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JUNE 1865

Rochester, New York

Reuben Shepard slowly made his way up four steps to stand on the porch of the brick house. The War Between the States was finally settled, and Reuben had spent weeks getting home from Georgia, catching rides with whoever would give him one, walking the rest of the way. His body was very thin and malnourished, thanks to the horrific conditions of the Confederate prison camp where he spent almost a year. He may look like an old, sick man instead of a young man in his prime at age twenty-eight, but at least he made it home alive. Over a third of the prisoners in the Andersonville Prison died from disease, hunger or fights in the overcrowded place. Reuben drew in a breath of clean air where he stood, relishing the air wasn’t full of humidity, stench and rotten food anymore. I’m finally home!

Reuben lifted his hand to raise the knocker on the front door to announce his arrival. He didn’t want to shock his wife and son by walking into the house unannounced in his condition. They’d think he was a beggar breaking into the home to scrounge for food.

He listened as steps made their way from the foyer to the front door. Reuben held his breath, so anxious to see his family again.

But instead of Mattie, a tall man, probably in his mid-thirties opened the door. Reuben stared at him, at a loss for what to say. He held a baby girl against his chest with one arm.

“Father, who is that scary man?” A young boy popped his head underneath the man’s arm to stare at him. Then a little girl moved around the man, wrapping her small arms around his knees and stared at Reuben. 

Confused, Reuben asked, “Does...Mattie Shepard still live here?”

The man hesitated before he gave a quick nod, but he stayed in the doorway preventing Reuben from entering the house.

“Matilda? Could you come to the foyer for a minute please?” he said over his shoulder, never taking his eye from Reuben.

Reuben tried in vain to peer around the man to see his wife. He wanted to see her, hold her, and tell her how much he’d missed her all these years.

Mattie came to the door, looking over the arm the man still had across the door frame. He may have looked like a ragged, dirty scarecrow, but after a few seconds, Mattie recognized him. Her blue eyes grew wide, and she put her hand over her mouth while she sucked in her breath.

But before Reuben could get over the shock of seeing her, she shook her head instead of pushing aside the man’s arm to get to Reuben. Mattie drew a deep breath, placed her hand to rest on the man’s arm, and plainly stated, “If you’re looking for my first husband, he was killed early in the War. This is my husband, Reginald Ringwald and our three children. Shut the door, Reginald, I don’t want the children catching a disease from the filthy beggar.”

Then the man shut the door in his face, while he stood there with his mouth open, staring at the brass knocker.

“What? What did you say?!” Panic raced through his heart as her statement rolled through his mind. Mattie had said I was dead, and she’d remarried? Three children...it had to be his son Gabriel, and the little girl looked to be around four years of age.

He was killed early in the war... and must have been declared dead almost immediately for Mattie to have a daughter that old. Was the girl his child, too, instead of...what was his name, Ringwald’s?

Adrenaline pumped through his body as Reuben repeatedly pounded on the door. He waited for someone to open the door, but no one did. Reuben pounded again, then tried to open the door. It was locked.

He put his hands around his face as he peered into the window on the porch but saw no one. Reuben wobbled around the side of the house to get to the back door and found it, too, was locked. Pounding on it didn’t get any results there either.

Reuben wandered the backyard for a while, taking in the change of the shrubs and flowers and the swing he didn’t put up in the oak tree. I’ll sit on the porch a bit, surely Mattie will come out to talk to me. 

Hours passed before he finally left his house, hoping he could find food and shelter somewhere because his wife had turned him away.

The next morning, after sleeping in an alley and scrounging in a barrel behind a restaurant for food scraps, Reuben went to the courthouse. There, Reuben found the record of his “death” two months after he’d enlisted. He also found recorded that Reginald Ringwald bought his way out of military duty and married the “widow” Matilda Shepard four months after his “death.”

Reuben walked out of the courthouse and walked south out of town. There was no use trying to connect with any of his other family members now. Besides being legally dead, Reuben really did feel like he was dead to the world, and decided to leave it that way.
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EIGHT YEARS LATER, August 1873

Rochester, New York

Reuben stood on the porch of the Rochester home where he, his wife and son had lived before he enlisted in the war. Not much had changed in the neighborhood. The two-story brick house sat on a quiet street, lined with mature trees. Wrought-iron fences surrounded each neatly trimmed lawn in the block of houses. The marigolds in the front windowsill flower boxes were starting to wane as the summer came quicker in New York than Kansas.

He hesitated to knock, not because he didn’t want to see Gabe, but because there was a black ribbon wreath on the door, showing an adult had died in the house not long ago. A white wreath would have meant a child’s death, and a mixed wreath of black and white ribbons would have signified an older child’s death. So was it Reginald, Mattie or possibly one of their aged parents living with them who had died?

After taking a deep breath, Reuben firmly knocked on the front door. It was time to connect with his son again.

“The door crept open, and an older lady, dressed in a maid’s uniform questioned Reuben, “May I help you, sir?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m here to see Mrs. Ringwald. Is she available?” Reuben held his breath, hoping the woman wouldn’t tearfully reply the mistress of the house had died.

“May I ask your business with Mrs. Ringwald? She just lost her husband earlier this week.” The woman’s mouth was pursed, probably wondering why a man in western clothes was standing on the wealthy widow’s porch.

“I’m an old acquaintance of the family wanting to give her my condolence, ma’am. I’m from out of state, visiting family nearby and I heard the news,” Reuben sighed in relief knowing it wasn’t Mattie who had died; but this visit may be harder because of Ringwald’s death.

Reuben wondered if there was a black wreath on the front door for him when he “died.” Mattie certainly hadn’t worn black mourning clothes for a year before she remarried, according to the courthouse records he’d seen eight years ago.

“Very well, if you’d wait in the parlor, I’ll let Mrs. Ringwald know that Mr....what was your name, sir?”

“No need to tell her. She’ll see me,” Reuben said while stepping forward to the woman would move out of his way. He turned to the left, knowing exactly where the parlor was in his former house.

Besides the change in curtains, the parlor room looked the same. Memories bounced through his head as he looked around the room. The settee where he and Mattie had cuddled and kissed many evenings was still in the same spot. So was the overstuffed chair he sat in, holding Gabriel the first months of his life, watching his tiny rosebud mouth pucker a few times before finally falling asleep. Reuben remembered both he and Mattie sitting on the floor, Gabriel walking his very first steps from her arms to his, and feeling the sense of overwhelming pride of what his little man had just accomplished.

Reuben walked to the fireplace mantel to study the framed portraits of Mattie’s family carefully lined up on the top of the stone surface. Mattie and her husband. Mattie and her daughters when they were infants. Mattie’s parents. His son was in a family portrait taken probably a year or so ago, but only one daughter was in the photo. Apparently, they had lost their youngest daughter sometime in the past eight years.

Of course, Gabriel’s baby picture wasn’t up here, because it would have shown Reuben proudly holding Gabriel sitting in the studio chair, with Mattie standing beside him with her hand on his shoulder.

It was the summer of 1859 when Miss Mattie Vanderwig took a fancy to him while he had been driving a carriage for hire in the area. She came up with reasons to hire Reuben, and they spent the summer conversing, with him in the front seat and Mattie chatting away in the seat behind him. Before Reuben knew it, he was smitten with her attention...and her plan. She dressed him up, presented him to her family and announced they were getting married, never mind that Reuben hadn’t asked her father’s permission for them to marry. Her family had lots of money, and Reuben thought he was set for life.

He and Mattie moved into this house, owned and furnished by her parents. Reuben was shocked by the balance in Mattie’s new bank account for their living expenses, but it was in her name only. Looking back as a mature adult now, rather than a young man of twenty-one, he knew her parents intended to control the money.

But, at the time, Reuben was excited to be chosen by the beautiful girl, not realizing Mattie had chosen him to rebel against her parents. Instead of making a living driving a carriage, he spent his days wishing he had something to do, besides occasionally ride a horse, or take Mattie to dinner parties.

But the birth of Gabe changed everything and made the marriage worthwhile. He had a son to carry on his name. And because he didn’t have to work, he spent the next two years doting on his son.

Then southern states started to secede from the Union and formed the Confederacy. When the Confederates attacked Fort Sumter in South Carolina in April of ‘61, it was news in the paper, but not something they thought would last long, or affect them in New York.

Everyone thought it would take a month or so to end the war and get the Union back together. Reuben was caught up in the excitement of traveling down the eastern coast to help finish the war that fall. He wouldn’t be gone long enough for Gabe to miss him.

But instead, Reuben was forced to fight four long years of battles—states away from home—worrying whether he’d still be alive at the end of the day, swallow any halfway decent food to satisfy his constant hunger, worrying whether his family was safe in New York.

And all that time, Mattie was living with another man.

After not being permitted to reunite with his wife and son after the Civil War, Reuben had wandered out of New York, going from job to job until he ended up in Kansas. Then Reuben signed on as a chuck wagon cook and saw a lot of country between Kansas and Montana as cowboys drove livestock to the new ranches starting up in the West. He’d become proficient working with cattle and horses over the years and enjoyed the physical work, the challenges of the weather, the simpler life.

For the last two years, he’d stayed in one place, at the Bar E Ranch near Clear Creek, Kansas. His main job was taking care of the bunkhouse and the young ranch hands who watched the longhorn cattle roaming over the six thousand-acre ranch. He cooked, cleaned, performed first aid and gave advice to the ranch hands, who were barely out of their teenage years. Reuben was only thirty-six, but he secretly enjoyed the boys thinking he was wise in his old age. He also drove the chuck wagon and cooked along the trail when his employer sold and delivered cattle to other ranches.

The Bar E owners, Cora and Dagmar Hamner, were good employers and Reuben was satisfied with calling the place his permanent home. 

Or he had been, until Darcie Robbins, Millie Wilerson’s sister from Chicago, came out to help at the ranch house when Cora’s family, the Elisons, traveled from Boston to Kansas for Cora’s wedding. 

Darcie and her two children, a toddler, Tate, and a baby, Amelia, were living in the ranch house now. Much to Darcie’s chagrin, her two-year-old boy had immediately taken to Reuben, wanting to be with him constantly. And Tate’s attention made Reuben’s heartache for the two-year-old boy he last held before the War.

Reuben knew it would be hard to go back East to see his family, but it was time. He was older and wiser, believing his family would want to know he was alive after all. Reuben asked for a month off to travel to New York, and Darcie would take care of the cooking and cleaning of the bunkhouse while he was gone.

His first order of business was to see if his parents or siblings still lived in the area. It turned out Reuben’s two brothers, Lowell and Elton, actually did die during the War, and his parents had passed on since then, as well. But, he was reunited with his two sisters, Betty and Louise, and their families, catching up on the last dozen years.

“Mother, I want my letter from the lawyer!”

“Hush, Gabriel, Flossy said we have a guest in the parlor. He’ll hear you!” Reuben heard Mattie say as mother and son walked down the hallway toward the parlor.

Reuben turned to the double door entrance of the room, waiting for the first glance of his son. Would Gabriel’s hair still be dark brown like his, or have changed to match his mother’s lighter-brown hair?

“The letter was addressed to me personally, and the lawyer said it was about my real father. I have a right to know who he was and where he’s buried!”

Reuben stared at the teenager walking sideways into the room as he continued to argue with his mother. He was as tall as his mother now, but skinny and pale, like he’d never physically worked or been outside a day in his life. Mattie was dressed in an expensive black silk gown, fitting for the widow of a rich man.

Reuben turned his attention to Mattie when she said, “We’ll talk about this later, Gabriel.”

“Why don’t we talk about it now, Mattie?” Reuben challenged her. He watched as she gave him a baffled look, and then gave the same to Gabriel.

“Excuse me, sir, but what did you just say?” Mattie said, not recognizing Reuben.

“I said, why don’t we tell Gabriel his father’s name—is, not was—Reuben Shepard, and that I’m very much alive...”

Eleven days later, Clear Creek, Kansas

Reuben Shepard glanced over at Gabe again. It had been a long trip from Rochester, New York to Clear Creek, Kansas. As each day passed of their week-long train ride heading west to the frontier, the boy looked more out of place in his fancy white shirt, suit coat, trousers, and polished leather shoes. Not that his clothes were clean now, and the same could be said of Reuben’s clothes. Reuben rubbed a hand through his dark brown hair, staring at the boy sitting on the bench facing him as he did so, seeing the same color hair, his stormy gray eyes, his face starting to change the way teenagers do, along with his squawky voice.

Gabe and his mother exchanged terrible accusations after Reuben made his surprise appearance at their house. His son was upset because he thought Reginald was his father until the lawyer announced “and to my stepson, Gabriel, I leave a letter about your real father.” Why hadn’t they told Gabe about him? Why no one had ever slipped and told Gabe before now was a surprise.

The final blow was Mattie screaming that now Reuben was here, he was in charge of his son because she didn’t want to see him again. The maid helped them pack Gabe’s things in a trunk, and a carriage was conveniently parked out front of the house to get them off of Mattie’s property. Another staff member must have taken Gabe’s sister, Mary, out the back door while they were packing, so Gabe didn’t get a chance to speak with her before they left. Reuben returned the next day to see if Mattie had calmed down and changed her mind, but she had refused to see him. Reuben had no choice but to take Gabe home with him.

Mattie refused to give Gabe his letter from the lawyer, too, even though it was addressed from Mr. Ringwald directly to Gabe. Reuben had the driver stop at the lawyer’s office to ask about the contents of the letter. But the man was away for a period of time, so Reuben left a note explaining the situation and asked the lawyer to contact Reuben in Kansas when the lawyer returned to his office.

Reuben sighed and rubbed a hand over his forehead now, wishing he could rub away the tension headache that had been plaguing him since he left Rochester.

He and his son were complete strangers, neither of them was comfortable being with the other, so conversation was still stilted between them.

“Why aren’t there any houses out here, except a few now and then?” Gabe asked as he rested his head against the window glass, staring at the endless prairie.

Considering Gabe hadn’t talked much so far, Reuben thought he’d better try to get a conversation going. So far the boy’s talk had been about being hungry, then griping about the sandwiches they’d been buying at the little towns along the way. Reuben had only so much money along for this trip and hadn’t planned for it to cover the cost of a second train ticket and food for two people.

“Before the war, there wasn’t anything but herds of buffalo and tribes of roaming Indians living out here on the open prairie. Then the government started giving away free land in Kansas, and the railroad was built across the state. Only then did people travel out here to homestead the land and build houses and towns.”

“Why would anybody want to live out here? It’s so dirty and hot,” Gabe scrunched up his nose as a gust of hot air blew in the top half of the open car window behind them.

“Yes, summers are hotter here than New York, but you get used to it. Weather varies all over the United States. When I was in Georgia...” Reuben stopped, not wanting to mention that time.

“When were you in Georgia?” Gabe showed some interest, but Reuben hated he had brought it up now.

“The last year of the war,” was all Reuben could say.

“Were you in Andersonville? We read about it in school and...I’ve seen some pictures of the soldiers there.”

Reuben nodded, not wanting to think about those horrible conditions.

“Is that why you didn’t come home...to us?” Gabe gruffly asked.

Reuben stared at his son and couldn’t fathom what was going on in the boy’s head since all the lies of the past years erupted in Mattie’s parlor over a week ago.

“I did come back to you, but your mother had remarried, said I had no claim on you, my home...” Reuben tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice, but by the look on Gabe’s face, he wasn’t succeeding.

But now his son was with him, and Reuben had to rebuild their relationship after being years apart. The trouble was: his son’s life had been turned upside down with his step-father’s death and leaving his home, and Reuben didn’t know how to be a parent to his sad and sullen teenage son.

Reuben put his elbows on his knees and rubbed his hands over his face. Maybe he should have stayed dead instead of trying to connect with his son again. Would Gabe have been better off if he hadn’t gone to New York?
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Chapter 2
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“TAKE OFF YOUR BOOTS by the door and walk easy. I don’t want the angel food cake to deflate,” Darcie called back to whoever was stomping into the bunkhouse. The ranch hands had been so good lately about helping her keep the bunkhouse clean, and now someone was tromping in dirt on the clean floor.

“Reubie!” Darcie’s two-year-old son Tate squealed in delight and charged across the room to the door of the bunkhouse.

Darcie drew in a deep breath before she turned around, knowing Reuben was standing in the doorway. Reuben had traveled to New York last month to visit family, and now he was back.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRIDES

WITH

P

Book 7






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





