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      The theater is coming to Silverpines!

      

      When Chicago actress, Posey Jones travels across country to help an ailing relative- she is immediately thrown into town at the very brink of destruction. Losing her uncle, gaining a home, and her independence- she sets out to establish her theater… only to realize she needs something special to ensnare an audience! When several women send off for husbands, she joins in with a strange request…

      

      Garrison is tired of struggling to find a place where he fits in after a tour in the military. After several months at home, he is mistakenly arrested and sentenced to hang when the ultimate answer to his prayers is thrust into his jail cell: a letter. Now, bound for Oregon – he finds himself married to an outlandish woman that is constantly putting on an act, but when the real Posey shines through… he is fascinated with his new bride and the possible new life that lies ahead of him.

      

      Posey and Garrison also face the herculean task in overhauling the empty building into a theater. He is mortified that his wife expects him to perform a stunt in the show that makes his blood run cold. Can the strong personalities of Garrison and Posey find a way to work together to make the budding theater and their relationship a blossoming success?
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      Dear Reader,

      Let me begin with the sincerest thank you for purchasing Wanted: Hired Gun. I truly hope you enjoy the story as much as I did when I wrote it. There were so many different and fun aspects that blossomed bringing the characters of Posey and Garrison to life. I wanted them to be real, to have a persona that would draw you in and have you fall in love… just as they did with each other.

      Upon researching, I discovered that there were several cures for asthma in the 1900’s that were shocking and dangerous, containing lobelia (Indian tobacco), belladonna (a poison) or Datura (nightshade)- hence the asthma cigarettes that are used by Garrison for his ailment. There are phenomenal websites that share remedies, photos and ingredients used to bring ease to patients with laborious respiration and wheezing of the lungs.

      

      www.Inhalatorium.com

      www.ATSjournals.org

      www.allergyandasthma.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      July 1900

      Garrison had finally gone and done it.

      He’d gone too far and crossed the line. Hanging out with the rebellious group of men had finally done him in. He’d been meeting the guys after work at the factory for a few months now meeting up on Fridays and gaming the night away. There had been several times where they would meet, enjoy a drink and spend hours on end telling outlandish tales to each other to see who could come up with the most original and outrageous.

      It was all in good fun until James had been caught pocketing bills and coins off the card table they’d been playing at. Garrison could hear the roar of outrage from the massive man who’d overturned the table in a murderous rage. James had never shut up, going on and on about the man’s wife, sister and mother with more and more lewd remarks.

      They weren’t in the greatest part of town anyways and his mother had told him to avoid this club repeatedly. All the wildest news stories that made the papers seemed to originate here. Apparently tonight would be no different.

      “Shut up, James,” Garrison had barked angrily. “Apologize to the man.”

      “Garrison, you always were a mama’s boy, weren’t you?” Lester had teased, causing the focus of James and the rest of the crowd to turn to him. This is when he should have turned tail and left, before the interior of the club exploded in a frenzy of fists.

      “Garrison… admit it – we’ve all been lifting money from the idiot for weeks on end. I can’t believe the big lummox has only just now realized it,” Edward crowed in delight. “I’ve been itching for a fight and we are gonna have some fun now boy-o’s!” His heavy Irish accent got thicker and thicker as the anticipation swelled.

      Staring in shock between the men whom he’d grown close to over the last few months, Garrison realized that they were nothing but common thieves fleecing the hardworking men who were looking to unwind a bit. This included himself, he thought, how many times had they taken from him unknowingly?

      He’d just returned from a spell in the military. When his campaign finally ended, he seized the opportunity to return home. He’d taken the second chance at life upon overhearing that the USS Maine had sank off the coast of Cuba. It had been eye-opening that he could die at such a young age. He was barely twenty-seven with no family other than his mother. Garrison was working odd jobs to get on his feet, trying to get a position with the police. He’d been a crack-shot in the military and hoped to use his skills to begin a career here at home. He wanted a normal life, someone to welcome him home and make him feel wanted.

      When the fighting started, Garrison had positioned himself in a defensive point away from the others. He’d dodged several blows but when the knives and guns came out, the doubt was gone. It was time to go.

      Lester had led the way out of the club and Garrison had never seen a man run so fast in his life. It was shameful the girly scream that had escaped the thin man as he kicked up his heels and took off. Garrison’s own heart was pounding with adrenaline as several others made their way into the near-empty streets.

      It was late and the moon was high in the night sky, illuminating the ruckus. He heard the wail of the siren as the police wagon came down Main Street to pick them all up and Garrison began to run for a hiding spot. It would not do to have an interview with the chief of police for a position with the station the very same day he was arrested. That would only go poorly for him and ruin his chances at a decent job in town.

      “Oh, I’d say my chances are good and ruined now,” Garrison muttered to himself. He lay there on the small cot, contemplating what would happen now that he’d been arrested. Several of the other men had gotten away, but not him.

      No, he’d gone and had an asthma attack mid-run that had him gasping for breath, rather than following the others into the darkened cobblestone streets. His cursed lungs had failed him once again. He’d had attacks as a child and seen the physician repeatedly to assuage his mother’s worries. It had been a long time since he’d had an attack – and now she’d simply worry about his jailtime instead.

      Garrison had been handcuffed there in the streets, coughing and gasping for breath- unable to defend himself as the attack had been quite fierce. Because he’d been shackled, he couldn’t reach for his anti-asthmatic cigarettes. They seemed to be the only thing that helped when the attacks were this bad.

      He’d finally found a brand that didn’t make his heart skip a beat or flutter weirdly. There was something in them that proclaimed to aide in “laborious respiration and extreme wheezing” his doctor had described it. Garrison had thought he was a loon, prescribing him with tincture that was sure to aide him. It would aide him in becoming a penniless man! He could deal with the coughing and wheezing- keeping his hard-earned money. As long as he stayed away from feathers, other irritants, and refrained from running- he’d be just fine.

      Accused of theft, aggravated assault, and resisting arrest, Garrison was certain to do time and was positive his mother would be absolutely distraught. She’d been so proud that he’d finally come home to settle down, claiming he got his ‘wildness from his father’. His pa had been a railroad man that preferred the open skies and rugged outdoors to the city – something he could certainly appreciate now. He was cooped up in a small cell awaiting word of what would happen next.

      Garrison didn’t have long to wait.

      The sentence came down almost immediately the next morning when he was dragged into the courtroom. He could tell by looking between the judge and the police chief that they were in cahoots. He knew the second the gavel hit the wood that they were looking to make an example of him and of the fight.

      “Shameful, flagrant, horrific conduct by this young man resulted in a nightmarish situation for our young community. We cannot let this type of miscreant be allowed to continue this run of theft and show of resistance to our police force. We must keep order,” the judge began and slammed down the gavel several times as Garrison heard his mother’s wail from the back of the room. Hanging his head in shame, he listened as they went on to explain, “This young man attempted to slither into the law, this very morning- in order to create chaos from the inside. This is not acceptable and will never be allowed. The murders…”

      Garrison’s head jerked upwards at this as he stared horrified between the police chief’s smile and the judge’s hard expression. Murders? Who died? Was he being framed? He listened in shock as his knees gave way from under him as a list of names was presented.

      “I’ve killed no one,” Garrison began weakly, feeling himself panic at the charges being levied onto him. “You hear me? I’ve killed no one. I’ve done nothing!” he finished in a panicked shout trying to speak over the judge’s voice to no avail. The gavel slammed downwards once again and he heard the words he’d feared the moment he’d been accused of murder.

      “You are condemned to hang in the morning. We’ll have no more from you today- take him away.”
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        * * *

      

      Garrison didn’t sleep at all that night. He spent hours on end upon his knees staring out of the jail cell window, praying hard. He prayed for freedom, peace for his mother, and for forgiveness for a crime he didn’t commit.

      “Please God, hear my pleas…I am innocent and too young for this. I came home to begin again- I can’t die in the morning. Please…” He whispered aloud, feeling another round of tears welling up from his soul and spilling over his lashes. “Lord, please save me.”

      He clasped his shackled hands together simply to keep them from shaking, only to hear the chains rattle faintly. Listening he heard faint prayers from another cell down the way, knowing that he would not be alone when he met his Maker. He couldn’t believe how something so innocent, so simple – could go so terribly wrong.

      Just when Garrison thought nothing else could happen in his life, he heard a voice behind him. His mother had arrived at the jail and he knew he’d never be prepared for the devastation or condemnation in her eyes. How could he face her? He’d been accused of murder and goodness knows what else since his ears began to ring when they started listing off things. What exactly was jaywalking? Larceny? A whole slew of different words had rolled right off the judge’s tongue and Garrison could have sworn some were made up words – all were made up accusations.

      “Mama, please go home,” Garrison whispered, staying where he was on the ground. He felt lower than dirt right now and was still in shock of what was happening to him. “I love you, Mama – but go away.”

      “I’m glad to see you on your knees, son – but I ain’t leaving.” His mother’s voice wasn’t distraught or full of tears. She sounded like she was mad, almost exactly like that day when he was seven and had stuffed a wasp nest into a box, wrapping it up for Christmas. It hadn’t been funny and when one of his friends had tattled. Garrison had been the one to have to open the box up. He remembered running as fast as he could and being stung repeatedly. He wished he could run away now, he thought with a heavy sigh, regardless of his asthma.

      “I’ve got a plan and you need to mark my words, boy – I will not see my only son hang,” her voice wavered then, causing him to look over his shoulder at the ferocious woman standing there. Her face was streaked with dried tears and she looked furious. He could have sworn steam poured from her ears and nose, she was definitely frothing at the mouth- she was so spitting angry. “You hear me? You won’t hang or I’ll fill him full of lead!”

      “Mama!” Garrison barked, “Shush and don’t you go about saying those things. I’ll be fine.”

      “No, you won’t- you blasted twit. They are going to hang you if you don’t do what I say.”

      “Mama, they are gonna hang me regardless- did you see the courtroom?”

      “That dirty police chief and Judge Nicholson are both going straight to –“

      “Mama! Enough!” Garrison interrupted, struggling to his feet and staggered to the bars. He felt like he was practically hog-tied with the shackles around his ankles. Did they think he was dangerous? That he’d run? He wouldn’t get far before he started hacking for breath. “You need to go home and say a few prayers for me.”

      “I’ve been praying all day with my best friend. I’ve just come from the church and we’ve a blessing bestowed on us, but you’ve got to do exactly what I say.”

      “What do you mean ‘blessing’?”

      “You are leaving town on the 9 AM train and heading straight to Oregon.”

      “What?”

      “Ol’ Nicholson is still sore I wouldn’t allow him to court me all those years ago- but this time I hold the upper hand. His wife is my best friend and if he doesn’t go with this plan, he will rue the day that they ever married.”

      “Mama, what are you saying?”

      “I’ll leave you the letter to read and you work on getting acquainted with your upcoming bride, but I won’t take no for an answer. You are leaving in the morning and you’ll be married before the week is out. If you can’t live a life here, you’ll live one there in Oregon and I will be happy knowing that you still walk this world.”
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        * * *

      

      If Garrison thought he prayed hard last night, it was nothing compared to the prayers he was screaming silently in his mind as he stood there trying to look brave on the wooden gallows that had been constructed. He could see the watermarks from other people that had come before him. One of the men in the jail cell suggested he use the bedpan in his cell before they walked him out there to keep a bit of pride. Swallowing hard, he realized that if his mother’s scheme didn’t work, he’d be meeting the Lord shortly and contributing to those watermarks on the weathered wood.

      It was taking all his might not to soil himself as they put the rope over his head and adjusted the noose. He had no doubts he’d be going to Heaven because he’d always tried to live life as a good man- despite the accusations laid upon him. The rope was scratchy and chafed his neck, but he didn’t want to focus on that…he only hoped as time ticked by it would lead to a lot LESS chafing- and not MORE of it.

      “Get him down!” he heard faintly over the thumping of his heartbeat that was pounding in his chest. They might not have to hang him at this rate, he might have a heart attack or asthma attack instead. “You heard me, get that boy down!”

      Judge Nicholson, a woman he didn’t recognize and his mother were cutting a path through the crowd and heading towards the gallows. He could see his mother’s pale face staring at him and the pleading, hard look in her eyes. If they didn’t hurry along and someone kicked the chair, he’d be a dead man regardless of her plans.

      Garrison did exactly as his mother instructed late yesterday evening, the letter lay against his chest under his shirt. He was absolutely silent. He was pretty sure it was glued to his skin at this point with the sweat that was oozing out of every pore from rampant fear.

      “Are you deaf? Get this boy out of the noose- there was a… mistake,” Judge Nicholson hollered and Garrison let out his breath in a whoosh as they pulled the rope from him. He was unshackled and walked to the edge of the gallows. The judge walked over to him and looked him dead in the eye.

      “Don’t you ever come back, you hear? You miss that train – get the next one or I will hang you.”

      Nodding, Garrison had approximately two seconds to hug his mother before he was pushed into a buggy bodily. His mother shoved the ticket in his hands and threw a small bag into the cab of the buggy.

      “I love you!” she hollered as tears rolled unabashedly from her eyes. She was waving with both hands before she turned. The moment his mother turned, he knew she was about to unleash fury on someone. Her arm reared back and slapped Judge Nicholson square across the face when he rounded the corner. Garrison wanted to laugh and someday he might do just that, but for now he was simply too stunned at the turn his life had taken.

      He was bound for Silverpines, Oregon.
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      “No, no, no…you are supposed to look in awe of me when I walk out onto the stage. Remember, I am a spoiled French queen that you love- but positively hate. Can you do that?” Posey instructed the timid young boy she’d hired off the street. She was doing her best to establish a small theater here in Silverpines in order to bring culture to the West.

      Chicago had been her home for as long as she remembered, moving there as a young girl when her parents followed a troupe of performers there and decided to stay. Posey had grown up in the theater, falling in love with the lights and the applause. It took everything in her to gather up enough nerve to perform on stage, but once there – she was addicted to the incredible way she felt knowing every eye, in the house, was focused on her. It was her passion – and her curse.

      Her uncle had fallen on hard times after her aunt had passed away, asking that her mother send help to aide him in his time of need. Posey’s mother couldn’t travel as she was still healing from yellow fever. The bouts were taxing on her and she didn’t stray far from her physician who kept her supplied with laudanum and quinine. Her mother complained about the ringing in her ears, so she would take a dose of laudanum and sleep the afternoon away.  There was simply no way she could travel and aide her brother, so Posey had volunteered. It was getting stuffy in town and frankly she was upset that she’d been passed up for a lead role in a new play releasing, Barbiere Di Siviglia.

      That was fine.

      She’d show them all and set up her own theater, her own shows and perform what she wanted. As she arrived in Silverpines she was met with an entirely different drama full of horror and heartbreak. She would never forget that first day, seeing the chaos that had occurred. People were running through the streets in one direction, crying and screaming for help. Several had shovels and buckets- or looked completely befuddled and lost.

      It didn’t take long for Posey to realize that something horrific had just occurred nearby. As she listened and walked with the others in the general direction, she overheard stories of the earthquakes and mine collapse. Her uncle had been a miner, according to her mother and she knew deep in her gut that she’d been led to this place for a reason. In no time at all, word was spreading about a mudslide in the nearby town, that effectively wiped it off the face of the map.

      Posey had rolled up her sleeves and immediately put herself to work. She had no idea who these people were, nor did they know her – but she was an eager, healthy set of hands during a crisis. She took her rest breaks under the trees just like the others, ate when possible and mourned when her uncle’s body was pulled from the debris.

      Welcome to Silverpines, she thought sadly.

      Her only family out here was gone and she was stuck unless she was going to tuck tail and return to Chicago. The next few days revealed that she had been deeded his small cabin on the outskirts of town providing her a home. Her uncle’s description of ‘hard times’ had actually been his health had been failing. When he’d received word, she was traveling out to stay with him. Her uncle had been so happy that he’d immediately changed his will and transferred his meager funds to her name.

      Posey had added her own monies and purchased a small wooden building to set up a theater, thus giving her dreams substance. It would take months to make any progress or get to a position where she could actually do a true performance on a stage. She had trunks full of costumes, but no way to store them much less a place to perform them.

      The building had no true character to it. It was four wooden walls with a potbelly stove in the corner for those cold winter nights. Posey had set out to sketch what she wanted inside the building, going so far as to draw on the floor with a charcoal pencil an outline of her stage. It would take money, time and hard work- things she had plenty of. Money was available, but she wasn’t rich by any means. She had her savings from Chicago and a few baubles she could sell if needed. Time was simple – she had nothing but time on her hands now…and hard work? That would be the tough part.

      Posey had never lifted a hammer in her life.

      She wasn’t dissuaded in the slightest either. If she could learn how to stitch up a man, cook over an open fire, or make bandages – she could learn how to build a stage. She would make friends, gather information and once she put her mind to it – there was nothing she couldn’t do!

      Looking from the boy to the stack of goods in the corner, Posey sighed. Perhaps now wasn’t the right time to focus on line-work with a boy who looked like he didn’t really want to be in her theater after all. Maybe she should just concentrate on finishing some of the repairs to the building, whitewashing the walls and eventually building a stage. The lumber had sat there for over a week now, taunting her silently.

      “Thank you, young man. What do you say we are finished for the day? Take your coin and I will be in touch when the time arises, okay?” Posey said brightly with a smile. He snatched the coin from her hand and darted out the door, causing her to adjust the heavy wig pinned to her head. She loved to dress up and make believe, that is why theater called to her very soul. There was something so special in getting to pretend she was someone else, someone important.

      Today, she was going to play the biggest part in her life – the part of a bride. Posey had realized that she knew nothing about construction, nor had the upper body strength to do repairs to the building. She also had a few ruffians that had been harassing her a bit over her ‘get-ups’, as they put it. Her costumes were garish and outlandish, sparkling from beads and sequins when she dressed up.

      Posey was also a modern girl, indulging in a cigarette here and there. She wanted to be something special, someone that was recognized, and everyone knew. Putting on a charade, she’d strutted into the bar and played faro, having a drink, and relishing the thought of acting like the infamous Pearl Hart… but all of that landed her in more trouble. People said she was loose and talked about her on the sly. It wasn’t vivacious or exciting – it was more of a headache and she was starting to fear for her safety being alone all of the time. When she heard several women had sent off to the Groom’s Gazette, Posey realized that this was a perfect opportunity to cross off a few things on her ‘to do’ list.

      A husband could save her good name, be strong, and help her build the stage. If he was skilled with a gun – he could be a sharpshooter, a hired gun, for her show. Gun shows were all the rage right now and vaudeville posters had been plastered all over town in Chicago. Plus, she didn’t want to admit that she was frightened of being alone if something happened again. The thought of going through the trauma when you didn’t know anyone was hard enough, but now that she’d been here a few months – she had friends and recognized people. She’d been rocked to her core, as well as many others, by the tragedy. A husband, a friend, and coworker could be a shoulder to rely on in a time of need – something she’d never realized she needed before.

      Sitting there daydreaming, Posey realized that it must be getting late and her mail order groom would be arriving in town soon. Glancing up, she heard the train whistle blow and jumped to her feet. It must be later than she thought because that was the signal for an upcoming departure. Opening the door to her soon-to-be theater, Posey didn’t bother with changing clothing and getting out of the costume…rather, she decided to greet her new husband in full regalia.

      Who else better to be, than Marie Antoinette?
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      Garrison glanced out of the train window as the swaying slowed down. “Silverpines, Oregon ahead!” the conductor called and Garrison clenched his bag. All he had left in the world was in that small bag. His gun, a small box of bullets, a Bible, a handkerchief, and a clean pair of drawers. He’d rolled his eyes as he saw the contents, wishing for a few other things instead. Money, a knife, a clean shirt? Anything else would have been welcome, making him feel almost ungrateful for the most important thing of all: his life. He was sure his mother had been a nervous wreck when she had hastily packed the bag.

      He pulled the letter from his shirt pocket as the train arrived in town. Posey Jones. He would be meeting a young lady by the name of Posey and taking her to be his wife. Her elegantly written words had seared his brain over the last several days, making him feel so grateful for a second chance at life.

      He had prayed and begged for a chance, a path, and now he’d gotten it. That path led directly to the other side of the continent, to a world most foreign to him. He’d grown up in town and spent time in the military – the stretch of plains, trees and open sky had him awestruck. He glanced at the worn letter, re-reading the carefully crafted letter once more and hoping for a bit of insight to the woman he was tying his life to.

      

      To whom it may concern:

      My name is Posey Jones and I am in desperate need of assistance. It has come to my attention that I must have help. I need to draw attention to my fledgling business, thus inspiring myself and others. Most of the townsmen perished in the mine collapse and I would rather have someone that arrives here with a fresh outlook, rather than pity or sadness I see on the people’s faces.

      You see, I am fairly new to Silverpines – only relocating from Chicago myself just after the earthquakes. Can you imagine the horrors that presented themselves upon my arrival? My uncle, whom I was supposed to take care of, passed away in the quake and I have found myself needing a strong man. A husband who will not try to assert control- yet allow me to be myself. I do not need a beau, simply I am looking for a hired gun.

      I have included a one-way ticket to Silverpines and as my hired gun, you will have access to funds and freedom to start your life here. It’s a strange request, but one carefully thought out, to be sure. Keep an open mind and be ready for quite the performance, kind sir! You’ll find me at the station easily as I am quite comely and easily spotted. Search for the brunette with the largest smile- and that shall be me!

      Sincerely,

      Miss Posey Jones

      

      Garrison allowed himself to chuckle as he felt his cheeks heat up at reading the last sentence. Did she mean to phrase her sentence like that? Quite the performance? Just what was he getting himself into? Truly it didn’t matter at this point. He was free and looking forward to meeting Ms. Posey Jones. The train gave a sudden lurch as it came to a halt, causing him to glance out of the window and look for the ‘brunette with a smile’.

      As the people filed off the train, he slowly made his way to the doorway. He could have rushed right out, however, he was feeling a bit nervous. It wasn’t every day you met your bride, sight unseen. Look for the brunette, he kept repeating to himself silently as he scanned the crowd. Several began to meet up with their loved ones, a few shy smiles told him that he might not be the only one meeting a bride here for the first time at the depot.

      Garrison raked his fingers through his shaggy hair and glanced up only to see the most beautiful, yet strangely clad woman walking towards the platform. A large, fancy elaborate powdered wig was atop her head and it looked mighty heavy. Her dress was completely outrageous- as the corset was scandalously placed on the outside of the gown, tied with a massive blue bow made out of wide ribbon.

      As she approached, he saw her scrubbing her face with a washcloth as she stepped lively towards the group of people, stopping to say hello a few times. She ran the washrag over her face one more time, smearing the thick cosmetics before yanking off the enormous white wig – revealing a chestnut brown mess in a loose bun. Smoothing back her flattened hair, she smiled widely and waved. Garrison actually turned around and looked to see if someone was standing behind him.

      “Hello there!” she called again in a high-pitched voice, her grin would have been infectious if he wasn’t so surprised. Was there a celebration going on and maybe she forgot her over-gown? Garrison felt his face flush red with anger and embarrassment as he realized she might be a lady of the night.

      “Are you Posey Jones?” he asked tightly.

      “Yes, sir I am. Are you my hired gun?”

      “I believe there might have been a ghastly error,” he told her, staring at her costume and trying desperately to avoid looking at her bosom that was exposed to the sun. As if she could read his mind, Posey reached down and grabbed the fabric of the corset giving it a mighty yank upwards. It moved perhaps a half an inch, not enough for his modesty.

      “Are you an excellent shot?”

      “I was a marksman in the military. Yes,” he began, only to be cut off.

      “Perfect. Than you are exactly who I was looking for. I need someone that can shoot straight and hit their target. I don’t want to die, you see? That is why I am going to marry my sharpshooter – one, he won’t shoot his wife and I’m not keen on dying anytime soon. Two, he can actually hit what he aims for. Are you all those things?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My show and becoming my husband,” she said with a wry smile, cocking her head to the side. “What did you think I was talking about silly man when I offered the job? I told you to be ready for the performance. I need a marksman for my newest skit at my hall. I own a Vaudeville theater and I need you to shoot in it.”

      Garrison felt himself swallow hard as he glanced down at her bosom uncontrollably. Mercy and sakes alive, she was really pretty! “Could you cover up with something?” he asked quietly, staring up at the sky. “You said you needed a hired gun, I assumed you were in danger.”

      “I’m always in danger,” she laughed. “Just look at me. I go around in costume, some quite scandalous, and I have a reputation starting that needs to be subdued. People are starting to talk because while Silverpines is growing. It’s certainly not Chicago. There I could go out on stage in a belly dancer costume and be revered. Here, I might get booed for showing so much skin. It’s just a different environment, a different world.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “So, let’s check off a few boxes and get ourselves married. Are you hungry?”

      “I’m afraid my head is quite spinning.”

      “Oh no, are you going to faint?”

      “No, no- nothing like that. It’s just this is all happening a bit fast- well, you are fast.”

      “Have you heard the rumors then? I assure you- it’s not true. I am not a fast or loose woman. I like to play a part in my theater and that’s about it. Other than that, I’m a normal Midwest girl.”

      “I don’t think there is anything normal about you, Miss Jones.”

      “Awww,” she said with a grin, patting him on the cheek boldly. “You are a sweet thing, aren’t you? Why don’t you call me Posey? Now, can you shoot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you really darn good at it?”

      “Very. I was a marksman, remember?”

      “You said that- just doublechecking,” she said with a nod, watching him with hard, canny eyes. “Unmarried, correct?”

      “Yes. I’m not married.”

      “Okay! You’ll do!” Posey chirped brightly, grabbing for his hand. Garrison pulled back for a moment in surprise only to see Posey laugh as she reached for it again. “C’mon silly. We are heading to the church. I never thought I’d get married in Marie Antoinette’s costume, but c’est la vie. Let’s get this business done with and make it official.”

      “Don’t you want to marry someone you love?” he asked, gawking at her as she walked ahead of him, pulling at his arm. He couldn’t help but admire the sway of her corset and think of what it would look like if it was hidden by a dress like designed. Didn’t she feel ashamed walking around town in pantaloons, chemise, and corset?

      “Look,” Posey said with a sigh, coming to a stop in front of the small church. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I can simply just hire you, if you want? You could go on about your way but this gets me a little bit more respect in town and gets you a roof over your head. I’m not a bad person,” she finished softly, looking around. “I promise.”

      Her doe-brown eyes held his transfixed and Garrison realized that nothing would ever be the same again. His old life was gone and he had the opportunity to marry this elaborate, beautiful woman that took his breath away.

      “I never said you were a bad woman, I asked if you wanted to marry for love someday?”

      “I don’t know that I will get that luxury.”

      “It’s not a luxury, it’s necessary to be happy in a relationship.”

      “Well then… I guess I love you, big guy,” she quipped playfully and rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Come on, you sweet romantic fella. Let’s make this official and you can decide on the love thing later on, if it strikes your fancy.”

      “You don’t care?”

      “I’m too busy to care right now,” Posey said, annoyed. “Are we doing this or not? If you don’t want to be my sharpshooter for the show I can get you a ticket back to wherever you came from…”

      “No!” Garrison quickly interrupted and snatched Posey’s hand, hauling her up the church steps bodily as she struggled to keep up with him. He’d had a noose around his neck before and lived… he figured a marital noose would be more acceptable and palatable than the actual thing occurring again.

      “I’m not going back.”

      “Well, welcome to Silverpines… husband.”
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      This had to be the strangest afternoon for Garrison – actually it had been a week for the record books. On the verge of hanging one day and getting married another. Watching the woman out of the corner of his eye as he listened to the preacher’s words faintly, he noticed that Posey Jones was a very lovely woman. She was classical, to say the very least, with high cheekbones and a sweet pert nose that almost looked to be too long but seemed to be perfect for her face. Wide eyes surrounded by thick eyelashes made him itch to see laughter dancing in them. Her gown, or lack of, was awfully revealing and he blushed hard enough for the two of them when the preacher caught sight of her. The poor man’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when they walked into the church. It was a very informal wedding between the two of them and witnesses pulled off the streets to make it official.

      Garrison heard the preacher clear his throat and saw Posey looking up at him expectantly. “Well?” she asked softly, a teasing lilt in her voice, “He’s asking your name, Mr. Garrison.”

      “Land sakes, Miss Jones. I’ve seen a lot of things that would make a saint blush or weep but I have never married a girl in her underthings, much less to a stranger. You should at least know each other’s names before joining in matrimony,” he scolded.

      “Sir, it’s not my underthings. I just finished performing a small skit in town to draw up some interest in my new, upcoming theater. This is part of a costume- and I put my wig on the pew. I was raised better than that, thank you.” Her pert voice was firm as she smiled innocently. Garrison looked at his soon to be wife and understood the man’s comment. He himself kept ogling the corset and imagining all sorts of things. He could only imagine the discomfort the preacher felt.

      “My name?” Garrison squawked like an untried boy as Posey tugged up her corset again, drawing his eye just before he glanced at the ceiling.  “Just use Garrison.”

      “You don’t have a first name? Are you kin to the mayor, Luthor Garrison?””

      “Not that I know of, sir. I don’t care to share my first name with anyone at all,” he blurted out staunchly.

      “Sir, this is for your marriage license and the town registry. Shall I put Mr. Garrison Garrison as your name – or perhaps the initials of your first and middle names?”

      Looking between the two, he could see the expectation on Posey’s face and the sheer curiosity from his reluctance. The preacher looked like he was getting very annoyed by the whole situation. If the roles were reversed, he might think that they were playing a joke on him.

      “Mister B. Garrison, if you please,” he admitted, looking away from Posey’s triumphant knowing grin. She assumed he would tell her, but there was no way he was confiding that stigma. His mother had gifted him with an outlandish name and he’d fought tooth and nail to live it down.

      “So be it – do you Mr. Garrison take Miss Jones to be your wife?”

      “I do.”

      “Miss Jones- do you…”

      “Yes, yes. Let’s get this done, please? I’ve got to get back to work,” she interrupted bluntly, fidgeting as she stood in place. Garrison raised an eyebrow and watched the woman comically. What girl didn’t want to fawn all over their wedding day? Miss Jones was an odd duck – one he would soon be saddled with. No wonder she had to send off for a husband, probably no one in town would have the eccentric young woman.

      “Are you certain about this?” The preacher looked at Garrison with a telling stare that made him swallow hard. Was he making a huge mistake? The red flags were all there, yet he was moving forward regardless. He’d asked for a new path and it was being provided, he would just deal with any hurdle that came along…even if the hurdle was a fickle young woman.

      “Yes sir.” With a heavy shrug, the Preacher finished up and said those magic words that made Garrison catch his breath.

      “You may kiss your bride.”

      Garrison glanced over at Posey and began to lean forward -only to stop in his tracks as Posey rushed at him, grabbing both shoulders and gave him a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. The sound of the loud, noisy peck that her lips made on his skin echoed in the church. He heard a choked laugh and glanced at the preacher, stunned, in time to see him hurriedly cover his mouth and look away. Posey took his hand and began to lead him down the aisle, away from the blasphemy of a wedding that had just occurred.

      What in Heaven’s name just happened? Garrison wondered.
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        * * *

      

      “I think we’ll get along famously,” Posey began as she began smoothing the flyaway hairs on her powdered wig and ignoring the stares she was receiving as they walked through town. She gingerly put the wig back on her head loosely, tucking several tendrils up underneath the cap and smiling at Garrison openly. “I love life and the excitement it brings – surely with you being a gunsli…” she hesitated, giving him a soft sideways glance that made his tummy flip like a star-struck young boy.

      “Well, you aren’t a gunslinger are you… a marksman must have had an exciting life as well up to this point. Tell me about yourself while we head back to the theater. Care for a smoke?” she asked casually and proceeded to pull a fancy, rolled cigarette from a tin case that she’d had hidden upon her person. Where it was hidden, he didn’t know.

      “No, thank you. I have my own thank you and use them for emergencies,” he explained matter-of-factly only to hear Posey’s snort of laughter. She stopped dead in her tracks and looked at him as if she was unable to decide if he was serious or not. “What?”

      “Are you funning me?”

      “No.”

      “In that case, pretend I am having an emergency right now,” she teased and began to walk again.

      “I’ve not got the strongest of lungs and several irritants will set me off into a coughing fit. The docs back home called it asthma, I call it annoying,” he said plainly. “I use Potter’s Asthma cigarettes to help slow down an attack.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Posey said congenially, watching him as she took a long drag off her cigarette. “Do they happen often? Should I be worried?”

      “It’s just become a part of life for me, but enough about me. Let’s talk about you and this need for a hired gun you have.”

      “Ah yes, the job,” she said, snapping her fingers eagerly. She took another long inhale of her cigarette and tossed it on the ground, grinding it beneath her boot. Garrison couldn’t help but watch the brash woman. She was stunningly beautiful, but bold like a man. She did what she wanted and seemed not to care a whit what others thought of her. Posey seemed to ooze confidence and put on a display for anyone watching her. She was a performer to the core of her soul.

      “Not only shall we be married, but I will need your help in getting the theater up and running. There is the matter of the stage and I am currently scouting out…”

      “Wait- the theater is not open?”

      “No, silly. Of course, it’s not opened yet. There is a lot of work to be done on the building that involves manual labor. Do you see this body?” she scoffed aloud, drawing several looks from other men nearby causing Garrison’s ire to rise as they began to look at his brand-new bride.

      “I and several others can see your body in that get up,” he muttered flatly.

      “Well, I lack quite a bit of upper body strength to move wood around, operate a hand saw- much less being able to construct a stage. That is where you come in,” she announced brightly, blinking her eyelashes at him prettily. “I need your help and you needed a job – so the two go hand-in-hand, making a nice pair – don’t you agree?”

      “So why the hired gun?”

      “Well that is when we get to the nitty-gritty of it: I’ve an idea for a crowd pleaser to draw people in and make them talk. We’ll be a true sensation in these parts rivaling any other town in the West. I want you to be able to shoot an apple off my head in front of the crowd.”

      “No.”

      “Whaddya mean no?”

      “You heard me. I will not shoot a gun at my wife.”

      “Well not at me, just like two inches above my head and I thought we’d do like some of the old shows and put an apple there for you to…”

      “No.”

      At this, Posey grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. Her blue eyes glaring at him. There was a hint of fear, disappointment, and betrayal hidden in the murky blue depths that analyzed him.

      “Are you afraid?” she asked simply, looking for a reason for his firm rejection.

      “No, Posey, we’ve just met and you are asking me to endanger you. Don’t take this the wrong way but I didn’t leave my home and travel all this way to put myself back in the same position I was in before.”

      “Someone was already doing this show back in your hometown?” she asked, aghast. Garrison didn’t have the heart to lie to her nor would they start any friendship or relationship in that fashion. There was something about the woman that called to him, making him yearn for another sultry sideways glance from her and that lilting smile.

      “Posey, I just barely escaped an accusation of murder – I won’t be putting myself in that position again…especially with my wife.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5

        

      

    

    
      “I’d be happy to be your friend, your coworker, and your one-man construction crew, but please don’t ask me to take a chance with your life – and mine.”

      “What did you mean murder? How am I taking a chance with our lives” Posey asked, paling under the remnants of face makeup that hadn’t washed off earlier in the day.

      “I’ll be happy to share with you, but I think perhaps our discussion should be held somewhere a bit more private than out in the street. People can see your underthings and I think that personal stuff should be kept between us –  just like your outfit. Call me old-fashioned but a husband should be the only person seeing his wife’s corset.”

      “It’s a costume.”

      “It’s revealing,” he countered with a frown.

      “Tell me you aren’t a controlling man who thinks he is going to take over and tell me what I can and cannot do?”

      “No, I am now your husband and advising my wife on what she should or should not be doing.”

      “Fantastic,” Posey said, rolling her eyes. “Yes, I think we are going to need a long discussion about what is needed, wanted and expected in order for us to get along. I bought your train ticket here, and I am not afraid to buy another one-way ticket, if you understand my meaning.”

      “I understand your meaning quite well, Mrs. Garrison.”

      Posey got a strange look on her face and stopped, dropping her hand that had been clenching at his forearm like he was suddenly toxic. Her beautiful full lips worked a few times silently and Garrison almost smiled as he watched the myriad of expressions run across her face…just seconds before her eyes got hard and cold as ice.

      “It’s Posey Jones. I won’t be taking Garrison as a surname.”

      “Which building is yours?” he said tightly, trying to rein in his supreme frustration and rash of temper that washed over him instantly. He was insulted and immediately taken aback at the abrupt way she coldly refused his name.

      “The large building across the street.”

      “That one?”

      “Yes, I plan on…” Posey let out a massive screech as Garrison picked up his new bride bodily and tossed her over his shoulder. Her large powdered wig fell onto the road, causing him to kneel down awkwardly and carefully pick it up onehanded.

      “Stop wiggling, Mrs. Garrison,” he said annoyed and couldn’t help the wide smile that split his face as she began to scream at him and pounded on his back. He had several men tip their hats towards him, all smirking and pointing at him. Several women gawked at him in complete and utter horror at the display they were creating.

      If Posey liked a show and enjoyed the attention, he’d give the entire town a show because his wife would bear his name and that was the end of it. He opened the front door to the building only to see the bare interior. It looked nothing like a theater in the slightest. Supplies were piled in the corner, waiting for him to arrive. The woman needed help and the faint drum of her fists on his lower back and buttocks proved her statement. She had no real strength to her arms, else he’d be a bruised man from her flagrant attempts.

      “Posey Jones Garrison,” he stressed, in a tone that was firm yet soft. “I will do anything you ask, be any help that you need, and build your stage as you want it but I will not concede on my bride not taking my name. If you’re to be my wife -and I your husband, we need to set some ground rules. My first rule is you’ll use my name… period.”

      Garrison set her down and narrowly avoided the heel of her boot as she stomped down aggressively towards the toe of his boot. She snatched the filthy wig from his hand and threw it against the wall, glaring at him. “Fine! We’ll set up your silly rules.”

      “Good. I don’t mind if you hyphenate our names, but our children will have my name.”

      Posey stared at him and stopped her tirade as she looked at him quizzically. Her face suddenly flushed hot and Garrison noticed that her blush wasn’t just her pretty cheeks. Her neck and bosom turned a pretty shade of pink, accentuating the fact that she had a mole just above the line of lace on the corset. If he was a sailor, that beauty mark was his north star.

      Without a word, he stepped forward and Posey stepped backwards in unison. He took another and another until Posey had her back to the wall. Garrison placed his hand on one side of her face and leaned down to sample the sweet lips he’d missed out on when they said their ‘I do’s’. Posey swallowed nervously and her blue eyes were locked onto his brown ones.

      “In name only,” Posey whispered just moments before his lips touched hers.

      “Do what…?” Garrison breathed distractedly, taking in the sweet scent of her skin and felt like he was drowning in a sea of rose petals. He’d not noticed it before but the odor of her perfume was almost suffocating and he felt a cough bubbling up causing him to quickly back away.

      “Sorry,” he apologized as he began to cough and wheeze. “What’d you say a moment ago?” He quickly pulled out a cigarette from his pocket and lit it, taking several deep breaths and holding it in his lungs as he tried to keep from coughing out the smoke. It took a few minutes for him to stop wheezing and for the decadent dark scent of the belladonna in his asthma cigarettes to help him relax. He hated the way they made him feel but certainly appreciated how fast it worked on his lungs.

      “If I am to take your name, it will be your name only.”

      “I won’t have an unwilling wife in my bed. I agree to your terms but someday we’ll have to renegotiate because I do want children one day. That will involve a bit more than a kiss on the cheek like you did in front of the preacher-man.”

      “We’ll talk at that time then. Agreed?”

      “Agreed. I won’t take you to bed, but I will kiss my wife when the situation calls for it.”

      “I can’t think of one that will,” she snapped pertly.

      “We’ll see about that,” he hedged with a grin. “Another rule- and this one is more of a favor to me? My asthma flares up when I breathe in perfumes, sleep with feather pillows, and a few other minor things. Can we avoid the heavy floral perfumes and other irritants so I can breathe easily? I am sorry to ask this, but construction would go faster if I am not coughing all the time.”

      “I can understand that – I agree. I just want to get my theater up and running. I will have to get you a pillow made of something else since all I have are feather pillows.”

      “I can roll a blanket for my head. It’s alright. Since our marriage is to be in name only for the time being,” he saw her eyebrow arch up delicately as he spoke. “I’d like for us to get to know each other and be together as much as possible, but I will sleep here at the theater…unless you prefer me in your bed. I do have quite a bit of restraint and won’t touch you.”

      “I think you sleeping right here is a superb idea.”

      “I thought you might. Show me what you have in mind for the theater so I know what you’d like me to do and I can get started tomorrow. I think today we should just focus on getting to know more about each other and get me settled in here.”

      Garrison listened as Posey showed him her sketches and ideas. She had quite the imagination and wanted the theater to be quite the production. He didn’t know how the small town of Silverpines would support such a lavish undertaking but he wouldn’t shoot down her idea yet.

      The first thing would be the stage. Posey informed him that several stages in the Chicago area had trap doors on weighted pulley systems, as well as heavy curtains that could be drawn across the stage quickly with an elegant swish. She’d imagined great carved column on either side of the stage opening and he wasn’t sure he would be able to take on that task himself. If he carved something, it would take him forever or be unrecognizable. Garrison agreed with the whitewashing of the walls. It would make the theater clean and bright, plus have the added benefit of hiding any soot from oil lamps later on if it had to be whitewashed again.

      It was interesting to see how animated Posey became when she talked about her theater. Her hands would point, flutter, clench and splay as she discussed what she saw for the future of the building in her mind. It was simply adorable to see such enthusiasm and unfettered joy in her eyes. I wish she could feel like that about me and our future, he found himself thinking silently. So far, she’d kept a distance between them or a tight control on any movement between them. If he advanced, she parried. It was like a dance between them and somehow he needed to learn her dance steps. He’d felt he’d been spared already, was it too much to hope for more in his life?

      Garrison wouldn’t be a part of her sharpshooter show, but he would willingly take on the part of her husband and protecting her. She was the boldest little creature he’d ever seen yet at other times she appeared to be shy. Was it just with him or was it another charade, another act, that she put on for entertainment? Real ladies simply didn’t act as flagrant as she did back home, perhaps out here things were a bit less restrictive? It sure didn’t seem that way.

      Doesn’t Posey know how she is looked upon and how she might be referred to? That was part of the reason he wanted her to have his name – that and he was possessive of the young lady he was taking as his wife. She was…different and he hadn’t decided if that was a good thing or bad yet.
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      Posey was avoiding her new husband.

      There was something about Garrison that got under her skin. He had an aura to him that drew her like a moth to a flame, making her want to reach out and touch his arm or hand simply to have contact with him. His eyes were a brilliant blue that reminded her of a clear sky on a sunny day. Several times she noticed he would run his fingers through his hair to get it out of his face as he worked silently. In those moments, Posey would have to physically yank her hand back and hide it behind her back, she yearned to touch his wavy hair to see if it was as soft as it appeared to be.

      Why were guys so lucky? She had quite the beauty routine to make her hair shine and her skin immaculate. He was simply gorgeous and she had thought so immediately when she saw him on the platform at the train station. He’d been standing there with a checked shirt and buckskin coat looking lost until he locked eyes with her.

      She’d seen the first impression on his face and tried to not take it to heart. He’d looked shocked and she understood. Her get up was one of her more elaborate costumes, but she had always thought she looked adorable in it. His first glance had looked scandalized for the briefest moment before he’d hidden his expression. She’d been hurt because deep in her heart, she wanted to make him see how pretty a woman she was- inside and out. She was Posey Jones, actor, performer, business woman… and insecure girl.

      That was part of the reason Posey had taken the theater to heart – she could become someone else and revel in the part. When she took the stage as Aphrodite, Marie Antoinette, or Cleopatra… she was a bold, beautiful woman that was the envy of every woman and worshiped by every man. When she was herself, she was just Posey.

      Mousy brown hair, blue eyes and freckled nose that she scrubbed with lemon every chance she got in order to fade the marks over time. Posey with the big nose and lips that the kids used to tease her about. The girl no one noticed and everyone glanced over… unless she was pretending to be someone else. The real Posey lacked confidence in herself until she had a costume to hide inside of – then she became someone else. It was empowering and addictive to be another person, to have them watching you with something akin to fascination. She wished she could see that look in Garrison’s eyes when he stared at her.

      The last two days they’d spent in strained conversations that usually ended up with her getting frustrated with him or them simply being quiet. She wanted to know more about him and he would counter her questions, asking about her. They were getting nowhere fast on a personal level – but her new husband was an incredibly hard worker and making progress on the theater.

      Today, she’d brought him a lunch pail that included a few oatmeal cookies that she’d baked last evening as a treat for him. As she entered the theater, she’d stopped and watched him, fascinated. He was leaning over the wood, measuring where he would make a cut at with the handsaw. She saw the sawdust on the floor and that he was framing up the stage. Garrison had a pencil tucked in his mouth and she found herself staring at his lips, imagining what it would be like to have them against hers. She remembered kissing him primly at the preacher’s, sighing at the memory of skin and the prickle of his growth of beard on his cheek.

      “Morning Posey, you are looking lovely,” Garrison said looking up at her for just the briefest glance then back down at the wood. He took the pencil and drew a line across it before finally straightening up. Sitting on the wood, he smiled politely and patted the bench next to him.

      “How would you know? You barely glanced up- but you are making some real headway,” she sassed and slowly made her way over to him, sitting down nervously and trying not to show it. Posey had dressed in a simple blue gown with a large hat to protect her nose from the sun. She was finally making progress on the freckles and didn’t want them darkening again.

      “You’re right- I was just being polite,” he retorted with a smart tone that made Posey’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. Mercy, he was certainly surly today! She was miffed that he’d agreed so readily and taken back his kind words. He’d called her lovely and then recanted it. Ouch! She’d worn her blue gown because it made her bust line look larger. Her waist looked even more trim with the pleats. The blue complimented her eyes and she’d always thought she looked good in this dress, but apparently not. Maybe she was fighting a losing battle and perhaps she just wasn’t Garrison’s type of girl?

      “I brought you lunch and thought you might be hungry,” she explained getting to her feet and shaking out her skirts. “I’ll be back this evening and prepare dinner. I have a few errands to do in order to start getting ready. I appreciate everything you’ve done so far.”

      “Of course, that’s why you married me – right?”

      “I suppose you are right,” she said softly. “I’ll see you later, Garrison.”

      “Certainly, Mrs. Garrison.”

      “Can you just call me Posey? I feel like you are domineering when you keep calling me Mrs. Garrison.”

      “Maybe I like that you are my missus,” he admitted. “You better go on now. I’m going to get sawing again and I don’t want that dress getting dusty. I’ll wash up when I’m done and meet you at home.”

      Posey saw him look away and let out her breath. She couldn’t stand here and fawn over him all afternoon. She had things to do and the way he dismissed her when he turned his back to her was a sure sign that the conversation was over. If he liked calling her his missus, why didn’t he take the time to elaborate on it? He could have kissed her hand, hugged her, smiled or something – just to let her know he was actually content with the arrangement between them. She wasn’t a prize, but someday her theater would be! A prize they would share together as husband and wife.

      Stepping outside, Posey yanked her hat down on her face and made her way to the outskirts of town. It was a long walk and she kept to herself, garnering several odd looks as she made her way to the edge of a field of tents. Several people watched from town and began to whisper as she greeted a few young children that wandered up to meet her.

      “Hello, is your mama or papa nearby? I’d like to speak with them,” she began and was quickly approached by a man that looked to be in his fifties.

      “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “No, I know – but I am looking for a few people to help me create a performance and I could use some help.”

      “No, no. You go away.”

      “No, no – I don’t think so. You could at least hear me out and talk to me, couldn’t you?”

      Posey spent several hours there, talking and mingling among the throng of people that had joined her. She’d not wandered far into the field of tents that formed what the locals called Chinatown. She’d been amazed at the reception she’d received and the open welcome once they realized she wasn’t a threat to their livelihood. She’d come with an opportunity and the people realized it.

      Fascinated, she saw several children juggling while others carved intricate little figurines or made stunning fabrics of varying colors in large dye vats. Among the bleached canvas tents, she’d seen glimmers of brilliant reds, blue hues and bright yellows that had caught her eye and now she was privy to purchasing a large amount of the colorful fabric for the curtains that would be needed between set changes.

      Purchasing velvet in that shade and with the quantity of fabric she would need – the sheer dollar amount would break her financially if it arrived unharmed. There was always a chance that fabric could get moldy, stained or cut when packed up in trunks and shipped. Here, there was fabric a plenty and she could buy what she needed from them at a much lower price if she didn’t need to pay for shipping. The fact that she could resell trinkets, figurines and hire jugglers or acrobats was simply a bonus she’d not expected.

      Garrison found her still talking with the others as she saw the sun was getting low in the sky. As she got to her feet to head home, she stepped carefully out of the crowd only to see him standing not far away, leaning against the wall of the building closest to the fleet of tents. His face was hard as he scanned the area. He didn’t look happy at all to see her there combined with several disapproving looks from others as she walked from the grassy hillside and stepped up onto the wooden walkways.

      Deliberately and defiantly, Posey pulled a cigarette out of her clutch and lit it with a match, taking a deep inhale of the smoke. She didn’t know why she smoked other than she thought it made her look intimidating or debonair like some other actresses back home.

      “I suppose you are wanting your dinner?” she asked, taking another heavy draw of the cigarette. She resisted the urge to smack her lips as it left an odd taste in her mouth.

      “I was actually looking for my bride when someone was kind enough to tell me she was canoodling around with several men on the outskirts of town. I’m glad to see it was completely blown out of proportion but people do talk, Posey. Try not to give them something to talk about, please.”

      “Garrison, we do want them talking about the theater.”

      “Posey – they are talking about you.”

      “So?”

      “You should behave appropriately.”

      “You should think better of me.”

      “I do – but you’ve got to realize…”

      “What? What do I have to realize, Garrison? Tell me just exactly what I was doing wrong and how it affects you,” she snapped defiantly, throwing down the cigarette angrily. Posey took off walking down the sidewalk and could hear his footfalls behind her. She half expected him to grab her arm or pick her up again like he did the last time she’d gotten upset with him. Remembering it and how embarrassing it was, she sped up her pace and noticed that he was following her at almost the same pace. Posey got to her house, unlocked the door and slipped inside only to have Garrison catch the door frame before she shut it, entering the house.

      “So, you’ve taken to following me now?”

      “If you mean following my wife to make sure she gets home safely, yes.”

      “Why does everything have to be an argument or discussion with you?”

      “Probably because I think you are stunningly beautiful and would like the chance to get to know you better.”
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      Posey stared at him in shock. Garrison thought she was pretty? She was wearing her favorite dress but she’d been out in the sun all day and was grimy beyond belief. She was certain her dress shields probably stunk to high heaven and couldn’t wait to take them off. Her hair had fallen in a few places, leaving messy tendrils on her face and down her neck.

      “Are you teasing me? That’s quite rude of you,” she snapped with dawning realization that there was no way he thought she was ‘stunningly beautiful’ – to use his terms.

      “Have you seen yourself?” Garrison whispered in silent surprise, watching her face. Posey turned away from the amazement in his eyes. It was too much for her. She felt the burn of tears start at the back of her eyes as she fought for control, turning her back on him and putting distance between them in the small entryway of her home. In her mind she heard the taunts of those children long ago, yet his voice echoed clear as day in the darkness of those memories. “Posey?”

      “Why don’t you wash up a bit and I will fix us a simple dinner,” she said firmly, keeping her back to him. “Go on now, it’s just down the hall.”

      Posey heard his footsteps move away from her and let out her breath, glancing up at the ceiling in silent thanks. There was something about her new husband that made her feel like the wall she kept around herself was horribly weak and faulty. It was easier to have the vibrant, outlandish persona that she’d grown be at the forefront, watched from a distance. Somehow Garrison was able to see through it all, reaching through it and it was terrifying….Revealing.

      Hurriedly, she put together a small plate of simple foods for them. Pouring two drinks, she put them on the table. Her house wasn’t extravagant but it was warm and lived in- something she was thankful for. It was actually her uncle’s and he’d left it to her, complete with the contents. Quilts, décor, and necessary items she hadn’t realized she would need to get by or survive out here alone. Posey had never owned a gun, but her uncle certainly had and she’d been grateful to have a means to protect herself when she was scared. Living in Chicago, the town was vibrant and always felt alive. Here in Silverpines, when evening fell the town went to sleep and Posey realized what it was like to be truly alone for the first time. Loneliness was something she’d never faced before and hated the feeling.

      Garrison emerged from the spare room where he’d washed up. That room had been set up for her arrival complete with a bed, a vanity dresser and washstand. Trying not to look at him, Posey failed miserably. He stood there with his hair wet and combed away from his face. The sawdust and sweat had been washed from his face and his eyes blazed as he looked upon her. She swallowed hard as she saw the stirrings of something in his gaze that made her stomach flip nervously. Straightening up from where she’d set the table, she wrenched her eyes from him.

      “Come sit down,” she ordered.

      “Then sit with me,” he countered in the same tone. She looked up sharply and saw the corner of his mouth was upturned in a wry smile. “You could ask me instead of ordering me about. I’d like to spend time with you since I haven’t seen you all day.”

      “I’m filthy and need to go clean up.”

      “Go ahead and I will wait for you.”

      “I know you must be hungry.”

      “Hungry for conversation and a few smiles from you, Mrs. Garrison.”

      Nodding tightly and ignoring the use of his name, Posey quickly strode past him and tried not to imagine what it would be like to actually be so very close to him. Glancing down, she avoided meeting his eyes or seeing the shadow on his jaw that fascinated her.

      In shock, Posey saw his arm snake out towards her neckline and grabbed the ribbon under her chin. She froze instantly and turned slightly as Garrison gently tugged the bow loose ever so slightly, his smile gone at the intimacy of the unexpected action. Looking up at him, her lips parted slightly in surprise and realization that he’d meant what he said. He thought she was lovely.

      There, in the small hallway, her mail-order husband stepped forward into her personal space around her. He gently cupped her neck pulling Posey into her very first kiss ever. No man had ever taken such liberties back home in Chicago and the moment Garrison’s lips touched hers, she realized that no man would ever do so again. The sensation of his kiss was like tasting cotton candy for the first time. It was incredibly sweet, decadent, as it brushed against her lips and then melted against her tongue. As he released her, she stood there leaning on the wall to keep from falling over.

      “You shouldn’t do such things,” she whispered, touching her lips and watching him.

      “I want to be able to kiss my wife and you seem to have liked it.”

      “Don’t say that…”

      “I’m glad you did,” he admitted with a soft smile, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear making her shiver with delight. “If that was just a simple kiss, can you imagine what it would be like to be in a true marriage together – how good it could be between us?”

      “Oh! You…you…you absolute heathen!” she stammered in horror and yanked the loose hat off her head, stomping off to her bedroom to clean up. She could hear his laughter echoing in the house as she shut the door firmly behind her. Leaning against it, she shut her eyes and tried to stop the hammering in her chest from her rampaging heartbeat. The reason she’d gotten so upset was the simple fact that he’d read her mind. If kissing her new husband could feel so good, what would it be like in the marriage bed?
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      Garrison was amazed at the sensation kissing Posey brought about in him. He’d known he was attracted to her, but the innocent kiss between them lit a fire in his soul and was incredibly revealing. Posey had no idea how elegant and beautiful she truly was. He also understood now that she was putting on an act whenever she was in public or on stage. His little wife was a performer to hide what she felt were inadequacies in herself. The idea that she lacked confidence left him incredulous. His wife, who strutted about town dressed as Marie Antoinette, who ordered him about and pretended like she didn’t have a care in the world – actually was putting up a front.

      She was shy and hiding her true self.

      Now that he understood why she acted as brash as possible, he realized how he could reach through to her. He needed to explain that in order to create a successful launch of her theater, something near and dear to her heart, she would need to play another part.

      The part of his wife.

      She needed to let people see who she was, not the costumed queen she pretended to be. Posey had to shine for the people of Silverpines in a different fashion. She needed to attend church, be seen and develop a persona that showed strength. She needed to be the manager of the theater, not just a performer – and he had to somehow convince her of that.

      Garrison waited patiently seated at the table for her to exit from the bedroom where she was cleaning up for supper. He seated himself deliberately placing the table between them, because he was about to undergo negotiations with the smartest, most driven person he’d ever met: his new wife. He needed for her to feel like she was in control and show her that she could be safe revealing herself to him, thus his strategic placement. He wanted to give her a barrier so she could distance herself or hide until it was time to emerge.

      His little butterfly.

      The pet name made him smile and he immediately wiped it from his face when the bedroom door cracked open in the distance. And she emerges, he thought mentally watching her from the distance. Sure enough, Posey peered out of the door and slowly stepped out once she saw him sitting at the table.

      Watching her, Garrison marveled at how delicate she seemed right now. Fragile. She moved slowly, her eyes on him as if she was frightened. He smiled, remained where he was and indicated that she should sit down with him, join him at the table. Posey said nothing, she just gingerly sat down and kept her eyes averted once she was within reach.

      Was it that she was shy or was she truly wary of him? He truly believed in his heart that she didn’t fear him. His brave, bold girl put on a show for everyone – but him. It warmed his heart to know that he was privileged enough to get a glimpse of who she truly was on the inside underneath all that bravado. Garrison said nothing, just watched her unfurl a cloth napkin and place it on her lap, hiding her hands from him. He fought a smile as he remembered how animated she was when she was excited about something. Her delicate fingers fluttered, again reminding him of a butterfly moving from flower to flower.

      An uncomfortable silence grew between them as no one moved. It wasn’t like this yesterday when they ate dinner together. She’d talked about the theater and he’d been fascinated with the spark of happiness in her eyes. He couldn’t see her eyes, her window to the soul – she was hiding from him and he knew it.

      “Thank you again for rescuing me and bringing me here,” he admitted softly in the stillness. He hoped to draw her into a conversation and was putting himself out there. They had not discussed it yet and he’d been relieved when she’d failed to bring it up the other day.

      “You never mentioned what happened.”

      “No, I didn’t want you to be scared or think badly of me.”

      “Did you do something wrong?”

      “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time – with the wrong people apparently. People I thought were friends,” he admitted and saw her swift glance upwards. Her blue eyes were curious and he could see the need for explanation but afraid to open the doorway between them. “Sometimes people want so badly to make a friend or fit in that they take the first available hand outstretched in their direction. I see that now since it nearly cost me my life – and why I am so grateful that I was put in your path. You seem very kind and I am relieved at this.”

      “I know what you mean,” she admitted. “People can be very mean sometimes.”

      “Yes, they can,” he quickly agreed, putting his hands in his lap to mimic her. He wanted her to feel like she could talk to him. A butterfly didn’t land on a flower that was being flung about in a storm. It landed on the still one that blossomed – and he would take that to heart with his little wife.

      “I realized in my jail cell that I had been used. I was a distraction by people I thought were my friends but instead were stealing from others around me. They left me to get caught when my lungs failed me and a dirty judge decided to make an example out of me. My mama pulled a few strings and saved me from a hanging just as the noose was around my neck. I was too close for comfort,” he admitted harshly and then softened. “Do you have paper and pencil so I can let her know that I’ve arrived safely? I owe my mother my very life – a second time around.”

      “Of course,” Posey encouraged. “My goodness, I had no idea the timing of my letter nor what had happened!” Garrison fought back the smile as one of her hands fluttered to touch her collar. He saw her throat work as she swallowed and praised God that his wife was a tender soul. What an unexpected blessing to meet her. “We’ll mail a letter immediately in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” he said thickly, feeling grateful for the chances he’d been given and the timing of it all. “If it had been ten minutes later, you’d have been sitting here with another man.” Posey’s hand crept up from her collar to cover her mouth as it dropped open in shock.

      “It was that close?” she breathed, her eyes wide.

      “Posey, they were getting ready to kick the block and I was praying desperately for someone to save me,” he confirmed, looking down at his plate. It was a simple meal of sliced bread, cheese, an apple and some cold ham slices. Simple, filling and lifegiving.

      “You gave me the opportunity to start over from a mistake I made by befriending someone I thought I could trust. I hope by me sharing that with you- you can learn to trust me. I’m a good, God-fearing man, Posey,” he said plainly and lay his hand on the table, extending it to her. “I want you to know I will do everything I can to take care of you as my wife and put my all into your theater.”

      Looking at her, he thought perhaps he might have judged her incorrectly as Posey sat there for several minutes watching him. Her shrewd, intelligent, soft eyes raked over his face and glanced at his outstretched hand as if trying to decide if he was friend or foe. He’d already crossed the line in kissing her, something she’d not been prepared for and knew he would push that line over and over again in the future.

      Just when he was fixing to withdraw and think of another way to reach her heart- he was shocked to see her bring her other hand up from under the table where it had been hidden. Her left hand still rested on her neckline protectively, but her right hand trembled as she brought it up slowly and lay it in his palm.

      “I believe you and I’m glad you will be there for me,” Posey admitted softly. “Having a husband is different, but I think that perhaps it will be a good match for us someday.”

      “I agree,” Garrison said warmly, rubbing his thumb over the smooth skin of her hand. “I know that your theater is everything to you, but I would like to be included too. It’s to be our future together and affect us financially. Everything we’ll do from here on out is as a team. I am grateful to be on your team, Posey.” She nodded silently, and he felt her begin to withdraw her hand from his. He resisted the urge to hang onto her and instead kept talking.

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I mess up though,” he teased. “I’ve never been someone’s husband before and will have to learn how to be a part of the theater.”

      “I’ve never been someone’s wife.”

      “No, I know – I think we can both learn together to do what is best for us and your theater. I could learn how to be a bit of a show person, if you can teach me – and perhaps we could go about town together, meet people and invite them to the opening together? I’d be proud to have you on my arm as my wife and to show you off at church.”

      “You want me to dress up in costume? I have Cleopatra and a few other’s outfits we could choose from?”

      “No, I would like you to take on the biggest production of your life. I’d like you to show the world your business savvy… and be yourself. Be my wife when we are walking about town together. Not Cleopatra or anyone else – just be my beautiful bride,” he asked softly, lacing his fingers with hers and watching her carefully. “I want to know the woman behind the façade. I’ve met Posey Jones and she is incredible…but I want to fall in love with Posey Garrison.”

      You could have heard a pin drop in the abject silence between them. He’d laid his heart out and threw his trump card with a flourish. He was fascinated by her, and that kiss had him spouting words of love before he knew it. He’d never intended to say anything mushy like that but it seemed to come spilling out from his very soul. He did want to know the real girl behind the costume…he wanted to love her and have her heart in return. She fascinated him like a riddle to be solved.

      Ever so slowly, Posey pulled her hand from his and Garrison felt a keen sense of disappointment and loss. He wanted to kick back his seat, lean across the table and beg her not to pull back from  him. The immediate rush of feelings and incredible sense of urgency was nearly overwhelming, yet he fought it. He was frozen as if he’d been slapped or sucker-punched in the gut. His wife got to her feet and stepped out of the room slowly, backing away deliberately as if she was trying to see if he could be trusted or if he was dangerous. He’d told her about the hanging, perhaps she was scared and didn’t believe him? Instead, he could not help but gape as Posey returned carrying a small cake and shy smile.

      “I made this last night after you left thinking that weddings should be celebrated – even if they aren’t quite normal or like a storybook,” she admitted sheepishly as she set down a lopsided chocolate cake. She had the prettiest flush on her cheeks, and he realized that there was a faint dusting of freckles across her sweet nose. She was beautiful inside and out. Garrison felt his eyes water at the touching thought she’d shown and thanked God again for his new wife.

      “You are incredible,” he breathed gratefully. “And I’m a lucky man. Just because we didn’t have a fancy courtship and ours was a quick wedding… that doesn’t mean we can’t have a storybook relationship. Maybe this is a new start and we could rewrite those fairy tales together.”
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      August 1900

      

      Posey Jones, you must need your head examined, she thought wildly as a dollop of whitewash dropped directly on the top of her head. Why on earth was she even here painting while Garrison had taken off for the day. He’d gone to mail the letter to his mother and hadn’t returned. She wanted the theater to open in the early fall and it was getting late in the summer already. People in town were healing from the fire, recovering from a blizzard during the winter and getting back on their feet. Cooler temperatures, hearty laughs, and the promise of fun were sure to bring in droves of customers.

      But they had to be ready to open first!

      The stage was finally finished and while it wasn’t exactly glamourous it would function just fine. Garrison had the brilliant idea of using tin pails to hold candles or lamps in order to light the stage. At first she had thought that it was a silly idea and would look awfully thrown together but  he’d hammered out several of the tin pails and formed them into what looked like balloons or shells. They were curved and were quite pretty. He’d even painted the outside with a thick black paint to make them look a bit hidden from the audience.

      There was still so much to be done and no time to waste. He’d built benches and fastened them to the flooring so that way it stayed neat and orderly. There were several touches that he put into the building that had been unexpected, including a small booth by the entry door in order to pay. At first she had thought it silly, but he claimed that theaters back home had a person greeting at the door while another person collected money safely at a ticket box. Posey had never really paid attention to the front of the Chicago theaters, as she had been in the back getting ready for her performance.

      The material for the curtains had been taken to the seamstress, who looked more than grateful for the massive commission she’d been hired for. It would cost a pretty penny but would be well worth it in the long run. People always remembered extravagance and their feelings – it wasn’t the overall show but the results they remembered. She wanted everyone to simply be in awe and love the theater she’d poured her heart into.

      She wanted their approval.

      She wanted Garrison’s approval…and his friendship. There were things he did that made her wonder if he was holding back from her. Sometimes he would look at her and she could see the desire in his eyes, yet he would change subject or walk away. For instance, she felt like they’d really made headway in the beginnings of a relationship when he’d kissed her.

      She had made him a chocolate cake in an attempt to show her happiness in him being her groom. Posey had at first felt like maybe he was a pushover but there were sides to him that were ironclad. He wouldn’t budge on sharing his name. He’d given her space, but then abruptly without warning had cornered her into a kiss that took her breath away. He attacked, then retreated – advanced, then retracted. It reminded her of waves from Lake Michigan that lapped her feet back home.

      Surge upwards, then back…to and fro.

      Tonight, he said he wanted to stroll about town and learn about some of his new home. She’d agreed but that was before he disappeared and left her to whitewash the interior of the theater by herself. It had already one coat but she wanted it to gleam, insisting on a second coat and now he was missing. Another droplet fell on her, this time on the end of her nose causing her to glance at it cross-eyed. Hearing laughter behind her, Posey whirled around to see Garrison standing there leaning on the door frame she’d painted not five minutes ago.

      “That’s wet. Did you finally decide to show up today?” she snapped angrily. “I refuse to repaint that. You’ll have to do it.” Garrison leaned up from the door and slapped his forehead in mock indignation at having to repaint the door frame. Posey saw the white mark on his face and burst out laughing, slapping her hand on her thigh and then laughing even harder when she realized it was the same hand that held the brush.

      “You’ve got… paint… on your face,” she exclaimed in between giggles and then exclaimed, holding out her stained work dress. “Look at me!”

      “If it takes a little paint to have you smiling and laughing at me,” Garrison said, pulling her into his arms for a hug. “Then it’s all worth it,” he admitted, grinning down at her happy face. His blue eyes were crinkled with laughter as she looked up at him. He hadn’t let her go from the hug just yet and was keenly aware of how close the two of them were right now. She could feel just how firm his chest was against her corset she wore under her clothing and marveled at how perfect it was they seemed to fit together just right.

      She mischievously touched the paintbrush to the tip of his nose, pulling back in an effort to get away from him and put space between them. She wanted to be angry he’d been gone all morning long but was quickly being diffused by his nearness. Garrison didn’t move as she tapped him, instead his eyes got a wicked glint to them. His hand reached up to tickle her as he tucked his now painted face into the crook of her neck, wiping it on her throat and ear.

      “Garrison! No, stop that,” she yelped and began laughing as she squirmed to free herself from  his arms. He would have none of it, nuzzling her deliberately all over her neck, jawline and finally he looked up as she laughed. Posey had tears running from her eyes from laughing so hard and her stomach muscles ached. She’d not felt such a keen happiness in a long time and it was all thanks to the simple joy she found in being with him.

      “You’ve made quite the mess,” she informed him breathlessly, smiling. He plucked the brush from her hand and she prepared herself for round two of the playfulness only to have him drop it in the bucket near her feet.

      “Are you giving up so easily and admitting defeat?” she taunted.

      “Hardly that,” he murmured happily looking down at her where she still stood in his arms. He leaned down and hesitated for the briefest moment before he kissed her. This was not like her first kiss in the hallway of her house, a few days ago. That had been bittersweet and tender. This was a knowing, guttural and heady kiss they shared. Garrison pulled her tight against him and Posey found her arms wrapped around his neck, holding her to him. There was no fear, no reservation between them. It was an open merging of two hearts. He held her lovingly until she felt the movement of his lips change. Instead of the all-consuming desire he was flooding her with, it was more of a nudging movement…like a cat licking its paw?

      What the…? she thought wildly and yanked her head back. He had been kissing her but changed to move his lips in an effort to wipe the paint from his nose onto her cheeks without missing a beat.

      “Garrison!” she roared in frustration as he finally released her, laughing mercilessly. She was certain she had enough white paint smeared on her face and neck to look like a trollop. “You should be ashamed of yourself!” she scolded angrily.

      He began guffawing in a second round of laughter when she yelled her thoughts at him. Her husband sat down hard on one of the benches while she stomped off in search of water, soap and a rag. She could not walk home like this and she disliked Garrison laughing at her. It was one thing to dish it out but she could soundly admit, she did not like being the butt of a joke with the man she cared for. His laughter echoed in the empty room but changed pitch.

      Good, maybe he is finally calming down. It wasn’t that funny anyhow, she thought. Posey grabbed the washrag and scrubbed it hard against a bar of soap, vigorously wiping at her face before she realized Garrison had stopped laughing.

      “Are you done laughing finally in there?” she hollered out and heard no response except a few gasps. “Garrison?” Posey dropped the rag onto the floor and raced around the corner only in time to see his pale face and blue lips before he collapsed onto the wood floor.

      “GARRISON!” she screamed, racing over to him. His hands were desperately searching for his pockets as he gasped for air. “What can I do?” she cried, dropping to the floor beside him. He gave up searching and simply grabbed her hand, clutching it to his chest as he struggled to breath. She could see the desperation in his eyes and the sad resolve as he himself wondered if he was going to die. This couldn’t be happening right now- not after such a beautiful moment of happiness they’d shared. Posey began crying desperately as his hand clenched hers hard in desperation.

      “I need a doctor! Hattie! HATTIE! SOMEBODY! HELP ME, PLEASE!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Garrison, it will be okay, I promise, honey. I’m here and…” Posey looked up as someone opened the theater door.

      “Get the doctor – please and hurry!” she barked uncaringly at the man in the doorway. Posey turned back to Garrison as his hand went limp. The strangling grip he’d hand on her hand as he struggled to hold on was gone. His face was a horrible grey color as he passed out. Posey flew into action, ransacking his pockets and finding his asthma cigarettes.

      Lighting one she took a deep breath and blew it directly into his mouth only to see the smoke escape his lips. No! It had to go in his lungs! She took another deep breath and locked her mouth against his, pushing it forcefully into his body as much as possible. She didn’t know what was in the lifesaving cigarettes he carried but it certainly made her feel absolutely awful. Taking another heavy draw, she blew it into his mouth again, and relieved when not as much smoke escaped.

      “What are you doing?” Hattie soft voice asked from the doorway, rushing inside to help.

      “He’s got asthma and I found him gasping for breath. He needs these when he can’t breathe, and I’m trying to get it in his lungs so he can.”

      “Those things are terrible. He needs to relax his lungs so he can breathe, not irritate them with debris. Get back and get that out of here,” Hattie ordered calmly, opening her bag. “We want to relax his muscles and bring ease as much as possible. Lavendar oil, chamomile oil and keep him away from irritants,” she explained. “You need to be close so he doesn’t panic when he comes to.”

      Posey grabbed his hand and immediately lay her head down on his chest regardless of what people thought or who saw her. She wanted to be close by and hear his heartbeat. She could hear it thumping and hear the wheezing in his chest. It broke her heart to hear him struggling internally. Hot tears poured down her face and into her hair as she looked up at him, silently begging for him to open his eyes or respond. She could smell the strong oils and prayed that they would ease his suffering. What must that be like to be stricken with something so strong that he could be brought down like this.

      “What happened to have caused it?”

      “He was laughing one minute and then this happened.”

      “Did he eat something or breathe something that he is allergic to?”

      “I don’t think so,” Posey said softly feeling his body twitch under her. “Shhh, Garrison. I’m here. Rest.”

      “Are you wearing perfume? It smells strongly of paint or whitewash in here. Can we open the windows?” Posey had been wearing bergamot oil dabbed behind her ears and began crying in earnest as she immediately scooted away from him on the floor looking at Hattie in horror.

      “I’ve got a scented oil on me. Do you think I caused this?”

      “No, I’m not saying that but if going through a list of known irritants in my mind. Perfume, flowers, feathers…”

      “Feathers! He’s mentioned feathers before but there are none here.”

      “Smoke is an irritant and sometimes its fumes or animal dander that can trigger an attack. He will need to rest when he comes to and stay away from things that cause problems. Do you live nearby?”

      “Yes,” Posey said immediately and almost explained that Garrison had been living there at the theater. If something in the building had caused the asthma attack, she couldn’t have him here. He could stay in the guest room instead. Posey sat next to him where he lay on the floor and saw his chest was finally moving up and down. His color was returning to his face. Posey took his hand and pressed it to her chest, holding it to her heart.

      “Will you help me get him home so he can rest,” Posey asked quietly, her body was worn out mentally from the trauma and could only imagine how Garrison would feel when he awoke. A few men stepped forward and picked him up bodily. Posey followed behind, leaving everything where it lay in the theater. Nothing else mattered right now, just getting Garrison home so he could rest and wake up.
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      Posey had the men carry Garrison inside of her small home. They went directly to the back room that Posey normally used without a word. She didn’t argue the fact because no one in town needed to know that they were husband and wife in name only. She felt a wave of embarrassment that someone might discover their relationship was a sham and this didn’t sit well with her.

      She jerked the pillows off the bed as they lay him down. She vowed to get Garrison something he could use for his head since the ones she had were feather. She saw Hattie’s knowing smile as Posey tossed the offending pillows onto the ground. Garrison’s color was almost back to normal as she pulled up a chair next to the bed.

      “Remember, keep any irritants away and don’t let him smoke those things. They’ve got belladonna in it and it can affect the heart. It’s not worth the high price in the long run. Use oils, try to keep him relaxed and he’ll be fine,” Hattie explained kindly. “We’ll see ourselves out, Miss Jones.”

      “It’s Mrs. Garrison,” Posey said absently, lacing her fingers with his hand and drawing it up to her lips to kiss his knuckles. The overwhelming relief washing through her as she watched his chest draw upwards with each breath was emancipating. The wheezing and strained sounds his throat had been making when he couldn’t breathe had finally ended.

      “I’m glad. Send someone if you need help again and rest. This was a trying day for you as well.”

      “Thank you again.”

      Posey stared at Garrison as he lay there in her bed. She should be shocked or blushing at the large man in her small bedframe but instead she liked the way he looked there. She just wished it was under different circumstances. Her large hats had feathers on them and her French perfume would simply have to go. She had a new bottle of Guerlain that she’d bought as a gift for herself before her abrupt move out to Silverpines. That perfume would need to go as well. She had thought to use it on special occasions but it wasn’t worth the price. She’d yank all the ostrich plumes from her hats and make a large fan for the theater in an effort to remove them from the house.

      Garrison had mentioned a few irritants and she’d not paid attention. Posey had tuned him out- thinking that this new stranger in town wanted to change her. He had done everything but try to change her. He never said no, but rather made suggestions that would result in a benefit for both of them. Perhaps he was right and she should listen to him more. His words burned in her mind, making her heart ache.

      “…for my sake, Posey, can we avoid the heavy floral perfumes and other irritants so I can breathe easily? I am sorry to ask this, but construction would go faster if I am not coughing all the time.”

      She’d fought against him, resisted him at every turn and it resulted in him nearly suffocating to death. Posey lay his hand gently on his chest and gathered up the pillows, perfume bottle and cigarette boxes she had lying around the house. She put them all in a large basket by the front door to be given away the next time she left the house. She was done smoking and putting him in danger.

      Posey put a kettle on to make some chamomile tea for when Garrison awoke and to warm up some water for the wash basin. She would need to change clothing as well as wash her face. She’d glimpsed at her face in the mirror and smiled sadly. She’d had so much fun simply laughing and being with him. Now she just wanted that playful, tender man to wake up and smile at her. Making the tea, she let it steep as she went into the other room to don a clean dress. The one she’d been wearing was stained with paint, smelled like smoke and frankly she wanted to be rid of anything that reminded her of him passing out or the horrified look of desperation that had been on his face.

      She pulled a threadbare old gown over her chemise and removed her corset so she could breathe herself. Pouring two mugs of hot tea, she returned to the room and set it on the small table. Pouring some hot water in the basin, she scrubbed her face clean and rinsed the rag. Moving to the bed, she unbuttoned Garrison’s stained shirt and blushed furiously as she tried to remove it but could not. Instead, she left it open and wiped down his face, neck and shoulders in an effort to make him comfortable.

      “I like that,” she heard Garrison whisper in a raw, scratchy voice. Her eyes jerked upwards to meet his exhausted ones and Posey broke down sobbing.

      “Shhhh my little butterfly,” he rasped and pulled her towards him, cradling her head on his chest as she cried. She didn’t care that his skin was bared to her, all she noticed was that she heard his heartbeat strong and clear under her cheek. It was a miracle to have his warm arms around her once again, and she vowed then to keep him from having another attack.
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      Garrison opened his eyes and was shocked to see Posey collapse on him, crying her heart out. He’d been so embarrassed and so frustrated with his asthma attack. One minute he’d been laughing and having the time of his life, the next he’d began wheezing – skipping the coughing all together. The fumes in the air had been strong, but it wasn’t overwhelming. He’d had attacks before when overexerting himself like when he’d been running away.

      He’d loved teasing Posey, and it broke his heart to see the terror on her face. He’d known when he couldn’t breathe that either he was going to pass out or die in front of her, both were terrible for different reasons. He didn’t want her to think of him as less of a man or regret her decision to quickly marry him. He wanted to be strong enough, able enough to protect her and be what his new bride needed. He also didn’t want her last memories of him to be his struggle to breathe. He’d been afraid he was bruising her hand but couldn’t bear to let her go either. He’d honestly been scared that he would never see her again.

      Cradling her, he held his new bride as she let out all her fears in the form of tears on his chest. He smoothed her hair and lay there silently listening to her sob, treasuring the feeling of her skin against his. He wanted her to care, for her to want him but not out of sympathy but because of who he was.

      “Don’t worry,” he said quietly in the golden glow of sunlight shining through the window. “I’m not going anywhere yet, and you don’t have to act like you feel sorry for me… or miss me.” The second he said it, he’d known he’d made a mistake. Posey’s bun had fallen messily as pins had come out. She’d sat up abruptly, causing it to unfurl down her back as she glared daggers at him.

      “Act like I feel sorry for you? That’d I’d miss you? Is that what you think- that this is an act of mine? That I am portraying someone?” she seethed, scooting away from him as she wiped her eyes and pushed up her nose indelicately. “I’m a performer but this is beyond my scope or I have just learned a new skill. Either way- thank you for being… motivation.”

      “Were you worried then?”

      “Just that I would have to find a new partner and husband – but then again, maybe being a widow wouldn’t be so bad after all,” she shrugged and Garrison could see the wall of armor going up around her mentally. She’d been frightened, and he was a buffoon. Her poor hand had several bruises on it from where he’d grasped it. He’d been scared. Both of them were traumatized and lashing out. They were dealing with the devastation and raging emotions in the only way they knew.

      “Is this your room?” he asked looking around and saw the faint blush of color on her cheeks. He didn’t know if that was due to anger or embarrassment.

      “Yes, but you can stay here and I’ll take the guest room.”

      “No, Posey- you can have your bed.”

      “It’s fine. Half the town knows by now that you are my husband and that the doctor put you to bed here.”

      “But I don’t have to stay here,” he offered.

      “No, you don’t. As a man, you can do whatever you want and its accepted by all.”

      “Whoa, where did that come from?”

      “Nothing. Stay or go as you please.”

      Posey threw her washrag into the basin causing a splash of water to spill over the sides. Garrison watched her in amazement as she stormed out of the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. His little butterfly had quite the temper when she was in a rage or upset. He heard several noises coming from the kitchen and saw she had brought two mugs of tea to the room, both untouched. Getting to his feet, he realized that his muscles ached terribly and likened it due to the lack of oxygen his body had needed. He had been bad off… and he knew it. He was lucky that he hadn’t died in her arms.

      Grabbing the two cups, Garrison slowly opened the door and walked out to the kitchen to see her standing at the window with her arms crossed over her chest. He stood there watching her, the light making her brown hair glisten. It broke his heart to hear her stifle a sob as her bottom lip shook. She was hiding in the only way she knew how- away from him. She hadn’t realized he was there or else she would tuck this part of her personality, her emotions behind that wall. She’d actually cared for him, and he’d pushed her away.

      Garrison didn’t say a word. He simply set down the mugs and pulled her into his arms. She struggled for a brief moment, but he wouldn’t let her retreat. “I was so glad that the last thing I would ever see was you. It crushed me to know that would be your last moment with me, our last one together. If you are mad? Just get mad at me- don’t hide it away. Lash out. Yell at me. Do anything, but don’t cry all alone. It breaks my heart to hear you cry.”

      Posey let out a horrible, gut-wrenching wail against his shoulder as she pulled him tightly in her arms, burying her face. The outpouring of emotion shook her very frame and he understood. He’d been terrified and needed this contact as well. Neither could say it aloud but their actions spoke volumes. They were overcome with feelings that weren’t quite ready to put into words.

      “Me too, little butterfly…me too.”
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        * * *

      

      Garrison stayed with Posey at her home, holding her fully dressed body against his as the sun fell in the sky. Neither was ready to part and for the same reason: both were afraid he’d have another attack again once out of sight from the other. While it seemed silly to keep watch, it was also unrealistic. He knew he would need to work on the theater or she would need to practice her lines, neither could exist in a world where they were together all the time – but for now, they both needed the connection and comfort that being together provided. Neither spoke, they just lay there breathing and thinking about the day’s horrors that had come about.

      He would never forget her broken soul in her eyes. Distraught had been too light a term. She was immeasurably destroyed when he was slowly suffocating, right there in front of her very eyes. That broken, scared look would haunt him. He had to do something to make her smile again, make her laugh and bring back the carefree light to her eyes.

      The next afternoon, they walked slowly holding hands through town and saying hello to everyone. He could see a few curious looks turned their direction, but overall- it was a pleasant afternoon. Posey had dressed demurely, plucking every single ostrich feather from her hat and hiding the broken remainders with a thick piece of ribbon. He felt bad that she’d destroyed her expensive hat for him without a word. She’d smiled at her accomplishment, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. He wanted his bold, pretty girl back. As they passed the seamstress, she wanted to step inside to check on the curtains.

      “Go ahead, I’m going to take a look at the mercantile.”

      “No, I’ll wait.”

      “Posey, it’s okay. I promise I am not going to faint or die on you.”

      “Garrison,” she whispered stricken. “I can’t handle that again.”

      “I know. I wish I could say it would never happen again. I can be more careful in the future and do the very best to make sure it’s not as bad as the last time. Most times it’s just slight coughing, but I’m not fragile and I won’t break.”

      “I’ll just come with you,” she insisted.

      “Posey- no,” he said firmly, seeing the crushed look in her eyes. “I’m a grown man who wants to buy his wife a stick of candy, but she keeps ruining the surprise. Now, if you’ll please give me a few minutes alone – I swear I won’t melt or run away.” He could see that his words were making sense, even if she didn’t like it. At her brisk nod, she reached up to cup his face and kissed him on the cheek tenderly. It was extremely unexpected and made him swallow hard, knowing how much ground they’d covered in such a short period of time. He took her hand and kissed her knuckles.

      “Thank you.” She nodded tightly with understanding.

      “I’ve an account set up, if you need it.”

      “I’ve got a bit of coin- but thank you. I’ll join you when I am done. Enjoy yourself and let’s see if she can make a tassel pull for the rope. It would be a nice touch.”

      Nodding, Garrison watched his wife walk across the street to the seamstress. She disappeared from view, and he turned towards the mercantile nearby. As he stepped inside, he saw that there was row after row of canned goods, bolts of fabric, as well as several jars of penny candy. Children raced around before heading upstairs in a flurry of feet. Someday he would love to have a child with Posey’s dark blue eyes and her sweet, pert nose.

      “Afternoon sir. How can I help you today?” A young woman was behind the counter doing inventory. “My name is Millie Cutler and you must be new to town. Welcome to Silverpines.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Cutler. I’m new but my wife has been here a bit longer than me. I’m lucky enough to have married a true gem.”

      “Oh? Who’s your wife?”

      “Miss Posey Jones-Garrison”

      “The lady with all the fancy costumes?”

      “That’s my bride.”

      “She’s a creative little woman, isn’t she?”

      “Yes, she is. I’m quite proud of my fascinating girl. I hope you’ll come see us when we open her theater?”

      “I apologize Mr. Garrison, but with nine children – I think probably not. They’d never sit still long enough but maybe I can get Mr. Cutler out on the town one evening as an escape?” she laughed good-naturedly. “Sometimes we need a break and a show sounds like an ideal spot.”

      “We’d certainly like that.”

      “What can I do for you today? I’m afraid I don’t have any costumes or powdered wigs today.”

      “So, you have seen my wife about town?” he teased knowingly.

      “Mr. Garrison, don’t take this the wrong way -but your bride is quite fetching and notable in these here parts.”

      “She is exceptional and outlandish.”

      “A very apt description,” Millie said with a chuckle.

      “I’m looking for something to surprise her with – something feminine that will make her smile.”

      “Well, I have some gloves here but they aren’t incredibly delicate like the lace ones they wear in magazines but they do the trick. There is even a pair here with a tiny butterfly embroidered on the wrist.”

      “That is actually perfect.” Garrison put the gloves on the counter, grabbed a stick of rock candy for Posey and was flipping through a catalog on the counter when he was struck with an idea. “I’d like to order something special from here. My wife has a charge account under Jones, can you put it on there and label it as a gift, so she doesn’t know?”

      “Actually, Mr. Garrison – Posey came by last week and changed it to her new name. I can certainly put the charge on the account. It’s no problem,” she began and then smiled knowingly when Garrison pushed the catalog to Millie and pointed at the book. “Those are incredibly beautiful. She’ll love them. Did you want the gloves and candy on there too?”

      “No, I’ll pay for those today,” he said with a wide grin. “So, Posey changed it to Garrison last week?”

      “Oh yes.”

      “Hallelujah, I do love that woman,” he said happily, chuckling to himself and digging out his money. “Let’s make it two sticks of rock candy for my girl. I’ll also take the hat in the window- the one with the large ribbon flowers sewn onto it too.”
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      Crossing the street toward the seamstress, he saw Posey in the window looking at several different braids and tassels. It surprised him that she now easily accepted his suggestions or ideas instead of fighting him. It was like they were mellowing and finally meshing together well. As he entered the shop, he saw Posey quickly put the golden braid back on the counter.

      “Mrs. Garrison that would make an excellent pull for the curtains,” he said smoothly, watching her flush at the way he addressed her. “How much do we need?”

      “Let me think on it, Garrison, please.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No, it’s just quite…” Posey blushed fiercely and excused herself. “Garrison, it’s quite expensive and we can add it on later.”

      “I’ve been dependent on you for everything, but your theater isn’t open yet and I can get a job. It’s going to take us spending some in order to make the impression you want.”

      “Our theater,” she whispered, glancing up at him.

      “What?”

      “It’s our theater, Garrison. We are in this together and if it does well or fails – it’s ours and our future.”

      “Yes it is, my beautiful wife,” he murmured. “And I want you to order the thick gold rope with a big, ostentatious tassel on the end of each rope. Order it and we’ll pay when it arrives. Get plenty- so it brushes across the stage and can be looped on a hook.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life, my sweet bride,” Garrison said tenderly, kissing the tip of her nose. He saw a shimmer of happiness in her eyes and knew he was on the right track. “When we get home, I have a surprise for you.”

      His mind raced as he heard the dollar amount that the rope would cost. It was extravagant, but it would be perfect. He just had to figure out a way to pay for it. They also needed to finish the theater quickly so they could open. He would just take the first job he could find and save as much as possible. As if by the grace of God, as they left the shop and were walking down the street opportunity arose.

      “Wait here for a just a moment, Posey,” he instructed and stepped inside. When he came out, he noticed that she hadn’t moved. He would be starting a new job in the morning. “Sorry about that, had to take care of something really quick.”

      She looked curiously at him but thankfully let the subject drop. She’d been overly protective lately and he had only been concerned with working at the theater to get it up and running but today was a dose of reality. They would need money and he’d depleted her funds with the things needed. As her husband, he wanted to provide, and God sent him the boost that he sorely needed.

      He’d overheard about the sabotage at the brickyard as they’d walked about town but never expected to run into the new owner, Harrison Holt. He’d been easy to recognize as the sharp-dressed tycoon wore nice clothing that made anything they had look like rags. Garrison had interrupted the two men talking, turning to the tycoon and asking for a job. The man was elegant looking and had a quick eye as he sized him up. He agreed after a brief moment, nodding as they shook hands. So, for the next several weeks Garrison would be guarding the construction during the day and working at the theater in the evenings.
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      Posey got the distinct feeling that Garrison was avoiding her. He’d been so sweet and tender towards her, but in the last few days there had been a gulf between them. Well today, she aimed to get to the bottom of it. If he was feeling bad, they would see the doctor immediately. She wouldn’t take any chances with his health. If it was her, or if he was embarrassed by her… then they would just have to address that as well.

      She’d been on her best behavior and avoided parading about in costume. She had gone through so many changes, granted they were all for the better – but they were changes nevertheless. Posey had given up smoking, removed all the feathers from the house since Garrison had moved in, and kept everything spotless to prevent dust from settling. He’d moved under her roof, but they slept in separate rooms. It was like they were just friends – he’d even stopped trying to kiss her- and she missed it.

      She wanted her husband back – well, as much of a husband as she could deal with right now. Her partner and friend seemed to be so cold, and she missed the warmth of his kiss. She lay awake at night thinking of his kiss, his laugh and needed to wipe the memory of his attack from her mind. Well today, she’d get Garrison back from whatever he was doing or make quite the commotion… that he would have to address it. He’d been missing all day long again and didn’t come home until late last evening. She’d heard his footfall in the hallway and nearly had a conniption fit when she realized the time.

      Part of her worried he was fooling around in town, even though- in her mind- she knew he didn’t seem the type to do something like that. The niggling doubt ran rampant through her, and she was concerned about her looks. As the sun was going down, her temper was rising. Marching out of the house, she immediately headed in the direction of the theater as if by some unseen force. She had no idea where he was but that would be the perfect place to start! If she ended up at the brothel… well, Posey would end up in jail because she didn’t intend to share her husband with anyone!

      Seeing a light coming from the theater, she marched right up to the door and slammed it open. Scanning the room, she saw Garrison under the stage with another man. They were working on something and had a lantern illuminating their workspace.

      “What in the world are you doing?”

      “I’m working. Posey, why are you out after dark?”

      “Because I was searching for my husband.”

      “I’m here working on something special for you.”

      “I expect you to do your job you’ve been hired for,” Posey said angrily, putting her hands on her hips. Garrison looked irritated as the other man got up from his spot and excused himself.

      “Let me know when you want to finish this up,” the man told him politely and ducked out of the room as their tempers flared.

      “I am working at my job, as you have put it bluntly. I am working on the theater and trying to finish it up.”

      “If you are going to be here and we are close to finishing, then perhaps I need to get some practice in.”

      “Maybe you do? One of us has to have talent and win people over when they walk in the door. It’s certainly not me! Whatever you need to do in order to lose that tone of voice – it’s completely uncalled for, especially when I am doing precisely what you wanted and demanded of your so-called husband.”

      Posey did an about face and took off to the back of the room. She would show him! She had talent and would win him over. Ebb and flow, she reminded herself. That is how their relationship seemed to be. One would give, the other would take. One would reach out, the other would pull back. Well, it was time for a tidal wave on her end. Heading back to the dressing room he’d built, Posey tossed open the trunk lids and saw the variety of costumes. She knew exactly what she was looking for too.

      Removing her dress and underthings, she dressed herself in the scanty costume with a wicked smile plastered all over her face. She was about to show him what Posey Jones, the actress, could do! Gathering her hair into a braid, she put the chiffon band upon her head and slipped the zils on her hands. Taking a deep breath and closing her eyes, she drew from deep inside the confidence to step onto the stage. She was a different person in a different world.

      This was not Posey…this was the beautiful Scheherazade. Pointing her bare feet, she gingerly stepped onto the stage and heard the faint jingle of the bells at her ankles. Breathe, you are in a palace performing for the sultan. Tell a tale with your body and dance like never before, she told herself as she began to sway.

      “Posey Garrison! I can see your… you had better cover… ah… Posey? Put your clothing back on now, wife!” he strangled out in a high-pitched stammer. She ignored him, praying he didn’t have another asthma attack. She was a seductress, a belly dancer and desired her husband’s attention…and his love. As she arched her body, leaning backwards to touch the floor- she flexed her muscles in her legs to make the bells chime, clicking the zils between her fingers and thumbs. Straightening up, she shook her hips to the side and undulated her waist, a silent beckoning.

      Looking through her lashes at Garrison, she wanted to make sure he was alright and watching her. She saw his steamy gaze and heated expression watching her wordlessly. The desire written on his face made her body tighten knowingly and his eyes widened in reaction. The gauzy material tickled her skin and the more she moved, shaking her hips, the more it brushed against sensitive areas. She threw back her arms, thrusting her bosom and arching her torso as she finished her dance.

      “You can’t perform that here… ever,” he said thickly, applauding slowly as he walked up to the stage, climbing up to join her. If Posey wanted his attention, she now had it.

      “It’s just a dance.”

      “It’s a very sensual and exotic dance that only your husband should ever see.”

      “Is he here?” Posey smarted off.

      “You know I am, woman,” Garrison growled possessively, pulling her into his arms. “No one else will ever see this costume but me – are we clear?”

      “Why?”

      “Because you are my wife and that beautiful body will only ever be touched, looked upon or tasted by me. Now get dressed so I can finish my work.”

      “I’m trying to get your attention,” she stomped angrily as he released her. He hadn’t so much as kissed her and she was nearly naked except for the chiffon outfit she’d brought from Chicago. She’d never been brave enough to wear it but had kept it for some reason.

      “You’ve got my full attention.”

      “I want you to kiss me.”

      “And I want you to treat me like your husband, not your servant or partner. If you want a husband then we can head home right now.”

      “No, I’m not ready for that,” she said blushing fiercely and crossing her arms over her chest. This move made Garrison smile sadly as he shook his head.

      “Posey, when you dress like that or dance like that- sweetheart you are begging for more than just a kiss. Thank goodness I am man enough to know that if I touched you like I want to, I would lose any headway with the woman I care for. Get dressed, sweetheart. When you are ready to be my wife, I’ll be here.”

      Posey stormed off stage completely humiliated and torn.
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      Posey felt like an idiot. She’d been avoiding Garrison again and spending all her time down at the tents, working with several Chinamen in order to get a skit together. A few children were eager to join, creating comical acts that had frankly surprised her. It would actually be a tremendous relief to her to have help on stage so she didn’t have to do everything herself.

      Especially since Garrison refused to help.

      She didn’t know what his problem was or if he had stage-fright but the man adamantly refused to participate. She’d wanted a sharpshooter and was steaming mad that the one she’d hired and married had backed out on her. If it was anyone else other than Garrison, she’d have filed for an annulment. It just amplified her frustration because she wanted him to care for her, to love her, and he was bullheaded enough to back away.

      Ebb and flow.

      Her man seemed as elemental as the tides but deep in her heart she knew this was a good thing. He was fathomless, constant and would forever be there as well. Perhaps he was withdrawing from her as a tidal wave would pull back from the beach just before it comes surging forward? She just prayed that it wouldn’t bring destruction or break her heart.

      She loved the cursed man.

      It had been three weeks since she’d laid eyes on him longer than ten minutes. She’d seen him briefly in town walking down the street and found his dishes on the table each morning when he was gone again. She’d washed his clothing as he needed it and mended a split seam, but as for the man – he was always gone. She would not go after him again.

      She’d put her heart out there, trying her best to tempt him. She yearned to ease the loneliness in her soul, but he wanted more than she could give. She was frightened of the intense feelings he made her feel and scared of what giving herself to her husband would do to their fragile relationship. Would he try to possess her, change her…or would he simply be done with her once he’d gotten what he wanted? If love was a chess game, she was tired of sacrificing pawns in order to bring his king out.

      It was his turn to make a move.

      Rolling her eyes, she stared down at the lunch pail she’d made him and shook her head. She might claim to be tough and say she was finished, but the truth was that she didn’t think she could ever give up on him. It would be like sacrificing a piece of herself. She’d missed him this morning, leaving him without a lunch for the theater – so on her way to see her newest employees that would be performing, she would drop off the pail of food and see if they could set a date for their first performance.

      Walking down the street, she came to an abrupt halt as she neared the theater. That wasn’t there yesterday, she thought and looked around to see if someone was playing a joke on her. She stepped quickly to the side as a carriage came down the lane and looked again at the building. Up ahead, posted just above the entrance, was a large engraved sign.

      
        
        Jones Theater est. 1900

      

      

      Posey stared in shock and felt tears spring up. This was what she had always wanted, and yet… somehow, she felt a terrible sadness. Was this how he would proclaim that he was done with her? She knew he’d been avoiding her, but to put Jones up there – instead of Garrison?

      As she neared, she saw it was a solid plank of wood that had been carved and stained making the letters seem even deeper. It would wear eventually and age, but the sign had been designed to last and was fastened to the building tightly. Why Jones? Shocked, she saw a small electric light had been wired to the building and aimed directly at the sign to illuminate it in the evenings. Her name would be in lights…only it wasn’t her name anymore.

      Opening the front door, she stepped inside to see that the theater was empty. Garrison wasn’t here nor had he been. It looked empty and…finished in the dim light that poured in one of the windows. Posey stared in awe at the interior, stunned.

      Her husband had been busy, and she felt neglectful.

      He’d poured his heart and soul into the building in order to make it special. Along the flat walls, there were carved columns that had been installed and painted with whitewash to make them look like Greek pillars. The same columns flanked the stage. The stage looked massive and complete. Not only did the blackened tin shell lights that lined the edge of the stage look fitting-  but Garrison had a curtain made up to hide the underbelly of the stage, making it accessible if needed. The red vibrant hue of the curtain complimented the black on the shells and stood out grandly. An iron hook was mounted on each side of the stage to hold back the thick golden rope ties he’d insisted upon. She saw that the rope had been hung and the heavy tassels nearly touched the stage floor, looking elegant and polished.

      Stepping closer to a wall, she saw that the columns were tree trunks that had been split in half, peeled, carved and painted to simulate the appearance. As she got closer to the stage, she saw a tiny box on the wall near the steps to the stage with a toggle switch on it. Putting her hand on there, she saw on the pillar next to her hand there was a carving etched in the wood tree trunk.

      A heart had been carved into the log after it had been fluted to look like a Greek column and whitewashed. She’d almost missed it since it had been made to blend in. There was a heart carved with a P+G inside. Her fingers traced the letters tenderly as she felt indescribable feelings well up inside of her. He’d carved their initials together! She didn’t know what to say other than she missed him now more than ever.

      Flipping the toggle switch, Posey gasped in surprise and disbelief. Garrison had the stage illuminated with electric lights! Shakily, she clamored indelicately up the stage steps and stared at the large bulbs that were screwed into sockets extending up from inside the tin shells he’d hammered out for the stage. He’d suggested the tin so it wouldn’t burn but had the foresight to realize that the silver tin would reflect the light towards the stage. She felt like a princess seeing her kingdom for the first time.

      Grasping the rope pull, the massive red curtain parted easily on iron rings and a large rod that was fastened above the opening. Her brilliant husband thought of everything, she mused as she stared upwards in amazement. As she looked down at the stage again, she saw a large box with a bow on it. It had been hidden behind the stage curtains waiting for her.

      Collapsing onto her knees, she picked up the box and slowly pulled the ribbon to untie the bow. The movement reminded her of their first kiss when he’d untied her hat. She would never ever forget that moment and craved another one just like it. As she lifted the lid, she saw a note inside, written in large heavy script. His handwriting was just like him, bold and decisive.

      
        
        For the most beautiful woman in the world – Garrison

      

      

      

      Pulling off the tissue paper, Posey gasped at the contents. Inside was a stunning hat that had ribbon flowers sewn onto it. A bright orange ribbon butterfly had been created and sat perched on a fake rose. Pulling it out of the box slowly, she saw that there was a pair of gloves inside and another tiny box. She set the hat on her head and pulled out the tiny gloves, slipping them on. A small giggle escaped her happily as she saw the tiny butterflies embroidered on the wrists. Garrison would call her a butterfly sometimes and this seemed so fitting.

      Posey lifted the tiny box from the inside and saw French writing stamped on the box. Curious, she lifted the lid and peered inside, then quickly slammed it shut. Her face flushed hotly and it had nothing to do with the incandescent bulbs warming the stage. Lifting the lid again, she started to reach inside but instead yanked off the new gloves and set them aside. Delicately, she pulled out a silk stocking and held it up. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire as she peered at the intimate gift. Small flowers and a tiny orange butterfly were stitched on the ankle into the silk, matching the gloves and hat.

      “Do you like it?” Garrison’s voice rang out in the silence. Posey immediately stuffed the stocking back in the box nervously and scrambled to her feet. He was standing there, leaning on the doorway watching her from across the large room. She didn’t know how long he’d been standing there.

      “The theater is amazing,” she admitted shyly. “Do you think we can open soon?”

      “I had fliers made up for you since we seem to keep missing each other. They’ll be ready this afternoon and I thought we could open this Friday evening – if that is okay with you?”

      “That’s perfect.”

      “Now, do you like it?” he asked again, this time in a more intimate and direct manner. Posey realized he’d not been asking about the theater the first time, but rather the gift from him.

      “The hat is lovely and the gloves – thank you,” she stammered.

      “And the stockings?”

      “The stockings are incredibly soft and gorgeous,” Posey said faintly, feeling her face flush again. “But that is a really personal gift to receive. You shouldn’t have, Garrison.”

      “Who better to receive them?”

      “You had better never give anyone else… oh,” she said irately and then stopped hearing his soft laugh. “You never intended to do that anyhow, did you?”

      “No, something like that would be just for my beautiful bride,” he replied, stepping forward and then stopping. “I’m glad you like them.”

      “I adore them but it’s quite an extravagant gift.”

      “Nothing is too much for you.” They stood there looking at each other for several moments. Posey knew she should go to him but her feet felt glued to the spot, like her legs would fail her if she tried to walk down the steps. Her knees were knocking something fiercely, and she was certain he knew it.

      “Why did you put Jones on the sign?” Posey whispered painfully. “Why not Garrison?”

      “Jones was your surname and this was always your dream. It seemed fitting,” he shrugged.

      “Garrison, I…” she began and stopped, unsure what to say or do. She saw his expression fell as he crossed his arms defensively. “I’ll be ready Friday.”

      “Sounds good,” he agreed, turning, and left the building. Posey collapsed again on the stage, but this time she felt her heart breaking in two instead of dreaming they could have a future together someday.
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      Today would be the day, and Posey was a complete nervous wreck. She’d never been like this back home in Chicago. Opening night had always been a thing of excitement and glamour, but here in Silverpines, this was her new home. She knew the people here. In Chicago, she knew no one in the audience – there was anonymity. Here she was Posey the strange girl that wore all the costumes and acted odd. Now, tonight – she would confirm it.

      Finding out that they would be opening on Friday had given her three days to prepare a new act. She had originally intended to do her Marie Antoinette skit because she adored the costume, the wig and the pomp that came with the show but now, she would do something a bit more sedate and accepted. Being on an illuminated stage in her underthings might really make Garrison angry or offend people and she didn’t want that.

      Instead, she would do a soliloquy from Romeo and Juliet, portraying herself as Juliet. It would be easy to get into character if she focused on when she lost her Romeo. Posey felt like she was losing Garrison a little bit each day. She didn’t know where he was spending all his time, but she was certain it wasn’t at home- or at the theater.

      She’d found a note on the kitchen table that said for her to take her time preparing herself for the performance and he would work the ticket booth so he could perform his job that she hired him for. Those words, that moment that she’d been nasty to him, were burned in her mind and apparently in his. Her Garrison had gotten his feelings hurt, and she didn’t know how to make things better.

      As she sat there in the dressing room at the theater, she carefully applied her face makeup to make certain the bright lights didn’t wash her out. She could hear the children playing around behind stage and had already shushed them twice. People were arriving, and she could hear the small din of chatter, as they all anticipated the show. She prayed they would have a full house tonight. At five cents a ticket, they could make back some of their precious money that had been spent over the last two months that Garrison has been here. Posey sighed heavily. Two months she’d been married to an extraordinary man… and she was losing him.

      “Posey?” Garrison’s voice carried through the door as he gently knocked. “Are you almost ready?”

      “You can come in,” she called out, as she finished applying color to her lips with a small brush. As the door opened, she couldn’t help the smile that came to her face as she looked up in the mirror. He looked incredible standing there in a black vest, slacks, and a dress shirt. His ribbon tie around his neck looked a little lopsided, but that just made it much more endearing to her. “You look fantastic.”

      “You are breathtaking,” he breathed reverently as he stared at her. Posey got up from her chair and turned to look at him. His eyes roved all over her as she stood there in the old-fashioned renaissance gown. She knew it wasn’t appropriate for Juliet but it was close enough and would do for now. “Thank you for not wearing that other costume.”

      “The belly-dancer?” she laughed lightly.

      “Yes, I might have a heart attack if you wore that on stage with the bright lights.”

      “It’s not that see-through,” she quipped, teasingly as she flushed with happiness at the adoration in his eyes.

      “Little Butterfly, it sure was! Someday I’m going to see that sweet little mole on your behind once again.”

      “Oh!” she gasped and then laughed, covering her bosom so it stayed tucked down into the bodice of her dress. “I guess maybe it was quite indecent.”

      “I loved it,” he admitted with a grin that made her heart flip happily in her chest. “These are for you.” Garrison brought out a bouquet of flowers from behind his back and held them towards her. She saw his hand shook, and she accepted them eagerly.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and then looked at him. “This won’t bother your lungs, will it?”

      “I wasn’t around them long enough.”

      “Good.”

      “Posey…?” he asked suddenly, running his fingers through his hair. “I wanted to tell you good luck tonight, but I know I’m not supposed to. It’s bad luck, right?”

      “You want to say, ‘break a leg’,” she smiled, taking another deep breath of the flowers.

      “Break a leg, Butterfly,” he said tenderly, reaching for her hand. He leaned forward and kissed her knuckles politely.

      “Do I look okay? I’m wearing your gift tonight,” she asked nervously and held up her skirt just a few bare inches off the floor, turning her ankle so he could see the flowers.

      “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my life, and I will never forget how you look tonight.” Posey stepped forward at the same time that Garrison moved closer. He looked down at her and she stood there silently. She could hear the din of people getting louder and louder.

      “Posey?”

      “Garrison?”

      They blurted out each other’s names at the same time in order to break the silence between them. His endearing smile touched her heart, and she found herself reaching for his beloved face. Touching his cheek, he slowly turned and kissed the palm of her hand.

      “It’s time to start the show. Can we talk later?”

      “I think we should,” he agreed and stepped away, opening the door for her. Posey immediately went into business-mode and began lining up the children. Garrison disappeared. She heard him talking on stage, announcing their performance tonight, and thanking everyone. She wished she could see him up there, on the stage. Instead she closed her eyes and pictured him, as she heard his words.

      “Tonight, ladies and gentlemen – you are in for a real treat. Here at the Jones Theater, it has been my beautiful bride’s dream to bring a bit of creativity, excitement and culture to Silverpines. We want to make you laugh, cry and keep you coming back for more over the years…so let the show begin!”

      Posey used the cue to send out the first act, the jugglers. The children had impressed her as they tossed about batons simply for fun. They’d not missed a beat when she’d seen them playing in the grassy field one day, and she’d offered them the job on the spot. The little batons they’d made flew gracefully at each other, and they could toss four at a time between them easily. She’d painted them white so they’d be easier to see against the red curtain and bought them tiny suits for the performance.

      Peering through the curtain, she saw Garrison standing on the side of the stage watching the show in fascination. He’d never seen them since she would go to their tents, fetch the children and join them in the field to watch them practice giving him room to work on the theater. As the batons flew faster and faster, she heard the applause and saw his smile widen appreciatively. His eyes then met hers and he nodded in acknowledgement. She’d done a spectacular job in picking the act.

      The second act was another duo of talented teens she’d met. One day, when she’d been working with the children and the batons she spied twin girls dancing with ribbons in the grove near the river. They were in the distance, but the large ribbons swirled in the air catching her attention immediately. Posey had walked down there and watched them for some time.

      The girls were both sixteen years old and a marvel to watch as they twirled in unison. The ribbons had been yellow and stained, tied onto worn sticks that had been smoothed over time by their usage. She didn’t want to replace the sticks as they’d gotten used to the feel of them in their hands, but she did eagerly replace the ribbon with bright hues of blue and green satin. Their dance reminded her of ocean waves or a stormy sky, that is why she picked the colors. As they danced, the ribbons folded in on themselves silently, undulating and spinning like a top. It was beautiful and enchanting to watch.

      Posey looked for Garrison on the stage to see his reaction but couldn’t find him. Disappointed, she got ready to move to the other side when the applause surged into the air again. She was up! It was time for her to give the performance of a lifetime. She would use her feelings to channel everything she could into Juliet tonight. Stepping forward from where the curtain split, she emerged from the curtain and suddenly knew why Garrison had nicknamed her butterfly. Smiling softly to herself, she fought down the anxiety that came with stepping out on stage until she lost herself in the persona.

      She was Juliet.

      Opening her mouth, she took a deep breath and began. She’d always loved the story of Romeo and Juliet thinking it was such a bittersweet story, but now she felt it keenly. She understood the characters in a way she never could before, thinking of when Garrison had passed out and she’d thought he died. That horror, that tragedy, the emotion she’d felt that day came flooding forward as she spoke the lines – lived the lines.

      Tears flooded her voice and ran down her cheeks as she told the tale of woe. She spoke of her love and what it was doing to her, how she would never heal or be able to go on. Juliet wanted to join her Romeo, and she understood why now. It wasn’t some girl that was distraught -it was a woman who loved with her whole heart and was infinitely aware she’d lost her soulmate.

      As she drew to a close, Posey curtsied and stepped backwards behind the curtain, numb. A second set of fresh tears arose as no one said a word. The town hated it and she’d failed miserably. There was one more act to go on and this was sure to liven things up since she’d brought the house down. The silence sliced through her like a hot knife through butter… and then she heard it.

      The roar of applause.

      It wasn’t just a polite clapping, it was thunderous and deafening. She let out her breath in a whoosh of relief. Wiping her eyes, she waved at Mr. Le to come up and join her on stage for the next act.
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      Garrison had watched entranced as Posey had poured out her very soul on stage. It wasn’t just Juliet speaking – it was his wife talking to him. When she cried out in sadness, it felt like a punch to the stomach very nearly bringing him to his knees. She had a gift and had brought down the house with it. Several men standing at the back of the theater were shaking his hand and pumping it eagerly as her performance finished. He was shocked, overwhelmed and head over heels in love.

      His wife had looked like a broken goddess up there alone in the spotlight, and he’d wanted to cradle her, and comfort her during her performance. His Juliet was hurting and it was up to him to heal her heart. Women in the audience were dabbing handkerchiefs at their eyes, and he knew Posey had won the hearts of Silverpines.

      When his wife had stepped back onto the stage, Garrison thought it was to take a bow again and stared curiously as she was accompanied by an older man with spectacles. He hesitated for a moment waiting for the children and the young girls to join her, thinking perhaps they were all going to say thanks, bow and announce the end of the show. Horrified, he saw Posey reveal a shiny green apple in her hand with a wide smile.

      “Tonight, we’ll be bringing a little bit of the Wild West to Silverpines as well,” Posey announced, and her voice carried to the back of the theater where he now stood in shock. She was going to try that silly stunt with that man? He’d seen him at the back of the stage and assumed he was the children’s grandfather or something since he was about seventy years old.

      “We have a marksman that will be shooting an apple off my head just like the days of old…” Posey began and Garrison had enough.

      “No!” he interrupted and ignored the gasp of the crowd, as well as Posey’s frown. He immediately climbed over a bench into the aisle uncaringly and stormed up to the stage. “You are not doing this; do you hear me?”

      “Mockman, yes?” the older man said with a nod and showed Garrison the old, rusted gun and pointed at his own chest happily.

      “NO! No marksman tonight,” Garrison argued, shaking his head negatively.

      “Yes. Yes, we are doing this,” Posey countered, walking over to the side of the stage and putting her back against it. She stood there, ramrod straight and placed the apple on top of her head. “Yes.”

      “No!” Garrison snapped, jumping on stage in-between the clamshell lights and bypassing the steps. “You might not want my name, or me hanging around, but I will not let another man shoot at my wife- especially with that gun. Do you hear me? He is liable to shoot you clear between the eyes or someone else!”

      “Shoot now?” Mr. Le said happily, raising the gun towards Posey. Garrison yanked it out of his hand. He tucked it in the back of his pants angrily, as the older man backed away from him.

      “No. No shooting.”

      “Yes – give him back the gun,” Posey snapped and repositioned the apple on her head as it rolled off. “Garrison- do it. He’s going to fill the part… if you won’t. If I was your wife, you’d be at home with me at night.”

      “I’m your husband, before God, and working two jobs for us. I’m sorry I haven’t been home, but men don’t want to come home to a harridan. They want to come home to the woman they love.”

      “Well this ‘harridan’ won’t have you at home either!”

      “Nobody is shooting at my wife, ever! Harridan or not!” Garrison roared at her on stage and crossed his arms angrily, annoyed that she would even pull this stunt. Had she practiced it before? The thought of it made him feel ill and he saw red.

      “You should do it, but you don’t have the brass to do so,” Posey whispered angrily, taunting him, and heard laughter in the audience. Her blue eyes flashed with inner fire and Garrison realized that the spark had been missing since his attack. He saw it now and wanted that feisty girl back in his arms. “Now either give him the gun back or do it yourself!”

      “I’ll show you what brass I have Mrs. Garrison – I’ll shoot that apple and split it in two – just like I will be taking you to wife as God designed. No more arguing, no more fighting between us,” he bargained and winced as he realized what he’d said aloud in front of everyone.

      “If you split the apple- you’ve got it, mister!” Posey agreed readily, ignoring the gasps from the audience. Her eyes stared at him mulishly, and he knew deep inside he’d gotten in over his head with this whole fiasco- and her.

      “Fine. You win, Posey.”

      “Fine!”

      Nervously, Garrison took his position on stage about ten feet from where she was standing. “I will only ever do this once, and it’s for you,” he said flatly. “God have mercy on my soul and yours too, sweetheart.”

      He pulled his own gun from his belt and left the rusted Colt in the back of his pants. The stupid thing was apt to misfire since it hadn’t been maintained, and he certainly didn’t want it blowing up in his face. Putting his arm up, he carefully took aim.

      “Don’t do this, please.”

      “I didn’t come here to see a young lady get shot!”

      “Cover your eyes, daughter.”

      “This is scandalous!”

      “Mr. Garrison, you don’t need to do this,” Harrison Holt said clearly from where he sat, rising to his feet- his wife, Willa, was sitting next to him, wide eyes and clutching his elbow. His voice carried and Garrison knew that his friend - and employer- was right. He didn’t have to do this, but his hard-headed beautiful wife would never be satisfied until it was out of her system. If Posey didn’t realize how deadly and dangerous it was… she needed to feel the whiz of a bullet flying past her, to come to terms with it. He would never let anyone ever point a gun at his butterfly, and it very nearly made him sick to do so. He needed her desperately in his world and wanted her full attention.

      “No more bartering Posey. We are heading home after this and never doing this again. Are we clear?”

      “I trust you,” she said softly, frozen in place. Her eyes met his, and he knew that she was demanding this from him for her sake as well. There was something in her that wanted to be famous, and he needed to satisfy that creature in order to have the woman he loved in his bed.

      “I know,” Garrison whispered, holding his arm steady and staring down the sight. He’d used this gun for years now and knew that the aim was off to the left and up. Each gun was different, and a marksman had to learn the gun so he knew where to fire. In order to hit the apple, he had to aim for his beloved bride’s clear blue eye. Swallowing hard, he tuned out everything else and slowed his breathing. His heartbeat was roaring in his ears and he was extremely careful taking no more chances with Posey’s life.

      “This will be the last act for tonight, everyone- one way or the other,” he said softly, staring at Posey. He knew that if he accidently harmed her, he himself was finished. He understood her words from her soliloquy and knew he couldn’t live without Posey in his life.

      Garrison said a silent prayer and pulled the trigger.
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      Posey felt the whoosh of air the moment the gun fired. She hadn’t realized how fast and deadly everything would be. Garrison had, and she hadn’t listened to him- again. He’d told her no repeatedly and in the split second she’d seen him squeeze the trigger, she’d had a moment’s doubt. Thankfully she hadn’t moved a muscle.

      The apple split atop of her head, lodging the bullet into the wood behind her. She’d heard the thud and immediately thought she was dying – except there was no pain. Had she wanted to die, was that her end goal with such a stupid stunt? Each half of the apple plopped onto the stage beside her as she stared at Garrison’s frightened face.

      Nobody moved or breathed.

      Posey finally stepped forward away from the wall and looked away from her husband in horror. Abject fear and realization raced through her body as she knew in that moment she could have lost everything – and still might have. She looked back at Garrison, seeing tears shimmer in his broken eyes as he stared at her.

      “Butterfly- are you okay?” he whispered, devastated and in sheer disbelief. He took two steps towards her and shakily put his gun in the holster. Posey didn’t know what to do or say to him. She was still stunned and in shock.

      “Garrison,” she breathed fearfully and held out her arms to him, only to have him crush her against him in relief. She didn’t even hear the applause or relief in the audience, her world was right there in his arms.

      Sherriff Alexzander stood up and began ushering everyone towards the door. “Alright everyone. That’s enough for today. This duo has some talking to do, and this moment’s been a long time coming. Let ‘em get it out of their system.”

      Posey clutched at Garrison’s shoulders and held him tightly for several minutes as the theater emptied out into the street. The feel of his strong body was an abrupt reminder of what she’d agreed to. Tensing, she felt him release his grip on her ever so slightly as the moment passed. She was alive and safe. He was here with her, and she’d committed to something that scared her to death. She looked up and saw the relief in his gaze as he realized she wasn’t harmed.

      “I did my job, now it’s time for you to do yours,” he said firmly, throwing her words back at her. “Go home and get yourself ready, wife. I’ll close up here.”

      “I was kidding,” she stammered.

      “I wasn’t.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I just pointed a gun at the woman I love and pulled the trigger. I have never been more serious in my life. Now, go home. I want to see those silk stockings from France,” he taunted with a mischievous glint in his eye, “And nothing else.”

      “I won’t do it. I’m not ready.”

      “Posey, I wasn’t ready to do what you asked of me either- but I promise if I can live through it, you can too. If you want to walk with me, I’ll be done here in ten minutes flat. I just thought I would be courteous to you and give you a bit of space first.”

      “Yes, a bit of space is a superb idea,” she nodded quickly, grasping at straws.

      “Ten minutes, wife, before I invade your space and make you mine.”

      “What?” she screeched indignantly, feeling her cheeks heat up with embarrassment.

      “You heard me. Nine minutes and counting, butterfly.”

      Posey did an about face and ran from the theater in her costume. His laughter carried on the night air and echoed in her mind. She wasn’t ready to give up herself or give control to her husband, and this part of his personality irritated the fire out of her.

      And lit a new flame in her soul.
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      Posey ran like a pack of wild dogs was nipping at her heels. She was scared, there was no getting around it. She’d heard fantastical stories from other performers in Chicago that their husbands were controlling, demanding and tried to change their ways. Several women had children that kept them at home, dampening their spirit, and a few claimed to have been hurt during the act. She knew nothing of what to expect other than what they’d shared. It wasn’t something she and her mother discussed over the dinner table.

      She was going into the marriage bed blindly and leery, desperate for more time to prepare herself for what Garrison was about to force on her. Instead of going inside her house, she ducked down in the bushes on the side of the house and tucked her dress neatly underneath her. She was such a coward, hiding in the bushes and craved a cigarette to calm her nerves. She’d stopped smoking the moment Hattie had told her it could be an irritant to Garrison, and she hadn’t missed it until now. Wrapping her arms around her knees, she lay her head down and prayed that next time she ran into her husband he would understand.

      Hearing the front door to her house open and then close, she muffled a gasp and expected to hear him yelling inside as he searched for her. Instead, moments passed and she heard the door open and close again. The crunch of his boots on gravel nearby had her holding her breath as she waited for him to continue on his way. Mortified, she felt like she was six and playing hide-and-seek, instead of twenty-four and a married woman.

      “Is there room for two?” she heard his voice in the darkness and gasped. Garrison stood nearby awaiting an answer.

      “No. This shrub only holds one little chicken tonight. Go away.”

      “Posey, walk with me and let’s talk.”

      “It’s okay. You go on inside… and I’ll be right there.”

      “Somehow I don’t think so,” he chuckled. “You can either come walk with me in the moonlight or I can join you in the bushes.” She thought for several minutes and realized he wasn’t moving, just awaiting her answer. Frustrated, she flung up her hand into the air and took hold of his, pulling her to her feet.

      “You know, you don’t have to give orders all the time,” she smarted, dusting off her dress from where she’d sat.

      “I try not to,” he countered. “I give options and want you to choose what would make you happy.”

      “Then how come the options are never ones that I like?”

      “Like what? I offered to join you or go for a walk together – you stood up. It was your choice.”

      “You also said to meet you here in ten minutes.”

      “In stockings,” he reminded her with a smile.

      “Exactly- I didn’t get an option.”

      “No, your option was for me to shoot the apple or not. Meeting you here was a result of a choice you made.”

      “Don’t twist my words.”

      “Don’t do it to mine either.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Posey, I want your heart and your trust,” he admitted tenderly. “I want you to walk with me, talk to me- not at me. Let me love you, wife.”

      “I don’t talk at you.”

      “You also don’t share. You don’t let me in. You tell me what you need, and I do everything in my power to give it to you. I haven’t been home because you needed the theater completed. We were out of money, and I took a second job. You need, I will always provide.”

      “That goes two ways, you know?” she retorted. “When I needed a kiss, you refused.”

      “I’d like to kiss you now.”

      “No, you lecher- you want to do more than that.”

      “I want you as a husband desires his wife, the woman he loves.”

      “See?”

      “And it begins with kissing. Is kissing me so very terrible?”

      “No, not at all,” she stammered, embarrassed. “It’s the other things that you are going to try to do that bother me.”

      “What if I said you could tell me no at any time- and I would stop?”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Why? Have I ever lied to you?”

      “No.”

      “Then why can’t you trust me?”

      “I’m scared, Garrison,” Posey admitted fearfully. “I’m scared that fully being your wife might hurt me, or allow you to change me- who I am. I like me, and I don’t want to become a different person… unless it’s something I choose.”

      “Posey, it’s just you and me. Let’s go for a walk and talk privately unless you want to head inside. People are still milling about, and we are already the talk of the town.”

      “I don’t want to go inside, you’ll talk me into the bedroom.”

      “Then walk with me, darling. Take my arm and lead the way. I will follow wherever you decide to go.” She stepped out and placed her hand gingerly on his arm. Thankfully he didn’t make a move towards her or she might have run. Instead, he smiled down at her lovingly.

      “Lead the way.”

      “Where to?”

      “Wherever you feel comfortable talking and we have some privacy.”

      Posey took a step forward and was surprised to see Garrison take a step at her side. She expected him to take the lead or coerce her into heading to the house, but instead she led them into the wide-open streets. They walked for a block slowly together, and she noticed that every time she took a step? He would move a second behind her and kept her pace.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because I want you to know I will always be beside you in everything. I might be scared, or worry, but I will be here for you.”

      “Just like Cleopatra, you want a fearless woman leading the way?”

      “No,” he said quietly. “The only woman I want is my little butterfly, my Posey. Don’t ever pretend or act with me. I want you- and I want you to want to be with me.”

      “How about we just talk tonight and see how it goes?”

      “No more bargains, no more acting between us. Tonight, is just Garrison and Posey. A man who loves his girl.”

      “How can you say that when we are still getting to know each other?”

      “I want there to always be a bit of mystery and excitement for us. I want to learn a little bit about you every day for as long as I live, something new to treasure each day.”

      “We are still strangers thrown together by chance”

      “We are man and wife put together by God’s hand. It’s okay to ask me questions or talk to me. I would prefer that then to have you look at me frightened. Where is my brave woman who portrayed Juliet tonight?”

      “Where did you go during that? I looked for you and you disappeared!”

      “I had to go wipe my eyes because I was crying like several women in the audience.”

      “Really?”

      “My heart was breaking for you, and I knew at that moment… you thought of me dying, like that day I passed out. I love you too, Posey.”

      “I do love you, Garrison,” she whispered fearfully, searching his eyes. “I want to love you, and my soul felt like it was dying when you couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t live without you.”

      “How do you think I felt pulling the trigger tonight,” he admitted, shivering in fear and nightmarish relief. “Don’t ask me to ever do that again. Did you want to go inside?”

      Posey glanced up and saw they stood in front of the theater. How ironic that she’d led them to the very place that caused her to reach out to him, bringing them together.

      “Yes, please.”

      Garrison opened the door for her and held it as she stepped inside. He threw the bolt on the door giving them privacy and Posey nearly tripped as her heart skipped a beat. Why was she so frightened? He was doing everything he could to make sure she trusted him.

      “We barely know each other,” she repeated, watching him as he drew the curtains on the windows. Each time he closed a curtain, she felt her body respond and her breath quicken. “Garrison, what’s your first name? What is your favorite food? What do you dislike?”

      “My first name? If I tell you my first name will you trust me?” he asked, closing the last curtain on the theater. “You know, no one ever calls me by my first name- not even my mother. If I tell you, will you tell me a secret?” Extending his hand towards her, he smiled sheepishly. “Now don’t laugh…it’s Barachiel.”

      “Bara- what?”

      “Exactly. Barachiel Garrison. It means lightening of God. My mother named me that because he was one of the angelic princes and she said it just came to her when she first swaddled me,” he explained, blushing. “When I was a boy, she used to tell everyone that. I got picked on quite a bit by kids on the street. So, at my request, she started calling me Garrison. I’ve never told anyone my name since.”

      “Thank you for trusting me with that. I won’t tell a soul.”

      “It’s okay. I’m able to defend myself, and I don’t think I will get bullied for my name anymore,”  he shrugged and then smiled, lacing his fingers with hers. “I might get bullied for other things, but never that. Now it’s your turn, my love.” Garrison never batted an eye as he slowly led her onto the stage, smiling encouragingly.

      “I want you in your element and comfortable with me, so you can share or tell me anything. It’s just us, and your secrets will never go any farther.” He raised her fingertips to his lips, kissing the tip of each one tenderly. He then kissed the inside of her wrist and wrapped his arm around her waist, tugging at the buttons. As each one freed, her heart hammered in her chest. “Can you trust me?”

      “I do,” she whispered, her eyes locked with his. “I’ve never told anyone this but I’ve never been kissed before you that day, in the hallway. That was incredible, and I still think about it. That is when I first realized I loved you, Garrison.”

      “I knew it the moment you stayed by my side and held my hand. You were my everything, and even if I died that day? I had the chance to love you… and you are wearing those stockings, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” she whispered, heatedly.

      “I’m glad,” he breathed as he captured her lips.
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      3 months later

      

      Posey stood waiting patiently at the train depot and realized that she wished Garrison was here. He was at the theater repairing one of the broken benches. She’d always wanted the glamor and excitement of opening night but now craved a different excitement in her life. A child. She hadn’t quite decided how to tell Garrison yet but thought having his mother here for a visit at Christmastime might be the perfect setting. She’d written to her a month ago with the invitation.

      The woman who’d given birth to her husband and saved his life would always have a spot in her heart and home. She’d told him that she’d written, but not that she’d invited her out. Posey wanted to surprise him and thought the visit might throw Garrison off the scent.

      As the train pulled forward, she was fondly remembering how she’d first laid eyes upon her beloved husband. The shocked expression on his face then had worried he,r and she’d gone over and above to try and hurriedly get him to the altar in order to put him to work. Nothing would dissuade her from her mission of opening the theater. The irony was not lost on her that she now wanted a different part in running the show. Time and love had changed her heart’s desire. Looking back now she saw that those girls from Chicago hadn’t been upset about the changes, they’d been celebrating the life growing inside of them. Theater had a central focus about making the audience feel like they were part of the show, but it was perspective… just like life. If she had known then what she knew now, then maybe she and Garrison would have had an easier time falling in love.

      Truly though, she wouldn’t have changed a thing.

      Glancing up from  her distracted thoughts, Posey saw Garrison’s mother. It had to be her because she noticed the same features on the woman’s face. He looked a lot like his mother and wondered what a young boy of theirs would look like, if they would have his daddy’s features or hers?

      “Mrs. Garrison?”

      “You must be Posey?”

      “Yes ma’am,” Posey said happily and was pulled into a massive hug, reminding her of Garrison. Laughing, she instantly adored the woman as his mother began to pinch Posey’s cheeks and lay a hand on her stomach.

      “Is that my grandbaby in there? You’ve a glow to your face!”

      “Garrison doesn’t know yet, but I have a favor to ask? Well two of them now.”

      “Of course, what is it?”

      “You can’t tell Garrison yet about the baby, and you’ll need to remove those feathers from your hat before we go home.” Posey said knowingly, pointing at the plumes curled decoratively into the air. Her husband had not had an attack since that day, and she planned on keeping it that way. She would never have feathers in the house again, nor anything else that could possibly set him off. If he got the slightest barking cough, they immediately removed it from their lives. She wouldn’t take a chance with his life ever again, just like he wouldn’t with hers.

      “He is still having problems? Should I get rid of the hat?”

      “No ma’am, he’s done much better. Just pluck the feathers off and toss them out. It should be fine.”

      Later that evening, it was wonderful to gather around the hearth and hear stories of Garrison as a boy. Posey adored his shy chuckle at the outlandish and embellished tales of his childhood. There was nothing so beautiful as the memory of something seen through a mother’s eyes… and knew she would love her own child, as much as Garrison’s mother loved her son.

      “I don’t know about Barachiel Garrison the second, for a boy’s name? I always thought Michael would be a perfect name or perhaps Angela for a little girl – what do you think, husband?” Posey asked softly, taking Garrison’s hand and laying it on her stomach deliberately.

      His shocked eyes looked from Posey to his mother’s teary eyes and back to his wife. The surprise and awe in his handsome face just seconds before it crumbled with emotion was breathtaking. He buried it against her torso lovingly. Posey cradled his head tenderly before she realized he was smothering his laughter. His sparkling eyes glanced up at her, glowing with adoration as he grinned.

      “You can name our child anything you want… but that. Although… Jones Garrison does have a very nice ring to it, doesn’t it, Butterfly?” he whispered with a knowing smile and a nod to her. Posey knew that her husband had been right all along – they had both been blessed with a chance to live and love, guided to one another. Her heart wept with joy at the emotions she felt looking in his tender eyes, knowing her future lay with him – here in Silverpines.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Wanted: Hired Gun. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders <3 Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny Sterling
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      Married at the brink of the Civil War, young Ava Buchannan dutifully bids farewell to her new husband as any proper southern woman would. The problem is she never dreamed that it would be the last time she ever saw him. In her heart, she knew she should wait for his return, yet her mind told her differently. In the seven years that have passed since her marriage, she’s seen other women move forward with their lives. Yet she is trapped maintaining the family business of undertaker for the town of Maypearl, Texas. Seeing so much death, having no prospects of happiness, and a squeamish constitution were all taking their toll on her… until hope arrived in the form of a letter.

      

      Desperate for a fresh start after the war, Jeremiah Ellington responded to an ad in the paper for a job. His home had been razed, his family gone, and he had only the items on his back to begin his life again. When he received a response to the ad for an assistant to the town’s undertaker, it seemed to be a perfect solution for a former surgeon in the army. One look at the lovely undertaker and his dead heart came alive. Jeremiah would do anything to have Ava in his life, including making her forget her long lost husband.

      

      Can Ava let down her guard enough to begin to enjoy the life around her? Can Jeremiah find a way to break through the shell that is protecting her heart as they are suddenly hopefully matched together.

      Click here to get your copy of Hopefully Matched
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Cade Singleton heard stories of the Jessup siblings preying on the rich. When the bounty is increased high enough to entice him into pursuing them, he wants nothing better than to make them see justice.

      

      When he finally catches up to them in a rural area just south of Dallas, Cade captures Emily and decides to use her for bait to apprehend her brother. Can this bounty hunter find it in his heart to see past Emily's lawless ways and be able to see the kind-hearted woman that lies beneath? Can Emily start over and be freed from her past through loving Cade? And will the Jessup siblings finally find redemption?

      

      Lawfully Yours
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?

      

      Lawfully Mine
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      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com
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