goes back to the last time I saw Father, young and strong. This just can’t be. I read the note again. Doc isn’t sure he’ll make it. The postmark reads four weeks ago. He may be gone by now. My heart is numb to this message. I glance about the dusty small town with tumbleweeds blowing and catching on the porches of the few businesses here. I had better go pack to be on the stagecoach tomorrow. 


      [image: ]I step off the wagon in Laurel Springs, Colorado Territory onto the thirsty earth, dirt as dry as my tongue. At least the brim of my Stetson shades the sun from my eyes. 

Women stroll the sidewalks with their long skirts swishing about. Children dart around people and horses stir up dust as they clomp up and down Main Street. 

Pausing, I take it all in. I’m impressed with the growth of the town over the last five years that I’ve been gone. There are many new businesses, including a hotel with a restaurant, another eatery, a theater, and the stage station. Houses now dot the landscape where only Mother Earth once rested. 

With my well-worn traveling bag in hand, I start in the direction I remember the livery to be. To both my relief and reluctance, it’s still there. 

“I’ll be right with you.” The caretaker keeps his focus on examining the hoof of a horse. His blonde hair is hidden by his wide-brimmed hat, but I know the man like I know my own face.

I do my best to paste on a smile. “I’m in no hurry,” I say, not knowing how Clint will receive me.

He stops at my words and raises his head. “If it isn’t Justus Bennett. How are you, my friend?” He limps toward me with his arms out wide. 

My friend. I play the words over in my mind. With trembling hands, I grab him and pull, bringing him in for a strong hug. “How are you, Clint?” I stand a head taller than him. 

Clint points to my legs with a half-hearted laugh. “It looks as though ole Johnny Reb treated you better than he treated me.” 

I swallow around a lump in my throat. Not a day or night has gone by that I haven’t thought of that fateful day Clint was blown up. I nod. The floor’s dusty and strewn with hay. I don’t know what to say and shift on my feet. His injuries are my fault.

Clint breaks the awkward silence. “You headed for the ranch?”

“I am. Is he...” The words dead or gone won’t come.

He sighs and his brows furrow. “He’s not well but he’s still with us.”

Turning toward the door, I gaze into the expansive sky. Will Father be able to find forgiveness in his heart for me? Will he see that I’m a man now? I was a grieving kid; I didn’t mean to do what I did.

“The missus will be happy to hear you’re home. She’d expect me to invite her long-lost cousin to Sunday dinner.” 

I turn back to Clint and smile. “Mary wrote that you married my cousin. That does my heart good.” The scent of hay and leather mingle in the air. “I don’t know if I’ll even be here Sunday.”

“If you need a place to stay, you’re welcome to bunk with us.”

“Thanks, brother.” I may just have to take him up on that offer. 

“Come on, let’s get you a horse.” Clint motions for me to follow as he limps toward a stall.


      [image: ]On the ride out to the ranch, I’m reminded of how much I love and miss this land. The stately mountains, rolling hills, and the pines that dot the landscape. The sky east of the range is wide open and as blue as a robin’s egg. If Father turns me away, maybe I’ll build myself a cabin in the rocks and become a hermit. I’ve been tired of Texas for a long time, with nothing but wide-open space as far as a man can see. Ironically, the vastness feels small. 

It’s been five years since I’ve been home. Now, here I am, approaching the place I once thought I’d destroyed. The place I swore I’d never return. Same as the town, it’s all grown considerably. There isn’t one, but two barns, several other outbuildings, the bunkhouse, and a couple of smaller homes besides the one Father had built for Frank and Mary. 

The heat of the sun beats down on my back as I walk toward the main house. It’s large, to be sure, but it doesn’t appear as massive as it had when I was a boy. Between the great ponderosa pines of the house is a bright glistening white, as though it had just been re-chinked. The open porch covers the entire front of the log home—a beautiful place to sit in the early mornings when the mist is rising off the land and the deer are grazing on the grasses.

I tie the horse to the hitching post, then wipe my hands down the sides of my denim breeches, knowing the sweat on my palms is from more than the hot sun overhead. I’ve fought many a battle against the Rebels, but never have I felt my stomach turn quite this way. Standing at the door, I raise my hand to grab the door knocker but then hesitate. I can’t turn back. No. I’m not a weakling. A surge of courage runs through me. I take hold of the iron ring and strike the wooden door several times. 

The moment the door opens, an orange tomcat darts out onto the porch and Mary chastises the feline. “Why, you little scoundrel. You scared me half outta my wits.” A smile forms on her face before she looks up at me. I hadn’t written to tell her, or anyone, I was coming. Hell, I almost didn’t come at all. 

When the realization of who I am dawns, both hands fly to her mouth and tears flood her eyes. “Justus! Oh, Justus, you’re home.” She holds out her arms to me. 

A lump lodges in my throat as I move into her embrace.

“You’ve matured.” With her hands on my arms, she pulls back and takes a long look at me. “But it’s you, all right.”

I can’t help but grin. “Pardon, ma’am, do I know you? You must be Mary’s younger sister.”

“Oh, you.” She swats my arm. “You may have grown, but you haven’t changed. Ever the charmer.” 

“It’s good to see you, too, Mary.” 

My eyes dart to a young man, about seventeen, entering the room.

“Oh, Caleb.” Mary turns to her youngest son. “It’s Justus. Can you believe it?” She beams.

I reach my hand out to the boy. “Caleb, you’re nearly a man now. I wouldn’t have recognized you if your mother hadn’t said your name.” 

He blushes. “You’ve changed, too.” 

Mary lays her hands across her breast. “Yes, it does something to a mother’s heart to see her baby is about to flee the nest.” 

Remembering why I’m here, I remove my hat and hold it to my chest. “My father. Where is he?”

Mary’s eyes are tender. “He’s in the garden getting some sun.” She hesitates before speaking again. “You need to prepare yourself, Justus; he’s not the same man he was five years ago.” 

My eyes fall to my boots before meeting Mary’s gaze. “Yes, I’m not expecting him to be.” 

“He can speak some, but you’ll find it difficult to understand him.” 

Sweat and dirt from my travels cling to me. I pull at the collar of my shirt that’s sticking to my back. “It’s been a long trip. Is there somewhere I can freshen up before I see him?” 

She lays a hand on my arm. “Of course. Let’s see you to your room.” She lifts her skirts and leads the way up the grand set of stairs, calling to her son, “Caleb, please fetch some fresh water for Justus.” 

She peeks over her shoulder at me. “Have you eaten?” 

“Even if I had, I’d have to say no just so I can have some of your good home cooking.”

She stops and turns slightly to look down at me. Smiling, she shakes her head. “Dear me, he is back.” Laughing, she continues up the stairs. 

As we walk down the long hall to my room, she speaks again. “It hasn’t been touched since you left, except for cleaning, that is.” The floorboards creak under foot. “He hasn’t said much, but your father’s been holding out hope you’d return.” She opens the door and steps aside, folding her hands in her apron. “Caleb will be up right away with the water. Come to the kitchen when you’re ready.” She places her hand on my arm and gives it a pat, then proceeds back down the hall toward the stairs. 

“Thank you, Mary.” I say as I stare into the room, almost afraid to cross the entrance, as if doing so will pull me into another time I’m not sure I want to enter. A time when Ma would tell me bedtime stories and softly kiss my head goodnight before putting out the lamp for the evening. 

Nothing has changed here. Mary was right about that. I exhale, step over the threshold, and close the door. 
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Livvie






1872 (present day) Boone, Missouri





Sheriff Andrew Peterson sits at the dinner table, his youngest child beside him. I’m guessing she must be about three or four years old. He pretends to pull a coin from her ear. 

“I don’t have money in my ears,” she states, feeling around the sides of her head, as if she isn’t entirely sure. 

This exchange makes me giggle. While it doesn’t seem quite right to be laughing on this day, it helps to imagine Roy is away on business, rather than lying dead in the nearby cemetery.

There’s a heaviness in my stomach from thinking about the decision I’ve made—I’m marrying Wes this evening. Regardless, I allow my shoulder muscles to gradually relax while I visit with the family. They are so playful with one another. I’m amazed to find their three children, although quite young, to be well-mannered. I must admit, I haven’t had much experience with little ones, never having siblings or cousins or children of my own. 

“Marybeth and I are happy you agreed to join us for dinner.” The sheriff places his calloused fingers over his wife’s hand resting on the table. 

“We certainly are.” Marybeth gives me a warm smile and her hazel eyes twinkle.

There’s a sense of guilt for the many times over the years she invited me to church services or to join them for dinner, and I politely declined with an excuse. I wasn’t raised with Bible teaching and I knew Roy wasn’t keen on the idea. His lifestyle didn’t marry well with the Bible folk in town, or with spending time with the sheriff and his family. I always took note, however, that Marybeth never seemed to pass judgment on me. 

“Thank you so much, Sheriff and Marybeth, for having me.”

Marybeth’s smile is sincere. “It’s our pleasure, Livvie.”

Grinning back, I shift my eyes to my plate. 

“How about dessert?” Marybeth stands.

“My wife makes the best pie this side of the Mississippi.” The sheriff smirks proudly.

“Oh, he’s just biased, Livvie. Andrew, I’m sure Livvie is a wonderful baker, as well.” She comes back to the table with not one, but two different pies—blackberry and pear.

“Oh, I’m sure I don’t bake as well as you,” I say, admiring the flaky golden crust.

Marybeth has brought baked goods to me in the past when she’s come to my home to visit while Roy was away. But this dinner of pot roast with all the fixings proves the woman to be an excellent cook, as well. How sorrowful I am that I’ve never shared a table with this beautiful family before. What joy I’ve missed the past several years. Now, with Roy gone, I can take such liberties without concern of what he might say or do. Then I remember—I’m to marry Wes. I shudder and push the thought away.

The sheriff leans back in his chair after finishing off a slice each of the blackberry and pear pie. He rubs his slightly protruding stomach and licks his lips. “I don’t know how you ladies manage to keep your womanly figures.”

“Perhaps because we don’t eat two slices of pie.” His wife snaps her napkin at him.

“Mother’s baking doesn’t last long when Father’s home.” The oldest child, a boy, speaks up with a roll of the eyes toward the man.

The sheriff pats his belly again, then turns to the children. “What do you say we go pick your ma some pretty flowers to thank her for this delicious meal?” Cheers erupt from around the table. “Livvie, please excuse us,” he says, pushing himself from the table. With great excitement, the children trail him out the door.

I also stand when Marybeth begins clearing the table. 

“Oh please, sit down.” She gestures to my seat. 

“I insist on helping after all the work you put into making this lovely meal. I can’t remember the last time I ate so well. I’m afraid I’m not much of a cook.” The dishes clink as I sit them beside the washtub. “Besides, your family dinner came late on account of waiting on me.”

“Nonsense.” Marybeth gives a shake of her head. She surveys the dinner mess and claps her hands together. “You know what? This can wait. Let’s sit out front with a glass of lemonade and chat, shall we?” 

Being this is my first time visiting at her home, I must remind myself it’s all right to relax. Usually, we visit at my little cabin and I’m on guard the entire time, worried about Roy coming home, upset that I’m associating with the sheriff’s wife. She’s become such a good friend to me. My only friend. 

A warm earthy breeze sweeps over the front porch of the Peterson home. Prairie grass waves, as though in a choreographed dance. The sheriff and his children pick white foxglove and purple prairie clover in the distance and chase after one another. Watching them brings a smile to my face.

Without prologue, Marybeth states, “I was once in your shoes.” 

“Excuse me?” I’m not exactly sure what she’s referring to. Was she once married to another man? 

“It’s not something I talk about, but Andrew isn’t my first husband.” The woman stares ahead. “My first husband, Bryce, had a strong liking for whiskey and gambling. I was days away from giving birth to our first child when two men came to the house demanding to know where he was. He owed them money over a gambling debt he failed to pay. Although I didn’t know his whereabouts, they thought I was lying for him, so they beat me within an inch of my life.” 

“Oh, Marybeth!” I gasp. I can’t imagine such a thing.

“The next day, I gave birth to a stillborn baby girl.” Sadness clouds her eyes as she watches her family play in the field. “I named her Josephine. Josephine Louise, after my mama. Those men caught up with Bryce weeks later and killed him. Andrew was the deputy who came to my rescue.” 

Marybeth gives a faint smile and takes a sip of lemonade. “I was so consumed in my grief over losing Josie, I didn’t want anything to do with anyone, especially a man. Nope. Andrew would invite me to church picnics or just for a walk, and I’d give reasons why I couldn’t go. No matter how many times I said no, he still always seemed to be around.” She rocks her head back and forth and smiles. “I couldn’t understand why he would want anything to do with me. I tried my hardest to avoid the man. One day, I gave in and went to a dance with him, thinking then he’d leave me alone.” 

She glances at me and gives a hearty laugh. “Mercy, was I wrong! That man stole my heart. Not only that, but he showed me true love was possible. I learned to trust again. Most important, I learned to forgive. Now here I am. Life isn’t perfect. It never will be. We live in a fallen world.” 

“But my life is good. I have everything I need and more.” The children’s laughter travels up from the field. “Please don’t think I’m boasting. I’m not. I want you to know you can have this, too. Now, I’m not trying to preach to you.” She reaches over and places a hand on my arm. We’ve never discussed my relationship with Roy beyond general talk. “I know this is none of my—our—business, but Andrew overheard Wes McLain asking Brother Hanson to marry the two of you this evening. I don’t know if you agree with that or not. Andrew knows all too well who Wes is, and—” She hesitates before proceeding. “You remind me so much of myself not that long ago. I would hate to see you end up in the situation I was in or worse. Here, you just buried your husband today, and I can’t imagine Wes’s intentions are good. I just can’t.” 

They aren’t, of course, and the image of providing for his “needs” makes my stomach turn. Truth is, my stomach’s been tied in knots all afternoon at the thought of marrying that man tonight. 

“I saw you talking with Wes at the cemetery. Did he tell you his wishes of marriage?” 

Pulp floats on the top of my juice. “Yes, he told me. We’re to be married this evening.” Her eyes are searching my face. “Oh, Marybeth, I don’t wish to marry that man, but I have no choice.”

Marybeth gives me a hopeful smile. “We want to help you.”

What is she saying? How can they help me?

“I know this is sudden, but we don’t have much time, considering.” She turns fully toward me and takes my arm gently, her eyes pleading. “Andrew has an aunt and uncle in Colorado, good folks. He can have Charlie—Deputy Carson—see you to the train station and you can take the train west. You’ll be safe there. You can start over.”

My mind spins and my chest tightens. So much has happened in less than twenty-four hours. Roy’s been killed, Wes intends to marry me, and now the Petersons want to help me get away. This is truly happening. It’s all too much. I don’t know if leaving is the right thing to do. Being with Wes will offer some familiarity and he’d be gone most of the time, anyway. Perhaps it’s better to have him care for me, rather than venture off to a place I don’t know, to live with people I’ve never met. What about my little cabin Roy and I built together, and the animals? On the other hand, I know Marybeth’s right; leaving would mean a fresh new start. I’d be free of Wes. How I long for a life like the one I witnessed today in the Peterson home. Nevertheless, life has taught me it isn’t possible—not for me. 

The smile I’ve been hiding behind for most of the day disappears. “I’m afraid, Marybeth.” There, I’ve said it. I sob. “I’m afraid of Wes. I’m afraid of being alone. Now, the thought of leaving also frightens me. What if I make the wrong decision?” 

She takes me into her arms as I weep. “I know it’s all very overwhelming. Please trust us, Livvie. I promise we would only send you into the best of care. We feel strongly that this is the right choice for us to offer you.” She looks me in the eye, wiping away the tears from my face. “Do you have any money?”

“Yes. Who knows where it came from, but yes, I have money.” Using the still-fresh handkerchief tucked into my sleeve, I wipe my nose. 

“That’s all right—God can use bad things for good.” Marybeth brushes back a fallen strand of tear-soaked hair from my face. 

I take a deep, bracing breath, as though I’m about to jump into the cold Missouri River. “All right, I’ll go.” I can exhale now.

“This is best.” Marybeth gives me a sympathetic smile, then raises her arm and waves to her husband. He’s been doing a great job keeping the children occupied in the field. When he reaches the porch with his brood in tow, she nods to him, a signal.

“All right, my little children, I must go to work. You mind your mother now, you hear?” He kisses his wife on the temple, tips his hat to me, and leaves.

Once back inside, Marybeth hands me a piece of paper. “This is the name of Andrew’s aunt and uncle, and where you’ll be going. And give this letter to Doc when you arrive. Andrew’s gone to get Charlie, who will be here soon to see you safely over to your place to get your belongings. Then, Charlie will escort you to St. Joseph, where you can board the train tomorrow morning.” 

“What about my cabin? Bess needs to be milked and the chickens fed.” Maybe this isn‘t such a good idea after all. 

“We‘ll take care of everything, I promise.” She hugs me. It‘s a long, tight, comforting hug. A hug as I‘ve never felt. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll be praying for you.” 

Normally, those words would mean nothing to me. But at this moment, they mean everything.
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I listen intently to make sure no one is coming. Voices of those offering their condolences flow from the sitting room. The clanging of dishes as the mourners eat and drink echo through the house. Still wearing my Sunday best, I sneak into the cabinet where Ma keeps the whiskey. 

“It’s only used for medicinal purposes,” she always says when I tease her for having it. Being a good honest woman, I know she speaks the truth that it’s the only reason she keeps it. I enjoy joshing with her. She’s an easygoing woman that never minds my jesting. Her laughter rings in my ears, as if I had heard it that very day. But I haven’t. Today we buried her on the hill beyond the house. She now lies beside my baby brother who hadn’t lived more than a month. Her laughter’s been silenced for good. Doc said it was her appendix; said there was nothing he could do. Surgery was too risky.

Tucking the bottle inside my coat, I start out the kitchen door, intending to head to our growing family cemetery. 

“We have guests, son.” The stern voice stops me. I pull my suitcoat tighter to conceal the bottle. 

“I can’t breathe in there with all those people, Father. I just need to be alone.” He tips his head and walks away. Perhaps he understands, or perhaps he just doesn’t want to deal with me. 

Ma would never approve of me drinking whiskey for reasons other than medicinal ones, but I need something to numb my pain. 

I can hear her voice as if she speaks to me now. You need Jesus. That’s what you need. Ma sees any bad situation as a need for Jesus. Where is her Jesus now? Why has He taken her so young? She was barely thirty-four years old. She was my age, seventeen, when she married Father and gave birth to me. She was always so wise, but I feel as if I’m a lost and lonely little boy. 

The relationship between Father and me hasn’t been so easygoing. Although I stand head-to-head with the man, I must admit, I fear him. He’s labored hard to build a successful ranch and he’s put work above all else. 

“When you take over…” Father always says. But I don’t want anything to do with the ranch. I resent it. Now with Ma gone, what’s even the use in living? 

Sitting beside her fresh grave, her voice calls to me. He’s a good man, Justus. He just has a lot of responsibilities.

Angrily, I tip the bottle and take a sip. The liquid is vile. Shivers run through me as I forcibly swallow. 

Where is God now? Why did He have to go and take Ma? She’s the good one. She’s been faithful to Him, and He just goes and takes her, as if she doesn’t even matter. Thoughts whirl like an angry storm as I tip the bottle again and again. It doesn’t take long before I grow acclimated to the pungent drink. In a rhythmic pattern, I wipe my tears with my sleeve, then take a swig from the glass. I thought the liquor would numb the pain, but it’s only made it cut deeper, searing my heart, much like a branding iron on the backside of a steer. 

“Why’d you have to go, Ma? Why’d you go and leave me here? I need you,” I cry, longing for her to take me into her tender arms. I’d give anything to smell her sweet perfume one more time. 

As the evening rolls on, the sun fades and darkness falls. Finding the night’s coolness uncomfortable and the sounds of a storm looming in the distance, I head for a stall in the barn. Father will never stand for a drunken son, not even due to the sorrow of losing one’s ma. 

My stomach turns and my chest tightens. Ma will have to stay out in the cold dark night, all alone inside a pine box buried deep in the ground. It’s not fair. She should be readying herself for the warmth and safety of her bed. I imagine her sitting at her vanity, wearing her soft pink nightgown and brushing her long pale hair, a lovely smile on her face. It’s more than I can bear. 

Sometime in the night, I wake from my drunken stupor, choking. I find myself in a stall of the barn, and the consequences of drinking whiskey hit me like a two-by-four upside the head. My brain whirls, as if I were on a spinning wheel. What little is in my stomach begs to come up. I rub my burning eyes, but they continue to sting. The choking grows stronger. Fire! My pulse races and my jaw clenches. Smoke consumes the barn. Hiding away the whiskey bottle beside me, I fight to find a way out of the stall. Each inhale burns my lungs. I close my eyes against the sting of the billowing ash. Using my coat, I bury my face to filter the air that assaults my senses. Thick plumes of smoke roar around me, climbing up the walls and over my head. 

Sickening chills run through my body as I think of the horses. Crouched down where the air is clearer, I crawl along the aisle between the stalls. I must save them. I feel my way along the stable doors and find the first latch. Opening the door, a lone horse rushes out. The fire draws closer. Another latch, but the horse rears up and refuses to escape. 

“Come on! Come on!” I shout at her, but again, she raises her front legs in protest. Her foal. As any good mother, she is willing to risk her life to stay with her baby. I try to get to the newborn, but the mother won’t allow it. “I’m trying to help you here,” I shout at the mare. Frustrated, I maneuver my way to her side and give her hindquarters a good slap. She rears again and again spurning my attempts to move her from the stall. 

The smoke continues to swell. I can’t take it any longer and run for the exit of the barn. Frantic ranch hands with buckets of water pass me without notice. They race against time to rescue what they can before the fire consumes the barn and everything in it. 

With my hands on my knees, I cough, working to clear my lungs. The barn is now ablaze on one side. I must have knocked over a lamp. Oh, what have I done? Father! He worked so hard for all this. I can never face the man. I run for the woods, not knowing where to go, but knowing one thing’s for certain. I can’t go back. 
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