
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Hopefully Matched

    

    




      
        Ginny Sterling

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Lawfully Admired

      

      
        Spying on the Billionaire

      

      
        Lawfully Gifted

      

      
        Also by Ginny Sterling

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      

      I truly enjoyed writing Melissa’s story in Lawfully Admired, but in writing it – another story kept beating at my mind. Ava and Jeremiah’s love story simply had to be told!

      

      I actually wrote this book simultaneously with Lawfully Admired- but published it first. Hopefully Matched is written during the same time period- if not a bit earlier in the year.

      

      Both books can be read independently of each other and I hope you enjoy them as much as I did in writing them. I’d love to know your thoughts on perhaps another character in Maypearl possibly getting a story of their own… hmm…?
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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?
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      February 1868

      Maypearl, Texas

      

      “Lordy have mercy poo,” Ava Buchannan silently muttered under her breath as the rancid stench wafted up from the body that was delivered to her. If someone had told her that accepting Peter Buchannan’s proposal before the war would have left her as the town’s undertaker, she might have put off the idea of their wedding. It had been no surprise that Peter had proposed. The fact that the handsome, young, rich man had been courting her was completely flattering. It was more devastating to be married and then suddenly abandoned. Her new husband had left a few weeks later to fight in a war for their independence.

      A war they lost.

      A war that left her alone for the last seven years.

      The Buchannan family owned Buchannan Undertaker and Funeral Home. It was ironic. Buchannan meant death in German. Peter was from a long line of undertakers and was expected to take over the family business just as his father had before him. Unfortunately, there had been many passing in their family due to illness and Peter was the only Buchannan left. Their courtship had been exactly what every southern belle dreamed of. Public displays of affection from deep bows as he kissed her gloved hand in public to trinkets delivered to her home that tickled her father to no end. Her father knew if she married Peter that she would be set financially for life.

      Oh yes… this felt like a life sentence all right, Ava thought. She stared calmly at the disheveled body that had been haphazardly placed on a sturdy wooden table in the back of the funeral home. She could hear the sounds of loss and mourning from the other room. There was still so much death from the war. Infections that had slowly sucked at the wounded soldiers’ lives and desperation that caused theft resulting in casualty. But worst of all were the suicides from the devastation and hopelessness that they felt in coming home.

      Plastering a calm smile over her nausea, she turned to the two men that had limped into the funeral home’s lavish, but dated, parlor. The velvet settees were starting to get bleached from the sun streaming in the windows. The lace panels over the glass did little to block the hot Texas sun. There was no sense in pouring what little money she had left into the business when she was sustaining herself right now and doing a service for the community.

      “Thank you kindly, gentlemen, for carrying him for me. I appreciate it greatly,” she said politely with a warm smile. Crossing her hands over her stomach, she prayed it would settle. Being squeamish did not help her new role thrust upon her one bit. “Shall we?” she said with firmness, guiding the men out. Pulling the doors closed behind her, she turned to address the new widow and his family.

      “Mrs. Miller, your husband was a fine gentleman and fought valiantly in the war,” Ava reassured her, pulling the frail, shaking woman into her arms for a sympathetic hug. “Dear, dear! Please, calm yourself. He cannot hear your tears or sense your heartbreak any longer. Be strong and let us discuss his farewell.” Ava handed her a small glass vial and a handkerchief.

      The vials were something that struck her as personal and she had incorporated them into the funeral home almost immediately. The ladies could delicately save their tears and mourn as was the fashion. The glass vials made them immediately thankful at the gesture while it helped support others. A mere penny spent was well worth it, if they could get down to business. This would enable her to get to the gruesome task ahead of her.

      Mr. Miller had left for the war and returned with a massive limp. She was guessing from the smell that emitted from his corpse, that infection or gangrene had set in and eventually taken over. It would be a long night between bouts of nausea and fatigue that preparing him would involve.

      Ava carefully went over details with the distraught widow. She hated the preparations almost as much as discussing the money. However, it was a necessary evil. When Peter had left, there had only been two levels of burial: rich and poor.

      The rich ones had a flamboyant burial with a glass cart that would parade them down North Main as they circled the city in an effort to allow the townsfolk to say goodbye. The first time she had tried to maintain this style of funeral, the horse bit her as she tethered it. It had been most brutal trying to find someone to help her load the glass cart with the casket because she simply wasn’t strong enough, nor was she surrounded by men in town. Most men were gone off to the war. It had taken eight women to lift the frail man’s body into the glass cart. Ava had felt horribly mortified to ask for help.

      As she drove the glass hearse wagon through the streets, she had seen so much of the town had been almost abandoned. Children came to the street as the bell jingled on the black, glass hearse wagon. Children and women. The looks of sympathy on their faces broke her heart. What was more crushing was the hopelessness she saw in their eyes. There was a good chance that all of their husbands would not return from the war, the death and destruction was so pronounced. They were also starving and working themselves to the bone. No one would be paying for the gaudy, flamboyant funerals and it seemed like such a waste. Instead, she put the cart into storage and changed the funeral packages that very day.

      “Mrs. Miller, we have two options for your husband. We can bury him quietly with dignity to put you and your family at ease. He would want you to save your money and take care of each other, I’m sure. Or, if you’d like, we can bury him with a bit more pomp and circumstance as his military honors dictate. It’s up to you,” Ava said, taking a second to gather herself. This was where the shock, hurt, desperation and pain all came flying back. The country was torn financially in the south after the war and they were just beginning to recover somewhat. Southern money was no good and the new dollars were simply hard to come by.

      “If you’d like to do a private burial with just your family, something dignified and simple, the cost is five dollars.” Peter would be so upset to hear of her discounting the funerals. She remembered how he proudly boasted that a decent funeral was almost eighty dollars and “well worth every penny”.

      “Or, if you would like a notice in the paper and a viewing with all the formalities, I would be happy to accommodate you. We’ll make him look quite regal in his uniform, if you have it.”

      “How much is it?”

      Ava steeled herself for the painful, wounded expression that seemed to always come. It wasn’t easy to wash or prepare the body. She hated embalming but the scent of death was much worse. Why couldn’t Peter come home? Why couldn’t they have been millers or blacksmiths? Although, she wasn’t sure she could wield a hammer or shoe a horse either. Darn things always seemed to go after her! she mused.

      “A more elaborate ceremony is twenty dollars.”

      “That’s disgraceful! How could…” Mrs. Miller bit off her outrage and drew herself up silently. Ava watched the expressions dance across her face. Anger, frustration, devastation, humiliation and then acceptance. Twenty dollars was a lot of money, but it was nothing compared to what the family had charged before the war. The Maypearl brothers had run off with what funds were in the bank leaving most of the town destitute. Ava had dropped the prices significantly simply because she couldn’t sleep at night with the thought of emptying the coffers of other families, when she herself might be widowed and not know it. She prayed and hoped that if Peter wasn’t coming home that someone somewhere would have done a simple burial for him.

      “There is a third option. I didn’t mention it because I haven’t done many funerals like it since the war ended. During the war,” Ava dropped her voice down to a whisper as to not embarrass the widow in front of other family members. “When the war hit, we would do funerals for two dollars. It’s nothing fancy or elaborate. We’d simply clean him up and then bury him. No viewing, no frills. He would be put to rest quietly. I didn’t mention it because I knew John Miller and I apologize if I assumed wrong. He had been good friends with my father before the war.”

      “Can we do something in-between? I have some Confederate bills saved aside for just this situation and will supply you with eggs for the year. We have plenty of chickens still. I only have three dollars,” the other woman whispered, mortified.

      Ava swallowed hard and held back tears. This broke her heart. Mrs. Miller wanted to do right by her husband but, due to the war, she no longer could. The Confederate bills were worthless and the three dollars wouldn’t cover the cost of the casket.

      “Of course,” Ava nodded. No embalming then. And today was Wednesday. She would have to hurry or it would be a wretched funeral for them all. She couldn’t have that on her conscience. “We’ll make sure that he is laid out presentably for you on Thursday evening. I will post the notice immediately in the morning. Can your daughter run the uniform back here this afternoon so I may get started? Time is of the essence.”

      “She will return posthaste,” Mrs. Miller replied gratefully. Ava clenched Mrs. Miller’s trembling, veiny hand. This had to be so hard for them all, she would not add to the pain and loss. Ava guided them all to the door in order to begin her work. Shutting it firmly, she sagged against it wearily.

      A casket was five dollars. She would simply reuse the one she had purchased years ago just for this instance. She had bought it when she could afford to. Another widow had come to her with a dollar for her husband’s funeral. The dollar would cover the cost of the grave digging and the shroud. Ava had bought the casket and realized that the trail of women losing their husbands was only just beginning. She vowed that she would give each lost solider a proud send off if at all possible. It was the least she could do in thanks.

      Ava left the windows open for long into the night as she worked. She had surmised that John Miller had died from infection and was quite right. The rancid smell coming from him was quite terrible, gagging her quite often. As she cleaned and prepped the corpse, she felt hot tears running down her own face. This life had changed her. She knew it and recognized it, but felt almost trapped.

      There was no one else to take over the business until Peter returned. Ava wasn’t strong enough physically to do this alone. She remembered her husband’s large shoulders as he would work. His decision to leave for the war had forced long hours at his side learning a trade. She had been mortified at the thought of having to perform the job thrust at her. She was quickly put in her place by his strong words that burned in her mind.

      “Wife, you’ll do your duty as I shall. I shall be fighting for our cause. You’ll be here holding our home together. Duty is always first. That is why we married. You know your place and your duty. My duty to my family is to keep the business in line. Yours is to me,” he had snapped when she balked at the morbid teachings. He was right. Duty had been ingrained in southern ladies from the very beginning. Duty, grace and pride.

      She had kept the business going as instructed and learned quickly from her husband. Her very proud husband. As she stared at the soapy cloth that was about to wash the corpse, she hesitated.

      It had been almost three years since the war ended and practically four years without word from him. The last letter had him in Virginia, over a thousand miles from home. Was he injured and making his way slowly? Was he dead? She pictured his smiling face at their small wedding. His blond hair and pale bright eyes. She had always marveled at his light coloring compared to her dark brown hair and eyes. He had been a kind husband to her and she eagerly awaited his return so she had companionship.

      Shaking her head at the memories, she picked up a limp arm and began washing the cool skin. She had learned so much over the years regarding bodies, burial and decomposition. The bruising on the skin and marbling of the flesh would be hard to mask if they had put off the funeral any longer than Thursday. She was glad it would be done tomorrow. Grabbing some scented oils, she profusely added it to the soapy water to help mask the smell that was sure to get worse.

      Dressing the body was carefully done. It had infinitely gotten easier by slicing the back of the uniform in order to tuck it underneath. Ava just couldn’t lift the limp body herself and every jostling movement made her sick to her stomach as the corpse responded in kind. It was disgusting and better to be done quickly. She tucked the uniform pant legs carefully and then wrapped them in shroud linens. Melissa Miller had brought the uniform and a flag. She would cover the majority of her handiwork with the flag. This could be folded and returned to Mrs. Miller as a keepsake. Grabbing a long, thin branch, she crossed it over and tied it with another, forming a small cross. This she tucked in his hand that rested peacefully on the chest of his uniform. The final touch would be carefully combing his thin, grey hair, powdering and rouging his face to hide the bluing that death brought.

      Standing back, she looked over her work and stretched. Mr. Miller would lie in state, in his uniform, for the night undisturbed. Tomorrow morning, she would put the notice in the paper. She also would have one of the children of the town run up and down the streets as a crier, in exchange for a bit of hard candy. The grave digging would also be arranged in the morning. It was now late into the evening and time to go home.

      Ava shut all the windows in the funeral home, knowing that the cloying scent of oils and decay would be stifling in the afternoon regardless of the cold temperatures outside. She would need to return here first thing in the morning in order to get a breeze going. Leaving the windows open at night was not an option, else there was a chance an animal might gain entry. Lowering the lamps, she remembered how she had once been afraid to be in the room with the corpse. Now, she felt numb.

      She was lonely, tired and missed having someone in her life. Picking up her tattered, woolen shawl, she threw it around her shoulders and stepped quietly out into the street. Very few carts and horses were on the road in the moonlight. It was, unfortunately, later than she realized and exhaustion was beating at her. There was much to do and it would be an early start. Crossing West Street quickly, she was glad her tiny home was practically cattycorner to the funeral home. She couldn’t imagine walking a long distance in the darkness alone nor could she fathom riding a horse. There was simply something about her and horses that did not mix!

      Ava entered her small home and did not light any lamps. Rather, she simply locked the door behind her and climbed the stairs wearily. Entering her bedroom in the dark, she stared at the bed that she and Peter had shared wistfully. She missed simply having him nearby. They had been friends before and he had always been cordial to her. They’d never had a great romantic love, but rather a warm and tender friendship. She yearned for the peace and tranquility that having someone to turn to brought to her life. Sitting on the edge of her bed in the darkness, she stared at the moon that seemed to pierce the sky.

      “Peter, where are you?” she whispered to herself.
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      Early the next morning, Ava awoke and prepared herself for another long day. That was one thing she envied, her schedule. She only really worked when someone passed away. A baker, a butcher or any other profession worked every single day. She only worked when the need arose. But when it did, it was tough, soul-wrenching work. She cried, vomited, became sick and felt cold on the inside. Being an undertaker had changed her and made her envious of how Peter always had a quick smile. Maybe growing up around it had made him immune to death. For her, it physically ached. The pungent smell of embalming fluid? Stitching? The tears and mourning? It all made her feel cold inside. She missed laughter, peace and warmth.

      Checking herself in the small mirror, she quickly ran down the stairs and grabbed an apple for her breakfast. Being alone, there was no sense in cooking anything whatsoever. It was easier and less of a mess to clean by avoiding the kitchen that was built at the back of the house. She only really cooked anymore if she was preparing to feed a large grouping at a church picnic.

      Rushing out, she quickly walked in the early morning light down North Main Street towards the general store to post the notice. The air was cool and brisk, yet refreshing. She picked up an out-of-town newspaper as well, even if it was a couple of days old, and several sticks of rock candy. This would be her bribe for the children to be her town criers for the day. The paper was for her to read later this evening when she was alone. The kids would run the streets, eating their candy treats and yelling that John Miller had passed away.

      Ava planned on stopping at City Hall as well to post the announcement of John Miller’s passing. There wasn’t a newspaper in town, so instead she opted for the boards in the two most frequented locales. Tacking the notification up, she continued towards the bakery. Stopping inside, the warm smell of yeast made her stomach growl. She picked up a basket of muffins, looping it over her arm. She had discovered, over time, that having some sort of food at the viewing seemed to put people at ease.

      Down the street was Otis Whittaker again. He’d been a blueberry farmer and his son died in a battle during the war. Now, he was seemingly lost. He drank more than he should and always ended up in the jail to sleep it off. Sheriff Melton must have had a soft spot for him, because she always fed him before she sent him home the next morning. Ava didn’t understand it, other than taking care of another lost soul. Another war victim. Not every wound was visible. She was learning that quickly as time passed.

      Leaving City Hall, she crossed South Main Street noticing that it was becoming alive with people. Several children came running up to her, tugging at her skirts. There was only one real reason she was out and about so early in the morning. It was posting a funeral announcement.

      “Good morning! Who’s my announcer today?” she asked softly, holding back a grin as they began chiming and dancing around her. Several arms flew up and bobbed around her like buoys in choppy water. “Enough, enough. Calm down please and mind your manners. This is a soldier we will be announcing and it should be respectful, should it not?”

      Ava let a smile slip as she saw five arms fling their hands up in rough salute. “Much better and highly appropriate. You have my thanks,” she said softly to the group of rambunctious children, “and all of you may be my criers today. Remember, we want respectful in our calling today. Please, repeat after me. Mr. John Miller of the 24th Battalion has passed, funeral today at noon. Now, let me hear you say it.”

      She listened, inordinately pleased as they said it carefully. Even the youngest stumbled over the word “battalion”, but still got it correct. He looked to be no more than five or six years old but he knew that doing what she asked would bring him a reward. Their eyes lit up as she pulled forward several sticks of candy that glistened in the rising sun.

      “One more time, if you please?” Nodding as they repeated again, she handed each one a treat, causing them to run off yelling at the top of their lungs. She kept hearing high-pitched voices in the distance yelling of today’s funeral. Putting her shoulders back, she continued along her path to the funeral home that loomed ahead. It was a beautiful building, just not a beautiful moment for her. She despised death and the heartbreak that would surround her today.

      

      Early in the evening, Ava was sincerely glad to see the carriage pulling forward that would take John Miller’s body off to his gravesite. The family had left not long ago and, immediately, she had begun wrapping him in the remainder of his shroud. His medals were removed from his jacket as well as the flag that had covered half his body. These were carefully placed in the basket from earlier in the day to be carried to the new widow.

      Waving the workers to the side of the house, she hated to have them haul out a body visible to the street. You never knew if family was still hanging around and it would do no good to see the body moved or tossed about. Ava had to be extremely careful since the funeral home was next to the barbershop where Melissa had taken over. When there was no coffin, Ava had found herself completely aghast at the first time the shrouded body was tossed over the porters’ shoulders. It seemed so disrespectful!

      She had protested, but the men had countered that they would shortly be putting him in the dirt and probably would mind it less being carted like a sack of flour. While true, it still made her ill and she had to sit down lest she faint from the reality of what this world had become. The funerals before the war came with grand salutations, flowers, pennants and ceremony. This felt almost callous, and it was accepted and expected. The family said their goodbyes and left in better spirits. They had thanked her for the noble job she had done in making him look regal once again. It seemed “off” and “wrong”… but nowadays, what didn’t?

      Watching a man hop down from the wagon, she stood back as he went in single-handedly to lift the body and carry him out. Placing John Miller down, the worker tipped his hat and climbed back up onto the seat in order to drive away. That was it. This was how life ended, with a slung body and the tip of a hat. Ava sat down hard on a chair that held open the door for him moments ago. She felt defeated and lost, wanting comfort and there was none. She sat there for quite a while until the sun began to lower in the sky causing great streaks of orange on the horizon.

      Locking up the funeral home, she once again entered the darkening house heading straight upstairs to lie down. Is this what my life has become? she wondered sadly, feeling bereft as she lay in her bed staring at the moonlight. Hot tears burned on her face, not at the absence of Peter… but at the loss of herself, or so it seemed.
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      Ava awoke lazily the next morning with the sun high in the sky. Stretching, she was glad that she would be able to rest and recuperate. Standing next to the table, washing and prepping took a lot out of her and she had been exhausted yesterday. Physically and mentally. She had been so proud of herself by only becoming sick one time.

      Today, she would spend a bit of time for herself unless duty called upon her again. Getting up slowly, she realized that she had not even bothered to undress herself she had been so distraught. It bothered her so much to say goodbye to a soldier because she pictured her own husband. The problem was, she had no idea if he was gone or not. She had grown desperate about a year ago, sending off several letters but receiving none back. She had mailed his commanding officer, the government, several larger cities between here and Virginia simply asking if they had seen a tall, blond Confederate soldier with a German accent by the name of Peter Buchannan. Someone, somewhere, had to know of him or have seen him at some point. She poured over newspapers that had massive lists of casualties from battles out east, never once seeing his name. Ava still checked obituaries and newspapers looking for word, even though the war had been over for quite some time.

      This morning was no different. Sitting alone, the faintest sounds of her delicately sipping her hot tea and the stir of the paper in the breeze were the only disruptions inside the house. Outside, you could hear the wagons down the street, chickens and dogs off in the distance. Ava scanned the paper, searching and looking once again. Ironically, it wasn’t Peter’s name that caught her eye but an ad.

      The paper was well worn and it was obvious it had been folded and refolded. Apparently, a successful ad had been sent out in the east resulting in placing men that had no homes left to go back to, with new opportunities. The large ad in the paper stated:

      

      Ladies of Maypearl, TX seek good men looking for fresh start to send a letter of introduction for prospect of marriage. Desire respectable men of strong moral character who will care, remain true to their brides and work to restore Maypearl’s community.

      

      It seemed absurd, but she could send off a letter and see if Peter had requested a fresh start or a way to get home. On the other hand, maybe she could see if someone could help her in the meantime. She wasn’t truly looking for a husband. She had one!

      Ava remembered the meeting months ago. It had struck a nerve in her to see such proud, vibrant women being reduced to populating the town in order to remarry. However, here she was herself desperate for help. She could not physically perform the job Peter left her with. She had managed to make do over the years, but now her body was warning her that she was reaching the ends of her limits. A month ago, she had wrenched a muscle in her side that had ached for several days trying to lift a man twice her size in order to prepare him.

      Now, she understood and agreed with the ad. Resisting at first, she had shied away from the idea of a mail-order groom. But she was looking for a friend and companion, that much was true. Ava could be very picky and request medical background or funeral experience… or simply brute strength and a strong stomach, so she didn’t have to make herself sick over the gruesome corpses. Crying women, she could handle. It was the vomiting, the smells, and the putrid sights that were bringing her down.

      For the first time, she had a bit of hope bubbling in the pit of her stomach. She would most assuredly write to see if Peter had contacted them regarding the newspaper ad. If not, the idea of having help tempted her like no other! Grabbing a sheet of paper from the small desk, she began her search yet again.

      

      Maypearl, Texas

      March 1868

      

      To whom it may concern,

      

      I am searching for Peter Buchannan and I am unsure if he has contacted you. Last word I have had from him was he was in Virginia during the war. If he has reached out, please let me know so I may contact him. If he has not… I know not where else to turn.

      Please, please respond to my letter and send word regardless.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ava Buchannan

      

      Staring at the letter, her cheeks burned in humiliation. She hated to beg for a response, however, she hadn’t received any yet from her previous letters searching for Peter. How exactly do you give hope to someone looking to start anew, only to take it away? Wouldn’t she be doing that if she began corresponding with or accepted another man? What if her husband showed up and a letter from another man arrived? How horrifying would that be? Her duty was to her husband.

      Putting the letter on the counter, she went back to reading the paper determined not to rush into anything. Think on it for a week, she thought, or go talk to Trudy. The paper is almost a week old. It would not hurt to wait to mail a letter. Trudy and her husband, the preacher, had performed their ceremony when they were married. Perhaps she could take the paper and just ask for advice, not necessarily a new husband.

      

      Folding the newspaper, she gathered up a variety of items to donate to some of the needy families. A few items she had picked up here or there, or had received in exchange for helping a family. She currently received more eggs daily than one person could possibly eat, but there was nothing wrong with spreading the abundance of food. Glancing over her shoulder, she reached down and put the letter in the basket as well. If she was going to ask for advice, she would not mince about.

      Walking through town, the idea of searching for her husband or a new husband burned in her mind. She was glad that the bonnet she had put on covered her face, simply because she couldn’t imagine being any more embarrassed or her cheeks getting any redder than they already were. How in the world did you ask about a mail-order groom when you were already married? Even if you hadn’t seen him in seven years! Did that matter? She wanted help with the business, but she also wanted companionship and maybe a family in the future. Was that so wrong?

      Seeing Trudy in the soon-to-be garden sowing seeds, she raised her hand in welcome. “Mrs. Trudy! Do you have a moment to talk?” Ava called out openly with a smile. She adored Trudy. Her dark brown eyes and dark hair reminded her of her own. Very timid and soft spoken, she was everything you could ask for in a friend. Gertrude seemed so stuffy, the woman was sweet as could be and the name Trudy fit her so much better. She never judged and was wise beyond her years. She reminded Ava of her own mother who had passed away some time ago.

      Giving a shiver, she thought, horrified, how it would have been to have to prepare her own mother for burial. This brought tears to her eyes and she knew that she was just as broken as the sign for the town at this point. It had fallen several months ago from the small marker post. The death day in and day out, combined with the loneliness was simply too much to bear. She felt like she was ready to burst with sadness. The feeling of depression was becoming greater than the sense of embarrassment in asking for advice.

      “Of course. The preacher is just inside.” Trudy invited her inside with a warm hug.

      “Thank you,” she said politely, looking away from the dark eyes that seemed to see everything.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Oh, yes,” Ava said quickly. “I could just use someone to talk to.”

      “You know we are always here for you.”

      “I know, and I have never abused that fact,” Ava replied warmly with a smile, following the older lady inside the house.

      “Which is why you are welcomed at any time.”

      As her eyes got used to the dim interior, she saw Preacher Smith reading his bible at the table. “Mrs. Buchannan! What a surprise!” he cried, looking up from the pages. “What may we be of help with?”

      Ava had to fight the immediate need to run at hearing her name. Mrs. Buchannan. She was married for better or for worse. Duty! Remember? echoed in her head. She should be ashamed at even considering taking on help or questioning whether or not she was still married if Peter was missing. She felt like such a horrible wife even having the doubts! Feeling mortified, she steadied herself as she realized her mistake by even coming by to discuss it. The letter she had in her basket and the newspaper felt like hot coals nearby causing her to want to shy away from them.

      “Nothing. I thought I needed to talk but maybe I just needed to get out of the house instead. It’s nothing,” Ava said quickly, brushing it off. Just then, Trudy gave a slight nudge that nearly toppled her shaking knees, causing her to take a seat.

      “It’s not nothing if you are ready to drop, child. What is bothering you?” Trudy asked sagely with a knowing look.

      Staring at their open, kind faces, she felt like she wanted to cry at the friendship she saw there. They were so wonderful to her and here she was about to turn it completely around. This was such a mistake on her part.

      “What is wrong, Ava?”

      “I think I need advice,” she whispered. The words left her mouth before even realizing it as she stared at them. She slapped her hands indelicately over her traitorous mouth as she realized the cat was out of the bag now.

      “Advice with what, dear?”

      “Nothing. I shouldn’t be asking at all,” she muttered, looking away again and putting her hands demurely in her lap like a lady should. “I brought eggs and some other items for you.”

      “Thank you,” Trudy said with a grin while the preacher just stared at her, analyzing her every move. Both were keen judges of character, which is why she held them in such esteem.

      “Advice on what?”

      “On what I should grow in my garden this fall,” Ava said, her eyes guiltily darting away again.

      “Don’t lie, Ava. It doesn’t become you,” the preacher said sternly, causing her to flush again. “You want to ask something that bothers you, don’t you?”

      “I hate to even think it,” Ava uttered, feeling tears well up. She was tired, lonely and wanted more in her life than what she had.

      “Then talk to us,” he murmured as Trudy reached out to hug her shoulders. “Our door has always been open to any soul that needs comforting.”

      Swallowing hard and pulling a handkerchief from her basket, she handed him the newspaper. Wiping her eyes, she waited for his response as he read the ad. Trudy looked over his shoulder and looked away, waiting.

      “You want a husband,” he said simply, with no expression on his face.

      “No! Yes, I want my husband,” she said earnestly, as the tears rolled down her face unabashedly. “I want him to come home. I’m tired of filling in as the undertaker until he returns – and what happens if he doesn’t? Am I breaking my vows to him by even considering…” she hesitated, swallowing hard. “What happens if Peter never comes back? What if he died and I never know? How long do I go on without him? Am I not entitled to be happy… or have children?”

      At that horrifying realization, she stopped talking and put her face in her hands mortified, crying pitifully. Children had never really dawned on her until now. She had always assumed he was coming back. But now it had been seven years. She could have given birth to one of the boys that took a treat from her, but instead her own arms were empty. And would be for some time, it seemed.

      “There, there! We know you cared for your husband,” Trudy said gently, rubbing her back as she cried. Ava turned, hugging the older woman as she wept. It was like her heart was breaking all over again. Was it so wrong to want to be happy?

      “Ms. Ava, stop crying, dear,” the preacher announced gently. “No one doubts your faith and duty to your husband. You have been a vigilant, shining example of what a Confederate wife should be. You have waited patiently and carried on the business. Now it’s been almost three years since the war ended. People would not judge you or chastise you if you moved on. I do not believe that Peter would blame you in the slightest. I think he would want you happy.”

      Hearing this admission tore great heaving sobs from Ava. It was like she was finally mourning her husband and the possible reality of his death. There would be no more bright smiles from him or proud glances as he introduced her as his wife. They were married a scant month before he left for the war and she had waited seven long, lonely years for his return.

      “Shhh, dear! You’ll make yourself sick,” Trudy chastised.

      Hiccupping, Ava wiped her nose. “Do you think I should send a letter and see if he has contacted them?”

      “Would it make you feel better?”

      “Perhaps. I would hate to think he would be searching for a new life. But if he is stranded out there trying to come home…?”

      “Then send word. Put your mind at ease.”

      “And in the meantime?”

      “In the meantime, you carry on, young lady. You be strong and know that there is a light at the end of the tunnel. You never know how God’s hand guides you. He gave you Peter to get through tough times, maybe he will give you another road to follow,” the preacher cut in. “We’ll be happy to walk you over, if you would like support from a few friends.”

      “I’d really appreciate that,” Ava said quickly, feeling her eyes well up again. She hadn’t cried in years but, now, she couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Even speaking your fears takes great strength,” Trudy said easily with confidence. “Our Melton met her husband from a letter. If it’s meant to be, it will be. The first step is the hardest on a long journey but you are never alone, even if you thought you were. We have a letter for you, if you are ready to accept it.”

      “No, I need to think. I just need to mail the letter right now and think longer on what I want,” she whispered, backing away. Fear and guilt tore at her stomach. She needed help, wanted companionship but the doubt was always there. Maybe Peter was on his way and she needed to wait a bit longer.

      Against Ava’s wishes, the preacher hitched up the horses to a wagon, insisting there was no need to walk the distance. While she appreciated the ride, she gave the horse a wide berth and stared at him defiantly as he pawed uneasily. She disliked the creatures because they distinctly disliked her. Climbing in the wagon, she got seated and clenched her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking. This was beyond the pale! Had she lost her mind? As she was steeling herself to desperately bolt from the wagon, it lurched forward and settled into a rhythmic pace.

      “We are so glad you came by,” Trudy told her absently, as if trying to comfort her. Ava was certain her eyes were still red from her bout of crying. She was also pretty sure that she would be sick if she didn’t stop her crying soon.

      “You’ve given me a good reason to make a trip to the store. We needed to head over to get supplies anyhow.”

      “That’s good,” Ava replied woodenly, wiping a tear that snuck down her cheek. There was no beating around the bush, she was distraught and it could be all for nothing. She would simply mail the letter she had already drafted searching for Peter. Trudy said she had a letter for her with a mail-order groom if she was ready to accept it. How long had this potential groom waited for a response? Was she too late? Would Peter return? She was mentally talking herself out of the situation.

      As the preacher rounded the corner, Ava saw the store in the distance and her heart began to flutter nervously. “Sweet baby Jesus,” she whispered, crossing herself. She cringed as the preacher barked, “blasphemy!” over his shoulder at her, reminding her of where she was and who she was with.

      “Shhh! It’s just a letter, remember that. It can’t hurt you,” Trudy chided with a knowing smile that made Ava feel a bit awkward. She wasn’t an eighteen-year-old girl again, but a married woman that was assuming she was a widow. There was no certainty in her status or her life, other than tomorrow would be the same as the day before… and the day before… and again, the day before. The silence in the house, the loneliness, the dead bodies and the crying. The one thing she was certain of is that she needed a change.

      As the wagon pulled to a stop, Ava shook her head and swallowed bile. She was going to be ill. There was no guarantee that her legs would hold her up if she tried to stand. “I can’t. I’m not certain this is right,” she breathed lightly. “Peter could...”

      “It’s up to you. It’s only a letter and you are just needing to confirm what your heart already knows,” the preacher interjected. “You ladies may stay here, but I am going to head in.”

      “I will join you, Husband,” Trudy announced and departed the wagon. This left Ava with the horse that glared at her. She was certain that if the horse realized it, he would take off running with her trapped in the back. Wretched things! It would be just her luck, too! Would it hurt so much to assuage her curiosity? Just a peek?

      At that very moment, the horse let out a loud neigh and glanced over its back at her. She could have sworn it smiled at her, causing Ava to launch herself indelicately out of the wagon in fear for her safety. Trying to gain her composure, she shook out her skirts and threw back her shoulders.

      Trudy and the preacher stood near the counter with their goods. In Trudy’s hand, a worn envelope was extended towards Ava with a warm smile. They looked at each other and then at Ava with a supportive smile. “Take it. You never know.”

      “No,” she breathed, shocked and surprised. The tiny envelope seemed larger than life as her hand extended towards it of its own accord. The paper gave a little crinkle as she found herself clutching it. Glancing up, she saw several faces nodding in approval that she was receiving a letter from a potential groom. If there had been one single frown, she would have bolted!

      Opening it slowly, she let out a small gasp as she read the first few words. He had been a soldier and his name was Jeremiah. Swallowing nervously, she smiled awkwardly.

      “I think I need to read it in private. I hope you understand.”

      “Certainly. We never expected you to open it with us. Let us finish loading up and we’ll drop you off at home shortly,” the preacher agreed. “You should mail your letter as well, my dear.”

      The minutes seemed to drag by as she waited patiently for each of them to pay for their goods, including herself. Sliding her envelope across the counter and the other worn envelope into her drawstring clutch, she looked around nervously as if awaiting judgement. Hands shaking, she glanced again to Trudy for support. At the woman’s sage nod, she picked up some more tea and splurged on a lemon that was in a basket on the back counter. Lemons were rare and certainly a treat. A few other necessities and they headed back to the wagon. She felt so torn.

      Ava was so preoccupied with the thoughts whirling in her head, that she didn’t even notice the horse this time as she climbed in the wagon. As they arrived in front of her small stoop, she again was heedless of the horse. She nearly tripped as she stepped up on the wooden planks that composed her front porch area. Waving, she thanked the Smiths and politely extended an offer for them to come inside. She was relieved as they exchanged a glance and declined, instead snapping the reins and driving off.

      Walking in the front door, she dropped down upon the chaise, weakly. It had been Peter’s mother’s favorite possession and claimed it made her feel regal to sit upon it. For Ava, not so much. She figured that if she passed out from fear or anxiety, it would be a soft place to land. Shaking, thin fingers unfolded the letter again as she began to read, noting the harsh scrawl of his handwriting and coarseness of the wording.

      

      My name is Jeremiah Ellington and I am twenty-nine. I was a soldier and surgeon in Waul’s Legion, captured at Vicksburg and released. I am strong and of able body, except for a limp that was caused by gunfire. As I write this, I have found my home is gone. I am seeking shelter, honest work and a chance to build a new life.

      Sincerely,

      J. Ellington

      1st Infantry Battalion

      Shreveport, Louisiana

      

      Ava stared at the letter. The words tore at her. His home was gone and he was willing to work. A surgeon? He would be used to blood and bodies then, not squeamish like she was. Perfect, she thought. She was distracted by a rapping at the door. It was that knock at the door announcing another body would be delivered, as well as his words… asking to build a new life… that touched her. Didn’t she want the exact same thing? A chance at a new life? She felt so torn. Guilt and excitement pulsed through her.

      “Just a moment,” she called as they knocked again. Yes, she would write Jeremiah and pray for the best. Opening the front door, she hid her emotions as a distraught man told her of his brother passing. Glancing over his shoulder, she saw that he was strapped loosely to a horse and carried to her business. “Take him across the street to the funeral parlor and I shall meet you there momentarily.”
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      April 1868

      Maypearl, Texas

      

      Ava was plagued by doubts! She wasn’t certain how this would all work. What if Mr. Jeremiah Ellington didn’t arrive as he said he would? She had received another letter stating that he would be arriving via train on Friday if there were no delays. The last few days she had been quite jumpy. Every time she heard the train coming through town, she wondered if his timing was off. It had been a rough few weeks with a few more people passing.

      It always amazed her the flux between life and death. One moment, there might be several babies born. The next, several deaths. The saying that “death comes in threes” was more along the lines of five or more that she had noticed personally. Each time she had doubts on sending the response letter to Mr. Ellington, something seemed to prevent her from writing a second letter that explained the change of mind. And now he was here- or should be!

      As the train loomed in the distance, she heard the great gasps and chugs the large steam engine made. She had never noticed it before and found herself mimicking it. Each heartbeat, each breath seemed to pulse or churn in time with the engine. She was nervous.

      The idea of taking someone in to replace Peter had not sat well. That thought alone started bouts of doubt and anxiety in her mind. She had been honor bound as his wife and now she felt guilty, like she was shrugging off his memory. Several ladies had sent off for grooms and it had gone against everything in her at the very beginning. But she found herself envious over the last few weeks at the hope and happiness in their faces. She wasn’t sure if this was the right thing to do, but something had to change. Now, she found herself curious about other things that would be different.

      The slowing progression of the train seemed to go on forever until the grating screech of the brakes made her jump in alarm. She had not been expecting it to be so loud. But then again, she also had not been expecting anyone on a train before, nor had she been so very close to one. At her home, she just tuned out the noises of the town and it became commonplace.

      Now, it was a signal that her potential helper for the business would be arriving. For a moment, she did a double take as she realized it was not a passenger train, but a freight train. There were only box cars that would be laden with goods. There was a large cart that held several steers in the far distance.

      As she turned to leave, she noticed that one or two people climbed out of the box cars. One older man propped a crutch under his arm as he started forward, headed to town. Ava almost flagged him down to ask his identity but stopped. If Mr. Ellington had lied to her about being able bodied, the last thing she wanted to do was confront him. He looked completely world weary and much older than described. He would simply not do for what she needed. She needed someone to help her lift and carry bodies at the undertaker’s funeral home. This man needed his arm for his crutch and would not be able to do so.

      Waiting patiently, she saw another man disembark the train. This man was much younger and looked to be able bodied. No crutch or cane was pulled from the floor of the train as he stood next to it. Instead, he pulled out one simple knapsack. His clothing looked to be quite well-worn and there were signs that he had mended several tears over time. He pulled a black infantry hat and dusted the straw off of it carefully, proudly, before placing it onto his head. Ava noticed that the black hair seemed to match the hat giving him a quite uniform look regardless of the ragged clothing he wore.

      This must be him, she thought candidly, watching to see if he needed aid for the pronounced limp he claimed to have. She stared boldly at his form, waiting for his first steps only to find herself perusing a bit more than just his legs. A holster was slung low on his hips and seemed to rest perfectly. Blushing heartily, she realized that he had turned and was staring at her as well.

      Brilliant blue eyes seemed to blaze from his tanned face. A tentative smile began to ease his strained features. From her point of view, he seemed to have a dusting of whiskers on his chin indicating that he hadn’t shaved in several days. It used to be the fashion to have a burly beard like Jefferson Davis but, more and more, men were becoming clean shaven like President Andrew Johnson. She gave a slight curtsey in greeting, indicating that she had been waiting. Ladies did not call out or behave unseemly, however, the lady in her was tempted to run away! This thought made her fight a smile as she imagined what his expression would look like if she left him standing there.

      It would be cruel to do so, when he was obviously looking for work and shelter as he had claimed. As he took a step forward, she saw the limp he had mentioned. It was not horrible or pronounced as he claimed, but more of a slow gait or swagger. He could almost look arrogant if he had been dressed to the nines as her Peter had once been. Peter had made a show of having a perfect cravat when they took a walk about town. This man had no cravat, instead his dress shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, exposing it.

      “Welcome to Maypearl, Texas, Mr. Ellington,” Ava said politely, again taking a deep curtsey and nodding her head in acknowledgement. She tried not to wrinkle her nose at the dust and sweat smell that was coming off of him. She was certain that travelling in a box car must not have been pleasant, but this was a bit much.

      “It’s very nice to meet you Miss Ava,” he said politely, yanking his hat off his head and holding it against his chest. “Please, just call me Jeremiah. Mr. Ellington sounds like my departed father.”

      “Of course. Did you have a pleasant journey?” she said politely, studying him from under the brim of her bonnet. He had certainly taken liberty to use her first name instead of her married name. While it should have bothered her, it did not. She liked the way her name sounded in his southern drawl. It was so different than Peter’s thick accent.

      “Yes, ma’am, I did. A bit tired, but glad to be here.”

      “I’m sure,” Ava stared at him for a few minutes. She wasn’t sure what to do next. “Why don’t you come with me and I will show you my home. Then we’ll get you settled in your room at my business across the street. There is some space at the ranch, if you would prefer that instead.” A heated blush rose to her cheeks as she realized that it would be unseemly to have a man in her home unescorted at all, or at least that was how things used to be before the war.

      “No ma’am. Just a roof over my head at all would be just fine. Thank you, Miss Ava.”

      “Just call me Ava. There is no miss. It’s actually Mrs. Buchannan and that sounds a bit too formal for our situation, doesn’t it?” She felt almost guilty as he stopped walking immediately. Glancing at him, she saw the confusion on his face.

      “Mrs. Buchannan? Married or widowed?” he asked simply and she watched his expressive face become closed.

      “My husband did not return from the war. There is no Mr. Buchannan,” she said quietly, swallowing hard at the truth of the words. It seemed that everyone knew it and accepted it, but her.

      “My condolences then at your loss.”

      “Thank you. Let’s not discuss this here in the street. Let’s get you… home. We need to get you something to eat,” she admonished as she stumbled over the word. It felt so odd to be inviting him into her home whatsoever.

      “Ma’am, that sounds perfect. Thank you again.”

      “Ava.”

      “Of course, Ava.”

      They walked slowly, Ava trying to match his pace as he struggled to keep up with her. The slight limp would slow him down but that would not affect his ability to work. She was more relieved to see that he appeared to be strong. In fact, she found herself watching him as they walked, simply studying him out of the corner of her eye. As they approached the house, she noticed her front door was ajar. Stopping dead in her tracks in the dirt road, she felt him tug her arm, pulling her out of harm’s way as she stood there watching.

      “Is something the matter?”

      “My front door is open.”

      “Are you expecting anyone?”

      My husband? she thought momentarily, frozen by guilt and horror that washed over her. The irony would not be lost on her if Peter arrived as the young, able-bodied assistant for the business did. He would not take kindly to someone stepping into his shoes, even if she needed the help desperately. Shaking her head, she realized that even if it was him, he would not have left the door ajar for anyone to come in. He was very proud of his home and the thought of someone taking something would have bothered him tremendously.

      “No. I locked it before I headed to the station.”

      “Stay here.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “Ava, let me make sure there is no one inside.”

      “And how would you know a friend from a bandit?”

      “Would a friend enter a locked home?”

      Looking away, she shook her head. He was correct.

      “Then I will go first and if there is someone inside, you can identify them at gunpoint for me if they are friend or foe. Agreed?” he bargained, drawing his sidearm. At her nod, he lumbered across the busy street while she waited anxiously. Time seemed to drag on forever until she saw his dark head appear out the front door. He attempted to cross the street, however, Ava met him halfway, anxious to get inside and see what had happened.

      Once inside, she looked around. She saw nothing amiss except a few drawers open in the kitchen cupboard at the back of the house. As she slid open the drawer fully, she rolled her eyes. The silver was gone. It had been Peter’s mother’s set that she received at her wedding years ago. They had never used it and, frankly, Ava had never polished it. It had been wrapped in velvet and stored away long ago.

      His family had been well to do financially long ago, so it wasn’t a surprise that someone had stolen something. It was more of a shock that it hadn’t happened before now. She had kept a revolver in her bedroom for years, afraid that someone would do something rash as times had grown tough. Thankfully, she had never had to use it. She was simply relieved that she hadn’t been home at the time.

      “Is anything missing?”

      “Silver cutlery set. I will file a report with Sherriff Melton.”

      “If the pilferer waited until you left the house, there is a good chance they either got what they wanted or more is missing. Keep looking and I will inspect the door for damage.”

      “Thank you,” she said simply and headed up the stairs alone. Once in her room, she knelt next to the bed on the rag rug. She slid the envelope from under her bed and saw the dollar bills were still present. The thief must have been in a hurry because her small wooden box still sat upon her dresser, undisturbed. There wasn’t much inside but a pair of her mother’s earbobs and a cameo. Standing, she straightened her clothing and headed back down the stairs. There was nothing of value in the other room worth searching. The door was ajar and the lone bed sat in the corner.

      Slowly coming down the stairs, she realized that if she had been gone longer, the thief might have taken more. Or worse yet, if she had returned unexpectedly, they might have been here waiting. That was an uncomfortable thought that shook her. She clutched the carved banister and sat down on the stairs, stunned.

      “Are you all right?” Jeremiah asked her, immediately leaving the door where he had been checking the lock. Kneeling down, he winced and took her hand. “Ava, are you all right? Is something else missing?”

      “My sense of security,” she said with a forlorn smile. “Only my peace of mind and security. Everything else is in its place. Thank you for asking, Jeremiah.” She didn’t even mind the fact that he was holding her hand in his at this point. She patted his hand with hers. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “The lock is not damaged. The thief must have jimmied the handle. Your safety will not be in question. As your partner or maybe a husband someday…” he began and Ava cut him off immediately.

      “I think we need to discuss our arrangements, Jeremiah. Let me make you something to eat and we shall talk.” Ava watched for his reaction, expecting him to get angry or mad at her declaration. However, he did neither. Instead, he seemed to be waiting and it struck her as odd. “Are you not surprised?”

      “Frankly, no. Should I be?”

      Shaking her head, she pulled off her bonnet and walked past him to the back of the house where the kitchen sat. She heard his heavy footsteps behind her as he followed her down the hallway. Pulling out a seat, she indicated that they should sit down.

      “I will make us some tea.”

      “Do you have any coffee?” he interjected.

      “Yes, of course,” she stammered, surprised at this interruption. “I assumed you had not eaten as of yet and didn’t think to ask. Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat while we talk?”

      “Yes, please. That would be so kind of you.”

      Ava took several eggs from the bowl on the table and lit the stove. Putting a kettle on the cold burner, she realized it would take a long time to boil. Looking sheepish, she glanced over her shoulder at where he sat watching her. “It might be a bit. I don’t cook very often and it’s got to heat up.”

      “Ava, if it took an hour, I’d be fine waiting. I’m quite tired of hardtack and haven’t had real food in two days. Eggs sound delicious right about now and I’m guessing you like them, too.” Smiling, he indicated the large bowl of eggs that sat on the table in front of him.

      “Actually, I take those eggs as payment sometimes,” she admitted. “Not everyone here has it as well as I do right now. I take what I can get. Whether its eggs, dollars or…” and she suddenly stopped with a grin. “Or a sow. Now that was something! I’d never taken a pig before and ended up having the family come back to get it with the agreement that when it was butchered I would get some of the meat.”

      “You don’t insist on payment at your business?”

      “It’s a funeral home. How can you refuse to bury a loved one or a soldier when they cannot afford the extravagance?”

      “Then you don’t have a fancy funeral,” he shrugged. “Maybe that’s cold thinking, but I know that many men were left in a field or buried in an unmarked grave during the war.”

      “I can’t do it,” she said softly, looking away. “I have no one left here and I may need help someday. I can’t refuse simply because I would hope that someone would have done…” she stopped, swallowing hard, and gathered herself, refusing to break down or cry at the raw words that were coming.

      “I would hope that someone, some charitable soul, would take the time to bury my own soldier during the war in exchange for something that was needed. I need food or goods, so I bargain or trade. If someone can pay, I certainly don’t refuse the money.”

      “A true southern lady,” he replied admiringly. “Resourceful, charitable and strong.”

      “Only because I have had to be,” she retorted trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

      “And I am here because I have to be,” he acknowledged slowly. “You said you wanted to discuss our arrangements?”

      “Yes,” she admitted. “I know that several women have requested help from outside of town. They are being housed at the ranch or hotel until settled. I have only recently accepted the fact that my husband will not be returning. I was quite candid in my letter to you. I am looking for companionship and help with my business…”

      “But you are not looking for a husband,” he finished.

      “Maybe someday. Right now, I have found myself…” Ava stopped speaking and stared at her hands clenched in her lap. “I have found myself realizing that my work is taking a toll on me that I cannot handle. Dealing with death, the sadness it brings, I am tired and overwhelmed by the duty. Performing an embalming just devastates me mentally. I find myself having a nervous breakdown and thank the Lord that few can afford the extravagance.”

      “Which is why you said you needed someone with a strong constitution and able bodied to help you,” he surmised.

      “Yes, precisely. I cannot lift a… body, on my own. Most people will not touch a corpse. My husband’s family business is as the town undertaker. I have to prepare them, wash them and dress them properly for the funeral. This involves moving the body or more grotesque duties that I shan’t discuss at the table,” she said firmly.

      “I guess it’s a good thing that you got my letter then.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I was in the infantry, but as a field surgeon. Bodies won’t bother me a bit. It’s when they are alive, screaming for mercy and cursing you from one end to the other, begging for you to end them rather than cut off their arm to save their life, that eats away at your soul.”

      “My Lord,” she whispered, horrified at the vivid picture he was painting. Ava reached out sympathetically to pat his hand, realizing that her life was nothing compared to what he had dealt with. “How did you get through it intact?”

      “Intact? No. I limp,” he scoffed, disgusted at his own weakness. “I have a blasted limp. I have nightmares, and I am looking for work but cannot bring myself to operate on a person anymore for fear that they will yell out in pain. How terrible it is to have a trade that you cannot use? Let me tell you, it makes you feel worthless and people judge you as such. So here I am. A homeless Johnny Reb that cannot bear the thought of performing surgery on a live person ever again.”

      “Well, welcome again to Maypearl, Jeremiah Ellington. Here you shall have work, a roof over your head and a warm meal.”

      “And you will have your undertaker if you will teach me what I need to know.”

      “Agreed.”

      “On one condition.”

      “Yes?”

      “Ava, I came looking for a fresh start to my life. I want to put the past behind me and start anew. You are quite lovelier than I ever imagined and to be honest, I want a wife someday. I will be your undertaker as long as you do not marry anyone else. If you are going to marry, it will be me. I want a chance. I am not above making a demand for something I want. If we are going to be candid with each other, I responded to the ad that was placed and assume other capable men will have done so as well. I find you extremely attractive. Actually, I was quite relieved when I got off the train and saw your lovely face. I would happily perform the work, knowing that someday you might be my wife. I’ve seen too much death and while its forward – I am grasping at a chance for normality with both hands.”

      Staring at his blue eyes and handsome profile, she heard the kettle start to boil behind her. Her expression must have reflected her inner turmoil because he suddenly became flustered, running a hand through his hair and looking away.

      “Look. I know that I am not your missing husband, nor am I what you expected. I may not be what you hoped for but I am a hard worker and a good man. My limp won’t stop me from work…”

      “Yes,” she interrupted. “Jeremiah, if I choose to marry again, then yes, I will allow you to court me. Do you want cream in your coffee? I do not have any honey or sugar,” she stated quickly, changing the subject. She stared at his proud visage and looked away. He was struggling with some inner demon and it was obvious that he expected rejection from her. He must have been turned away at some point due to a flaw that he perceived he had.

      “I think, perhaps, we shall work well together. It will give us time to get to know one another. Don’t you agree? I prefer my coffee quite weak with lots of milk. I am betting you like yours a bit stronger than that.” Ava scraped back her chair to give him some space. She grasped the whistling kettle off the stove and allowed the coffee to steep. Cracking several eggs in a bowl, she whisked them and poured them into a skillet.

      “I’m not much of a cook but you won’t get sick,” she said absently to the silence behind her. She quietly sliced an apple into quarters and put it all on a plate. Pouring the coffee, she grabbed the small jar of cream on the counter that had been delivered before sunrise. She diluted her coffee to a pale beige color and moved to the other cup.

      “Black,” he said quietly, breaking the silence. Tipping the jar of cream away from the cup quickly, she smiled absently.

      “Then black coffee it is!” Grabbing the cup, she walked over and set it on the table. Returning to the stove, she grabbed the plate and a small fork that was left behind, placing it in front of him. “Eat while it is hot.”

      “Are you not going to eat something?”

      “Would that make you feel more at home? More comfortable?”

      At the slight nod of his head, she returned back to the stove to cook more eggs. She heard the fork scraping on the plate and sounds of him eating. Glancing over, she saw that he was unceremoniously shoveling the food as fast as possible in his mouth. He must be starving, she thought sadly, no one should suffer or have their pride taken from them. She quickly cracked a few more eggs in the skillet without a second thought.

      “Jeremiah, I think I made too many eggs. Do you think you can eat some of this for me?” she asked aloud. “I thought I was hungry but this is too much for me.” Without waiting for his response, she simply walked over and dumped the majority of the scrambled eggs onto his plate that was nearly empty. Ava saw him tense and a flush crept up his face.

      “I am so relieved you didn’t wait for me. It would have been cold and I would have felt bad then. Please eat up,” she said politely, giving him an excuse for the lack of manners. Before the war, a man would not dare touch his food until prayer had been said and the lady of the house was seated. Now, it seemed that he was afraid the food would be taken or disappear. She wondered if he starved during the war or had to fight for his meals.

      She sat down and ate in silence while he finished the small mountain of food on his plate. The thought of eating that many eggs turned her stomach, but the relief on his expression was worth it. She wondered what else he had to live without and felt more satisfied that she had answered his letter. It was hard to imagine how desperate you had to be in order to apply for a job in an unknown location. You never knew what you would get, but the need for shelter and food was still there.

      Ava had so many questions bursting inside of her that she could not bring herself to voice aloud any of them for fear of insulting him. She wanted to ask when the last time he had a bath was because, in the enclosed space, the smell was quite stifling. That small knapsack he brought must have been everything he owned and she was certain there was no room in there for clothing. She refreshed his coffee and took his plate to clean it.

      “When you are ready, I will show you the office across the street.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Ava,” she corrected absently, putting her hands back in the water as she finished washing the plates. “If we are going to work together, we should use our given names.”

      “Yes, ma’am! Ava,” he said with a gentle smile.

      This caused her to chuckle as she saw his expression. He looked downright content and not so much like a caged animal. He needed food, shelter and to feel safe. A friend or companion, someone to confide in or reach out to.

      The same things she needed.
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        * * *

      

      Ava slipped her bonnet on her head as she prepared to step out of the house. It wasn’t a far distance. However, she would take no chance in her nose freckling any more than it had. Growing up, she had rubbed lemon juice repeatedly on her nose in an attempt to fade the freckles. That is how she knew how expensive lemons were! That habit had gone by the wayside during the war quickly. Once Confederate dollars weren’t accepted, she was nearly flat broke. Ava had sold a few items for key things, just before she accepted bartering in exchange for funeral services.

      Jeremiah looked mildly uncomfortable as if he felt out of place. He picked up his knapsack and his hat. He stood there waiting for her to tuck her hair under her bonnet. She could only imagine what he was thinking. A new, strange town full of people he didn’t know, dependent on a woman. It probably went against everything he had ever known.

      With a wide smile, she opened the front door and pulled it closed behind them. She locked the door again carefully and shook the lock to test it. Just when she thought there were no more surprises coming her way, she turned and saw Jeremiah standing there with his arm extended towards her. If she closed her eyes, she could almost picture him escorting her on a walk through a park or onto a dance floor. It had been a long time since a gentleman had extended his arm out towards her. The simple propriety touched her deeply.

      “Why thank you, sir” she said, delighted. She laid her hand delicately on his strong forearm. He tipped his hat, causing her to laugh aloud. It felt so strange to be so proper but it was enchanting that he was treating her so respectfully. They crossed the street slowly. The cause was twofold: she enjoyed the feeling of being treated like a lady and to accommodate his limp.

      “I usually keep the funeral home closed up because of the equipment inside. Some of it can be very expensive and hard to replace,” she said absently, unlocking the doors. “People in town have become accustomed to knocking on the house door in order to alert me that someone is being delivered.”

      The sunlight streamed through the windows, laying sharp outlines of light on the carpet from panes of glass. The funeral home was decorated with rich, dark colors. Several small settees were covered with velvet that had been tucked and tufted as was the fashion before the war. A large bible stood on a wooden stand in the corner of the room and on the far side was a large console table that held a vase. At the very far side of the building was a set of doors. Ava opened one of the doors and ushered Jeremiah inside. This was the mortuary. The front part of the funeral parlor wasn’t the part Ava despised, it was the preparation of the corpse.

      The mortuary was as close to clinical as could be in the west. The wooden floorboards were easily washed. A large water pump was in the room simply for convenience if there was an issue and the floor needed to be cleaned quickly. A variety of chemicals and jars stood on shelves that were almost out of reach for Ava but obviously would be no problem for Jeremiah’s tall frame. Saws, instruments, hoses and various other gear hung on pegs on the wall. The smaller tools were spread on a table in the corner with spools of thread. She watched Jeremiah’s face for any reaction at all as he looked over everything.

      “You have more things than I ever did,” he said simply, staring angrily at the large saw on the wall. Ava could only imagine how bad it must have been in the field for him. He picked up a black jar off the table and pulled the lid off. “Rouge?”

      “Yes, I can’t let them lie there colorless. Peter always…”

      “Peter. Was that your husband’s name?” he interrupted. “I’m sorry, please go on.”

      “He always said that families preferred that they look like they are sleeping. So, I try to make them look as peaceful as possible. I powder their faces and put rouge on them so there is a natural flush.”

      “That was a good idea he had,” Jeremiah remarked quietly, putting the jar back. “What is back there?”

      “That is your room. Part of a perk in helping me out with the less than appealing duties the life of an undertaker has. Instead of shoveling… horse ‘matter’,” she said wrinkling her nose indelicately. “You’ll be working on other things that can be almost as foul. You’ll have privacy and peace here instead of sharing a bunk.”

      “I’d prefer not,” he replied quickly, looking a bit surprised at the suggestion.

      “Oh, don’t worry, there is a lock and no one will disturb you. I promise the corpses really don’t care,” she said lightly trying to make him feel more comfortable. “I have slept there when I was exhausted.”

      “Ava, after someone broke into your home, you shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I can’t have you stay there! It’s unseemly!” she protested.

      “And sleeping ten feet from a body is socially acceptable?” he teased.

      “Jeremiah, its best if you sleep under a different roof. If this does not agree with you there is always the ranch. The men, I’m sure, can make room for one more soul.”

      “And I disagree,” he said calmly. “I understand you are not ready to marry and I won’t press the issue. However, I do not like the idea of you being left alone. That simply does not sit well at all. I believe if you told any man out there that someone had entered their home, any man worth his salt would insist that his wife be protected.”

      “So, you think it’s better that you stay with me? That would ruin my good name!” she protested.

      “Then go ahead and marry me. Save your name and I will stay in another room,”

      “You are just wanting to force your way,” she muttered under her breath, turning her back towards him.

      “Yes and no,” he admitted gently, resting his hands on her shoulders. “Ava, I am wanting you to be safe and yes, I would like to court you with the intention to earn your hand someday.” She felt his warm hands and the comfort they brought. She’d missed that. Closing her eyes, she felt him urge her to turn around. As she turned, she was very aware that she was alone with a handsome man.

      “I just can’t yet,” she whispered. “I need to think. You are a stranger to me.”

      “I understand that but promise me you’ll consider it. It would not be so bad to be my wife.” She heard his deep voice, full of emotion, wash over her. His warm lips gently touched hers and then pulled back, just as quickly. “Just consider it?” She heard him repeat and found herself answering.

      “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Ava left him there alone. There was nothing he could do or say that would change her mind. Jeremiah said he needed a bit of time to get his bearings and he wanted a bath. She offered to wash his clothing to which he denied promptly. This told her that what he had on were the only pieces of clothing he had. She didn’t press the fact any farther, instead she nodded and headed back home. One thing she had plenty of was male clothing. Her husband had been a similar size and would not be using his things any longer.

      While it hurt to think of it, it also made her feel good to be helping someone getting started again. She had once thought of donating the clothing, but decided against it simply because if Peter had come home he would have been crushed. He had been very proud of how he carried himself and the image he presented. Letting out a sigh, she picked out the most serviceable items and folded them carefully. She would take the necessities back to Jeremiah to see if they worked for him. If not, then she would take him to the general store and use some of her precious funds.

      Walking downstairs, she found that the stove was still warm from cooking not long ago. It would be perfect to set out some bread to rise. It had been so long since she had anyone to cook for, so she had avoided doing so at any cost. Instead, she existed on vegetables, eggs and other items. Setting the clothing down, she quickly whipped up a thick bread dough and placed it in a large ceramic bowl she had greased. Covering it with a cloth, she reminisced of the days before when she would make raisin bread with her family or cookies for a holiday. Perhaps those days would come back eventually. Shaking her head at her wistfulness, she picked up the clothing and grabbed Peter’s shaving kit, just in case. Heading back across the street, she entered the front parlor.

      “Jeremiah? I have a few things for you,” Ava called out as she strode through the front entrance. She walked through the doors at the back and stopped in her tracks. “You’re in the trough?” she screeched indelicately at the top of her lungs.

      “And naked? Oh, goodness! Lordy have mercy poo!” she cried, crossing herself and shutting her eyes. He was tanned everywhere!

      “I thought I could use a bath!” he retorted. “Admit it, you did, too!”

      “Well, yes! No? Yes! Yes, I did! But, my goodness, you might warn someone! It’s chilly in here!”

      “Warn who? You? I had no idea you were coming back so quickly and I just wanted to clean up. I pumped the cold water in here and dunked myself when, suddenly, you came right through the door.”

      “I went and got you some clothing, you ungrateful lout,” she said, pinching her nose indelicately. “I think perhaps you should burn the other clothing if this fits you.”

      “No! It’s what is left of my uniform!” he exclaimed, aghast.

      “Then let me clean it for you,” she offered quickly at the horror in his voice. He must have been outraged because she heard a huge swoosh of water indicating that he had jumped out of the trough. Ava crossed herself again at the mental image she got.

      “I’d be much obliged. Just don’t burn it,” he replied, sounding infinitely close by. Ava slapped her hands on her face to prevent her from seeing his form.

      “Are you running around naked as you were born?” she exclaimed, shocked. His laughter boomed out beside her, causing her to jump. “Get back in the trough, heathen!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she heard whispered in her left ear, causing her to shiver. “Good Lord! There is a window in here, Jeremiah! Cover yourself!” she muttered, appalled. She suddenly had a large pile of clothing nudging against her stomach that smelled something fierce.

      “Don’t do that!” she said quickly, uncovering her face and grabbing the clothing to keep it from rubbing sweat or debris on her gown. She managed to keep her eyes squeezed shut as she took the clothing from him.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he whispered in the other ear, causing her to jump and cross herself again.

      “Ava,” she repeated with a frustrated sigh. “Maybe staying at the hotel or ranch would be ideal after all. You could stay with the rest of the animals!”

      “Ava, I’d rather stay here,” he breathed against her cheek and kissed it. His cool lips and the intimacy caused her eyes to shoot wide open in surprise. In that brief moment, she saw his mischievous face alit with humor not far from where she stood, as well as his tanned physique. Snapping her eyes shut, she did a complete about face and ran right into the door of the mortuary.

      “Mercy me!” she exclaimed at the smarting pain she felt momentarily. She heard him call out asking if she was injured, but she did not stay around to respond. Instead, she ran from the room, shielding her eyes with her free hand. As she slammed the door behind her, she heard his laughter once again.

      Ava smiled.
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      Ava vowed she would not head into the mortuary again without knocking. She didn’t want to be surprised by Jeremiah again, nor did she want to participate in another prep for burial. Maybe she would become numb to it over time. But for now, she hated how emotionally wrung out she felt after each preparation.

      Racing across the street like a pack of dogs chasing her, she stepped into her house and locked the door behind her. Her heart was racing from what she hoped was the exercise that running in a corset caused. However, she knew in her mind it was from the playfulness that Jeremiah demonstrated today. He was not only handsome, but endearing. It had been a long time since she genuinely felt sheer happiness. And when he laughed, she felt lighter than air.

      Taking a deep breath, Ava sighed. She would roll up her sleeves and throw herself into keeping busy. She had his tattered uniform to clean as well as the bread that was rising on the warm oven. Opening all the windows, she let a breeze through the house to help it cool off as the spring temperatures climbed. It would be better if there was no cooking whatsoever because it would help keep the house livable. Perhaps if she made the bread and that was it. She had no real plans on cooking an actual meal any time soon. Grabbing the bowl, she began to punch down the dough with vigor.

      She was confused.

      Peter had been her life, her rock, for the last seven years and now she was just letting him slip away. Well, the idea of Peter Buchannan. They had only been married scant weeks when he left for the war. She knew more about the business than him, or so it seemed. She had ideas, thoughts and memories of him but there was no telling if they were accurate or not. And now, she’d never know. Ava slammed her fist painfully into the dough again. It wasn’t delicate or gentile but it sure felt satisfying to hit it.

      Now there was Jeremiah Ellington. A brash stranger that was handsome and endearing, tormented and strong all rolled into one, or so it seemed. His words touched her soul. She related to them: the need, the wants he expressed. He seemed like hope in a bottle. But was it too good to be true?

      Picking up the dough, she twisted it and placed it in the small loaf pans. Placing them back on the stove, she poked the dying coals and saw them flare to life. It would be just enough to get the yeast to rise, but not enough to boil water. She threw another log on the coals to stir the flames and moved the loaves to the windowsill in the sun instead of on top of the stove that would soon be piping hot.

      Pumping the water, she washed off her arms to free them of the flour and dough. Jeremiah had taken a cool bath and, frankly, she was a mite jealous. She filled a large pot and set it on the stovetop to boil. Filling another basin, she carried it to the back door of the house and set it on the ground. Grabbing her washboard, she placed it in the water and inspected Jeremiah’s clothing. He had said that it was all he had left of his uniform, but it didn’t look like one. The pants were certainly grey, but the shirt looked like a simple four-button shirt. She hadn’t noticed him carrying a jacket. She would have to be very careful washing the pieces because the wool and cotton looked to be quite ragged. There was a scattering of patches on the left leg and she realized that must have been from his injury. Taking the brick of soap, she carefully doused the pieces and gently rubbed the soap on them. Rinsing them, she poured out the soapy water and fetched the warmed-up water. It hadn’t boiled yet, but it would be sufficient for washing. Pouring the water into the tub, she once again began scrubbing the clothing with the soap in the water.

      “How’s it looking?” she heard Jeremiah’s voice call out nearby. Ava glanced up to see him walking around the side of the house.

      “I knocked but I think you might not have heard me.”

      “No, I didn’t. I was washing these.”

      “Thank you again. I know they were filthy.”

      Ava didn’t say anything, but instead looked away from the handsome man that stood before her. Peter’s clothes fit him perfectly. Probably better than how he wore them. Jeremiah’s dark black hair had been finger-combed, leaving great swirls from the faint curls he had shown before. The scruff on his face was gone, and in its place was a strong, firm jawline that was completely appealing.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” Jeremiah began. “Did you hurt yourself?” Instead of replying, she just scrubbed harder on the washboard. “Ava, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Then why do I feel like you are taking your frustration out on my uniform pants?”

      Glancing up, she stared at his smiling face dumbfounded. “I am not taking my frustration out on your clothing, sir.”

      “Then talk to me,” he invited, holding out his hand. “Leave the pants and talk to me.” Ava placed her wet hand in his with an almost deliberate smack, causing him to grin. “You’re mad.”

      “No. I’m mortified that you could …”

      “What? Take a bath when I thought I was alone?”

      “No,” she whispered, scandalized, and looked away. She tried to free her hand from his and he would not release it. “Let go, Jeremiah.”

      “Ava, look at me,” he said gently, laying her wet hand on his chest. “All I’m asking for is your hand. A chance to court you like men used to do before the war. Do you remember how it was? I do. A man saw a beautiful woman he wanted to know and he’d pursue her.  I am doing no differently.”

      “You are bold and shameless,” she said bluntly, her face red with embarrassment. “I could not believe you kissed me, twice already, today! One of those kisses, you were naked!” she finished with a vehement whisper.

      “I maybe bold, but that is because I have done without and will not do so again. I might be shameless, but that is because I have been tempted by you. I would do anything to feel those lips again. I don’t think I can ever get past how soft they are,” he admitted huskily, pulling her towards him. “Shameless? I think not. Wanton? Hungry? Those might be better words, my Ava.”

      Ava melted as he held her hand against him and circled her waist with his other arm in an embrace. His lips felt incredible and the feeling of being wanted was something she had missed so very much. She felt empty and she hadn’t realized just how much until he kissed her and that desire had flared to life.

      Breaking the kiss, she found herself clutching at his shoulders and her head resting on his chest as she caught her breath. She could hear the rapid beat of his heart under her cheek as it thrummed. Her knees felt weak and her arms went limp. She had never felt such desire with Peter and it was staggering.

      “Ava, my dear?”

      “Shhh, don’t say a word while I gather my thoughts. You distract me,” she muttered. “You’re temptation, a carnal sin. I know this. You are testing me and my resolve. How else could I be so attracted to a stranger?” The rumble in his chest caused her to grin against the cotton material.

      “You’ve a bug on your loaf.”

      Maybe he was the devil incarnate. Because who else would swoop in, knock her off her feet and speak in tongues?

      “Excuse me?”

      “Bug on your loaf.”

      “What?”

      “Ava, you have bread loaves in the window and there is a bug, my dear.” Shaking her head, she tried to clear the thoughts she had. It was her. She was tempted by him and did not seem to be able to fight it. Each time she talked with him or saw him, he found a way to break down her defenses. Peter courted her for months and this man was taking liberties within a day?

      “Yes, the bread. I need to get back to work and you should find something to do,” she said nervously. Pushing away from him, her face was flushed with embarrassment at how she reacted to him. “Anything else to do. Why don’t you look around town, get yourself settled in or something? I need some space and you should want some, too. Right?”

      “You’ll have your space, Ava. There is no need to run from me,” he said lightly and she watched as he stared at her hand that rested on his chest still. Ava yanked it away as if the touch of material scalded her.

      “Dinner will be late,” she said, distracted. She wasn’t sure she should be alone with him again. Just seeing him was making her question the decision to post for a job in the paper. She watched him tip his hat and step back from her. Ava found herself staring at his back as he departed, causing her cheeks to flush again.

      “Lordy have mercy poo,” she breathed aloud quietly.
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      Ava avoided Jeremiah for as long as possible. She prepared his meals and took them across the street to his location. But she refused to identify how much care and work she was putting into impressing him. Nor did she want to admit how much cooking she found herself doing now. She was taking his meals to him on the best plates she owned, taking care to cover the food with a nice napkin.

      Each time she entered the parlor, she knocked politely and waited for silence or his bid to enter. Like a chicken, she would leave his plate quickly and run for the door. She was concerned that having him to dinner at her house would be a terrible mistake on her part. She needed to feel in control and clearheaded.

      Jeremiah was a distraction. His roguish smile and those eyes were all too much and she found herself stumbling over her words like a young girl, not a woman who had been married. Maybe that was why she was hesitating so much. She was not innocent. She knew what being married to him would bring and it made her heart race in excitement. This scared her.

      Ava didn’t take the time to question why he was never present when she delivered a meal to him. Instead, she thanked her lucky stars that he was preoccupied. As she walked back across the street, she saw sweet Melissa Miller waving, red-faced, from the barber shop she had worked at since her pa left for the war. She had never relinquished the reins at his return due to his leg and the pain it caused him. Ava knew, simply because she had buried him not a few weeks ago. Yet here she was, not dressed in a black mourning gown but, instead, garbed in a yellow gown with a black ribbon wrapped around her throat and upper arm signifying her loss. She was waving at a freshly-shaved Jeremiah who had dashingly just kissed her knuckles. That charlatan! she thought. Was that where he had been “preoccupied at” lately?

      Stopping in surprise at the scene, Ava boldly marched over. “Miss Melissa,” she acknowledged curtly. “Mr. Ellington, your supper has been delivered to your quarters next door. I should think you’d like to eat while it’s still warm.”

      “My thanks, Ava.”

      “It’s Mrs. Buchannan,” she said hotly, feeling aggravated and somewhat jealous. How dare he insist she refuse to consider any other men coming into town, yet here he was with another eligible woman?

      Melissa stepped backwards from the daggers that must be shooting from Ava’s own eyes at the two of them. “Would your sweet pa approve of you having a man kiss your hand like that?”

      “Now Ava…” Jeremiah began.

      “Don’t you ‘Now Ava’ me! It’s Mrs. Buchannan and you had best know that. You can’t be canoodling around town with all the women like… like…”

      “All the women? I think not. Like a single, unattached man perhaps?”

      “Precisely!” she snarled indelicately.

      “Then remedy it,” he replied with finality and crossed his arms smugly across his chest.

      Ava stared at him, aghast at his boldness and the fact that he had twisted the conversation on her so quickly. “I suggest you eat quickly and get back to your quarters again, Mr. Ellington. One of the vaqueros from Maypearl Ranch is being brought in soon, so your teachings will begin soon enough.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he quipped with a churlish grin towards Ava. Then to her surprise, he turned to Melissa Miller who stood silently in the distance with tears of humiliation and sadness in her eyes.

      “Miss Miller, thank you for my shave in lieu of payment. It was a pleasure to repair the chair and sharpen the blades for you in exchange. If you need anything, please feel free to ask. I could use a haircut sooner rather than later,” he told her with a bow, making Ava feel completely ashamed and embarrassed. To add to it, Melissa’s voice rang out as clear as a bell.

      “It was my pleasure, Mr. Ellington. My beloved pa used to do the repairs for me while he could. I’m sure that he would be pleased knowing that a kind, Christian soul was able to help out and not assume the worst,” Melissa said quietly, dashing tears from her eyes. “He always believed in giving a man or woman the benefit of the doubt. It’s a wonderful trait to learn.”

      “Yes, Miss Miller, that it is. I’m certain that others will learn from your example.”

      If the ground could have swallowed her whole, Ava would have been relieved. There was no mistaking the tone of the young woman’s words. Melissa Miller was kindly putting her back in her place with a skill that would make any gentile woman proud. Ava knew it, and apparently so did Jeremiah and Melissa. Attempting to make good with her neighbor and save face, Ava smiled blankly.

      “Miss Miller, will you be bringing a dish to the social?”

      “Of course, I shall be bringing a Washington pie,” Melissa answered politely. The Washington pie was simply a jam cake that was easily prepared and transported.

      “That sounds lovely.”

      “And you, Mrs. Buchannan? What shall you be bringing?”

      “I wish I was baking a lovely cake, but instead I shall be bringing something that stores easily. An old recipe of Peter’s late mother. Pickled eggs.”

      “Something sour and tart, I see,” Jeremiah quipped with a knowing wink.

      “Yes. When you put all the lovely eggs I have been given lately in a bowl in an acidic mixture, it turns them and gives them a different flavor.”

      “Sour?”

      “Flavorful,” Ava said shortly. “And some people just can’t handle the strength or flavor.” That pointed jab was towards Jeremiah, there was no mistaking it. He dared to call her sour? Tart? He barely knew her! He claimed he wanted to court her, but he was making no attempts! He had yet to invite her out for a walk, or even hold a discussion with her.

      “I’m certain that they are delicious, Mrs. Buchannan,” Melissa cut in.

      “And some crave it like the air they breathe,” Jeremiah admitted softly, as he stared at Ava.

      Swallowing hard, she could feel a warmth creeping up her neck that had nothing to do with embarrassment. Jeremiah was boldly stating that he wanted her in front of another person. He was unabashedly looking at her like she was a piece of candy.

      “Shameless,” she scolded quietly towards him, for his ears alone. This caused him to laugh aloud, thus making her blush even more. “I will see you soon for your lessons in embalming.”

      “Are you sure the vaquero wants that?”

      “No, but I plan on teaching you so that I never have to do it again!”
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      Swallowing hard, she walked into the funeral home as she had so many times before. This time would be different. This time, she wouldn’t be alone. If it got to be too much, she could step away and instruct Jeremiah on what to do next from afar.

      “So, are you planning on allowing me to address you as Ava while we work? Or do you want me calling you Mrs. Buchannan?” Jeremiah interrupted her train of thought. “You are pale. Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’m well,” she said simply, smoothing her gown over her stomach in an effort to stop the nausea. It was subconscious and she always found herself placing her hands over her gown as if she could put a halt to the surge of bile physically. The first time she realized that she did that was when bloodstains had ruined her gown. She didn’t realize there was blood on her dress until she crossed the street that first afternoon and someone stopped her, asking if she had been injured. Now, she wore an apron while she worked.

      “Let’s open the windows, please,” she directed weakly as the coppery smell of blood assailed her senses. She moved quickly to get to one side of the room while Jeremiah opened the other side. As she prepared to step into the mortuary where the vaquero rested, she hesitated at the closed door.

      “Wait,” he ordered.

      “It’s my property.”

      “Yes, and your nausea. I thought to spare you that by opening the windows for you before you entered.”

      “Oh!” Ava exclaimed, shocked by the considerate display.

      “Yes. I’m not cruel.”

      “I never claimed you were.”

      “No, I know. You said I was shameless- several times, to be honest.”

      “Well,” she said with a shy smile, “that much is true, Mr. Ellington.”

      “It’s Jeremiah and you know it.”

      “So I do,” she countered shyly.

      “Then use it,” he demanded firmly from behind the closed door. “I like the way you say my name.”

      Ava nearly tripped as he quickly pulled the door open from where she stood. “Are you all right?” he asked again, grasping her elbow to steady her.

      “Yes. Thank you again,” she admitted, pulling her arm away from where his hand burned. “I just do not like these at all.”

      Stepping into the room, she shut her eyes momentarily at the mass of limbs callously tossed up on the table. The limp bodies always amazed her at how fluid they were. They would move and stretch in ways that simply did not seem possible while alive. There was no tautness to the muscle. It was bone and sinew that held them in place. Grasping a leg, she moved to lift the dead weight and Jeremiah stopped her. He took the limb from her and gently unfolded the body to where it was lying prone on the table between them.

      “Thank you,” she said simply. “I am not really strong and some men are quite larger than my frame. I will be lucky to get through this without being sick or crying, honestly. I abhor this part of the job.” She found Jeremiah stared at her silently as if he were seeing her for the first time. Nodding, he straightened. He was quite tall in the room and the table didn’t seem high enough for him to work comfortably.

      “So why do you perform the duties of the undertaker?”

      “Because it’s my duty as a Buchannan.”

      “To your husband? Or because you feel you need to torture yourself?”

      “I don’t do that!”

      “You don’t? Sure seems that way.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “You won’t let me get to know you.”

      “I haven’t stopped you.”

      “Haven’t you? You don’t eat with me. You don’t talk to me but to tell me you need space. I give it to you and you get upset when I begin trying to make myself useful in town. Every time I get a chance to see you, you either run or avoid me completely.”

      Ava stood there aghast. “That isn’t true,” she stammered.

      “What do you do first?” Jeremiah said, frustrated.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you begin on the body. Do you wash them? Do you sew them up?”

      “Oh, I thought you meant about us.”

      “Well, yes. That, too. Scalpel.”

      “What did I do first?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I picked you up from the train and then fed you.”

      “You were staring at my rear end, Mrs. Buchannan, until I caught you looking. Then, yes, you fed me. You were polite to me and seemed to feel sorry for me.”

      “I did feel badly for you. You looked like you needed a bath, clothing and food.”

      “Of which you provided right away – and you have my thanks.”

      “But you can’t admit it.”

      “Admit what?”

      “That you were caught staring at me,” he said simply. “You can’t admit it and then when you snuck up on me bathing, you kept peeking at me. What was I supposed to think?”

      “Peeking?” Ava screeched. “I wasn’t peeking! You kept running around me completely naked, you heathen!”

      “Ava. Dear, sweet Ava. You didn’t have your eyes closed and I saw you watching me.”

      “I was not!” she sputtered.

      “It’s okay, I didn’t mind. I just thought you wanted to be courted.”

      “I do!”

      “I tried to dress nice and come talk to you after my bath. You threw yourself at me, kissing me senseless. What am I supposed to think?”

      “Threw myself?” she stammered. “At you?”

      “I know, I know. I really don’t mind. I told you that I wanted to court you, Ava. But you have to decide what you want. Do you want to court me or marry me? Shroud, please.”

      “What? Here, take it!” she said slapping it in his hands angrily.

      “Do you want to marry me? So you can kiss me or throw yourself at me whenever you want and it will be proper? Right now, seeing me naked and kissing me isn’t proper at all.”

      “HOW DARE YOU?”

      “How dare I? How dare you take advantage of me being a guest and you walk in on me bathing? I should be ashamed.”

      “Yes! You should be! I didn’t walk in on you!”

      “I beg to differ! You did walk in on me! You saw me naked and you kissed me! Outside of wedlock, might I remind you? That practically makes you a loose wo-”

      “Watch your tongue, Mr. Ellington, else I take it out with a scalpel!” she growled. “I am NOT a loose woman!”

      “No, maybe you are right. But refusing my offer to marry repeatedly and then ogling me all the time.”

      “I didn’t refuse your offer.”

      “Sure you did.”

      “No I didn’t.”

      “Fine. Let’s test this,” he said easily, crossing his arms across his chest. “Ava, marry me.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “Are we done yet with this fiasco?” she asked angrily.

      “I think we are done, Ava. I’m proud of you,” Jeremiah said with a wide smile. “You didn’t get sick once and didn’t cry. I’m very proud of you.”

      “Already? We are done already?” she asked stunned, looking down at the older man on the table. “I didn’t even realize it. It takes me hours on end to do this by myself.”

      “Well, I was concerned you might stab me with a scalpel for a minute there. But you are really good at this. It’s not so much different from the military either. I will be fine doing this for you. But if you care to join me, we make a great team and were done in record time.”

      “I can’t believe it’s finished. It’s still daylight outside.”

      “Time enough to go for a walk with me before you turn in?” he offered gallantly with a bow.

      “You know, I think I might just do so.”

      “Need fresh air?”

      “I think I need to gather my thoughts.”

      “Gather away, Ava, my dear. But I am going to hold you to my proposal.”

      “We shall see about that,” she said quietly.

      “We make a great team,” he reminded her, extending his hand out. She put her hand in his, causing him to grin. “We’ll hold hands, sweet Ava. But first, I thought I might hang your apron for you.”

      “Oh,” she said, mortified, snatching her hand back with a wry smile. Untying it, she handed the apron over to him and stepped away from the shrouded body on the table. “We need to put him in a casket. I can’t believe no one has shown up yet to discuss his burial. Usually the family comes by right away.”

      “Maybe there is no family.”

      “Perhaps not. I will send a note out to Maypearl Ranch asking for details.”

      “We could ride out.”

      “No, no horses for me, please.”

      “Why not?”

      “They tend to bite or snap at me. I don’t like horses and they don’t like me.”

      “Who could not like you?” he murmured, wrapping his arm around her waist.

      “Horses. Lots and lots of horses,” she said shyly, pushing back against his chest. “I think maybe you are a bit bold.”

      “I think you might like bold,” Jeremiah whispered against her cheek. Ava caught her breath and found herself responding in kind, raising her lips towards his. He gently kissed her, cupping her neck while he held her momentarily. “Yes, bold men are to your liking.”

      “Maybe,” she breathed, biting her lip and stepping out of his arms.

      Jeremiah’s throaty bark of laughter lit his brilliant eyes with humor, causing her to grin. “Let’s go for that walk I promised you, my bold woman.” Ava linked her arm in his extended one. His laughter and easy smiles put her at ease, but the man certainly knew how to goad her as well. That much was evident. She was shocked that the gruesome task was over before she had even realized it. And it was a true relief!

      Going for an evening walk in the setting light was simply a cakewalk. He behaved like a perfect gentleman. The frustrating man from earlier was gone and in his place was a true southern beau. He bowed politely or tipped his hat as folks walked nearby. He had apparently made several acquaintances in town. Several women looked at her curiously and with envy in their eyes. She had thought Jeremiah was handsome from the moment he stepped off the train, but it was dawning on her now that there were many women that were looking for eligible husbands. She had one with her, but hadn’t really taken advantage of the opportunity yet. Part of her still felt guilty for even considering giving up on Peter’s return. All of her felt horrible that there was no resolution in sight. Jeremiah stopped in the bakery and picked up a sweet peach tart, tearing it in half to share. They took a bite and each savored the sweet peach taste.

      “Oh my word! That is divine,” Ava breathed. “I think I have a love of candied peaches now where before I favored lemons.” The sweet, syrupy peach practically melted in the dough that was sprinkled with cinnamon.

      “I always knew you were a sour person,” Jeremiah teased and offered up his half. “You are welcome to mine.”

      “No! No,” she replied quickly. “You should definitely try yours. It’s really wonderful and we are almost back at my house. Please, go ahead and enjoy.” Taking a bite, she found that the pastry was extremely flaky and was beginning to break apart. It had been a long time since she had something so sweet. She indelicately crammed the remainder of her piece that was falling apart in her mouth. Looking up wide eyed, she realized how unladylike it was and couldn’t even utter a word lest flaky crust come flying out of her mouth. She saw Jeremiah’s knowing grin.

      Just before she closed her eyes in embarrassment, she watched as he crammed his entire piece in his mouth as if to commiserate with her. Both stood there in the dim sunset on her front porch, cheeks puffed outwards from being crammed full of the peach tart. Jeremiah’s laugh started first as crumbs escaped and he covered his mouth, chewing frantically.

      “That’s the last time I compete with you,” he announced, laughing. “I might have choked!” His admission caused her own crumbs to slip out in a small puff followed by a larger puff of pastry crumbs and sugar as her own laughter escaped.

      “No one made you shove it in your mouth like a glutton,” she giggled.

      “Only another glutton,” he said lightly, pointing at her, causing Ava to blush mightily.

      “What? You apparently bring out the worst in me, Jeremiah. It’s delicious and I haven’t had anything like that since before the war,” she admitted.

      “Neither have I,” he concurred, stepping forward. His hand reached up to cup her face as his thumb wiped off any remaining crumbs. “It’s almost the sweetest thing I have tasted.”

      “Oh? What was the sweetest…” she began and her words fell away.

      “This,” he interrupted softly as he leaned down to kiss her. Just before his lips met hers, she shook her head, dislodging his grasp. Ava practically jumped backwards.

      “You are too forward, Mr. Ellington,” she started, her hand resting on her bosom in an effort to stop her treacherous pounding heart.

      “Maybe you are right, Mrs. Buchannan,” he replied with a forlorn smile. “Perhaps you’ll do me the honor of accompanying me to the church picnic that was discussed earlier? I believe I have crossed the line too much. I owe you an apology.”

      “You don’t,” she stammered, feeling surprised by the sudden turn in him. He gave a halfhearted grin and stepped forward towards her, causing her voice to raise an octave. “But, mayhap, this is a good time to turn in!” she exclaimed, darting into the house and shutting the door behind her, firmly separating her and Jeremiah between a thick, wooden door.

      “I shall pick you up for the picnic, Mrs. Buchannan,” he announced loudly from behind the door, followed by a deep, resonating chuckle that made her toes curl.
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      Ava awoke, excited for the day. Today was the church picnic out by ranch on the outskirts of town. There had been the idea of a get together mulling around for a few weeks now, but it was all coming together in fruition. Several new townsfolk had arrived over the last few weeks and were being housed at the bunkhouse. They had been put to work helping all over town until finally settling down. She wondered idly if she had made a mistake by inviting Jeremiah to stay in the funeral home’s extra room instead of having him stay with the other men. She didn’t want to admit that the merest hint of him having experience with surgery, sewing up wounds, and being strong had made her jump at the chance to make his acquaintance. What she didn’t want to confess aloud, or otherwise, was that his attractive good looks and personality now made her want to consider pursuing this man over any others she had seen in town. The moment he had stepped off the train, her interest had been piqued. The more she spoke with him or he paid attention to her, the more she had to fight down the urge to respond in kind with his advances.

      Last night, when she had stepped inside, practically running from the kiss that his stance had promised, she had felt excited and scared at once. Jeremiah was attractive and had made no qualms about letting her know that he had picked her as a potential bride in return. He had answered the ad, she had responded in kind. While she had originally pushed off the idea of marrying due to her rampant feelings of guilt at the thought of betraying her marriage vows, it was now solidified in her mind that Peter was not returning. It had been four years without a word. She needed to move forward just as much as her neighbor, Melton, who also was widowed.

      Today would not be just a festival for the town. It was a chance to meet and greet the new faces in town, joining their parish. She would put her best foot forward and act like a proper, gentile lady, instead of allowing Jeremiah to incite her to throw manners to the wind. Mortified, she remembered that she had crammed the tart into her mouth, causing him to do the same. Ladies did not do that! Nor had he fought to actually kiss her! She knew that he could have but, instead, he had backed away, apologized and she found herself running indoors. Running from him.

      Taking care, she carefully styled her hair up delicately, allowing her hair to gather and fall in a mass of curls. A few stray tendrils curled around her ears. Studying herself in the mirror, she smiled. She realized that she looked like an eligible young lady instead of a proper wife who wore her hair in a snood or a tight bun. She had done that since she had married Peter. Her gown was perfect for a spring day. It was one of her best and made by Lucy Talbot. Lucy had always had an eye for fashion, and this creation was no different. Long, translucent sleeves gathered at her wrists, while the bodice was covered in a fashionable lace to keep it modest. The wide collar gave her a place to pin a small cameo that had been her mother’s. It was delicate, feminine and enchanting, making her feel almost like a belle before the war.

      A loud knock at the door interrupted her thoughts as she realized that Jeremiah must have arrived to pick her up. Either that or it was another body being delivered. Both gave her chills, but for different reasons. Stepping lively down the stairs of the small house, she felt alive with the idea of having fun today. Even if it was notification of a delivery, she would still do her best to enjoy what time she could at the festival. Nothing could damper her spirits!

      Opening the door, she smiled politely at Jeremiah. He stood there in the clothing she had provided and it was obvious he had just had a bath. Ava momentarily closed her eyes at the memory of him rising out of the trough that was kept at the mortuary to pack bodies in ice. She couldn’t believe he had used it as a tub. But then again. wasn’t that what it was for? She had certainly kept it clean!

      Jeremiah’s dark hair was carefully combed and he looked quite dapper in the suit. His broad shoulders fit the expanse easily, making her feel a twinge of guilt as she realized that it hadn’t fit Peter quite right. The string tie was askew, causing her polite smile to widen into a grin as she stepped forward. His eyes widen in surprise at the easiness that came to her. It was nothing for her to adjust his tie. But to do so, she had to step into his personal space.

      “Good morning,” she said quietly. “Stand still and I will straighten your tie.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied appreciatively. Ava didn’t even realize that he had moved until she caught him sniffing at her hair. “You really like sour things, don’t you? I smell lemons.”

      “Lemon verbena,” she answered and shivered at his warm breath on her hair. The moment was broken by a loud whinny nearby.

      “No,” she breathed in surprise and instantly regretted it as Jeremiah quickly stepped backwards from her, thus undoing the bow she had just finished since the string was still in her hands.

      “My apologizes again, Mrs. Buchannan.” He stepped back, jerked the tie from his neck and tucked it in the pocket of his jacket. Turning away, she quickly reached for his arm.

      “Jeremiah! It’s not you, it’s the horse,” she explained, feeling embarrassed that he had thought she was brushing him off.

      “What’s wrong with the horse? The woman at the livery just laughed when I told her I wanted a gentle one to ride out to the festival with you.”

      “I’m sure she did,” she said, looking past Jeremiah and eyeing the four-legged devil that was staring at her. “Horses and I do not agree.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you’ll end up thrown, bit or some other maiming if I end up on that horse. Either that or I will end up tossed. Tell me that you don’t expect me to ride that… thing?” Her hand pointed at the chestnut horse.

      “Of course I do. Ava, I would never let you get hurt,” he promised, running his hand through his wet hair, disheveling it. “I shoveled stalls this morning at the livery, in exchange for using the horse. I wanted to make sure you weren’t too tired to dance later. I heard there was a dance and I’d hoped you’d do me the honors. I already paid and it’s a long walk. If you want to walk we can,” he offered, looking embarrassed.

      How could she refuse that? “No, we’ll ride. But I warn you now that we do not get along well at all!”

      “They probably smell your fear, Ava. This one here is a sweet girl. She ate right out of my hand this morning when I cleaned her stall.”

      “I bet,” she retorted and instantly bit her tongue at his grin.

      “Give me your hand and trust me,” he encouraged. “Ava, it will be okay. I promise.”

      Stretching out her hand, she was frustrated to see it shook in fear. This was ridiculous. Horses hated her and her alone. People rode them all the time. But if she tried to get near one, she got snapped at or pawed at. Jeremiah’s warm hand encircled hers, before kissing her knuckles.

      “For luck,” he said quietly with a grin. She watched as he turned to the horse that was staring at Ava. His other hand rested lightly on the horse’s head just below the eyes, rubbing it softly. Tugging at her hand, he walked her forward and crooned gently as the horse became skittish. The sudden movement forced Ava to yank her hand from his and step back.

      “Ava, trust me. They can tell you are scared. Trust me and relax, darling,” he breathed, pulling her forward. Jeremiah’s arms wrapped around her as he stood behind her, almost in an embrace. But instead, he reached around and held her hand forward, while his other arm circled her waist. “I’ve got you. Nothing will happen, I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” she admitted, swallowing hard. She was not sure what made her more nervous; the strong arms wrapped around her or the large animal eyeing her hand like it was the next snack!

      “Shhhh,” he breathed softly against her neck, causing her to shiver and close her eyes. She breathed in his clean scent and focused on her rapid pulse that fluttered in her chest. All of a sudden, she felt contact under her fingertips and nearly jumped. “Shhh, darling Ava. I’ve got you,” she heard in her ear, causing her knees to weaken. “Open your eyes and pet her. She’s waiting and hasn’t moved an inch.”

      Ava peered nervously out of one eye, expecting to see her fingers disappear into the horse’s mouth. Instead, she found her hand rested on the nose of the animal and the horse was nudging her. “Oh, she is sweet, isn’t she?” Ava gasped. Petting the horse awkwardly, she touched the bridge of her nose and laughed when the large tongue reached out, touching her wrist. “She licked me!”

      Jeremiah muttered something, but Ava didn’t catch it. She was too fascinated by the sweet horse that kept nudging her hand for more attention. Looking up, she saw that Jeremiah had climbed into the saddle and stood there with his hand extended towards her. “Let’s mount up and get going,” he told her. “Do the same thing, rest your hand on her and walk towards me. Don’t be frightened.”

      Placing her hand in his, she carefully put her foot in the stirrup in order to mount behind Jeremiah on the saddle. Instead, he pulled her in front of him as he slid back. “You take the saddle. I will ride pillion.”

      Ava felt curiously invincible. She kept expecting the horse to snap at her or throw her. But instead, she felt like she could do anything and that Jeremiah would be there to catch her. It was a heady sensation to feel supported and protected. His arms were on either side of her and held the reins lightly, directing the horse easily up North Main Street towards the ranch. They rode silently for a bit as Ava kept anticipating the slightest repercussion from the animal.

      “Relax and talk to me,” Jeremiah ordered. “Keep your mind occupied. It will keep you from focusing on what bothers you.”

      “How do you know that will work?”

      “It already did, remember? Why do you think I was goading you when we prepped the body for burial? It’s not because I like making you upset, even though you are stunning when you are angry, dear. It’s simply because you focus on something else, letting you get past the fear. It was something another officer taught me when I was on the field.”

      “Why? You were scared?”

      “Absolutely! I was terrified!”

      “I thought men weren’t supposed-” she said, stopping quickly when she realized how insulting it sounded.

      “Yes. Yes, men are supposed to be strong fearless leaders. We are. But we are also human. Make no mistake, when you see a cannonball take off another man’s head, you are terrified that you are next! There are things that I cannot share because I can’t speak the words aloud. The memories haunt me and though I am supposed to be brave, I find myself having nightmares like a child sometimes,” he admitted.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

      “Don’t be. War is terrible. My scars may be few on the outside, but they are there on the inside. I guess that is why I am, how did you put it, shameless?” he said mockingly, kissing her on the cheek boldly in the middle of the street. “I have seen death and I want to grasp at life. There is so much beauty in the world and I never really appreciated it until it was nearly taken from me.”

      “You mean your leg?”

      “Exactly,” he said, getting quiet.

      “Tell me what happened,” she invited.

      “I took a bullet to the leg. It was nothing glorious or heroic. I was at Vicksburg and there was so much chaos going on that it was hard to tell who was who on the field. The uniforms were stained, making them blur in front of your eyes. I was in the thick of it, trying to help and trying to get my commanding officer back to the tent so I could address his injuries, but he would have none of it. He got angry and ordered me to fight, so I did. We all did. I found him dead on the ground when I was captured. I had been shot in the leg, slowing me down when the battle drew to an end. I thought someone would take my leg but, thankfully, I was able to fight off infection in the Union camps. I eventually healed and was released.”

      “You didn’t head home?”

      “I did and it was gone.”

      “Where was your home?”

      “Just outside of Savannah. I had heard about Sherman’s march and refused to believe the stories of the devastation but they were all true. Crops gone. Homes? Families? All of it was almost leveled to the sea. I remember I was still healing and when I came up to the bridge that was near my family home, I found the bridge gone and the house was rubble. I left. I felt that I had been given a second chance at life and I wanted to take it. So now, we are here.”

      “So we are,” she agreed blindly, feeling shocked at what he must have felt and gone through.

      “Ava, darling? We are here at the ranch,” he teased. “But I’m glad you agree with me.”

      Blushing at the misunderstanding, she swatted at his hand that rested around her waist. “Help me down, if you please.”

      “Of course.”

      Staring out over the large crowd that was gathering, Ava was inspired by all the happy, smiling faces. The haunted expressions from the town of Maypearl were gone, replaced with hope. The smells of baked goods nearby were enticing. The tables were laden with a variety of pies, cakes and muffins.

      “The eggs! I forgot them!” Ava cried aloud, spinning around to look at Jeremiah who was tying up the horse.

      “It looks like there is plenty of food. Don’t worry, Ava,” he said easily, looping the reins around the post.

      “That’s not the point! I need to go get them,” she hedged, feeling torn. She would rather go join the festivities than to ride home. Seeing Melissa Miller’s dark hair bobbing through the crowd, she saw her set a large cake on the table. “I have to get my dish.”

      “Why? No one will starve. Let’s join in,” he invited. “Unless you are competing with Miss Melissa,” he teased. Ava’s quick glance at Jeremiah gave away the fact that she had been watching the young woman. Melissa Miller was lovely and also very eligible.

      “That isn’t why,” she countered, looking away from his grinning face.

      “Come along,” Jeremiah ordered, pulling a quilt from the horse’s rump where he had been sitting on the ride over. “I promise you, there is no competition if I was given a choice between the two.” Ava looked at him curiously. She was surprised to hear humor in his voice and assumed he was teasing her about Melissa.

      “I’d pick your sour vinegar eggs over her sweet cake any old day, Ava. I find that I have a fondness for sour things,” he announced loudly, much to her chagrin, and walked boldly off with the quilt tossed over his shoulder. Ava’s jaw dropped at the innuendo. The nerve of that man! Even with his limp, she found herself watching as he walked off. Then she was racing to catch up.

      “You really are something, you know that?” she told him, once she caught up and tugged at his arm to slow him down.

      “You’ve caught my attention,” he replied bluntly. “Unless you are done with me or looking elsewhere.” She shook her head as he grinned at her. “Ava, pick a spot for us to picnic later then, my dear.”

      They walked over to where several other blankets lay nearby under the evergreens. They would provide shade to watch the festivities later in the day. Ava spread the blanket and Jeremiah put his jacket on it. It seemed a very personal and intimate thing to do. Picnicking was something couples did. She hadn’t had a beau in such a long time and it made her feel good to see that she had one now. He must have been thinking the same thing or reading her mind, because her eyes met his and his wide, knowing smile was endearing. Thankfully, he didn’t say a word about it. Instead, he just crooked his arm, inviting her to join in the festivities.

      Walking arm in arm, it was good to see the children of town running around, playing. Several men and women stood in groups talking together. It felt normal. Not war wounded, not broken, or hopeless. There was so much hurt and anger for so long.

      After the war and the bank robbery, the resentment of strangers passing through town had stung and hung in the air. Rangers were invited to town and Ava had already noticed a chance in the air. Hope was back.

      Now, the church was hosting a real shindig! The field had cleaned up nicely and it was evident that help was here. Several men wore guns around their waists, including the ranger, Mr. Ashton. Even Jeremiah had worn his, slung low on his hip. The thought of community and making new acquaintances had really brought out everyone, putting the townsfolk at ease.

      She could see Mrs. Smith in the distance. She apparently had made several huge pots of chicken and dumplings. The woman was smiling as she ladled bowls of the hearty meal for each person nearby. They joined several others nearby to eat, listening to the conversations and studying the flurry of activity in the distance.

      While she had braved petting and riding the lovely chestnut horse, she was in no hurry to press her luck. Thankfully, their seats allowed them to watch the cowboys gallop in large circles off in the distance, performing different tricks on the horses. Off to the side of where they were performing, it looked almost like wrestling was occurring with the animals. Glowing brands brought everything to a halt as the small calves were branded. The bleating of the animals tore at Ava.

      “I think I am finished,” she said quietly, setting down her bowl of half-eaten soup. “I can’t bear to listen to them, imagining what that feels like. I guess that makes me soft.”

      “No, that makes you alive,” Jeremiah disagreed, setting his own bowl down. “The calf doesn’t bother me as much as imagining when I had to do that to cauterize a wound. I believe my appetite is gone, too. Shall we walk around?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Standing first, Jeremiah took both bowls and returned them to the large table where the other dishes sat. He returned and extended his arm politely. Ava grasped it to stand up from her bench seat.

      “Let’s see if there is a kissing booth,” he teased.

      “Find it yourself,” she said halfheartedly, pulling her hand from his arm. He quickly grasped it and put her hand back in its place.

      “I was teasing you to get your mind off the calves.”

      “It worked.”

      “I can see that. Shall we?” he began again, this time with a knowing smile at Ava. That smug, knowing expression irritated her. He acted like he knew her. Well, she’d show him!

      “You can try your charms on someone else. Who knows? Maybe it will work this time.”

      “Oh ho? That sounds like a challenge,” he answered glibly.

      “No, a promise,” she countered, raising her delicate nose in the air to meet his eyes. “You are welcome to kiss who you’d like, Mr. Ellington.”

      “Well, I am relieved to have your permission, Mrs. Buchannan. I am assuming we are back to formalities?”

      As they stood there talking, Ava avoided Jeremiah’s gaze on purpose. Instead, she watched as Melissa Miller paid a penny for a slice of pie for a tall blond-haired man. He had bent his golden head and kissed Melissa’s knuckles politely in a deep bow, handing the plate back to her instead. It was obvious she had tried to purchase it for him, yet he gave it to her. This brought a bright red flush to her cheeks that seemed quite the contrast to her pale skin.

      “That was sweet,” Jeremiah said quietly. “I’m glad Miss Miller has a beau.”

      “Apparently so,” she agreed without looking at Jeremiah.

      “I would treat you good, you know? I’d make sure you never regretted your decision.”

      She was stunned by his admission and how certain he seemed to be. There was no doubt in him and yet, it tore at her. Why couldn’t she be decisive like he was? He had gotten off the train, taken to her right away and was passing up the chance to talk to other eligible women.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you so set on me?”

      “My Ava, there is something in you that just rubs me the right way. I like how you seem so polite that it’s downright prudish. And other times,” his voice dropped softly, giving her goosebumps as she found herself leaning towards him to hear what he had to say. “Sometimes, I see such a spark of life inside of you that is hidden away. I am man enough to set that spark free, too.”

      “You are arrogant,” she whispered. “Very arrogant.”

      “A bit,” he said with a knowing grin. “Especially when I know I am right. Now, how about something sweet? I know you liked that peach tart the other night.”

      “Very much so and I promise not to disgrace myself this time,” she said, smiling, and instantly felt alarm at his laughter.

      “Then I will win!”

      “What?”

      “Ava, if you aren’t trying to eat a pie quickly, then when I shovel mine in during the competition, I am sure to win. I see peach… and oh ho! I see a lemon pie for my little sour woman!”

      “Sour woman? I’m not sour!” Ava took a seat opposite of him. “Lemon? No, I’m going for the peach pie, sir! And yes, you have competition!”

      “We shall see! I bet the southern belle in you won’t let you relax enough to enjoy yourself,” he taunted. His blue eyes sparkled with mischief, warm and possessive as they gazed at her.

      “I saw you shove the pie in your mouth the other night, Jeremiah Ellington! I know I can win this. You eat like a delicate bird,” she countered with bravado. They both smirked at each other, thinking of how much she had fed him over the last few days. He ate like a horse and they both knew it. She ignored the stares from the other people at the table at the personal announcement she gave. She just admitted she was with him at night, even if it was evening time and nothing inappropriate happened. At his laughter, she grinned and continued boldly on. “A little, dainty thing, too!” she added as she tossed a napkin at him. “You’ll need this, sir!”

      To her surprise, Jeremiah tossed the napkin back towards her, very nearly landing upon the pie she sat in front of. She plucked it off of the table and tucked it in the collar of her dress daintily. “Prepare to lose,” she said politely and raised an eyebrow.

      At her words, a bell rang in the distance while someone shouted “go!” nearby. Ava picked up a fork and took a massive bite, glancing over at Jeremiah. He was watching her and grinning as he dove his whole hand into the pie. He shoved a large glob into his mouth and grinned, lemon cream peeking through his lips. While it should have been gross, Ava gaped with a mouthful of peach pie at the barbaric way he was attacking his pie. Looking down the table, she saw several other familiar faces covered in fruits of all kinds. There was a blueberry on one man’s nose, strawberries on another’s forehead. It looked like she was the only one using a fork!

      Jeremiah grinned and took another massive scoop of pie, shoving it in his mouth again. “Ur woozing, my Aba!” he squeezed out, much to her mortification. My goodness! she thought as she was disgusted as well as intrigued by the lemon on his lips.

      “Lordy have mercy poo!” she exclaimed and glanced down the table again, horrified. Could she even do this? Women didn’t shove pies in their faces! What had she done?

      The crowd was screaming around them and Jeremiah sat there pushing as much lemon cream pie in his mouth as he could. It was on his chin and in his eyebrows! Pie eating contests were funny and disgusting! This realization caused her to laugh aloud and come up with a game plan!

      Grinning snidely at Jeremiah, Ava stretched her arms and pushed up her sleeves. This caused his eyebrows to shoot straight upwards, complete with lemony goo. She gave him a mock salute with her fork and stabbed it into the table near her pie tin angrily. One thing she hated was losing and he was clearly ahead. She stuck both of her hands into the peach pie and shoved two handfuls into her mouth, barely chewing.

      Jeremiah and the man sitting next to him both began to choke in complete shock as they gasped at her audacity. This caused pie filling to go flying out of their mouths, thus stopping the other participants abruptly in their tracks. Pride was gone! Her brain was focused on two things: shove the peach pie in her mouth and beat Jeremiah.

      When he caught his breath, he began to laugh uproariously. Wiping his eyes, he smiled as Ava stood up chewing, throwing both her dirty hands in the air signifying she had won. She jumped excitedly and then grimaced, yanking her napkin from her collar and wiping her mouth. She saw the peaches and crust crammed under her fingernails. She paled at the realization of what she had just done when, suddenly, she heard a slow clap begin.

      Jeremiah stood, clapping. There was lemon filling on his shirt in a few spots, on his hands and still in his eyebrows. He looked so amused and proud at her excitement.

      “That’s my woman,” he claimed proudly and leaned over the table, kissing her boldly on the mouth in front of the others and smearing lemon on her face. Ava didn’t quite feel so bad as she realized that she had less pie filling on her than her competitors. It was the expression on his face that made her feel like all was right in the world, losing control and enjoying herself for once. She was beyond overjoyed when she was given a clean pie tin for her trophy, vowing to display it somewhere in the house.

      Laughing, all the contestants were able to clean off their hands and faces in a pail of water nearby. Several congratulated Ava on her win. Thankfully, none patted her on the back. Somehow, her gown remained clean from pie filling. Her corset was making it hard to get comfortable, forcing her to rest for a bit on the quilt they had spread under the tree earlier in the day. The last thing she wanted after shirking off her decorum was to end up vomiting in the bushes somewhere. Jeremiah teased that he was almost as full but hadn’t eaten nearly as much pie as she had. The warm air, combined with the full stomach she had, caused Ava to doze off in the shade with a smile on her face.
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      Ava awoke to the sound of gunfire, jerking her upwards in horror as much has her corset would allow. She felt dazed, muddled and scared hearing another blast. “What is that?” she asked, seeing Jeremiah sitting nearby whittling. He had a pocketknife out, making smooth, small strokes resulting in curls of wood.

      “Shooting contest. I hated to wake you and wasn’t sure you wanted to participate after your big win,” he teased. “Honestly, I didn’t head over because I have shot enough guns to last a lifetime for me personally. That and I would hate to be bested by a woman again.”

      “Sherriff Melton is shooting?” she asked.

      “You know her? She looks pretty confident. Is she as good as she thinks?”

      “Better! Or so I have heard from others.”

      “Yes, I’m glad I didn’t go. My honor couldn’t take much more.”

      “I’m sure your honor will be just fine.”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps you’ll save me a dance later when the music starts?”

      Another loud pop went off in the distance. Out of the corner of her eye, Ava saw the whiskey barrel lids swinging. This indicated that someone had just hit the target the furthest distance away.

      “My goodness! Someone hit that? That must have been Melton…” her sentence trailed off as she heard another shot fired followed by loud cheering. The barrel lid again swung wildly. “… no, that was Melton.”

      “Are you sure? If you haven’t seen him in action, how do you know?”

      “I’ve been told that she was quite the sharpshooter and could hit any mark she put her eye on. Can you?”

      “If I had to? Yes.”

      “Then why aren’t you competing?”

      “I don’t need to.” With a practiced flick of his wrist, he drew his gun easily. He aimed far from her but didn’t fire. “You only aim away and you only shoot what you have to. I didn’t compete because there was a completely different contest going on over there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There is a contest of wills going, as well as skill. Your sheriff is proving himself to be capable to the townfolk. I believe he feels threatened by the rangers that have arrived. It’s a challenge to his manhood.”

      “Ah, I think I understand now.”

      “Have you ever shot a gun? Do you even have one?”

      “Yes, I’ve a small revolver that Peter kept in the house. No, I have never fired it.”

      “You should probably learn.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “What if you needed protection? Could you load it?”

      Ava stopped immediately, realizing that she had no idea how many bullets were even in the old revolver she had hidden upstairs in her room. Was it even loaded?

      “Maybe you could show me?” she asked. “So if some man gets out of line…”

      “If some man gets out of line with my woman, you won’t have to shoot him. I will.”

      “I meant you, you goose.”

      “I realize that but I don’t feel I have been out of line. Tiptoed it? Yes,” he said with a grin. “It’s like dancing. You sway over the line and then pull back. Does that mean you’ll save a dance for me?”

      “Yes, I suppose I will,” she said with mock pretense. She was actually pretty excited to see if he could dance or what kind of songs would be played. Coordination wasn’t her strong suit, so she hoped it was plenty of slower songs rather than country jigs. Those had her tripping over her own feet.

      Hopping to his feet, Jeremiah extended his hand towards Ava where she sat. “Come. I think the others are heading over to the field now. Unless you’d rather stay here?”

      “No, I feel bad wasting the day away by falling asleep.”

      “You fell asleep?”

      “You know I did, you cad!” she teased, slapping her hand into his. “What shall I do with my trophy?”

      “Fold the quilt and tuck it inside. No one will touch it.” She did so and carefully placed her pie tin out of sight. Several other quilts were left under the trees to hold their spots. By folding it up, she assumed that they were done out here and wrapping up the evening. This made her feel a bit melancholy.

      Walking silently, she marveled at how right it felt to have her arm resting on his. He had been such a gentleman and surprised her at each turn. She had missed the days of courting before she had married Peter. Now, she was getting a taste of what being special felt like again. She wasn’t ready for the evening to come to a close and hoped they would be able to dance long into the night.

      The open field was the perfect setting. Massive hooks from a nearby barn, casting a glow as the sun began to set in the distance. Hay bales were carefully lined up to provide seating. A few men, including the tall, blond man that looked to be courting Melissa were plucking fiddles, preparing to start up the music.

      Preacher Smith took that moment to clear his throat loudly. “We are very pleased to have a chance to celebrate the arrival of our guests into town. As a reminder, we will be having services in the morning sharply at nine AM. I expect to see you all there.” Several whoops of approval and a round of applause faded away as the music started up.

      The twang of a plucky quadrille started up, causing Ava to step back. She did not intend to trip. Quadrilles could be tricky with all the steps. Jeremiah stopped her, grabbing her hand.

      “Don’t turn tail and run, big winner. Dance with me.”

      Ava watched the couples line up and looked at Jeremiah’s eager expression. Apparently, the man loved to dance. Stepping into place, she nodded at him. Just remember your moves, she thought.

      Marching forwards towards him, she gave a bow and stepped back. Her right hand met his, their palms lying flat against each other. Spinning in a small circle, she stepped back. Her left hand met his. They spun again, opposite, and stepped back again. This time, both hands met up in the air. He leaned forward and then back. Ava repeated the steps almost catty corner with another young man, and then again, the opposite direction with another partner. Jeremiah was then her partner again, and they danced down the line when it was their turn, quickly followed by another couple, and another. Everyone clapped and stomped until the line had been reformed. It was lively and fun, much more so than she ever remembered.

      “May I have this dance?” a tall ranger asked politely, interrupting Ava and Jeremiah’s dance with laughter in his eyes.

      “No,” Jeremiah said from behind and looked hard at Ava. While she liked Jeremiah a lot and was attracted to him, it was flattering to have someone else interested in her. Besides, a bit of jealousy might be a good thing for him, too, she thought.

      “Of course,” Ava said politely, looking away from Jeremiah. She placed her hand on his and walked forward.

      “He is going to be quite upset,” the blond man said easily. “I am Gideon Ashton.”

      “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Ashton. And yes, I have a feeling that he might be just that,” she said, daring a glance over Mr. Ashton’s shoulder at Jeremiah. He was no longer standing off to the side but dancing with another woman in the distance. That cad!

      “So, if you knew he would be upset, why did you accept?” he asked smoothly.

      “Why did you ask?”

      “For the very same reason, I’m guessing. Is Miss Miller watching us?”

      “So, is that how it stands?” Ava asked, comprehending quickly that he was not interested in her but the dark-haired woman that was glaring daggers at her. “Oh yes, Miss Miller is watching us like a hawk. And my Mr. Ellington?”

      “He is trying not to,” Gideon said with a laugh, swaying Ava in a large circle with flourish and the notes of the waltz carried. “It’s ironic how two strangers can feel possessive, is it not? You look very happy with him.”

      “Yes, I believe Miss Miller is not very happy with you right now. I am not her favorite person for some reason.”

      “And I believe your Mr. Ellington is about ready to put a bullet between my eyes if I do not turn you over. Shall we?”

      “Mr. Ashton, I do believe that would be healthiest for you,” she agreed with a laugh. “Why don’t you lead me over to Mr. Ellington and switch partners?”

      “Capital idea! It was a pleasure meeting you Mrs. Buchannan, soon to be Ellington.”

      “We shall see about that,” she demurred with a blush.

      “Mr. Ellington, I believe Mrs. Buchannan prefers you as a dance partner. Perhaps we can trade places?”

      Jeremiah said not a word, but gave a stiff bow towards Ava. He kept a fair distance from her, dancing with his arms extended. “Are you jealous?” she asked surprised.

      “I do not relish the idea of you giving the first waltz to another man.”

      “Don’t be silly, Jeremiah.”

      “There is nothing silly about it.”

      “Then why are you upset?”

      “Because my soon-to-be wife should be giving all her dances to me.”

      “I thought we’d get to know each other better. Give us time, remember?”

      “And after that display? I’m thinking I am a bit more possessive than I realized and not above trying to get my way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that I’m thinking that we should be getting married sooner rather than later so no one else can take you from me.”

      “Jeremiah…”

      “And I’m not too proud to coerce you into it. I’ve seen how you respond to me.”

      This caused her to laugh. Jeremiah had never seemed so stern or upset. This was a new side to him and she wasn’t fazed in the slightest. “Coerce how?”

      “Well, Mrs. Buchannan,” he said with a wicked smile, pulling her closer into his arms. “You blatantly admitted to being with me at night while we choked down our peach tarts on your front porch. However, you neglected to say what time it was or the fact that it was outside. You simply told everyone at the table we were together at night.”

      “That is easily explainable…” she started in surprise, looking at the devious glint in his eyes.

      “And I am not above telling people you have seen me naked. That you barged right in and ogled my naked body for an unhealthy amount of time,” he said lightly at her gasp. “How do you think Preacher Smith would feel about that?”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “I most certainly would. I have never given you any inclination that I didn’t want you for my wife. One look at that beautiful face, that tender heart, and I was smitten. The fact that we get along so well has me desperate to make you mine.” Jeremiah leaned down, whispering in her ear for her alone. Nuzzling her neck, she found herself smiling at the touch. “And I shall.”

      “You are incorrigible,” she breathed in delight, her eyes closing at the smell of soap from him. There was something that drew her to him like a moth to a flame.

      “And you two are putting on quite the display today,” Preacher Smith interrupted loudly, as he tapped on Ava’s shoulder. She leaped out of Jeremiah’s arms, mortified.

      “I expect to see you both in church. You, young lady. Gluttony and pride is a sin. I saw you at the contest, my dear.” He then pointed at Jeremiah, “And you, sir. Lust is also a sin, if you didn’t realize it already.”

      “Yes, sir, it is,” Jeremiah agreed with a beaming smile at Ava and a lecherous wink. “The lady just agreed to be my wife.”

      “Then I shall announce it tomorrow morning at the services. Front row, you two!” the preacher ordered with a proud smile. “Glad to see you happy, Miss Ava.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she murmured quietly, still surprised at Jeremiah’s announcement. She should be frustrated or upset at being cornered. Especially when the preacher walked away from them and Jeremiah whispered “checkmate”. She should be upset, but she wasn’t. Instead, she found herself simply happy to be making things official with him.

      The original idea was to have help at the funeral home, not to find someone absolutely perfect for her that made her laugh or smile. She had not intended to replace Peter in her heart, yet somehow, this ornery man had snuck his way in there, taking down any protests she might have had. He would be good to her and she couldn’t ask for a better companion. Peter would always be her first husband. But Jeremiah? He would become her second and it would be announced in the morning.
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      Jeremiah arrived at Ava’s doorstep early to escort her to the church on the other side of town. She found that she simply enjoyed the pleasure of his company as they strolled along the street. She was glad to have been able to have given shelter and food to another person. Ultimately, she was relieved that he had turned out to be a good fit for her. Walking, she listened to him tell her tales of his travels across the south, surprised that he had been on his own for so long after the war. That explained why he had arrived with so few things. He simply didn’t have them. His childhood home burned of all his possessions, he roamed adrift in search of a place he could call home. She had never known what it was like to be without, thanks to Peter. Unfortunately, due to the war, she was only too familiar with the pain, loss and desperation it brought.

      There had been no word as of yet, nor did Ava expect one. Her other letters had gone unanswered and she was now finding herself moving forward. The idea of changes to come was liberating and thrilling. She would be free of her undertaker duties and gain a husband in the bargain. A husband that made her laugh and curled her toes.

      “I’d give anything to know what has you blushing,” he teased, placing his hand upon hers that rested on his forearm.

      “My thoughts are mine alone,” she countered with a side glance.

      “I plan to give you more things to think about that will make you blush, my dear,” he promised, dropping a kiss on her cheek as they entered the church.

      “Behave, you scoundrel!”

      “Front bench, you two,” she heard behind her and prayed that the ground would open up and swallow her whole as she recognized the voice. It was Preacher Smith who had caught Jeremiah being forward with her yet again.

      With a proud smile, Jeremiah yanked his infantry hat off his head and held it against his chest. “Yes, sir! I remember, lust is a sin! And sinners come to church, so here I am.”

      “Good to see you listened, young man.” Ava heard Preacher Smith cough as he held back a smile.

      “He is incorrigible,” Ava said in apology and allowed herself to be pulled by Jeremiah into the church, away from the smiling faces that had overheard Jeremiah. He was unapologetically bold and, frankly, she liked it. There was no wondering what he was about. If you asked him, he would tell you. Once he put his mind to something, he wouldn’t let go. His idea of courting had literally been an assault on the senses. He made her upset and then made her laugh. It was like they just clicked together and it made her feel complete again.

      As the preacher came in, all the parishioners stood. Melissa Miller’s clear voice began to sing “Amazing Grace” while the rest of them joined in. Ava was entranced by Jeremiah’s deep voice and the fact that he held her hand during the song. It touched her that he fell right into step with her, with the town. Jeremiah fit in like he had been born and raised here. It was humbling that by the merest chance, he had dropped into her life at one of her lowest points.

      They took their seats, and Ava listened carefully to the sermon. It was a gift that Preacher Smith had to make each person feel as if he was reaching out to them directly. Today was no different. Except that today, he spoke yet again of forgiveness and duty. The idea of this hit home for Ava. She had dealt with a massive amount of guilt in thinking that she was betraying the memory of her husband recently and only now was accepting of the fact that life would keep moving on without her.

      “In this life, we are taught to love our brothers, yet did we not just fight them for the idea of duty? Honor? Forgiveness is a harsh lesson to learn sometimes.” Preacher Smith took a deep, thoughtful breath.

      “Over the last few weeks, we have talked about forgiveness and duty. And I feel the need to talk about it yet again because we are always learning. We don’t realize that we are being taught, yet we are always the pupil. For instance, everyone knows of Miss Buchannan and her struggles. She proudly accepted duty without a single word. I saw this forgiveness yesterday and I was proud of you all. Humbled.”

      “Other times, forgiveness needs to come from the inside. It’s not seen, yet felt. Duty may feel like the need to suffer, but it isn’t.” Ava felt tears spring to her eyes and swallowed hard. Wasn’t this the discussion she had with Trudy and the preacher a few months back?

      “And that forgiveness, that duty, may come forth when you least expect it. Forgiveness can come as easy as a smile. Or painfully so… when the grieving is over and you allow the healing to begin. A word, a secret or a moment that is triggered brings forgiveness. Duty may put a burden on you, but it’s never more than you can cope with. Never more than He knows you can handle.”

      Preacher Smith looked out over the crowd, and briefly met Ava’s eyes as she dabbed her handkerchief. “That is when forgiveness happens. When you allow Him to guide you to a new path through faith and trust. This path has been laid forth for two of our members recently.” Jeremiah surged to his feet proudly, pulling Ava up from her seat.

      “These two have both decided to undertake a new road together and would like to announce their intention to marry.”

      Ava steeled herself, expecting condemnation or at least a gasp or two in shock at the fact that she was remarrying again. But nothing came except a round of applause and congratulations.

      “Ava is doing me a great honor. I am not sure what I did to deserve a woman as good as her,” Jeremiah said aloud, looking fondly at her. Disbelief must have been written all over her face as she looked up at him in surprise at his proclamation. His tender, proud gaze watched her carefully.

      “I think I am the lucky one,” she admitted softly, bringing a smile to his face.

      “I believe we’ll have to disagree on that,” he countered, gathering up both her hands and bringing them to his lips. He kissed each hand lightly and sat her back down on the pew.

      “Probably won’t be the only thing we ever disagree on,” she said wryly, bringing a laugh to the parishioners.

      “I’m sure of it, my Ava. We’ll compromise each and every time… and do it your way, dear,” he said promptly with a grin, causing more of a ruckus.

      “That’s enough, you two,” Preacher Smith announced, interrupting them gently. “Maybe next week’s service will be a discussion on compromise and what it entails.”
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      “I think I might be ill,” Ava announced nervously and clutched the empty pail, moaning. She didn’t sleep a wink last night and had been pacing all night from anxiety. Today was going to be the day that she became Ava Ellington.

      Maybe I should hyphenate my name? Buchannan-Ellington? she thought idly as her stomach heaved in protest again. “Oh my Lord, save me,” she groaned and hung her head in the pail again.

      “Blasphemy!” Trudy coached and put a cool rag on the back of her neck.

      “You aren’t even at the church yet and you are making yourself ill,” Trudy chided gently.

      “I’m about to marry another man. Why wouldn’t I be nervous?”

      “Because you love him.”

      “I haven’t told him that! Maybe I should have.” Ava’s whimper echoed in the empty steel pail. “Oh my…”

      The pail was no longer empty.

      Ava felt infinitely better as the offending bucket was whisked away. Another cool rag appeared and covered her face where her eyes lay closed. She leaned back on the velvet settee and simply breathed through the wet cloth.

      “I think I’m going to be okay,” she breathed, swallowing hard and trying to relax.

      “I’m glad.”

      At the sound of Jeremiah’s voice, Ava jerked the cool cloth off her face in shock. “You aren’t supposed to see me! What is wrong with you?”

      “That is for first marriages,” he chided with a sympathetic smile.

      “It is your first marriage!” she scolded.

      “It will be my only marriage.”

      “You don’t know that!” Ava felt tears welling up at the emotion in his voice. “Now stop that, you’ll make me cry.”

      “I’m certain of it,” he said tenderly, as his hand smoothed back her hair from her face. “Trudy has made you look lovelier than ever. I thought nothing would top the day I first laid eyes on you.”

      “Do you need spectacles?” Ava wailed. “Look at me! I can’t stop crying and everything you say is so… so… perfect!” She buried her face in her hands. “You aren’t supposed to see me until we get to the altar!”

      “I wanted to make sure my pretty girl made it there and didn’t run,” he teased, pulling her hands from her face. “I couldn’t wait another minute to see you.”

      “This is a mistake!” Ava shook her head as another bout of nausea flared. “Jeremiah, you shouldn’t be here. And by seeing me before the wedding you are going to curse us!”

      She paused for a moment. “Oh merciful Lord, I think I’m going to be sick again…”

      “Blasphemy, Ava!” Trudy’s voice called from the kitchen.

      “Darling, are you…”

      Ava was not okay. She had emptied the contents of her stomach directly on his boots. She began to cry even harder at the mess she made. This was a horrible start to their marriage and their life together! “Go awaaaaay” she moaned, clutching her waist.

      “I’m not leaving you,” he chuckled easily. “You aren’t going to run me off, darling. I’m here to stay. Good, bad… or vomit.”

      “Go awaaaaay,” she cried desperately, turning her head from him.

      “What is wrong with the bride? Is Ava sick?” Preacher Smith’s voice carried in the room.

      “Can I just die now?” she whispered to Jeremiah. “Did you bring anyone else here to humiliate me?”

      “Darling, I brought them to officiate and witness,” he said gently, patting her hand. “I heard you were sick and I didn’t want to take a chance on you changing your mind.”

      “You brought everyone here? When I have been crying and ill?”

      “You look beautiful to me.”

      “Now if that isn’t love, I don’t know what is!” Melissa’s voice interrupted Ava’s solitude. “She’s obviously not feeling well.”

      “Why are you here?” Ava asked bluntly.

      “Because Mr. Ashton asked me to stand up for you both. You needed a witness since you aren’t at the church and we were nearby. I told him you didn’t like me.”

      “I thought you disliked me?”

      “No, I’m infinitely jealous that you are now being married twice and I have yet to –” Melissa bit out harshly and stopped. “Nothing. Never mind. I don’t hate you, Ava. I never have.”

      “You know, Ms. Miller,” Gideon Ashton drawled. “You say the word, and I am game.”

      “Silence! We are here to marry Ava and Jeremiah. You two are almost as bad as these two are,” the preacher said loudly.

      Ava looked at Jeremiah, perched beside her as she lay on the settee. His warm, caring eyes and his smile touched her. “I am so sorry about your boots.”

      “The boots are nothing compared to you. I can always clean the boots or get new ones. But you? There is no replacing you, my Ava. Marry me, darling.”

      At her nod, he gently helped her stand and excused himself momentarily. Ava took this chance to run a comb through her hair and rinse her mouth. Washing her face, she moved to the back kitchen area for fresh air. It seemed like only yesterday that Jeremiah had sat there for the first time.

      “You ready?” Jeremiah called out.

      “Yes,” she replied and thanked Trudy as she handed her a large bouquet of flowers. Her simple gown was the same beautiful gown she had worn to the festival. She had loved the design and opted to wear it again simply because the idea of marrying Jeremiah seemed like another reason to celebrate. Ava stepped into the living room and stopped.

      Jeremiah stood in his suit beside Preacher Smith with a wide grin on his face. In fact, they were all grinning at her. Ava glanced at each person in disbelief. They had all taken off their shoes and boots. There was a pile of shoes near the front door and Jeremiah’s boots were curiously absent.

      “I refuse to marry my lady love in vomit-covered boots. So if you’ll have me barefoot, I am ready to go,” he announced with a smile and held out his hand.

      “Just a moment.” Ava nodded and bent down carefully in her tight corset. She removed her beaded slippers and tossed them at the door. The shoes landed with a thud alongside several others. “Now I am ready,” she replied, wiggling her bare toes.

      “You look perfect.”

      “And you are crazy,” she retorted, still amazed at seeing his socks. She placed her hand in his. “I can’t believe we are getting married barefoot.”

      “Life will never be boring with me,” he promised tenderly.

      “I see that,” she said with a watery smile. “I love you, you shameless man.”

      “Absolutely I am. But I bet I love you more.”

      “You are on, sir,” she said confidently. “And remember the pie eating contest? I don’t like to lose.”

      “Darling, this is one thing I will happily lose at if it means I can see that smile every day for the rest of my life.”

      “Preacher Smith?” she said thickly. “I believe the man intends to marry me. Shall we?”

      “Hmmph. Is it my turn now?” the preacher joked. “I thought you were saying your vows already.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Hopefully Matched. 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- Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Get your copy of Lawfully Admired today!

      Melissa Miller is tired of being alone. Angry, bitter and jaded, she is fully aware that her marriage prospects are horribly slim after the war. With the threat of outlaws raiding towns nearby, her very safety, as well as her mother’s, is at risk. She cannot afford to have her chance at happiness whisked away. But just when she thought she couldn’t take much more and had lost her faith, he walked into her world. Gideon is full of laughter, an inner light and a buoyant personality that she craves… but he is harboring a secret.

      

      Gideon Ashton waltzed into the small north Texas town on a wing and a prayer. A request for help to protect the citizens had been passed to him and it felt like divine guidance when he met Melissa. He happened upon the lonely young woman one afternoon, causing a flutter in his stomach and a rush of feelings that had been locked away. She’s everything that he felt was missing in his life and more, causing a fierce yearning for a future he’d never considered before.

      

      Melissa had clutched at the bitterness, solitude and anger inside of her for so long. Hope, love and the possibility of living happily ever after one day is suddenly squashed when she realizes that Gideon’s past and the dangers of life in the saddle could take him from her at any moment. Can they find love, a renewed faith, and acceptance in each other when the need arises?
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      Galina Dombrosky always strived to make herself feel like an average American. Her family had immigrated from Russia, becoming citizens and learning the language in order to fit in to their new lives. Growing up, their home sounded like something exotic from across the globe, but in her heart – she was as patriotic as apple pie.

      

      Galina becomes a CIA agent specializing in security in order to defend the land that she loves. But when an unexpected assignment drops her in St. Petersburg, Russia- she is overwhelmed by the variety of thoughts and feelings flowing through her. Her Russian heritage is welcomed and recognized, beauty surrounds her-creating a longing for a land she doesn’t recognize or know – as well as an overwhelming attraction to the man she has been sent to spy upon.

      

      Nikodim ‘Nik’ Petrov is the most normal billionaire that she’s ever met (not that she has met many!) and so down to earth. He is caring, friendly, and devastatingly handsome – which makes her wonder if the CIA has the correct man after all? Galina had been tasked to track down a hacker accused of infiltrating their computer systems, using any means necessary to discover what he’d stolen from the government.

      

      When secrets are shared, danger is in the air and lives are suddenly torn apart – can their love overcome the distance between them? Can she return to America once her heart is lost– and will Mother Russia ever let Nik go?

      

      Get your copy today!
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      Lawfully Gifted

      Dear John…

      

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people’s lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example – writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there’s more to life in this world he’s protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn’t forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you’ve even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?
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      Wanted: Hired Gun

      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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      Lawkeeper Romance Novellas

      Lawfully Yours

      Lawfully Mine

      Lawfully Indulged

      Lawfully Challenged

      Lawfully Freed

      Lawfully Wild

      Lawfully Gifted

      Lawfully Betrothed

      Lawfully Chosen

      

      Stand-Alone full size Billionaire Romance books:

      Winning the Billionaire

      Spying on the Billionaire

      

      Silverpines Romance:

      Wanted: Hired Gun - A Silverpines Romance story

      

      Match Made in Heaven Series:

      Perfectly Matched

      Hopefully Matched

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Ginny Sterling is an avid romance writer. She lives to tell sweet, inspirational, tender tales that tug at the heart-strings. She enjoys reading and creating stories that leave the reader smiling, laughing or crying. She favors writing western or contemporary books - several of which are included in The Lawkeepers Series. Ginny is a co-creator of A Match Made in Heaven Romance Series with Jenna Brandt and Marie Higgins. She is also proud to announce that she will be participating in the Silver Pines Series in 2019. 

      

      Growing up, Ginny traveled extensively visiting family, seeing the sights, and learning that everything in life worth having revolves around love, faith and home. Having lived in several different parts of the United States, she and her family have settled in Kentucky. When not at work, she spends all of her free time writing, quilting, or shopping for coffee mugs to add to her collection.

      

      Writing under an alternate pen name, Gina Cole- She dabbles in a fantasy world that whisks you away from the daily doldrums of reality with steamy contemporary and time travel romances. Her Bride series throws fate to the wind, bringing together two hearts...whereas her Timeless Brides series is more like a crash course in life, somewhere in the past, with a Hunka-hunka burning love.

      

      Each book written is sure to be an adventure designed to bring laughter and love to your heart!

      

      For more information- be sure to subscribe to my mailing list by clicking here:

      

      www.ginnysterling.com
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